Around the forest

by Jess Riddle : Forest Ecologist

S maller projects from the individual ranger districts have not
presented near the quandaries that the Foothills Landscape Project
smorgasbord has. The stands infested by the ips engraver beetle in the
Armuchee Ridges, discussed in the spring edition of this article, have
now been cut. The Conasauga Ranger District sent out a request

for input on how to reforest those stands. Discussions with them
indicated they would like to reforest with a mix of shortleaf pine and
oak, which we supported. We were also pleased to learn that they
still plan to transition the stands to woodland, though the logistics to
make that happen may not come together for a while. The District
also seems willing to experiment with minor tweaks to the protocols
for establishing the next generation of trees, which should improve
future projects in the area. North Georgia EMC will put a new utility
line on the District. The line will be within a highway right-of-way,
so we did not oppose the project.

Recreation events, such as trail runs and adventure races, continue to
proliferate on the Blue Ridge and Chattooga River Districts. In our
response, we continued to raise concerns about increasing impacts,
lack of adequate rain planning, and use of a trail that CoTrails
recommended for decommissioning. However, the Forest Service
seems unlikely to put caps on the events or participation without
documented severe damage to the trails.

The Blue Ridge Ranger District has given us no updates on the
Cooper Creek Project.The decision notice is slated for late this year or
early next year.

As expected in the wake of last fall’s drought and subsequent ips
engraver beetle outbreak, pine trees are now dying to southern
pine beetle. The beetles are hitting stands on the Oconee Ranger
District that were previously infested by ips engraver beetle. The
ongoing Oconee Forest Health and Wildlife Habitat Improvement
Project covers control efforts, but the presence of ips complicates
control. Normal containment cutting leaves behind slash, in which
ips graver beetles can proliferate. A flight over the Andrews Pickens
Ranger District revealed four southern pine beetle spots on the
Georgia side of the Chattooga River. More spots almost certainly
remain undetected across the mountains. Whether these infestations
play themselves out or result in salvage/containment projects likely
depends on the accessibility of the stands.

An 18-acre stand on the west side of the Cohuttas may give us one
of the best views of the future of our forests. Since the 1970s, the
Conasauga Ranger District has burned the stand roughly every three
years. District leaders Jim Walker and Robin Hitner and I visited
the stand to see the long term results of prescribed fire. The bright
and open stand sticks out from the surrounding forests. Chestnut
oak, scarlet oak, and shortleaf pine form a closed canopy, and tree

10 Georgia ForestWatch

Photo credit: Robin Hitner

Site of the greatest number of burns on the Chattahoochee National
Forest. Note how the lack of a midstory makes the stand easy to see
through, but the understory is a dense mix of grasses, other herbaceous
plants, shrubs, and tree sprouts.

sprouts, tree seedlings, blueberry bushes, and herbs fill in below eye
level. Between those two levels, there is nothing. Any light that filters
in between or through the trees makes it to near ground level. The
stand offers a litmus test for how one views prescribed fire. People
who like prescribed fire will see the scarlet oak sprouts, the grasses
and wildflowers, and the lack of mountain-laurel and white pine
(which were originally common in the understory). People who do
not like prescribed fire will see the red maple sprouts, the sparseness
of the grasses and wildflowers, and the patches of bare soil on the
ridges. Anyone interested in prescribed fire in north Georgia should
visit to see for themselves. ll




NEPA and National Forest Collaboration

by Patrick Hunter :

Staff Attorney at Southern Environmental Law Center & GFW Board Advisor

S ince the 1970s the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA) has required federal agencies to evaluate and disclose
the effects of their actions, consider alternative approaches

to meet objectives, and involve the public in agency decision
making. It would be hard to overstate the impact NEPA has
had on national forest management. NEPA requires federal
agencies to evaluate site-specific impacts such as the impact

a project has on a particular stream section, and also broader
impacts such as the effect a project may have on climate change
drivers. It requires agencies to solicit
feedback and respond to concerns and
alternatives raised by the general public,
including organizations like ForestWatch
and individual citizens. This exchange

of information leads to better projects

that avoid potentially damaging and
unnecessary impacts, make better use

of taxpayer money by helping prevent
investment in ineffective strategies, and
ensures that projects are undertaken with
affected communities in mind. Over the
years ForestWatch has provided a wealth of
data to the Forest Service largely collected
during boots-on-the-ground surveys of proposed projects.
NEPA created those opportunities. NEPA is a procedural
statute. In other words, it does not require particular
outcomes; it only requires agencies to follow certain steps when
making decisions.

