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The Balsam Mountain Trust inspires people to be responsible stewards of the natural and 
cultural resources of the Southern Blue Ridge Mountains through education and conserva-
tion leadership. 

 One of the many woodland denizens BMP members can spot while on the Preserve, the barred owl 
is our most common large owl. What is also a curiosity (and amazing) about this species is how tolerant it 
is of human presence. This particular bird was very close to the photographer and really had no interest in 
leaving the scene. Maybe it was taking measure of whether or not Michael might’ve been easy to catch 
and eat. Alas, Michael did survive the encounter but it was a close call! Not really.    
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From the Trailhead: 
By Michael Skinner, executive director 
 

Putting Things in Perspective: 
 Did you know that there are (approximately) 8.7 million species of crea-
tures (of which we know about) who call planet Earth home? As new species are 
discovered, it’s possible we may reach a count of somewhere between one—two 
billion total species! There’s even a chance that the counts could result in the ex-
istence of a trillion species! WOW! That is a staggering amount of biodiversity. I 
suspect that we’ll never know all the species that inhabit this amazing planet. It 
is, however,  the extinction rate, that we should be most concerned. There have 

been five historical extinctions on planet earth and we are now in the midst of what is referred to as the 
Holocene (or Anthropocene) extinction—#6. What does this mean? It could mean a number of things—
chief among them is the declining biodiversity which portends fewer opportunities for us to discover and 
benefit from these species which might have provided for the continued health and, possibly, the exist-
ence of the human species. Food for thought! The natural, or background, rate of extinction is about one 
to five species per year. Scientists estimate we’re now losing species at about 1,000 to 10,000 times the 
background rate. That should be of concern for every one of us.  
 So what can you do about this? One thing is to engage with your Trust team to become more fa-
miliar with the natural world. This is a big reason we’re here and we are always willing to engage with 
BMP members. So...come see us!  
 

And Here’s a Great Way You Can Help: 
 The Trust is looking for BMP members who would like to participate in having their homesteads 
certified as Backyard Habitats for wildlife as part of the National Wildlife Federation’s (NWF) Backyard 
Habitat program. How COOL would it be if we can get the entire Preserve certified?! If you’re interested 
all you have to do is go to this link www.nwf.org/CertifiedWildlifeHabitat and follow the steps. Are you 
presently certified and we don’t know about you? That’s easy...just give us a call or an email letting us 
know. We will need to keep a spreadsheet to track everyone who participates. 
 This program works by accruing points in a five categories which add up to the necessary  qualifi-
cations for community-wide certification. We need twenty homesteads certified as backyard habitats to 
cover one of the five needed. So if you’re interested in helping us succeed, please go that link and click on 
START NOW. Please let us know when you’ve completed 
the certification as we need to provide proof for communi-
ty-wide qualification. 
 We’re really excited to have BMP join the many 
other partners with the NWF who’ve taken the time to 
certify their communities which provides so many im-
portant refuges for plants and animals.  
 

The Circle Game: 
 We were saddened by the passing of Rasta, our red
-phase eastern screech owl, over the winter. She was truly 
an amazing education ambassador and will be missed. 
Happily, we have added a new ambassador to ‘cover her 
shift’ in the guise of a grey-phase eastern screech owl.  
   
                                       (see rest of article on page 4, bottom of page) 

Rasta enjoyed a comfortable life in her role 
as an ambassador for the Trust and will be 
missed.                    

http://www.nwf.org/CertifiedWildlifeHabitat


 

Education Mewsings: Caring for Captives 
By: Jen Knight,  C0-Senior Naturalist/Education Director 
 
Editor’s note: Jen has welcomed the newest member of her family with the birth of 
her daughter, Sylvia Maeve. Jen will be out on medical leave for a while bonding 
with her newest progeny.  

