
Fish and Wildlife Board Meeting 

Minutes for December 21, 2016 

The Fish & Wildlife Board held a meeting at 5:00 PM EST on Wednesday December 21, 
2016, at the Pavilion Auditorium located at 109 State Street, Montpelier, VT 05620. 

Members of the Board: Kevin Lawrence (Chair), Theresa Elmer (Vice Chair), Pete 
Allard, Dennis Mewes, Bill Pickens, Craig Nolan, Craig Greene, Johanna Laggis, Justin 
Lindholm, Cheryl Frank Sullivan, Patrick Berry, Tim Biebel, and David Fielding. Absent 
from the meeting was Grant Spates. 

Fish and Wildlife Staff: Louis Porter (Commissioner), Kim Royar (Special Assistant to 
the Commissioner), Mary Diego (Executive Assistant), Jason Batchelder (Director of Law 
Enforcement), George Scribner (Assistant Director of Law Enforcement), David Gregory 
(Lt. Warden), Chad Barrett (Sgt. Warden), Sean Fowler (Warden), Dustin Circe (Warden 
Trainee), Susan Warner (Outreach Director), Scott Darling (Wildlife Management Program 
Manager), Forrest Hammond (Bear Program Biologist), Chris Bernier (Furbearer Project 
Leader) and Elizabeth Stratton (Business office)  

Members of the Public that spoke: Jim White of Shelburne, Sophie Bowater of 
Middlesex, Brenna Galdenzi of Stowe, John Roael of Burton, Mike Covey of 
Williamstown, Judy Bellairs of Hardwick, Lynn Andrews of N. Pomfret and Bruce 
Barroffio of Northfield. Camera Operator: Matt Swenson  

   The board meeting was called to order at 5:02PM, EST by Chairman Kevin Lawrence  

 

Approval of October 19, 2016 meeting minutes:  

Bill Pickens motioned to accept the meeting minutes from the October 19, 2016 board 
meeting. Theresa Elmer seconded the motion to approve the October 19, 2016 

Vote: Unanimously voted to pass the minutes. Minutes passed.  

Petition (Stefani) on three topics: archery, hunting licenses, and hunting hours: 

After a brief introduction of the department staff, Commissioner Porter expressed the 
department’s position and recommendation to not move forward with any of the three 
items that were submitted in the Stefani Petition. Of course, if it is the board’s pleasure, 
then we will investigate any of these items if they wish us to do so. Porter spoke briefly 
about each item: 

1. This would need to be a legislative change that would require names and addresses 
on arrows. Several years ago this was proposed in the legislature and ended up 
dying in committee after a number of archers came in with arrows all carrying the 
name and address of the Chairman of the Houses Fish and Wildlife Committee.  

2. The second is a request to split the hunting license into one for big game and one 
for small game. We hear about this request about once or twice a year, particularly 
from small game hunters who do not wish to participate in large game hunting. It is 
not an issue for the department in terms of what we hear from the public.  

3. The third is a request to change the hunting hours. However, the state has a great 
record thanks to our hunter education instructors, programs, and volunteers as well 



as some other changes that we have made to improve hunter safety over the years. 
We always strive to do better on this but overall, we have done a great job in this 
area. The department does not believe that this is a major safety concern but 
deferred to the Colonel. There was one very sad incident that involved low light 
conditions at the end of the day so it does happen sometimes but not enough to 
decrease the opportunity that it provides for responsible hunters. The Colonel’s 
response was that he tends to put a lot of faith into the sportsmen and women that 
are out in the woods and really trust their judgement in different days and light 
conditions. The Colonel does not discount that horrible accident but it is not a 
growing concern day to day for us. 

 

Greene: The trend in most states is to extend the hours to a half an hour before and after. 
Also, regarding the arrows when I first came on the board it was brought up and he does 
not see it being an effective tool for law enforcement if it was enacted. 

Craig Greene motioned to take no action on the Stefani Petition. 

Tim Biebel seconded the motion. 

Vote: Unanimously in favor of taking no action. Petition failed to be acted on. 

Question about suppressors? Does the board have authority to regulate them in regards to 
hunting? Is it possible for the board to become agents regarding their use?  

Catherine: Use of suppressors is defined and regulated under statute. It is illegal except for 
outlined in certain statutory exceptions. It is in criminal statute 10 VSA4010. The board 
does not have the authority to allow suppressors outside of what is outlined in statute. The 
exceptions outlined by statute are: use for law enforcement, at shooting ranges, law officer 
training and the national guard in connection with their duties. 

Regulating them is not within our purview at this time. If that is something that the board 
feels strongly about changing, then it would have to be changed through legislation. 

Green question to Commissioner: Is that something that you feel like the board should be 
able to rule on? 

Louis: We supported the change two years ago, for them to be used at shooting ranges. We 
supported this so that the public, wardens and other law enforcement could use them and 
become familiar with what they are and are not. This way we could determine if they 
would be beneficial to the hunting community in the future. Heard from the public that they 
would like to use them for hunting due to hearing loss issues for the hunter and their dogs 
hearing as well. This is probably something that we will consider pursuing but I think it is 
wise to have another year or two of them being regulated and only legalized at shooting 
ranges for the public before we move in that direction. Willing to advance that or not to the 
ability that I have. I think that doing it through statute change is probably fine given that 
their use falls just outside the purview of this board. Although if this board wanted to have 
some say over their use during hunting then I also think that might be appropriate. One or 
two companies that have started making them in VT since they have been made legal. 

Greene: Hunting situations, hunting in an urban area that it would not disturb some of the 
nonhunters.  



Commissioner: There are some legitimate concerns from law enforcement about poaching 
and unlawful behavior.  

