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The original plans for the Cooper Creek Watershed Project 
issued in 2014 included a laundry list of serious problems:  
hundreds of acres of forest on extremely steep slopes were 
proposed for harvest; intense, near-clearcut harvests were planned 
in mature, diverse cove forests; one old-growth stand was slated 
for a cut-and-leave timber treatment; tree cutting treatments 
were planned across 83% of the watershed of Bryant Creek, one 
of Georgia finest remaining native brook trout streams; over 700 
acres of woodland restoration were planned without any evidence 
of historical woodland in the area; and herbicides were to be 
sprayed on over 3,000 acres.  Hundreds of acres of commercial 
timber harvests were also planned in areas the forest plan calls 
“not suitable for timber production.”  Together, these activities 
threatened forests, streams, and recreation.

After field trips, meetings, and nearly 2,000 letters from the 
public, the plans have changed substantially.  On January, 31, 

Cooper Creek update
by Jess Riddle  :  Forest Ecologist

2018, the Blue Ridge Ranger District released the Draft Decision 
Notice with a Finding of No Significant Impact and Final 
Environmental Assessment for the project, which included their 
conclusions about how Cooper Creek should be managed.  Some 
issues show great progress while others show little.  The district 
removed most of the stands on very steep slopes from the project.  
They also dropped the old-growth stand from the project.  The 
district has moved the most intense harvests to less diverse stands, 
as a whole, but they remain targeted mostly at mature stands.  The 
woodland restoration treatments have been reduced to the 124 acres 
with the harshest growing conditions; we still believe woodlands 
were unlikely to have occurred in this area, but these are the least 
unlikely sites.  The district now plans to use herbicides on 589 acres.

The Bryant Creek watershed remains the core of this project.  
Buffers along Bryant Creek and its tributaries have been broadened, 
but between this project and past Forest Service clearcuts, only a 
handful of the dozens of stands in the watershed will escape cutting 
entirely.  The concentration of harvest remains a threat to water 
quality in Bryant Creek and wildlife in the watershed.  Activity 
within “unsuitable” prescriptions has been reduced, but most of the 
commercial timber harvests remain.

Georgia ForestWatch is currently evaluating next steps.  We will 
continue to work with the Southern Environmental Law Center and 
the Georgia Chapter of the Sierra Club to improve the project that 
is actually implemented.

To read the Final Environmental Assessment and Draft Decision 
Notice for the Cooper Creek Project, go to the Forest Service’s 
website for the Cooper Creek Project (https://www.fs.usda.gov/
project/?project=44385).  Click on the “Subscribe to this feed” link 
at the top left of the page, and then scroll down to the bottom of the 
project page for the most recent documents.  n

Winter on Cooper Creek
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We hope you will join us on some of our hikes and outings 
during the coming year. Perhaps these highlights from last year’s 
activities will pique your interest:

•	 Chasing down big trees along Rock Creek in Putnam County 
with District Leader Dr. JP Schmidt 

•	 Rambling down the Wagon Train Trail off the top of Brasstown 
Bald with our Benton MacKaye friends, putting up with frigid 
weather just to enjoy the beautiful ice falls

•	 Spending the night at the Hike Inn, enjoying family-style meals 
and a tree-learning hike out of the woods with Jess Riddle

•	 Rocking along and learning along the Raven Cliffs Falls trail with 
geologist Dr. Bruce O’Connor

•	 Lunching in trillium fields while checking out the post-fire scene 
on Till Ridge Cove with forest ecologist Jess Riddle and USFS 
Staff Officer Mike Brod, each sharing their understandings of the 
role of fire in the forest

•	 Strolling while trolling for wildflowers, medicinal plants and 
herbs along the Hambidge Trail with Patricia Kyritsi Howell, 
author of Medicinal Plants of the Southern Appalachians

•	 Visiting the State Champion Buckeye in Soseby Cove and 
practicing summer tree ID with Master Naturalist Anne Hughes 
and Past President of Georgia Botanical Society, Maureen 
Donohue

•	 Gathering around the mighty tulip tree in the Valley of the 
Giants, with members Cliff Shaw and Tom Shope sharing their 
knowledge of the area’s history

•	 Walking along the Chattooga River, pausing to hear the air filled 
with Marie Dunkle’s fiddle and Laurence Holden’s poems

Get out in the woods with ForestWatchers
by Sue Harmon  :  Board Member

•	 Seeking the Turk’s-cap lilies and other botanical surprises in Black 
Rock Mountain State Park with Maureen Donohue