  
 As much as I love working with and caring for our resident education opos-
sum (my foster “child” Blossom), part of me wishes we had never met. She lives at 
the Trust because injuries she sustained as baby made her ill-suited to life in the wild 

– injuries that were likely the result of a collision with a car. She will never have a mate, never raise her 
own joeys (she is a marsupial) and never know the freedom of exploring and foraging in her own territo-
ry. On the ‘glass-is-half-full side though, she will have the opportunity to change the minds and hearts of 
the thousands of people she will meet by fostering new and lasting connections between the public and 
the natural world - not to mention giving a significant PR boost to the oft-maligned but ecologically sig-
nificant Virginia opossum.  
 Animal ambassadors, or education animals, have been a key component of the Trust’s program 

offerings for the past several years. In that time, we have fielded many 
questions about their care, provenance and reasons for captivity. These 
questions are all part of an important ongoing conversation around the 
role of captive wild animals in conservation. 
 As part of our organizational best practices, the Trust maintains an 
Institutional Collection Plan (ICP) which governs when, how and which an-
imals we take into our care. This covers everything from available space, 
staff bandwidth, relevant messaging, required licensure and programming 
needs. All considerations are guided by the underlying philosophy that 
wild animals in captivity should serve the goal of “educating visitors about 
the wonders of nature” and help develop a “deeper understanding and 
appreciation for all life on Earth.” 
 So, once we decide that a particular species would complement our 
collection needs, how and from where do we obtain it? The majority of the 
Trust’s ambassadors come from wildlife rehabilitators who have deter-
mined that the animal cannot survive in the wild. Some, like Blossom, or 
our resident eastern screech owl Poplar, have injuries that prevent them 
from finding food or navigating their world. Others, like the red-tailed 
hawk Cheyenne, have been imprinted on humans to such a degree that 
they may be a danger to themselves, others of the same species or people, 
if released.  
 Caring for these animals is a pleasure and a challenge. Wild animals 
often have very different, or more complicated needs in captivity than do-
mestic animals. Wild temperaments are often more resistant to human 
bonding and trust building, i.e., we as animal keepers must maintain rigor-
ous standards of consistency in training and care. Providing enrichment 
activities that are mentally stimulating that help break up an animal’s typ-
ical routine, is especially important for sophisticated predators (like our 
birds of prey) who can develop captive neuroses if not sufficiently chal-
lenged. In short, providing responsible care that allows wild captives to 

thrive rather than just survive is a serious commitment and privilege not to be undertaken “just for fun” 

The Trust’s live animal am-
bassadors provide an amaz-
ing educational experience 
but come with an addition-
al big responsibility.  The 
Trust is very fortunate to 
have staff, volunteers and 
veterinary care that are up 
to task of providing the 
best in care for each of 
them. 



 

or novelty. 
 Perhaps one of the most difficult balancing acts is presenting these animals, for whom we have 
great personal regard, to the public in ways that inspire awe and empathy without misrepresenting them 
as ‘pets’ or, compromising their dignity as living, wild creatures. These critters involuntarily gave up their 
wild lives to humans and it is our sincere hope that by spending their captive lives educating humans they 
can help preserve the lives of their wild brethren.  
 There is nothing quite like getting up close and personal with wildlife like a Blossom or Cheyenne. 
The impacts of those experiences can influence a future career path in a grade-schooler, community revi-
talization projects or even new conservation legislation. Playing the role of intermediary, helping give 
Blossom and others like her, a voice in their own conservation, is a great honor and responsibility of or-
ganizations like the Trust.  
 If you would like to play a role in our animal ambassadors’ lives, we are currently looking for 
member volunteers willing to be trained in animal feeding for emergency weather situations. If you are 
interested, please contact Jen and Rose at education@bmtrust.org or 828-631-1061.  

Behold, my friends, the spring is come; the earth has 

gladly received the embraces of the sun, and we shall 

soon see the results of their love! 

         - Sitting Bull, Lakota Chief 

The five mammals here are celebrating Blossom’s birthday at the Nature Center. One of them is Blos-
som, the opossum. Can you guess which one that is? :-) The other mammals are, from l-r, Jen, Richard
(volunteer), Sabrina (Trust Board Chair and BMP resident) and Rose. It’s cool being a mammal. 