Bear with Dogs 

Brief introduction from Commissioner Porter. About 18 months ago, members of the 
Vermont Bear Hound Association (VBHA) brought some concerns to the department 
mostly about out of state hunters with too many dogs, too many trucks and concerns about 
the respect for land owners or lack thereof in regards to these hunters. They submitted a 
petition to this board a while ago and since then the department has put together a working 
group made up of members of the bearhounds association, members of their boards, 
department staff and wardens. The working group has been meeting to first get a common 
understanding of the problems and the issues in the current bear rule and second of all, 
working on potential solutions to these issues. Frankly, to the Commissioner’s surprise, 
they have reached a consensus on many issues. There are a couple of issues still at play. 
Now we are at a point where we are looking for some recommendations and guidance from 
the board as to how they want to proceed.  

Preliminary report on 2016 deer seasons: Scott Darling provided a handout of 
preliminary deer season results. Nick Fortin provided something like this last year at this 
time. Key messages that Nick wanted Scott to convey is that these numbers are preliminary 
and that we had a successful deer season this year.  From the data that we do have, our 
archery season remained unchanged for the most part. The youth season was up, some of 
that is due to the fact that last year the youth season was below average. Rifle was up 15% 
from 2015, the highest harvest since 2002. There will probably another 200-300 more deer 
reported out of WMU B. Muzzleloader harvest is included and it was up significantly, 
which we would expect because it includes the antlerless harvest as well. The map on the 
right is the illustration in the differences in the changes in the rifle season. We see some 
dramatic increases in many of these wildlife management units. Regarding our effort on the 
deer tooth collection we had another great year. We collected about the same percentage as 
last year’s rifle season tooth collection, but because the harvest is up we have collected 
more teeth. We are in really good shape to have a good analysis of the age and antler 
composition of our deer herd. The plan is for Nick Fortin, deer biologist, to be here in 
January to do a presentation on the models used in estimating the deer population.  

Craig Greene: Did we meet objective with the antlerless? Scott did not know that yet, but it 
will vary by region.  

How much do you attribute to the good management and the mild winter the past two 
years? Usually you can see the effect of winter or lack thereof in this case, especially in 
places like the Northeast Kingdom. We estimated about a15% increase in the population 
and that is about what we have seen in the buck kill this year. We also had a lot of older 
and larger deer that were harvested.  

Scott Darling then introduced Forrest Hammond, bear project leader, to provide an update 
on our work with the Vermont Bear Hound Association (VBHA) that we have done so far. 
Forrest stated that the department, along with members from VBHA and their board of 
directors have worked together on a bear petition working group. The group’s mission is to 
address the issues of the bear management rule and the concerns that were brought to the 
department and to the board. Updates prior to this included a power point presentation that 
Mark Scott gave. Butch spear also gave a presentation to the board about the issues that 



VBHA are concerned about. The working group has been meeting during the last year to 
work just on these issues. The team consists of six members of VBHA, including Butch 
Spear and five of their directors from their board, along with four department staff, and  
additionally involvement of the Commissioner. It has been quite a process working through 
these issues. The initial petition that was brought before the board was to change the timing 
and participation of nonresident houndsmen. That change is something that the department 
didn’t think we could favor and that it would limit participation. It would pretty much rule 
out all nonresident hound hunters. Looking at that though and with one of the former board 
meetings where that was discussed, it was brought out that this is a much bigger issue. The 
regulation we have for hunting with hounds is very complex and tough to enforce. The 
working group has addressed improving the bear rule to make it enforceable and address 
the questions and concerns of the working group. The behavior of some of the houndsmen 
lead to more posting of land and that also needed to be addressed. Luckily, we are working 
with a great group of houndsmen from the VBHA and they have asked for these 
regulations and that is how they come about in the first place. The group discussed the 
issues and concerns with the current rule. Where we are at right now, we agree on a list of 
changes that we brought to the VBHA as a whole and they let them know that they were 
not happy with all of the changes that came out of the working group. So, we came up with 
a number of changes but there is one issue that they still do not agree with. One of the 
changes that the working group is proposing is to assign 6 metal tags for each permit. An 
issued tag could be put on any one of their dogs on the GPS collar. The number of dogs 
that you can bring on a hunt would be limited to 6 which coincides with the number of 
dogs that you can currently run now. The language where the dog would be kenneled 
would be removed. We would address the fact that residents could not get a permit with the 
expressed purpose to add a nonresident as a subpermittee. We would remove all language 
regarding subpermittees. Regarding the issue of non-residence, we compromised to change 
the starting date of the hunting season for nonresidents so that they would start a couple of 
weeks. It would be approximately around September 15 start date for non-residents similar 
to the New Hampshire regulations when they can start their hunting. We would remove all 
the dog’s names from the permits. Shooting a bear with dogs would have to be done by the 
permit owner or under his or her direction. Another change would be to make it unlawful to 
give a false report of when bears were taken with hounds. When they were discussing 
issues in the working group the houndsmen did not feel that the numbers of bears taken 
over hounds was not accurate. Another change is similar to the moose rule that would 
require houndsmen to take the warden to the kill sight if they requested to see it. There 
would be a new requirement that would make it mandatory that the bear be field dressed 
before being weighed in at a check station. Right now our data looking at bear weights that 
have been harvested is all over the place because of the issue of some hunters field dressing 
their bears and other that have not. Different bears could not be run with the same pack of 
dogs. There is also a new definition of when a hunt with dogs would actually start.  