Under the traditional NEPA model the Forest Service solicits
public feedback on the scope of a proposed project, uses that
information to develop the project in greater detail, and then
solicits additional feedback through a draft environmental
analysis document (often called an Environmental Assessment,
or “EA”) on impacts associated with the project and alternative
means to fulfill the agency’s objectives. Under this approach,
the public’s role is largely a reactive one — responding to
proposals the agency has already drafted.

Across the country the Forest Service is shifting from this
reactive model to a more proactive approach that involves
soliciting public feedback through collaboration. Instead of
asking the public to respond to agency-developed proposals,
the Forest Service is seeking input as the public and agency
jointly craft projects from the ground up. This approach has
the potential for substantial benefits including finding common
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ground with the agency and stakeholders early in the project development
process, and increased transparency about project sideboards (i.e., project
limitations, for example, avoiding timber harvest on steep slopes over a

p & p slop

certain degree) and objectives.

The first project on the Chattahoochee National Forest to whole-heartedly
utilize this collaborative approach is the Foothills Landscape Project.

For over a year ForestWatch and other partners have engaged in a series

of public meetings with the Forest Service to develop a
proposed action for the 143,000-acre Foothills analysis area.
We support this collaborative effort and think it can lead to
better project outcomes.

At the same time, we want to be sure that bedrock

NEPA safeguards are protected during this first effort

at collaboration. As collaborative efforts have increased
nationwide, concerns have been raised about collaboration
replacing traditional NEPA obligations. For example

an agency may commit to involve the public in decision
making but not subject the decision-making process to
the requirements of NEPA. On the national forests this
would likely take the form of including broad-scale impacts
analysis (e.g., impacts on climate change) and alternatives
consideration in NEPA documents but delaying site-specific impacts
analysis (e.g. impacts on a specific stream) and alternatives consideration
until after the NEPA process has concluded and the agency is laying out
a project on the ground. This type of approach is problematic for at least
three reasons.

The first reason is related to public participation. NEPA is what legally
requires federal agencies to involve the public. If consideration of site-
specific impacts does not occur until after the NEPA process has closed

— in other words, after the agency has completed its administrative
decision-making process by issuing a final, implementable decision — then
it is unclear if the NEPA’s public participation requirements would apply
to post-NEPA consideration of site-specific impacts. Even if the Forest
Service promised to involve the public in the future, without NEPA’s
application there would be little to prevent the Forest Service from
changing its mind — because of personnel turnover, changes in agency
priorities, or other reasons — and refusing to adequately involve the public.
That is legally problematic because it denies the public the opportunity to
weigh in on site-specific considerations as NEPA requires. Perhaps more
importantly, it would prevent the agency from considering the valuable,
on-the-ground information ForestWatch has provided for years, before

(continued on page 12)




NEPA and National Forest Collaboration
(continued from page 11)

issuing a final NEPA decision that would allow it to start on-the-
ground activities (cutting timber, building roads, etc.).

Related, the agency’s NEPA regulations create an administrative
process allowing members of the public to “object” to projects

or portions of projects that they believe are significantly flawed.
But the objection process is tied to the NEPA timeline so that
concluding NEPA before considering site-specific impacts may
mean that the public loses its ability to participate by “objecting” to

portions of site-specific analysis.

Second, bifurcating site-specific considerations from NEPA
procedures may result in inadequate consideration of site-specific
impacts. NEPA prohibits agencies from sweeping potential adverse
impacts under the rug. Instead, agencies must forthrightly assess
and disclose impacts, often referred to as taking a “hard look” in
NEPA parlance. But if site-specific impacts are not considered
until after the NEPA process has concluded it is unclear if the
“hard look” standard would apply to that post-NEPA analysis.
Combined with the objection timing problem mentioned above,
public recourse may be limited if agency analysis is insufficient.