Her name was selected by popular vote and ended up being Poplar. Many of you voted and we appreci-
ate your help. If you haven’t met her, please stop by and visit with us (and her). 
 



 

AmeriCorps Update: Worm Your Way Over to the Nature Center 
By Eliza Hurst, AmeriCorps Service Member 
 

 When you make it to NC 2.0, be sure to use the bathroom! Why, you ask? 
Because that is where you’ll find the Trust’s own mini exhibit about composting. 
We keep a worm bin, also known as a vermicomposting system, in there. Our 
worms eat the produce scraps produced from leftover food as well as paper tow-
els. In return for the yummy paper and scraps, they produce castings (worm poo). 
Castings are also referred to as black gold because they are more nutrient dense 
than cow or horse manure. Not only does composting produce a powerful soil 
amendment, it also has significant environmental implications. The U.S. generates 

34 million tons of waste each year! The EPA estimates that 55% of it is biodegradable. Slowly decomposing 
organic material in landfills releases CO2, methane and other harmful greenhouse gasses. When you com-
post biodegradable waste at home, you reduce the resource load required for transport to a landfill and 
processing. Additionally, the quick breakdown of organic materials cuts down greenhouse gas emission 
from landfills. No matter the type of composting, there is some agent that is intentionally aiding in the 
breakdown of the organic materials. For us, this is worms; but this could also be microbes found in your 
standard compost pile. 
 I’ll be honest, I had only heard tales of worm composting when I started my AmeriCorps term at 
the Nature Center. However, it didn't take long for me to fall in 
love with the worms - the highlight of my Christmas gifts was my 
very own multi-level worm bin. There have been worm programs 
offered by AmeriCorps members in the past, but I decided that I 
was going to revamp them and make them a staple program that I 
offer. To date, I have engaged over 170 kids and adults in worm 
programs, and I am not slowing down! I will be offering two types 
of worm-based summer library programs. One of these is for ele-
mentary aged kids who want to get their hands dirty and learn 
about these fascinating red wigglers. The other program is de-
signed for adults who are interested in at-home composting. I 
hope to continue to help people to realize how powerful these lit-
tle wigglers are.  
 Interested in starting a worm bin of your own? Setting up 
your vermicompost system can be done for a little as $35 and with 
supplies that you might have laying around in your garage. Our 
system is simply a plastic storage bin with holes drilled into the 
sides for ventilation. There are tons of resources on worm com-
posting that will help you get started. I highly recommend the 
book Worms Eat My Garbage by Mary Appelhof and Joanne Ol-
szwski. This book has been my guide to learning about everything 
from the types of worms and feeding protocols to bin design and 
how to use the castings. Additionally, we have a fabulous local 
worm farm: Valley View Worms in Waynesville, run by Mary Ann 
Smith. Mary Ann sells all the supplies you need to get you set up with your very own home vermicompost-
ing system and is a wealth of worm information. I am no expert, but I am always happy to chat about all 
things worms! But most importantly, I hope you swing by the Nature Center and dig around in our worm 
bin. 
 

A junior Red Wiggler Club member 
has a priceless countenance which 
seems to say, “with some trepida-
tion, I just love worms Eliza!” :-)  



 

Note: Not all worms are suited for composting. Red wigglers (Eisenia fetida) are the worm of choice for 
many home vermicompost systems because they reproduce quickly, tolerate a wide range of acidity and 
moisture, and consume organic materials quickly. Red wigglers have many aliases: red worm, manure 
worm, red hybrid, tiger worm, striped worm, and dung worm to name a few. The important part about 
this worm is that it is an endogeic worm, meaning that it is the type of worm that lives in the topsoil and 
feeds on decaying organic material.  

               

 Required reading for folks new to worms? We think yes!  Power to the Vermi-composters. Let us know if you’re 
one of these types of people on the mountain who are raising worms. 
                                                                                        Photo by: Michael Skinner 