Commissioner: There are a couple of things that have involved more discussion that we are 
close to agreement on but not 100%. That includes the number of dogs and when the hunt 
begins. Our suggestion on when the hunt begins, per the meeting with VBHA directors is a 
dog with tags is put on the ground or when a dog was put on the top of a box as a strike 
dog. It is surprisingly complicated when you get into defining exactly when the hunt begins 
because the fact that many people realize the hunt starts when a dog can strike a scent on or 
in the box. 



One sticking point that the working group is faced with is that the department feels that if 
we are going to make a difference in some of the negative issues, the only way to do that is 
to limit the number of dogs per hunt that can come along on the hunt in the truck.  

Lt. David Gregory: The issue that the houndsmen have is when two permit holders want to 
hunt together. Our recommendation is that they figure out in advance what 6 dogs that they 
want to bring on the hunt. Unintended consequences about the number of people and the 
number of dogs can be best addressed when only 6 can be on the ground running a bear. 

Commissioner: The themes here are trying to simplify the use of this type of hunting, 
subpermittees, enforceability, and lastly making the whole thing more user friendly and 
addressing the concerns that the houndsmen have brought to us. We are not crafting a rule 
at this point; it is still early in the process but we wanted to keep you up to date. 

Questions:  

Craig Nolan: Two permit hunters found themselves in the same area and they each have six 
dogs. If it is unintentional then they part ways; is that something that they can get a ticket 
for?  Is this a concern for relaying dogs and having more dogs in the truck? 

Gregory: It would prevent two permittees hunting with 6 dogs each. They can only have 6 
dogs on the ground on one bear. This would tighten things up and make enforceability 
easier.  

Patrick: I am not against relaying dogs. As long as there are six dogs on the ground. That 
might lead to a more successful hunt and I understand that might be a longer conversation.  
What is the definition of the hunt? Both options seem good but going back to the example 
of 6 dogs on a hunt.   

Gregory: Six tags, one for each of 6 dogs.  It is up to the houndsmen at that point as to 
when the hunt actually starts. The hunt will start when the dog is tagged. When the issued 
tags are taken out of the truck or when that strike dog is outside the box.  

Patrick: Don’t want to put the houndsmen in a bad situation if they run into one another. 
How are we going to get around that issue? Some of it has to be on us and some of it has to 
be on the houndsmen, if they don’t intend to hunt with one another. If a situation like this 
accidently happens then hopefully the wardens have some leniency.  

Butch Spear: I am a member of the VBHA and live over in Newbury VT. I have been the 
President of the association for 6-7 years now. Got into bear hunting 12 years ago, had a 
problem for 6-7 years about nonresidents coming over here pulling a permit and because of 
the subpermittees cards they would bring 5-6 guys with all of their dogs. When they strike, 
they get back together and they decide what dogs to let out. Part of the department’s 
reasoning for wanting 6 dogs is because you can only have 6 dogs out on the hunt. We are 
okay with only putting 6 dogs on each permit. Most of the time we have a kid or another 
guy along with the hunter to leave with the truck and try to keep the dogs quiet. The only 
alternative to keep the dogs quiet is with electric shock to keep them quiet and that is not 
what they want to do. Dogs left in the truck, when we had a problem with the numbers of 
dogs with the non-residences, which is the only thing that we wanted when we put this first 
petition into the board. 



The nonresidents have 2-3 trucks and 2-3 people in each truck and however many dogs on 
one permit. If you regulate it to 6 dogs per permit, a non-resident can only bring 6 dogs. 
You might have 2 guys and 12 dogs, but you can’t have 12 because you only have one 
permit which allows 6 dogs. Cut back the number of trucks, dogs and people that come 
across the state lines. That is what we wanted to do when we put forth the first petition. We 
feel that we have got what we wanted by changing the date, it cuts out two weeks of 
nonresident hunting which aligns with the hunting dates in their state.  We have lost 600 
acres in Danville that we cannot hunt anymore because of disrespectful non-resident 
hunters. Being respectful is important to us and we push for our members and our 
houndsmen to be respectful to the landowners. We strongly want 6 dogs per permit. Two-
thirds of people in our club do not kill bears, they do it for the sport and we feel like we are 
a good tool for the state to use if they need us. We are hoping that when we get all said and 
done then we can take 6 dogs per permit. Guys that are trying to do it ethically are 
spending more time and money bringing dogs back and forth because of the limiting of 6 
dogs per truck. How many people have been convicted about relaying? Or tickets written? I 
would like to think that our club is above that kind of unethical behavior. We want to teach 
the next generation to hunt with hounds ethically. We are dead fast against limiting the 
number of people that can go on the hunt, 6 dogs on the permit, one to two people and still 
only have six dogs.  

Cheryl: What kind of metal tags? Gregory: Same metal plate that they already have on a 
collar, it would just have the permit number and dog number. Most bearhoundsmen have 
suggested riveting them to the telemetry collars.  

Max number of dogs at one time in the truck? Right now, there is no limit.  

Differences still exist on the definition of when dogs actually start hunting. 

Spear: If someone wants to try a dog out before they buy it then that would be legal if we 
went with the system of tag numbers associated with the permit. Right now it is not legal 
for someone to run a dog that is not listed on their permit.  

Patrick: I guess I don’t understand why it is on the department and the wardens to hand 
delivery the tags to the permit holders? Commissioner: This would eliminate out of state 
residents claiming that their dogs are residents in Vermont. 

Craig: some of the thoughts about when a hunt starts, can’t see why a hunt would start if 
the dog is still on the box. If the dogs are on the ground, then I think that the hunt starts.  

Gregory: Because in statute 4001 there is a definition of take, and taking. Put 6 dogs in the 
truck and strike a bear going down the road then it is hard to say that you are not hunting. 
Does that seem fair?  