•	 Hanging out on a beach of the Conasauga River, snorkeling and 
learning about river ecology from the Cherokee National Forest 
team

•	 Hiking and botanizing the Mountain Treasure area, Andrew’s 
Cove, with Anne Hughes, then charging the rest of the way up to 
the outcrops of Rocky Mountain with Becky McSwain

•	 Forest bathing, playing with art, nature journaling, meditating, 
and picnicking at Warwoman Dell with Brenda Smith and Sue 
Harmon on our first ever “Slow Hike”

•	 Meandering through the wilds of Camp Creek with our Southern 
Appalachian Plant Society friends, and Jess Riddle leading the way

•	 Exploring the astounding natural rock sculptures and ecology 
of the Zahnd Tract with Dr. Bill Witherspoon and Dr. Leslie 
Edwards

•	 Discovering the rocky outcrops of Burgess Mountain in the 
Oconee National Forest with Dr. JP Schmidt

And yes!  We have more planned for 2018.  See our upcoming 
outings listed on page 7, and a developing list of our 2018 outings at   
http://gafw.org/outings-events/.  

A shout-out of thanks to all the many hike leaders that donate their 
time to share the forest with others! If you have any requests for 
repeats or ideas for outings that you would like to see or help us lead, 
please contact Sue Harmon at suepharmon@gmail.com.

Hope to see more of you out in the woods with us in 2018!  n
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Jeeps and the forest roads
by David Govus  :  District Leader and Board Member

Since its inception over 31 years ago, Georgia ForestWatch has fought 
against improper and illegal off-road vehicle use on the Chattahoochee-
Oconee National Forest (CONF). In the mid-1990s, all-terrain vehicles 
(ATVs) were running wild on the Forest. North Georgia counties 
were illegally issuing license plates to ATVs. With license plates, ATVs 
could legally ride on Forest roads and once on roads, drivers often 
rode illegally off roads everywhere. Georgia ForestWatch forced the 
state of Georgia to halt the illegal practice of issuing plates to ATVs in 
2000 and has worked with the Forest Service since then to close and 
barricade user-created trails. Today, illegal ATV use is a fraction of what 
it once was. Over the last 15 years ForestWatch efforts have led to the 
permanent closure of the Anderson Creek Off-Road Vehicle Area and 
the temporary closing and rehabilitation of several other off-road vehicle 
(ORV) areas. As a result of our work, the Forest Service now closes 
ORV areas in the winter and during wet periods. A campaign to end 
illegal off-road and ATV abuse in the Rich Mountain Wilderness Area 
led to the closing of the Rich Mountain Road for over two years and a 
$600,000 rehabilitation, combined with a permanent closure of half of 
the road. There is no longer any ATV use in the Rich Mountains.

Currently the biggest problem with motorized vehicle use on the Forest 
does not involve ATVs, illegal trails or abuse of ORV areas, but the 
systematic destruction of major Forest Service system roads and old 
public roads by street-legal vehicles. Over the 80-plus years that the 
CONF has existed, the Forest Service has accumulated over 800,000 
acres in north Georgia and created a road system that exceeds 1,500 
miles. For the past several decades the Forest Service’s budget has 

contracted, and maintenance of major system roads has fallen 
far short of what is necessary to maintain them in a condition 
that allows the general public to access their forest. As system 
roads have deteriorated, groups of people have started riding 
these roads in high-clearance vehicles equipped with giant, 
rough-tread tires. The passage of these convoys, spinning their 
large, rough tires causes further erosion and damage to the 
already failing roads, and attracts more riders seeking an off-
road experience. This has become a self-reinforcing cycle of 
destruction turning once normal roads into ORV courses. At a 
certain point, the damage becomes so severe and so much soil 
is lost, that normal maintenance becomes impossible and the 
only option is to completely rebuild the roads. Given the Forest 
Service budget, this is not a reasonable alternative.

The poster child for this problem is the Tray Mountain Road 
where convoys of off-road vehicles, mainly Jeeps, have not only 
severely damaged the road but created numerous mudbogs off 
the road. These Jeeps are street-legal vehicles and with license 
plates are entitled to ride on any open Forest Service road. The 
result is that the road is now impassable for normal passenger 
vehicles and, as there are no signs warning the public of the 
danger, many vehicles are stranded, as a check with the local 
wrecker service confirms.

