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White’s Woods forestry: Dave Babyak
Posted on June 14, 2020

Forester Dave Babyak stands at the boundary between his backyard and White’s Woods recreational forest, June 9,
2020. Photos by David Loomis.

 By David Loomis

WHITE TOWNSHIP – David J. “Dave” Babyak, 71, is not even thinking of retiring from forestry, his calling for
48 years.

“Retire?” asked the Babyak Forestry Services owner during a June 9 interview on the screen porch at his new
home in White’s Woods, the subdivision, that abuts White’s Woods, the recreational forest at the center of a
decennial controversy. “It’s not like work to me.”

Twelve years ago, Babyak was doing something like work on the publicly owned, 250-acre recreational forest
straddling Indiana borough and its bordering township. He recommended removing 21 percent of the forest’s
timber and selling it to raise revenue.

For $1,500 township supervisors hired Babyak — a graduate of Penn State’s forestry science program, a charter
member of the Pennsylvania Council of Professional Foresters, chair of the Southwest Pennsylvania chapter of
the Society of American Foresters, associate director of Indiana County Conservation District — to prepare the
plan and manage the forest inventory.
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Dave Babyak on his screen porch in the White’s Woods development in
White Township, June 9, 2020.

Residents were vocal in opposition. Supervisors shelved the plan in 2009.

In Tuesday’s interview, Babyak did not dwell on that controversy, the second of three in as many decades to
spark a local political firestorm. He was more focused on the latest controversy.

Following is an edited version of the interview:

______________

 Question: Were you invited by township supervisors to submit a bid on the latest White’s Woods cutting and
clearing project?

 Babyak: Bids were solicited on the invasives part only. They never solicited RFPs on the forestry work, that I
know of. And I probably would have known. I was president of the Southwest Pennsylvania chapter of the
Society of American Foresters. I know just about every forester in the region.

Question: Do you know forester Mike Lawer, of Millstone
Land Management, the contractor for the township on the
invasives project?

 Babyak:  Yes. He worked for me one summer, three or four
years ago.

 

Question: Your name and company appear on the 2019
state Department of Conservation and Natural Resources list
of foresters in Pennsylvania. But his name and company do
not appear on the same list. Does that list suggest something
about qualifications of foresters?

 Babyak:  I don’t know. I get a lot of my jobs from that list.

The big problem in Pennsylvania is that there is no forestry registration. We tried to establish licensing for
foresters. We met a lot of opposition.

I’ve been lobbying for this for all of my professional career. You need a license to give a haircut. But there’s no
licensing for forestry in Pennsylvania. You get a bad haircut, it grows back in a month. You do bad forestry, it’ll
last a lifetime, or at least decades.

West Virginia has a registration law. It requires a minimum education of a B.S. in forestry, or an associate
degree with five years of experience; testing, and continuing education.
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The state Council of Professional Foresters tried to get the same in Pennsylvania. We got it to the legislature.
But we couldn’t get it out of committee. The Pennsylvania Forest Products Association lobbied against the bill.
Our group disbanded about a year ago.

I can’t see how people say we want good forestry but no regulatory mechanism on foresters. I’m all for freedom
to control my business. But the government doesn’t control clear-cutters.

 

Question: What lessons do you take away from your involvement in the 2008-2009 controversy over the
proposed logging of White’s Woods?

 Babyak: If I were to do it again, I wouldn’t put any values on the timber. That immediately sends up flares. I
also would have pulled in the Audubon Society for a bird census.

Some critics say White’s Woods should be left alone. But you can’t put your head in the sand. In the early 1990s,
we lost white oaks to gypsy moth infestation. A spray program for $7 an acre could have saved the trees.

There’s no real pests in White’s Woods now. But you need a professional to inspect about every two years.

Friends of White’ Woods is a misnomer. They have done nothing positive. They don’t do anything to improve
the trails, to improve the steps.

And they’re wrong about Project 70. The law is for education and conservation. Friends of White’s Woods, they
don’t know the difference between preservation and conservation.

 

Question:  How about recreation?

Babyak: White’s Woods is a community forest. Why is hunting outlawed? Aren’t hunters part of the
community? Apparently they’re second-class citizens.

In my 2007 plan, I proposed plaques, deer enclosures – to show what deer do to the forest. The deer are the
crux. Until you control the deer, you’re not going to control the invasives.

Invasive species are there because the deer don’t like them. The supervisors need to address the deer in White’s
Woods. And if they approve opening the forest canopy, then the disturbed soil and dappled shade are perfect for
Japanese stiltgrass. It will be very difficult to control.

