Afton Naturalist

The Natural Resources and Groundwater Committee (NRGC) is pleased to introduce the Afton

Naturalist, a new insert to the City of Afton Newsletter. The Naturalist will be published 3-4 times per

year to provide information on the organizations Afton works with to improve our natural resources; to provide updates on key
initiatives in Afton and nearby communities; and to share examples and case studies of installations and activities supporting our
natural resources.

In this issue, please find an interview with The Belwin Conservancy. We hope this interview provides new information on an im-
portant partner for the city. In the next issue, we will share interviews with The Washington Conservation District and The Min-
nesota Land Trust. If you have any suggestions or have follow-up questions for the NRGC to ask the organizations, please call 651
-436-5090 or e-mail Julie at city hall (jyoho@ci.afton.mn.us) and we will quickly follow-up on those — your feedback is greatly ap-
preciated.

The NRGC met with Katie Bloome, Executive Director of Belwin Conservancy B E LWI N
to learn more about Belwin, its history and the increasing relationship with Af-

ton residents and the City.

NRGC: “Can you provide a brief history of Belwin and talk with us about the mission?”

Bloome: “Our mission is “to Inspire connection and engagement with the natural world”. This is carried out through land protection
and habitat restoration, environmental education for K-12 kids, community programs and events as well as our open hiking and
skiing areas.

“Belwin was founded in 1970 and | think it is very important to discuss where we have come from and where we are going. Bel-
win started as a partnership between Saint Paul Public Schools and a new organization called Belwin - a non-profit started by
Charlie Bell and Lucy Winton Bell. They purchased land on Valley Creek for a family cabin — they wanted a spot with pine trees
and running water.

“Shortly after Charlie retired, they were looking for a community use for some of

% their land. At the same time, the St. Paul Public School District was looking for an

’,{;'; outdoor education site and the relationship has been growing for the last 55 years.

-~ Belwin (a combination of Charlie and Lucy’s names) provided the land, infrastructure
~ and buildings, and the St. Paul Public Schools committed to the instruction, program

supplies, and busing the kids to Afton.

“So Belwin was initially started as an organization with a singular purpose: to be the
St. Paul Schools outdoor education site. But even with expansion in the 90’s and early
2000’s and added the ball fields, Belwin remained exclusive for the St. Paul students
and other partners like the St. Croix Soccer Club and the St. Croix Valley Athletic Organization.

“But things started to change as Stagecoach Prairie was opened to the public and the bison prairie and observation tower were
developed. So, it has only been the last 10-15 years that Belwin has been more available to the public which is now a key part of
our vision and mission.”

NRGC: “Will Belwin continue to have open public spaces?”

Bloome: “Absolutely! | am not sure everyone realizes that Belwin now has over 102 miles of trails open to the public every day,
dawn till dusk, in three main areas: Stagecoach Prairie, Tallgrass Trails and Oxbow Trails. We want to build more trails and will
continue to balance open public spaces with wildlife and natural habitats as well as our educational programs.”

NRGC: “How large is Belwin today and what are your plans for the future?”

Bloome: “In total we have 15 year-round and 5 seasonal employees and we protect ~1600 acres of land (Belwin owns nearly
1500 acres and holds conservation easements on another 100). We do not have a goal of getting bigger but we would love to be
more connected for wildlife corridors. And we will continue to support protection of land around Valley Creek given its fragile
ecosystem. Over the last few years a number of individuals have approached us about acquiring their land so that it remains in
conservation. We’re always open to the conversation.”




NRGC: “Why does Belwin have Bison?”

Bloome: “Bison are a keystone species, meaning they influence the ecosystem in huge ways. If one looks back at the surveys
completed in the 1800s, most of this land was prairie or oak savanna. Our goal is to restore parts of Belwin to healthy habitats
and the bison are a big part. We have a great partnership with NorthStar Bison and their bison graze on our prairie from May
through September and the results have been amazing! We see increased bio-diversity as the ratio of grasses to forbs is much
more balanced and we have birds on that prairie that we do not see in other places. It is a really special place.”

NRGC: “Do you plan to work with any other schools beyond St. Paul?”

Bloome: “We are now completing a new educational center and are pleased to be expand-
ing our education programs. Currently, the St Paul public schools send about 10,000 kids to
Belwin each year - every 3™ and 5" grader as well as special education students. It is a fantas-
tic program that is now multi-generational. In addition, the students from Afton-Lakeland
Elementary has been coming out for many years but we would like to make that more wide-
spread in the Stillwater District.

“We are excited to be working with Stillwater Area Public Schools on a new education part-
nership that will begin in the 25-26 school year. We are still working out the details but are
very pleased to be connecting more students, and ones specifically from Belwin’s home dis-
trict, to the outdoors.”

NRGC: “Are other organizations using the facilities?”

Bloome: “Beyond the schools, we have a number of community organizations that use our
facilities including Family Means (based in Stillwater); a language camp that teaches the Dakota
language; the American Indian Family Center; and organizations like the Afton Area Business
Association; and a few churches have also used our spaces.”

NRGC: “How do you work with the City of Afton and are there plans to work with Afton residents?”

Bloome: “We have a very good relationship with the City and have been working on a number of natural resource programs.
For example, Oxbow Trails that is open for hiking is the result of a joint project between the County, DNR, City of Afton and
Belwin. We are still working together on that project to find funding to build out infrastructure to expand the trail system.

“We also want to offer more programs for Afton and the surrounding communities about land management techniques. We
have land management expertise here at Belwin and are planning programs about ways to take care of your own land....from
eliminating buckthorn to improved wildlife corridors and natural habitats, for example.”

. NRGC: “While we will follow-up with you on questions from resi-
dents after reading this interview, is there someone they can talk to at
Belwin to learn more?”

Bloome: “Yes — what | love most is when people reach out to me and
let me know their questions or concerns. We hope folks know they
can come out any day of the year to walk, hike, ski or snowshoe the
trails (dogs on leash are allowed at Stagecoach Prairie and Tallgrass
EANANMA HILLS | Trails) and participate in our programs like the frog walks. Things are a
lot more open than they were |5 years ago and we are working hard
to engage with the community. Most of the Afton residents | meet
love nature and want to be out in it. | hope they know that they can

St do that at Belwin just as much as in their own backyard.”
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