This problem and possible solutions will be explored in future 
articles.  n
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Flatland “ghost’’ road on Forest Service land
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Mudbogging area along Forest Service Road 79 at Tray Mountain
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not been cut since then. They used the stream to carry the logs out, 
so not even an old road bed remains on most slopes. An impressive 
display of wildflowers bursts out of the lower slopes each spring. Both 
Favorite Wildflower Walks in Georgia by Hugh O. and Carol Nourse and 
Waterfalls & Wildflowers in the Southern Appalachians: Thirty Great Hikes 
by Timothy P. Spira feature the Panther Creek Trail.

The trail reaches its other trailhead at the lower end of the gorge where 
Panther Creek abruptly turns and completely changes character. Flat 
bottomlands push back the steep slopes from the stream as it winds 
the last three miles to the Tugaloo River, the waters rushing much less 
than they did upstream. This lower section flows at the edge of the 
Mountain Treasure and along the Brevard Fault Zone or the Brevard 
Belt. The Brevard Belt also keeps Davidson Creek, which enters Panther 
Creek right below the gorge, on a straight southwest-northeast path 
and in-line with lower Panther Creek. Unlike most of Chattahoochee 
National Forest, carbonate rocks are common in the Brevard Belt. On 
the National Forest, marble reaches the surface only along Panther and 
Davidson Creek.

From unusual bedrock come unusual soils and plant communities 
without equal in north Georgia. High pH, calcium, and magnesium 
foster dense and diverse herbaceous communities that include many 
rare species. The area harbors eight of the nine species of native 
stemmed violet, and six species of trillium, including two rare ones. 
The abundance of nutrients and water have also allowed several tree 
species to reach record heights for Georgia, such as a 132-foot-tall black 
walnut. Scientists have used Panther Creek to help understand not only 
plant-soil relationships, but also ferns, small mammals, and caddisflies. 
An abundance of redbuds and boulders covered with walking ferns adds 
a more obvious charm to this area. The Forest Service has designated 
part of this area as a special botanical area.

Just south of Panther Creek, contrasting communities pack close 
together and create a landscape of exceptional diversity. Table mountain 
pine, the rarest pine in Georgia, covers dry ridges just above ravines 
filled with hemlock, white pine, and rosebay rhododendron. The mere 
presence of those latter species is remarkable since some ravines extend 
below 800 feet elevation, making these the lowest elevation populations 
in Georgia. All of these species are typical of areas with felsic (iron and 
silica rich) bedrock, but this area also contains much less common mafic 
(magnesium and iron rich) bedrock. The mafic soils host an entirely 
different plant community, including rare species and several species 
typically found in the coastal plain. Rare species in this area are not 
limited to plants, but also include butterflies and salamanders. Seeps, 
rock outcrops, and the influence of the adjacent Tugaloo River add 
further diversity to the unique mix of species.

The Brevard Belt and adjacent Gainesville Ridges extend all the way 
across Georgia, passing through Gainesville and Atlanta. The southern 

Panther Creek & the Tugaloo Mosaic:  
A Georgia’s Mountain Treasure
(continued from page 4)

end of the Chattooga River Ranger District includes the 
only extensive tracts of public land in the region in Georgia. 
These lands, including the Lake Russell area, represent the 
sole opportunity to protect and restore this region. In decades 
past, the region was valued more for timber production than 
biodiversity, and low-diversity plantations of off-site loblolly 
pine were planted extensively. Despite that misuse, three 
federally threatened or endangered species and a long list of 
state rare species continue to persist in the Panther Creek 
Mountain Treasure. This area has no permanent protection. 
Moving forward, this area should be managed to protect 
biodiversity and restore natural ecosystem structure and 
processes.  n

Georgia ForestWatch is sponsoring a geology, ecology, and history 
hike in this area on April 7th. Watch for the hike alert with 
instructions for registering for this event.  
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Hikers on the Panther Creek Trail
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2017 Supporters, thank you!
The Georgia ForestWatch Directors, Advisors, District Leaders, and Staff want to thank you for your generosity and support for helping us 
protect Georgia’s national forests. This important work could not be accomplished without each and every one of you.

(If you have made a $100+ donation in 2017 and your name is not listed, please accept our apology and call us so we can correct our 
records.  Thank you!)