Greene: Sounds like whatever we pass is going to be put a lot of discretion on law 
enforcement. Can you explain what you meant when you wanted to make it mandatory for 
them to field dress a bear where they killed the bear? Does not want to put any more 
regulations on the houndsmen. 

Gregory: We have proposed a training opportunity with new regulations with the wardens 
and the houndsmen if these changes go through.  



Hammond: Would like to make it mandatory that the animal be field dressed at the time 
when they are checked in. The going trend right now is not to field dress because they want 
them to weigh more. If someone doesn’t field dress an animal in a couple of hours, then 
you are looking at spoilage of meat at that point. 

Timeline going forward: Suggest we return with a more concrete suggestion, bringing it 
back with both views represented: the houndsmen and the department. Come back in a few 
meetings. Nothing will change until the 2018 season. Agreement on getting subpermittees 
and dogs off the permit.  

Public Comments: Jim White of Shelburne, Sophie Bowater of Middlesex, Brenna 
Galdenzi of Stowe, John Roael of Burton, Mike Covey of Williamstown, Judy Bellairs of 
Hardwick, Lynn Andrews of N. Pomfret and Bruce Barroffio. 

(1) Brenna Galdenzi:  Is there a reason why these comments are being sandwiched in 
between the two presentations in the agenda?   

(2) Jim White:  Concern about extending the otter season. 
a. Consider testimony by Dr.Weldon Bosworth 
b. Also consider the public inquiry about lack of scientific data 
c. Evaluation of alternatives to expanding the trapping season for otters (from 

UVM) 
d. Otters are a SGCN species. Wanted to quote the wildlife action plan: One 

guiding principle is direct attention to species before they become imperiled 
and recovery becomes more difficult and costly.  

e. Avoidance of wanton waste.  Otter pelts deteriorate in quality by March 
f.    Common sense. We are talking about a very few otters incidentally taken. 

Does it really make sense to extend the season for a whole month over a 
very small number of otters and isn’t that like using a dump-truck when a 
hand cart could do the job? 

(3) Sofie: Spends a lot of time at Green River Reservoir for 13 years, saw a family of 
otter family with 5 pups a couple of years ago. Wonderful and beautiful experience. 
Not an overabundance of otters, why would you consider expanding the trapping 
season from 4 months to 5 months. It is very important and vital as mother for my 
kids to see otters and other wildlife as they grow into adults and for their kids to see 
wildlife . They are a very vital part of our ecosystem and are clearly not over 
populated. I believe that the committee does not have the science to back up this 
expansion.  

(4) Brenna: The department and board has received numerous emails with suggestions 
from Vermonters in regards to not expanding the trapping season. Incidental take, is 
the issue here, we are trapping otters in beaver traps in March. I have read some of 
the emails and they offer alternatives, BMP’s that are being used in other states and 
have been successful. Some of these BMP’s could be as simple changing up the 
trap. You know otters chose different water ways than beavers do. In a meeting 
earlier this year Cheryl mentioned a concern over incidental take and what we do 
mitigate incidental take. We have these BMP’s that are out there that offer you tried 
and true methods to avoid otter take during beaver season. Why aren’t those being 
required? Why are we going to the most extreme measure possible when we 
haven’t even required BMPs? Another alternative that was offered was to roll back 
the beaver trapping season to end at the close of the otter season as it did back in 
2007 so that otter and beaver seasons run concurrently. Concern over nuisance 
beavers causing issues if beavers cannot be trapped through the end of March. I 
offered the assistance of POW, financially as well, to at least on a trial basis rolling 



back the beaver trapping season at the end of February. If there is a huge uptick in 
number of nuisance beavers causing problems outside of the regular trapping 
season, we are happy to help and maybe do this on a 3-5 year trail basis, you can 
always change it back. Again, we are not looking at sound sustainable nonlethal 
options. We are going with the most aggressive lethal option first. The department 
has offered that the data is not complete. So, a lot of the board members have gone 
back to their constituents saying that you are waiting for the science. The science 
isn’t complete and it isn’t going to because of trapper mail surveys are not being 
submitted. I want to just read a sentence from an email from the department over 
the summer in response to trapper surveys. The email says “Without some measure 
of effort, the numbers of traps set, days trapped and number of trapper permits etc. 
harvest data alone is of limited value to try and determine population abundance. 
Again, why are we considering expanding an otter trapping season when we do not 
even understand how many otters we have? In the recommendation that I read for 
this evening from the department said that if the otter season was expanded to the 
end of March then the take of otter would be predictably few. That is a completely 
specious comment and in not rooted in any quantitative analysis. If you are 
expanding otter trapping season for an entire month where trappers are going to be 
able to set traps specifically to target otters, how can you say that predictably few 
otters will be taken in the month of March? I would challenge to say a lot more 
otters may be trapped in the month of March. So again, we are looking at lack of 
science, a species that is not over populated, a species that is in the SGCN in the 
wildlife action plan because they have new threats to their population, prey loss, 
habitat and we are going to the most aggressive method which makes absolutely no 
sense. I never heard back from my recommendations in October. Have you guys 
discussed alternatives? Non-lethal sustainable alternatives since the meeting in 
October? I have pursued these BMP’s that other states have been using 
successfully? 

(5) John Periell: Is a bear hunter that has been doing it forever. To get back to tags I am 
fine with that but the 6 dogs per permit or hunt. I train dogs all the time during the 
summer. I usually have 8 dogs in a box but never run more than 6 dogs on the 
ground. To go along with Pat, the hunt starts when you put the dog on a bear track, 
so a dog strikes, big deal. When I get ready to go hunting I drive my dogs a ½ mile 
down the road, let them out, they clean out and they are all set to go. He doesn’t 
hunt within 25 miles of his house because he doesn’t want to disturb anyone at 5:00 
in the morning. 