Third, considering site-specific impacts after the NEPA process
has closed could lead to inadequate consideration of ways to
mitigate harmful, site-specific impacts. NEPA does not directly
require agencies to implement specific mitigation measures, but
it does require agencies to consider and disclose reasonable ways
to mitigate impacts and improve projects. If site-specific impacts
are not considered undil after the NEPA process is complete,

the agency cannot sufficiently consider mitigation measures as
part of its NEPA analysis. At the time a final NEPA decision is
issued the agency would still not know the site-specific impacts
of its proposal; without understanding those impacts, it cannot
adequately consider how to mitigate them.

Collaborative processes can reap benefits but should not do so

at the expense of NEPA safeguards. We continue to believe that
the best approach to meeting NEPA’s obligations is to assess

broad and site-specific impacts, and involve the public in those
considerations, before concluding the NEPA process (with a final
decision). That enables the agency to get the information it needs,
meet NEPA's legal obligations, and does not generate additional
work for the agency if it plans to assess site-specific impacts at

a later date anyway. We are hopeful the collaborative approach
being utilized with the Foothills project will allow us to put past
disagreements behind us and focus Forest Service actions in areas
where there is widespread agreement on the need for management.
We will continue working towards that objective while ensuring
that NEPA's obligations are not jeopardized. M
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Grassy Mountain: A Georgia’s Mountain Treasure
(continued from page 4)

Lake Conasauga, though, is an enclave of development, tethered to
civilization by only a couple of long dirt roads. To the north, south,
and west, the fire tower looks down on undeveloped and unroaded
slopes. While roadless areas are typically like memories, secure where
valued and otherwise withering away, Grassy Mountain has actually
grown. The Forest Service converted a dead-end road on the lower west
side and a through road on the south side to ATV trails. The latter
repurposing allowed the Grassy Mountain roadless area to merge with
the smaller Emery Creek roadless area. Unofficially, the unfragmented
swath of natural communities totals 14,023 acres, the third largest in
north Georgia. Clean water from this area flows through Holly Creek
Preserve, one of only two preserves The Nature Conservancy owns in
the Georgia Blue Ridge, which was set aside to protect rare aquatic
animals.

Grassy Mountain’s real claim to fame is north Georgia’s largest old-
growth forest, over 1,700 acres (two-and-a-half square miles) that
provide a window into the past and a mirror for modern management.
Never-logged forests of several different types wrap around the steep
upper slopes and span over 1,500 feet vertically. The coves harbor
northern red oaks up to four-and-a-half feet in width and hollow tulip
poplars that could swallow a bear with room to spare. Drier slopes
support a subtler kind of old-growth stands of Virginia pine trees, that
even when left alone scarcely live longer than a human lifetime, and oak
stands with weather-beaten, 250-year-old survivors that are not much
wider than a dinner plate.

Grassy Mountain is important not only for its past, but also its future.
Fragmentation and climate change will pressure our native species and
cause local extinctions. Large areas of intact habitat are more likely to
provide refuges, like a sheltered grotto or stubbornly wet spot, when

a tornado, drought or other disturbance would wipe out a smaller
population. If a disturbance does wipe out part of a large population,

the remaining part can recolonize. Grassy Mountain excels here
as both a large area in its own right, and part of the broader
Cohuttas landscape, which is one of the two largest areas in north
Georgia without a paved road. Similarly, Grassy Mountain’s great
elevation range will help protect species by providing them one of
the best opportunities to migrate upslope in response to climate
change. Starting with a core of pristine habitat only enhances that
value.

Getting there: from Chatsworth, take Highway 411 north 7.2
miles and turn right onto Grassy Street. After 0.4 miles, turn
right onto Crandall Ellijay Rd. Go 500 feet and turn left onto
Mill Creek Rd (Forest Service Rd 630). Follow it 8.6 miles

and take a sharp right onto West Cowpen Rd (FSR 17). After
3.2 miles, turn right onto Conasauga Lake Rd (FSR 68), and
follow it 1.8 miles to the Windy Gap Cycle Trail. The trail
passes through old growth, but the coves with the big trees are
off the trail. Alternatively, at the end of West Cowpen Road,
turn left onto Conasauga Lake Rd and follow it 0.5 miles to the
Tearbritches trailhead. The Emery Creek Trail starts on the far
side of the field and provides easy access to an old-growth stand
of stunted white oaks.