Those are the two biggest items in the forest itself.
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Japanese stiltgrass, new growth emerging from old matted
growth.

 

Question: Does the Millstone management plan address these
concerns?

Babyak: Management plan? Where is it? People stop me on the
street to ask, what about the management plan? I can’t comment
because I haven’t seen any management plan.

On April 30, I wrote a letter to township supervisors asking to
review the management plan for the current White’s Woods
project. Their reply? Zero.

 

Question: What about the documents that Millstone Land Management has submitted?

Babyak: You mean its “sustainable forest management overview”? That’s no management plan. That’s an
introduction, maybe.

 

Question: What’s missing?

Babyak: Everything. And that map, it’s not very professional-looking.
I would never submit anything like that and expect to be paid for it.

I would describe the soils, the vegetation, the number of trees per acre,
different slopes – you have to be specific for each different stand.
That’s why this is not a management plan.

The supervisors say they are being transparent. But these documents
are not on their website. The Friends of White’s Woods has had to
request them and post them. How transparent is that?

 

 Question: How detailed was your plan compared to Millstone’s
“overview”?

Babyak: Mine was about 30-35 pages. Millstone’s is two and a half
pages.
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Map of White’s Woods, submitted to White Township
officials by Millstone Land Management LLC, of Marion
Center. The map’s seven tracts suggest areas within the

250-acre forest where Millstone plans to do work.
Source: Friends of White’s Woods website. Click to

enlarge.

A 2.3-inch bore drawn by Mike Babyak from a poplar tree in White’s Woods behind
his home. By the bore and the tree’s diameter, Babyak estimated the tree’s age —

and the surrounding forest — at 69 years. Click to enlarge.

I’m not talking about Lawer. He’s doing what they want, I presume.
I’m talking about the supervisors. They are not sending a clear
message at all. It’s vagueness about a few trees and invasive species. To
me, as a forester, that doesn’t mean anything.

Did you read the recent letter to the editor from Tim Murphy, of
Clarksburg? He has a master’s degree in forestry from Penn State. He wondered why he wasn’t invited to submit
a plan. And they didn’t invite me.

No sour grapes, though. I just care that White’s Woods gets a good plan.

 

Question:  What do you think supervisors have learned from a decade ago and from the latest controversy?

Babyak: I’m surmising that they have a bad taste in their mouths, and they are bitter at Friends of White’s
Woods.

But Friends of White’s Woods needs to compromise a little bit. They have that typical liberal fear-mongering –
like on runoff into White’s Run. Logging operations don’t cause runoff, per se.

Logging is not disturbance in itself. It’s no big deal. It’s natural. White’s Woods is an even-age forest, for the
most part. It was clear-cut.  Walter Schroth told me his father clear-cut the forest in the 1950s.

 

Question: Won’t this latest plan for a shelterwood
cut in White’s Woods hit you literally in your own
backyard now?

Babyak: I don’t care. But shelterwood removal is
always followed by overstory removal. A
shelterwood harvest is usually two but sometimes
three harvests. The overstory — big trees — are
harvested on the last cut. Hopefully, there are young
trees established in the understory then so it is not
considered a clear cut. A shelterwood cut adds light
to the understory, lets seedlings get established, and

then you remove the rest of the trees.

Removing 56 percent of the tree volume would be pretty severe. That’s a shelterwood cut.
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I’m not saying this is what they are doing. But by definition, this is what this means. It’s not spelled out. A
management plan will have a 10-to-15-year plan.

Supervisors have seen this before. They need a stewardship plan. A natural diversity index of mammals, plants
– everything – is needed. It’s missing.

White’s Woods is more than a forest. It’s a community forest. Everybody should have a say.

 

Question: Would you support a public hearing to give the community a say?

Babyak: I don’t think supervisors want a hearing at all. And I don’t have a problem with no hearing. I’ve had
people yelling at me. I don’t think it would accomplish much.

I think a small committee should be appointed, to include Friends of White’s Woods, Indiana borough, Mike
Lawer, a recreation specialist – maybe five people.

 

Question: Would you serve on the committee?

Babyak: I’d have to think about that.

__________

David Loomis, Ph.D., emeritus professor of journalism at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, is editor of The
HawkEye.

The HawkEye invites comments on this and other issues of community interest. Email doloomis@iup.edu or
click on the “contact us” drop-down menu, above.
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