(6) Mike Covey: There seems to be some confusion on the species of conservation 
need. I wrote a piece for one of the groups for the long-term wildlife management 
plan. A species of greatest conservation need does not mean that they are in danger. 
It is just an important species that needs to be monitored for various reasons. And 
endangered and threatened species fall within that but this species of greater 
conservation need is not an indicator as it has been being brought forth. Also, the 
departments data clearly showed an upward trend. They said that they didn’t have 
the data for bobcats but they were very comfortable with the data for otter. This is a 
species that is showing an upward trend. The final thing he would like to address is 
that there seems to be a great deal of focus on doing this simply as a measure of 
dealing with incidental take, which is not at all accurate. When beaver trapping was 
extended into the month of March, before that extension 48% of beavers were 
nuisance beavers trapped outside of the season. After that extension to March that 
number dropped to 28%. The trap modifications that were required, which are the 
BMP’s that are being referred to earlier. There are trap modifications required; they 



are set back on dams and beaver houses that are required during the last month. A 
lot of people don’t trap in March now. Incidental take in that month occurs through 
nuisance trapping, and the take that would occur through opening the otter season 
through this month of March would balance each other out. Realistically there is not 
a great net loss to the otter population and the quality of beaver trapped March will 
be better than those trapped in June or July for nuisance trapping. The otters do not 
usually have pups in March. But they do have pups in June or July and raising pups 
through the summer. As a result, those nuisance trapping operations have a higher 
risk of orphaning pups than extending the season into the month of March. Across 
the broad spectrum I believe that this is going to be an improvement for the species 
itself. It is going to protect more otters than it takes.  

(7) Judy: I have a copy of the letter sent to the board on September 19, 2016 by Dr. 
Weldon Bosworth who has been an environmental consultant for over 40 years. He 
has a PHD in Zoology and has evaluated a variety of potential impacts on 
populations and ecosystems using quantitative methods. He has used both 
parametric and non-parametric methods. In other words, he seems to know what he 
is talking about. He submitted 3 single spaced pages of the lack of the scientific 
basis for extending the season on otters which he calls an apex species. I am 
interested in whether you have taken these comments into consideration and I 
would like to read the five sentences that summarize his conclusion. In my opinion 
because of the high variability of the data, the low power of the test, the use of a 
liberal alpha level and the fact that the independent variables were not controlled 
for in this analysis, the conclusions of the Assessment Report should be accorded 
little weight. There is no scientific foundation presented in this report that would 
allow a resource manager to understand the potential consequences of increasing 
the season for either species and certainly no data or evidence presented that would 
allow a conservative resource manager to err on the side of precaution in making 
that decision. Even after doing all these “trend analyses”, there is no evidence 
presented on the stability and sustainability of either the bobcat or otter populations, 
much less evidence that would allow one to predict the impact of the proposed 
season modifications on these populations. Absent a better understanding of the 
stability and sustainability of these populations along with transparent and objective 
decision criteria to guide the management decision on extending the season, any 
decision made by the department with regard to the bobcat and otter season is 
essentially an “uncontrolled experiment” and I use that term advisedly since the 
science upon which this decision is apparently to be based is inadequate to 
determine the consequences of putting more trapping pressure on these species 
populations. Because of these reasons, I recommend that the board oppose the 
proposal to extend the bobcat and otter seasons. Now I understand that you have 
voted not to extend the bobcat season and I think that is a good decision. But I 
would be interested in the board’s response to these concerns about extending the 
otter season. And based on Dr. Bosworth’s conclusions I would certainly urge you 
to oppose any extension of the otter trapping season. Thanks for the opportunity to 
comment.  

(8) Lyn Andrews: I care about Vermont.  I am sure you are all here because you care 
about the state we live in and what we prize and what we take for granted like the 
clean air and landscape. I thought that this might be a little bit more of a question 
and answer and I can see that it is not going to be performed in that manner. So, I 
will pose questions that I know you will not answer but from a logical stand point 
looking at the way that the otter season trapping has been before there has to be a 
precipitating factor associated with this. There must be some reason to why this is 



even being considered. There is obviously a lot of time and effort here represented 
in bodies and time, and our time is valuable to us. So, what would be that reason? If 
the population was out of control then I could see where that would make sense 
where they want to tone it back because of the over population of the species. I 
have called nearly every university that I can think of that is willing to talk to me 
about otter population in New England. There are no statistics and there are not 
studies that have been done. No one is willing to go on record to say this is how 
many otter there are in the state of Vermont. So, because of that I cannot understand 
what the idea is based upon and why the extension should happen. What I do know 
from an environmental standpoint is that here in the state of Vermont since 2013 the 
climate has gotten hotter every single year. It’s a global issue but we are here to talk 
about Vermont issues. So, every single year since 2013 it has gotten hotter and 
spring has come earlier. There is perspective data that exists that agriculture and 
breeding is happening sooner in the year than it normally has. So even though there 
is a designated time for breeding and birthing of otters, there is a very distinct 
probability that it is going to start happening sooner. So that means if the otter 
trapping is extended for another 30 days, then you will be impacting pregnant 
otters. You are going to impact possible breeding patterns. They are going to be 
undone. If it is a cost I don’t fully understand, if the use of otter pelts is driving it 
then I do not think that is a good enough reason. I appreciate your time you have 
taken to listen. I have a lot of data, which I have shared with some of you here. 
Again, I am not sure if the issue is if we are here to protect the otter or not. I am not 
sure if this is more about finances or if this is more about trapping rights. But from 
a scientific standpoint, nothing that would indicate that the volume of otters out 
there in the state of Vermont have a population increase that would designate trying 
to increase trapping here. Thank you.  