This article is part of a recurring series on Georgia’s Mountain
Treasures. Mountain treasures are some of the last large wild places
in Georgia. But they do not have permanent protection from road
building, logging, and other extractive resource use. We are surveying
them to learn more about their special plants, animals, bistory, and
scenic features. We will use that information to update the report
“Georgias Mountain Treasures,” and lobby for more protection
during the next Forest Plan revision. If you have any personal stories
about these areas, we would love to hear them. We hope these articles
will inspire people to enjoy and get to know these areas. B

Photo credit: Jess Riddle

Boulders fill Mill Creek as it descends from Lake Conasauga.

Fall 2017 13




Invasive species profile: Oriental Bittersweet

by Jess Riddle : Forest Ecologist

O riental bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus) is a pretty vine. The
roundish, gently serrated leaves turn a bright yellow in the fall, but the
grape-like clusters of fruit easily outshine the foliage. Each eraser-sized
red seed sits on a neatly quartered and sprung-open yellow husk with
all the vibrancy of a McDonald’s sign. Or perhaps the color palette is
from the flag of China since the woody plant originates from eastern
Asia. In any case, the bright colors caught landscapers’ eyes, and it was
brought here as an ornamental in the 1860s.

Unfortunately, the contrasting colors also catch the eyes of birds, and
they spread the invasive to all kinds of places. Making that matter
worse, the seedlings can survive even in a shady forest understory,
unlike many invasives. Once a bit of a canopy gap arrives, the vines,
hairless and at first dark brown with light spots, then light brown
with dark spots, take off. They wrap their way up and over anything
around them in much the same manner as a big patch of wisteria. The
trees and other vegetation underneath them can die from lack of light,
girdling, or just being dragged down.

Count yourself lucky if you run into our native American bittersweet
in Georgia. The vine is rare in the state, and differs from its Asian
cousin in having narrower leaves that are pointed at the end and
producing fruit clusters at only the end of the vine, rather than in the
leaf axils. American bittersweet is also a smaller, less aggressive vine that
prefers less acidic soils. In the Northeast, where both species are more
common, Oriental bittersweet outcompetes American bittersweet, and
the two species also hybridize. In either case, the arrival of Oriental
bittersweet means the decline of American bittersweet.

Fortunately, Oriental bittersweet is still scarce in north Georgia.
Bittersweet hangs around Neel’s Gap, Vogel State Park, and along
Highway 180 through Suches. If you veer off on some road that goes
into the heart of the forest, or just some other mountain highway, a
keen eye may not even catch a glimpse of bittersweet. Therefore, now
is the time to eradicate bittersweet. By the time an invasive species
looks like a monster, it is often too late to effectively control it. Hand-
pulling gets rid of small stems, while larger stems require application of
common herbicides. Please let friends know not to plant this species or
make wreaths with the fruits.

Step one in controlling invasive species and protecting native species is
knowing where the invasives are. The Forest Service is often limited in
their invasive species control by not knowing where the populations are.
You can help by documenting invasive species populations in and around
the national forest. A phone-grade photo and phone-grade GPS location
can be a big help. Just send the information to us, and we will get it to the
appropriate person in the Forest Service. M
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Oriental bittersweet leaves and fruit

UPCOMING HIKES

Sunday, November 19
JP Schmidt
Burgess Mountain Hike, Oconee National Forest

Saturday, December 9
Jess Riddle & Tom Hennigan
Smithgall Woods State Park Hike

Monday, January 1
Sue Harmon & Brenda Smith
Rabun Bald Hike & Stekoa Creek Park Potluck

Thursday, February 8
Jess Riddle
Old Growth Hike from Hike Inn
Evening presentation on Feb. 7 at the Hike Inn, hike
out the following day.

Saturday, February 17
Sue Harmon & Ken Cissna (BMTA)
Winter Hike — Wagon Trail & Brasstown Bald

Saturday, May 5
John Moeller
Slow Hike — Wildflowers & Conasauga History

More information on upcoming hikes can be found
at gafw.org/outings-events/. Watch for alerts and
register quickly, as our hikes fill up fast.
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You may be able to save on taxes and give the

money to ForestWatch!

by Ted Doll : Georgia ForestWatch Board Member

Uncle Sam may forgive the tax that you owe on an IRA withdrawal
and give it to ForestWatch! If you are 70%% years of age or older and
have a traditional, tax-deferred IRA, the government requires that you
take “Required Minimum Distributions” (RMDs) every year. The
RMDs are payouts from your IRA that increase each year beyond your
70%th birthday.

