Hays County Texas Shooting Sports Complex and Noise - How Might Gunfire Impact Populations of the Golden Cheek Warbler and Black Capped Vireo in Hays County?
During the May 5th, 2009 Commissioners Court Hearing Commissioner Karen Ford posed a very good question regarding the proposed Hays County Shooting Sports Complex.  She asked "...How might noise levels from the proposed shooting sports complex affect Golden Cheek Warblers and the Black Capped Vireos? 

According to the attached July 28, 2005 U. S. Department of the Interior Fish and Wildlife Services Programmatic Opinion prepared for Colonel Gary F. Atkins, U. S. Army Garrison at Fort Sam Houston, Texas the answer appears to be none.  

Attached is that Programmatic Opinion document, (Attachment A).  It describes the bird habitat and the majority concentration areas of bird territory selection within the Maneuver Training Areas at Camp Bullis, Texas.  Studies on Camp Bullis first began in 1989 for Black Capped Vireos and in 1990 for the Golden-cheek Warbler.  

The entire study area totaled 21,378 acres at Camp Bullis, Texas.  The studied acreage was all within the actual Military Maneuver Training Areas of Camp Bullis.  Each Maneuver Area (MA) is utilized for various aspects of military training.  Each type of military maneuver training is described within Sections 1 through 3 of Attachment A.  

Section 3 of the attachment is entitled "Live Fire Training" and details various types of firearms and weapons utilized within area MA9 of the study.  

There are 18 ranges located within 6,011 acres on Camp Bullis, Texas.  The range area (MA9) is just east of Blanco Road.  The 18 ranges are used for a variety of qualification and demonstration training for military weapons which are much louder than the type of sporting firearms which will be utilized at the Hays County Facility.  

MA9 is used for such ordinance training as:  Hand grenades, Claymore mines, M203 Grenade Launchers, Light Anti-Tank weapons, and also includes an explosive ordinance demolition range in the northern portion of the area.   

Additionally, standard rifle, pistol, and shotgun fire (which is similar to the sporting arms which will be utilized at the Hays County facility) is also conducted at MA9 for training of both military and federal law enforcement agencies.  It is estimated that over 500,000 rounds are fired in MA9 each year.

Obviously, the 18 ranges at MA9 represent a higher and much more significant noise level than would the proposed Hays County Shooting Sports Facility.    

Page 22, Paragraph 4 of Attachment A, reveals that the greatest number of black capped vireos have been consistently located within the MA9 area than any other MA on Camp Bullis' 21,378 total acres.   Page 22, paragraph 4 states "...Of the 129 total observations documented on Camp Bullis during 1989-2002, only ten to fifteen percent were located in areas outside the  MA9 Impact Area."
The reason (according to Attachment A) is that the occasional fires caused by tracer rounds and ordinance explosions are beneficial to habitat by way of "...reversing vegetative succession". 

Male vireos arrive in Texas a few days previous to migration of the females to establish their territories by way of singing, in order to warn other males that the area is occupied and thus off limits to other male.  They also sing in order to attract females upon their arrival in the area upon their migration from Mexico.

Simply stated, if 18 firing ranges located on the 6,011 acres in MA9 simulating a small ground war isn't sufficient enough noise level to cause Black-capped Vireos to relocate to other locations within Camp Bullis, habitat is obviously more important than noise level.

Likewise, in a study the effects of road noise on Golden-cheeked Warblers conducted by Robert H. Benson of Texas A & M University's Bioacoustics Center it appears that Golden-cheek Warblers also select their territory with little regard for road noise being of impact.  In the attached abstract of his study (Attachment B) Benson states " ...It is concluded that, within the range of noise exposures considered in this study, Golden-cheeked Warblers do not select territories based on exposure to roadway traffic noise." 

In summary, with development in Hays County rapidly depleting habitat, the Hays County Shooting Sports Complex would be beneficial to the preservation of habitat for both the Golden-cheek Warbler and the Black-capped Vireo in Texas.