(9) Bruce: I am the president of the Vermont Trappers Association (VTA). I would like 
to urge the board to move forward with the recommendations that have been beaten 
to death. If everyone is talking about the lack of data, well unfortunately until we do 
this and gather some data we are not going to have any more data. It is alright to 
speculate and quote out of state experts. If you fish long enough and hard enough 
you can find someone that corresponds with the way you feel. I think that we 
should use Vermont data gathered by Vermont biologists on Vermont otters. Until 
we extend the season and get data and see if there is any change in the incidental 
take, we are not going to know anything. We need to move forward and then gather 
the data.  

 

Furbearer Rule Amendment 

Commissioner Porter introduced the topic and alluded to the furbearer petition that was 
brought before the board. The department’s recommendation will be presented by 
Furbearer Biologist Chris Bernier and airs on the side of caution as we always do. The 
board requested that we not move forward with a recommendation for the bobcat 
expansion but we will be proposing three changes to the furbearer rule.  One is the colony 
trap check time change to match up with other trap check times, second is the expansion of 
otter trapping season to run concurrently with the beaver season and the third which has 
proven to be complicated as we have worked on it is a mandatory requirement for a trapper 
mail survey return provision that the VTA recommended. The board is interested in this 
provision and is something that the department fully supports. Would like to thank the 
board for their consideration of these proposals and also the members of the audience for 



their comments and previous comments that have been made. We will make sure that, as 
we always do, have time for a public comment period before any rule would go into effect. 
Will now turn over to Chris who will look back at prior work on the basis for this 
recommendation. 

Chris Bernier: Would like this to be brief, not intending to go through the whole 
presentation that was made in September. I will go over the otter expansion and colony trap 
check time components. Not an easy subject, a lot of information put forth to digest, in 
summary we did as a result of the petition, we undertook an in-depth assessment. We have 
done an in-depth evaluation with 20 years of harvest data, pelt data, license data, winter 
severity index data. The things that we focused on mostly were patterns of harvest, otter 
harvest density, across the landscape and changes from one region to another, reports of 
habitat that is in those regions, and harvest patterns and the way that they are used 
throughout the season. By the end of January, which is a month shy of when the current 
season ends in February, 93 percent of the otter have already been harvested. The 
remaining 7% is taken during the month of February. So, we looked at the distribution of 
when the harvest has been taken, the harvest density distribution, and where the harvest is 
occurring in the state. On any given year, only 30% of Vermont towns are represented in 
the harvest. If you look at that data it is on average one to two otter taken in any given town 
and that is over a long data set. I looked at trends in respect to the sex ratio as that changes 
through time. Are we going to take more females over time? The trend is that we have 
more and more males being harvest, around 60% are males. In New York, they have 70% 
of males in the month of March. We also looked at biological data, sex, and age over the 
last 20 years. It is not a perfect data set. It has its deficiencies and weaknesses but no data 
set is perfect and this is one of the best ones out there in terms of management purposes. 
No concerns brought to us through the analysis of the biological data. Very stable catch per 
unit effort (CPUE) which is a very important index to follow. The CPUE data shows 
conservative harvest data that mirrors the harvest which indicates that it is a function of the 
natural population that is out there. Last, several models were applied that have built our 
confidence. Models are limiting, but are also a tool to help a number of biologists across 
the country in terms of management purposes to help inform our decisions. All of this data 
boiled down to an otter population that is abundant, widespread, and healthy, and there is 
no indication that there is any measurable impact on the otter population according to 
current harvest trends based on the current data. This data is the basis for our 
recommendations. It is not just about the additional opportunity for harvest. The rational 
that we put forward has nothing to do additional opportunity but rather it is about BMPs, 
and about being able to get rid of the trigger rules that impact the traps ability to operate 
properly and get rid of the trigger for animal welfare concerns. We want to maintain our 
beaver harvest - we do not what to lower that in any way. We cannot measure that benefit 
for otter but logically that will limit the out of season harvest. Our recommendation is to 
expand the season through the month of March and to see the trigger rules eliminated. 
Change 5. 2 of the furbearer rule, basically change March to February. 4.1 € deals with 
doing away with the trigger. Those two change will accomplish our goals.   

Colony traps: We did not do the same level of analysis because it didn’t require it, it is one 
of the oldest types of traps out there. The fact that it does not have a 72-hour check is a 
function of our mistake essentially. It is the way that it historically was and we want to 
bring that back in sync with the check time for other traps of that type. If we do this then 
we do not anticipate any change in trapped muskrats or trapper’s choice or effort. It will 



help to reduce trapper confusion and help reduce frustration as well. Turn to page 3. and 
4.2 colony cage traps. (underlined language) the strike out language is to get rid of 
redundancy.  

Chris is excited about making the trapper mail survey mandatory and the improvement of 
our data collection. It is important to note that we have been collecting survey data since 
1987. So, we do have a long-standing history of collecting this data, it has been very useful 
data in regards to our management strategies. Making it mandatory will hopefully get a 
higher response rate and be able to look at things at a more regional level. Vermont version 
of the survey since it was instituted in 1987 tells us a lot about the activity, market activity, 
pelts that were sold, how many traps, how many days trapped, how many animals they 
caught, combined that gives us our catch per unit effort data. It also gives us good data on 
what watersheds the harvest is coming from. It is very important data, and for a large 
portion of the furbearer suite it is the only harvest data that we have. Otter, bobcat and 
fisher have mandatory carcass turn over, so we get finite numbers on those and biological 
data is obtained from those carcasses. We also require fur buyer reporting and pelt tagging. 
To be clear, this is not the only source of data that we are collecting. It is amongst the most 
important, but what we are talking about is improving our data collection. When it was first 
implemented our systems were dramatically different, it was all paper and you could only 
buy a trappers license in Waterbury at the Fish and Wildlife Central Office. So most 
trappers purchased their license through the mail or drove to Waterbury to obtain it. This 
was not the case for other Fish and Wildlife Licenses. This gave the department an 
opportunity to send out licenses to trappers with the trapper mail survey application in the 
same envelop. The response rate was pretty high when it was operated like this for a 
number of years. There have been some changes with how we do licenses and everything 
has moved to online processing. This changed how we did mail surveys and as a result our 
response rate declined. These are not out of sync with other surveys that you are familiar 
with. The new return rate is about 20-30 percent response rate in any given year. Change 
on page 5 in the last paragraph, with survey response rate the current system is only 
capturing about 40 % which weakens the strength. The point is that we are actually missing 
about 60% of our active trappers. We cannot do a statewide analysis.  