Major Foundations, Conservation 
Partners & Business Supporters
Anonymous Foundation		
Cedarwood Foundation – 
	 Jim Smith, in loving memory 		
	 of Carroll Walraven	
Dobbs Fund of the Community 		
	 Foundation for Greater Atlanta		
EarthShare of Georgia		
EMSA Fund, Inc.		
Lubo Fund – Robert and Lucinda 		
	 Bunnen	
North Georgia Community 		
	 Foundation	
Patagonia		
The Sapelo Foundation		
Thomas M. and Irene B. Kirbo 		
	 Foundation		
		
A Special Thanks to Our 
Legal Partner	
Southern Environmental 
	 Law Center
		
Individuals and Businesses 
Contributing $100+		
Kenneth Adams		
James Adderholdt, Jr.		
ADI Marketing, Inc.		
Robert Anderson		
Anonymous Donor		
Catherine Ashford		
John & Beverly Baker		
Mike Bales		
Michael Bartell		
Kenneth & Linda Bass		
Dennis Begner		
Barry & Martha Berlin		
C. Gray Bethea, Jr.		
Phillip & Cindy Bonner		
Donna Born		
BotanoLogos School of Herbal 		
	 Studies	
Barbara Bowman		
Marjorie Branson		
Babette Broussard		
Sharon Bryant		
Claudia Burgess		
David & Cara Busch		
Stephanie Byrne		
Rebecca & Thomas Callahan		
James & Debra Campbell		
Duval Carter		
Ben Cash		

Linda Chafin		
Janet Chapman		
Pam & David Clough		
Thomas & Sally Colkett		
Price & Rogena Cordle		
Thomas & Jeanette Crawford	
Edward & Susan Croft 		
Bradley Currey, Jr.		
James & Hedy Dawson		
Richie Deason		
Mark & Lucy Dickerson		
Ted & Lynda Doll		
Kevin & Demi Doyle		
Marie Dunkle		
Patricia & John Dunleavy		
Francine Dykes & Richard Delay	
Susan Edgett		
Andy & Melinda Edwards		
Ens and Outs		
David & Susie Fann		
Richard & Susan Field		
Elizabeth Fox		
Fox Firm PC		
Karen & Frank Fuerst		
Thomas Gaither		
Georgia Appalachian Trail Club, 	
	 Inc.		
Georgia Mountains Unitarian 	
	 Universalist Church		
Jill Gottesman		
Nedom & Carol Haley		
Chuck & Bonnie Handte		
Robert Harbin		
Susan Harmon		
Bob & Margaret Hatcher		
Curtis Hertwig		
Robin & Janet Hitner		
Jennie Hobson		
HollyBeth Organics		
Lyn Hopper		
Pierre Howard		
Shepherd & Sarah Howell		
Brock & Patty Hutchins		
Mitchell Jacoby		
Colleen & Barrett Jones		
Rene & Paul Kane		
Susan Keller		
Robinette Kennedy		
Bob & Jane Kibler		
Elizabeth Knowlton		
Nancy Knudegard		
Keith & Leslie Kozicki		
Lake Burton Civic Association 	
	 Foundation		

Harold Lavender, Jr.		
George Lee		
Len Foote Hike Inn		
Robin & Mary Line		
Patricia & Roy Lowe		
Howard & Lavonne Markel		
Pamela & Christopher Martin	
Edward & Jean McDowell		
John & Marilyn McMullan		
Rebecca McSwain		
Phillip & Connie Meade		
Helen Meadors		
Kitty & Tom Meyers		
Phyllis Miller		
Vicki Miller		
Laura Mitchell & George Krall	
Carol Morgan		
Audrey Moylan		
Owen Murphy		
Pete & Sally Parsonson		
Sharon Pauli		
Will Phelps		
Chris & Jim Powers		
Steven Pruett		
Steve & Carol Raeber		
Dan & Peggy Rawlins		
Connie & John Reinke		
Thomas & Ann Rhodes		
Denny & Lois Rhodes		
Susan Rice		
Doug & Elaine Riddle		
Bruce & Elaine Roberts		
Donald Russ		
Louis Schweizer		
Jerry & Patricia Seabolt		
Charles & Laura Seabrook		
Jeffery Sellers		
Julia Serences		
Jane Seward & RJ Berry		
Thomas & Betty Shope		
Dudley Sisk & Barbara Luhn	
Marianne & James Skeen		
Brenda Smith		
Emily & John Smith		
Helen Stacey		
Jan & Dennis Stansell		
Marilyn & Ted Stapleton		
Sandi Still		
Edward Straw		
Kasey Sturm & Quentin 
Mostoller		
Margaretta Taylor		
Jane & Hugh Thompson		
James Unger		