The amount you originally invested in your IRA is normally before-tax
money. Depending on how you invested your IRA funds (for example
in mutual funds) you may have considerable gains on the original
investment. If you take the IRA distribution yourself, you will have to
pay considerable tax on it. The IRA distribution that you must take
each year after age 70%% is taxable as ordinary income. That is, both
the part of the distribution that represents your original investment
(the principal) and the gain are taxable.

But there is a provision that now allows you to avoid the tax on your
RMD (payout) if you donate it directly to a nonprofit organization
like Georgia ForestWatch. That provision is called the Qualified
Charitable Distribution (QCD) and was made permanent in the
omnibus budget bill passed in 2015.

Here’s how it works. If you have a moderate size IRA, your
RMD the first year when you reach 70% might be, say $5,000.
Suppose that your marginal tax rate (percentage of your income
you pay in federal income tax after all deductions and credits)

is 15%. If you take the RMD yourself, you would have to pay
15% of the $5,000 RMD, or $750, in federal income tax in
addition to the tax you pay on your other regular income. But if
you donate the RMD entirely and directly to ForestWatch under
the QCD provision, Uncle Sam completely forgives the tax on
the RMD. So ForestWatch gets the whole $5,000.

More information on QCDs can be found at hetps://www.
kitces.com/blog/qualified-charitable-distribution-qcd-from-ira-
to-satisfy-rmd-rules-and-requirements/, and at the IRS website
(https://www.irs.gov/publications/p590b/ch01.html#en_
US_2015_publink100041439). Of course, you should consult
your tax attorney or knowledgeable CPA for guidance on how to
do a QCD and claim it on your federal income tax.

Thanks for your support in protecting the National Forests! H

WELCOME
NEW MEMBERS!
(August — September)

Mary Baker
BotanoLogos
Stephanie Brundage
Stephanie Byrne
Ann Federico
Robinette Kennedy
Jon & Michelle Matson
Trushar Mody
Laurie Poppell
Mary Beth Stager
Tara Suswal
Leslie Wade
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THANK YOU
FOREST GUARDIANS!
(August — September)

John & Beverly Baker
Mike Bales
Donna Born
Cara & David Busch
Tom & Sally Colkett
Jan & Dennis Stansell
Lloyd & Bonnie Unnold




JOIN NOW! Complete this form and mail to:
| Georgia ForestWatch, 81 Crown Mountain Pl., Building C, Suite 200, Dahlonega, GA 30533 |
Join online at www.gafw.org/membership/ or call 706-867-0051 to join via phone. Either way is paperless!

Georgia ForestWatch Membership Form
Name(s):
Address:

l City, State, Zip: l
| Phone: E-mail: |

| Make your conservation statement — go paperless and receive your newsletter via email: |

| (3 Yes! I want to go paperless! How did you hear about us? |

| CHOOSE YOUR GIVING LEVEL ] PAYMENT INFORMATION |
Q $2,500 President’s Circle 4 Enclosed is cash or check payable to Georgia ForestWatch
| ;181,000 Benefactor : © 0 Charge my credit card: Q AMEX QO MasterCard O VISA Q Discover : |
: 0 $500 Forest Guardian
l Q $250 Supporter gSignature: |
| 0 $100 Friend or Small Business :A  Number |
. 0 ss0 Family . ccount Number:
| 0 $35 Individual : | Expiration Date: Ccw |
t a $20 Student ]
| QS Omeramoumt |
| VORVVIIIIIIIA
A
1S00-298-90L
€€50€ VD ‘edduoye(
eibioen 00T 2mg ) Surppmg
eJequ].Jea 90®[J UTEIUNOJA] UMOI)) g
@
10 JoqUIBN [orEA\1S210,] BI3109N)
HOLVM1LSFAO0
VIDAOIAD
Bio Mmjeb Mmamm
G# 1INd3d
VO ‘VOINOTHVA
aivd je aUuljUQ SN HSIA
39V1S0Od 'S'N
NOILVZINYOHO
1140dd-NON