Looking at how to implement the mandatory trapper survey is really what we need to 
consider. There are two things that we are looking at. One is the language that we have put 
forth to making it mandatory, and the second is the implementation. The language is 
straight forward but would like to talk about some of the implementation challenges that 
we found as we got into the weeds on this. License are currently a calendar year license and 
there is a trapping season that is split during the change in calendar year. At the middle of 
the season when they have traps out they need to get another license. We need to be careful 
because we do not want some kind of system failure. Our requirement would make it so 
that the survey has to be filled out for the previous year before a trapper could purchase a 
new license. This could be an issue if a submitted survey was not put in the system quick 
enough and could hold up a trapper who is currently trapping because they would not be 
able to buy their license. This is tricky because you can’t report midseason when the 
license year change happens. There is a delay in the data because it is 14 months old 
because of the nature of the yearly license. An instrument for delivering the survey in the 
current point of sale is limited as it is not designed to implement surveys and collect that 
data. The quality of the data has implications because of the rushed feeling that the trappers 
may feel to get the survey in as a requirement. We looked at a fiscal year license - trying to 



change the trapping license from a calendar year to a fiscal year license. Vermont’s fiscal 
year starts on July 1 and ends on June 30, both dates when there is no trapping going on. 
This would give us about 3 months for the trappers to get their survey in. This would seem 
like an easy solution but it is riddled with complications. Details can bog us down, if we 
were to make this change. Especially the POS system is limited and the two different 
license structures is something that it may not be capable of doing. The software will have 
to be re-written but it has to be worked out. It is worth considering but it will not be an easy 
task. Trappers also had concerns about when they are also purchasing their regular licenses 
that it would be a burden to have to do it twice a year. The bottom line is that it is not going 
to happen overnight. We have come up with a simple solution in the meantime to be more 
flexible. When you go to buy your license, there will be a question that pops up that asks if 
you submitted your trapper mail survey? If they did, they are all set but if they didn’t then 
when the license prints, it will have a survey with a date on it. The trapper then would have 
30 days (or whatever we set for a time limit). Given the limitations of our current system 
then this is the best solution we were able to come up with. 

Kim: This will only for be trappers that have not filled out the survey. Those people who 
slip through the cracks will be picked up in the system in December. 

There will be two mailings, one in December and one in March reminding them that it is a 
mandatory survey, make the survey more readily available to them. There will also be a 
form on the website.  

Theresa: Give them “X” amount of time, daily reminder to submit it. 50% bought online so 
if they have not submitted the survey, a reminder could be sent by email. 

Johanna: How many states have a trapper survey?   

Chris: Roughly half of the northeastern states, including Pennsylvania operate on a fiscal 
year licensing renewal. States that require mandatory surveys: only New Hampshire and 
possibly Rhode Island is mandatory as well. Then there are a number of states that have 
voluntary surveys as well.  

Cheryl: Table 1 in appendix. When were online license available? 2012 is when online 
licensing went into effect. Modernize before mandate? Without penalty?  

Chris: It is mandatory but we need to have a system that provides trappers the flexibility to 
keep trapping and gives us the tools that we need to cross check that later. 

Catherine: Last year there was a statuary change that allowed the board to designate by 
rule, biological collections with no-points associated with noncompliance. These are or 
would be considered minor violations under the statutory definition. The board can decide 
whether the survey should be a non-point violation. If the board decides that it is a point 
violation, then it would default to a five-point violation. That would not result in a license 
suspension until you accumulated enough points.  The way that we have drafted it currently 
so that it is a non-point violation, but that it a decision that the board can make one way or 
the other.  

Greene: Regarding the survey, it shouldn’t be that difficult, you only have 800 licenses to 
get returned.  



Chris: We will simplify the survey for a variety of reasons. We will make it more available 
and not collect data that we can already track. From our meeting in September we also 
heard the request for a mandate to look at furbearer hunting data. We similarly dove into 
that, thinking that there would be an easy solution but it is a long explanation and it is not 
going to be easy. Basic reason is that one of our key furbearers, the coyote, is 
opportunistically harvested. There are many more hunters than trappers so that adds some 
complications into the mix. We discussed tags, possibly furbearer hunting tags but there are 
a number of complications with tags. Tags don’t necessarily achieve the goal of separating 
out the true furbearer hunters from regularly hunted. Part of that process we are 
recommending is to use the POS system to ask one or two questions. Did you hunt 
furbearers? Did you hunt coyote? Subsample those license holders based on that data. After 
a couple years of these questions then we may be in a better place to devise a system to 
more regularly collect data from the furbearer hunters. Also, we have made the suggestion 
to make a work group and bring together some of these key constituents to the table to look 
at the trapper mail survey and how to make it more available to the trappers. To identify 
action items that we could take to position us better to collect data from the hunters.  