Lloyd & Bonnie Unnold		
Harry Vander Krabben		
Keith & Melanie Vickers		
Nancy Waldrop		
Jim & Patricia Walker		
Morning Washburn		
Susan White & Myron Newton	
The Wilderness Society		
Sam & Barbara Williams		
Nancy Wylie & Larry Kloet		
David & Dena Maguire Young
Kurt-Alexander Zeller		
Phil & Dorothy Zinsmeister	
	
In-Kind Contributors	
Applewood Pottery,
	  Jami Pederson		
Bernie’s Restaurant & Nacoochee 	
	 Valley Guest House		
Tom Colkett		
Cowboys & Angels		
Dahlonega Tasting Room		
Walter & Jeanie Daves		
David Govus		
Gustavo’s Pizzeria		
Habersham Winery		
Hansel & Gretel Candy Kitchen	
Sue Harmon		
Lyn Hopper 		
Jennie Ingles		
Inside Out Sautee		
Jack Johnston		
JumpinGoat Coffee Roasters	
The Lavender Cottage and Garden
Len Foote Hike Inn		
Main Street Emporium, Helen	
Peter McIntosh Photography	
Mercier Orchards		
Emerson Murphy		
Nacoochee Village Antique Mall	
Nacoochee Village Tavern & 	
	 Pizzeria		
Natives Plus Nursery		
Nearly Native Nursery		
Nora Mill Granary		
Old Sautee Store		
Patagonia		
Rib Country BBQ		
Sautee Nacoochee Center	
Shenanigan’s Restaurant & 
	 Irish Pub	
Brenda Smith		
Smokin’ Gold BBQ		
Jan Stansell		
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Joanne Steele		
The Stovall House Inn & Restaurant		
Stover Mountain Orchard		
Seamus Sullivan		
Sweetwater Coffeehouse	
Cal and Sandi Tax		
Tim’s Wooden Toys		
Mary Topa		
Maureen Topa		
Wildcat Crafts (Becky & Allen 
Phillips)	
The Willows Pottery	
Wolf Mountain Vineyards	
	
Event Speakers & 
Volunteers	
Chloe Bettis		
Ron Bourne		
Sally & Tom Colkett		
Tom & Jeanette Crawford		
Hildreth Davis		
Jim Dawson		
Lucy Dickerson		
Lynda & Ted Doll		
Suzy Downing		
Melinda & Andy Edwards		

Sam Evans		
David Govus		
Michael Griffith		
Sue Harmon		
Robin Hitner		
Lyn Hopper 		
Patrick Hunter		
Mary Ellen & Alan Johnson	
Joan Maloof		
Sue Mattison		
Jeanne & Bruce O’Connor		
Tom O’Keefe		
Tom Patrick		
Doug & Elaine Riddle		
Jess Riddle		
Brenda Smith		
Emma Smith		
Joanne Steele		
Mary Topa		
Harry Vander Krabben		
Melanie & Keith Vickers		
Jim Walker		
Mark Warren		
Janet Westervelt		
Dena Maguire & David Young	

Distribution of GFW Income Sources in FY 2017

Member Contributions – 42%

Program Fees, Sales & 
Sponsorships – 10%

Grants – 46%

Earthshare of GA – 2%

District Leaders	 	
Ben Cash		
Sally Colkett		
Tom Colkett		
Marie Dunkle		
David Govus		
Robin Hitner		
JP Schmidt		
Dennis Stansell		
Caleb Walker		
Jim Walker		
Larry Winslett		
		
Advisors	 	
William “Butch” Clay		
Sarah Francisco		
Patrick Hunter		
Bob Kibler, MD (retired)		
Charles Seabrook		
Dennis Stansell		
James Sullivan		

2017 Hike Leaders	 	
Mike Brod		
Ken Cissna		
Tom & Sally Colkett		
Maureen Donohue		
Marie Dunkle		
Dr. Leslie Edwards		
Sue Harmon		
Laurence Holden		
Patricia Kyritsi Howell		
Anne Hughes		
Becky McSwain		
Dr. Bruce O’Connor		
Tom Patrick		
Jess Riddle		
Dr. JP Schmidt		
Brenda Smith		
Jim Sullivan		
Jim Walker		
Mark Warren		
Dr. Bill Witherspoon
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Speaker Joan Maloof at 
Wild & Woolly
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Patty & Roy enjoy good eats 
at the Fall Retreat
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North Georgia Community Foundation
presents a big check!
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Summer snorkeling with USFS
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