 

Furbearer Proposal:  

Break this proposal into three sections:  

Beaver /Otter Season:  

 Page 2 of proposal: 1044 50 and 53: last day of March, no limit by hunting and no 
open season.  

Theresa Elmer motioned to move it forward, Craig Greene seconded the motion.  

Vote: 12 in favor, Dennis Mewes opposed. Motion passed. 

Colony Trap:  

Craig Greene motioned to accept the change to the colony trap check time making it 
72 hours. Thresa Elmer seconded the motion.   

Discussion 72 hours and 3 calendar days. Calendar days is written in the rule. 

Vote: Unanimously voted in favor. Motion passed. 

Biological collection Survey:  

Craig Nolan motioned to mandate a trapper survey.  

 David Fielding seconded the motion.  

Trapper specific in furbearer rule. 

Vote: Unanimously voted in favor. Motion passed. 

Eliminate the trigger: 1044 4.13 striking language in B. Section 2 and 3 

Theresa Elmer motioned to strike the language to eliminate the trigger. 

Tim Biebel seconded the motion. 



Vote: 12 in favor, Dennis Mewes opposed. Motion passed. 

 

 

Potential hearings will depend when the department can present rule change to ICAR.  
Dates for weeks of February 20th or March 24. We will set the dates by email. (department 
note: hearing window of dates will most likely start in late March.) 

Commissioner’s update: Not heard about reappointment. Would like to be reappointed.  
We went to a two-digest system for hunting and fishing this year. Publishing the fish digest 
with Vermont Life. There are a few bugs in the system, a couple of errors in the book. It 
says that new fish sellers will go into effect in 2017. Obviously, it is 2018 because the 
board has not yet voted on that proposal.  And the other is a no limit on perch instead of 50 
fish limit on the in-land lakes. Wardens will give warnings for first offense because of this 
misprint. Really talking about commercial fishing. Tickets on second offense should take 
care of this issue. We will have a better review process for next year. Lastly, regarding 
permanent license age changes: we did not do the outreach that we should have. The 
Commissioner is returning calls to as many as he can get to. The rational for it, even if I am 
reappointed it won’t have impact on the budget while he is in office because it fiscally will 
not have implications for a couple of years. Stability for the future years and not 
immediately because we are receiving general funds. If we get a reduction in the general 
fund, then we will need to cut fish hatchery through reduction/shutdown, less wardens in 
the field or annual license holders sharing cost over all ages. Real regret about not having 
more input on this change. It was a legislative change and does not have to do with the Fish 
and Wildlife Board. A Legislative bill to amend it to or undo it is anticipated.    

Discussion about lack of public input or ability to comment on age change for permanent 
license.  

Roundtable:  

Thresa Elmer: A gentleman contacted me about a Champlain jig, putting them out around 
their shanty around their fishing territory. Is that legal? Colonel Batchelder: If there is a 
line in the water, then it is illegal. And it is certainly not legal to covet a public place. 
People do it with duck blinds, and duck blind markers but there is no law that we can 
enforce. Are these an actual jig? 

Major Scribner: Those are basically tip-ups that they freeze in and leave in the ice around 
their shanty. They are not being fished with. If they are in a spot where someone would like 
to fish, then they are more than welcome to fish there. You can fish right alongside of those 
tip ups. You see them out on Lake Dunmore as well. There isn’t anything that says that 
they cannot leave them out. There is also a gentleman’s distance and wardens have ticket 
anglers who have gotten aggressive about people coming into their territory. It would fall 
under our interference law.  

Craig Nolan: Comment on the department response on the petition on Little Averill Lake 
or Seymour Lake. Guess I can’t understand why we have special rules on two lakes and we 
are not looking at them on an ongoing basis. Before recommendation we would like to do 
some further biological research before any changes were made. Why aren’t we looking at 
the impact of those special rules ongoing? I would like to move forward with this.  



Commissioner: We do have fishing regulations coming up on the agenda and we can bring 
it up then.  

Bill Pickens: Turkey hunting in WMU C - wondering when we are going to discuss when 
we can open it up to hunting. Conflict with shooting close to houses, one in Williamstown, 
and one in Wolcott.  

Johanna Laggis: Nothing other than permanent license issue, might send someone to the 
Commissioner. 

Pete Allard: Pass 

Dennis Mewes: Goal to meet with all of the reporting stations in his county. Interesting 
conversation, some really good deer harvest numbers and charts. Interesting how these 
places handle all the data that they collect. A common theme, was POS issues. Don’t give 
them any more to do was their request.  

David Fielding: Pass 

Tim Biebel: Pass 

Cheryl Frank-Sullivan: Pass  

Craig Greene: Dillenbeck Bay access area is completed and looks like it will be a lot 
better. They will be able to use it. Incident happen, commend the law enforcement how 
they handled the situation. Wish everyone a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. 

Patrick Berry: Thank the department for working with him and some other sportsman. 
Not a common use of a wildlife management area to do dog training. How can we 
encourage more of this? Acknowledge the trouble and would like to say thank you. Proud 
to say that I took one of his dogs to field trials in Kansas, pretty awesome experience.  

Justin Lindholm: Commentary on our fishing book will be up for two years. A new one 
will be printed in 2018 and that will be good for two years. Would like to know if the 
department is looking into the lack of partridge in Vermont.  

Scott Darling: We did ask hunters on the deer survey this year to report about other species 
by day and what they saw. It is not just a Vermont thing but is being seen in other states as 
well. It is a function of habitat loss, as well as concern that West Nile Virus may be 
impacting grouse as well. 

Kevin Lawrence: Muzzleloader hunting with my mentee and had a great time.  

8:23 PM EST Meeting adjourned. 


