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J.D. McCrary
Executive Director

From the director
The role of fire

Fire, no matter the origination, is an event that releases both our 
inner fear and awe. No one disputes the significant role that fire, or 
lack of fire, has played in forming our national forests and the lands 
adjacent to them. However, agencies and foresters seem to make a huge 
effort to market all man-made fires as “good” fires and promote the 
idea that all forests need to burn as much as possible.

GAFW is taking a data-driven look at the role of fire, specifically 
prescribed fire (also known as prescribed burns or controlled burns), in 
this special edition of our quarterly newsletter. The first of three parts, 
written by professional Forest Ecologist (and former GAFW Executive 
Director) Jess Riddle, is presented here. We asked Jess to provide a 
stance on the topic of fire for GAFW so we could begin a proactive 
approach with decision-makers and land managers. GAFW’s mission is 
to enhance the health of over 867,000 acres of Georgia’s national forest 
by protecting our forests and streams, advocating for natural processes, 
and identifying opportunities to improve forest management. Fire is a 
leading factor in all three tenets of our mission.

Our country is currently discussing the impact and management of 
fire due to the devastating wildfires that occur annually in our western 
states. The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) recently announced a 10-year 
strategy to address what they call the wildfire crisis, with $2.42 billion 
authorized by Congress for 2022 through 2026. While GAFW is 
skeptical of projects such as forest thinning and timber sales to reduce 

the fuel available to out-of-control wildfires in the southern Blue 
Ridge Mountains, we also understand that a century’s worth of fire 
suppression policy has affected the composition of these forests. 
As with all political policies, we typically overreach the solution to 
pressing problems. Fire policy has seesawed between the extremes 
of “put out every fire ASAP” to “let’s burn every acre we can,” with 
the likely answer for the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest 
somewhere in between. 

GAFW has a healthy respect for fire and its role in the 
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests. We know certain species 
need fire, and certain species can take over when fire is completely 
removed. Fire is a natural part of the ecosystem and plays a crucial 
ecological role. However, the re-introduction of fire over thousands of 
acres of already fragmented public lands away from homes deserves 
a robust conversation about methods, tools, technologies, and data 
relevant to our forests. As Jess elaborates on in his piece, no two fires 
are exactly alike.

We hope you enjoy this opportunity to learn more about fire in 
Georgia’s national forests and look forward to reading parts 2 and 3 in 
our upcoming Summer and Fall newsletter editions. Remember our 
quarterly newsletter, Forest News, is only sent to members of GAFW, 
so please remember to keep your membership active so you do not 
miss any part of this discussion.

The Georgia ForestWatch Fall Retreat will be held at 

LAKE WINFIELD SCOTT PAVILION
on 

Saturday, October 15th, 2022

Plan now to attend for informative programming, good food, 
and plenty of fun and fellowship with other ForestWatchers.

Let us know if you’d like to reserve a campsite at either 
Vogel State Park or Lake Winfield Scott.

You can email us at info@gafw.org 
or call 706-867-0051

Save
the

Date!
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Contact Information
Georgia ForestWatch

www.gafw.org

81 Crown Mountain Place, Building C, Suite 200
Dahlonega, GA  30533  •  706-867-0051

Georgia ForestWatch is a 501(c)3
nonprofit educational corporation.

Georgia ForestWatch sees a future where people can enjoy forests that have 
reached their full majesty, where intact natural processes support healthy 
ecosystems and thriving biodiversity, and clean streams supply water to 
millions of Georgians. We believe this future requires the protection and 

appreciation of Georgia’s national forests, and the watersheds, native plants 
and wildlife they encompass.

Our mission is to enhance the health of over 867,000 acres of Georgia’s 
national forest by portecting our forests and streams, advocating for natural 

processes, and identifying opportunities to improve forest management.
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MAY
 MOUNTAIN
   MADNESS
     CHALLENGE

In May, we will explore various forest management areas 

and lesser-known trails, including Wilderness, old-growth, 

Wildlife Management Areas, Georgia’s Mountain Treasures 

areas, National Scenic Areas, and more!

MAY 2022 FRIDAYS @ 10 AM

Leader: Andrew Linker – Outreach Coordinator, 

Georgia ForestWatch

CHALLENGE OUTINGS SCHEDULE:

May 13th – Coosa Bald 

4,280 ft.– 10th Highest Peak in GA

May 20th – Wolfpen Ridge 

4,561 ft. – 5th Highest Peak in GA

May 27th – Dick’s Knob 

4,600 ft. – 3rd Highest Peak in GA

SIGN UP AT gafw.org/may-mountain-madness

MAY MOUNTAIN MADNESS CHALLENGE DETAILS
*Register and hike three of the lesser-known peaks within our 
National Forests in May with Georgia ForestWatch and receive a 
complimentary 1-year ForestWatch Membership (or renewal).
 
Space is limited. Register early!
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Coosa Bald in the fall.Coosa Bald in the fall.

Cover photo credit:  Anne Heikkila
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Blue Ridge Ranger District

Blue Ridge District Ranger Change:
USFS has assigned Steverson Moffat as the Acting Blue Ridge 
District Ranger for the next several months. He has previously 
served in this capacity and comes from the Tusquittee Ranger 
District of the Nantahala National Forest.

Proposed Duncan Ridge Road Culvert Replacement:
The BRRD is proposes replacing the Duncan Ridge Road culvert 
over Mulky Creek, a tributary to Cooper Creek. The existing 
culvert restricts stream flow and limits the passage of fish and other 
organisms in Mulky Creek and its tributaries. An open-bottom arch 
culvert spanning the stream width, restoring the natural stream 
channel, and improving the road is proposed. Best management 
practices would be implemented to reduce erosion, minimize 
sedimentation, and restore the riparian area. GAFW supports 
this project providing the design and implementation result in an 
environmental improvement over the existing conditions.

Update: Union County Gun Range 
The Union County Gun Range, approved by the USFS, is located 
adjacent to and will impact the Russell-Brasstown Scenic Byway, 
Brasstown and Mark Trail Wilderness Areas, and Appalachian Trail. 
A single construction bid at 30% over budget was submitted last 
year. Additional Federal/State funding at 90% of construction costs 
has been approved. Union County and the Georgia Department of 
Natural Resources completed a new agreement, nearly doubling the 
previously awarded funding. This range is the most expensive gun 
range funded by the Georgia D.N.R. Requests have been made to 
meet with the USFS to ensure that all conditions of the Special Use 
Permit, including noise-mitigation measures, will be implemented.

USFS Road Improvements and Tree-Fall Removal  
USFS crews have been repairing roads, opening seasonal roads, and 
removing downed and dangerous trees along many major forest 
roads, particularly in the Cooper Creek Scenic Area.  Seasonally 
closed roads reopen in mid-March, allowing access to hiking trails, 
trout streams, and dispersed camping sites. Some awarded grading 
contracts that have been in the pipeline for a while are getting 
started. GAFW supports the needed maintenance as the Spring and 
Summer camping season picks up.

Around the forest
Appalachian Trail Hiking Season
The Spring hiking season appears robust, with many long-
distance and Appalachian Trail through-hikers observed at 
Springer Mountain, trailheads, road crossings, and Walasi-Yi on 
U.S. Highway 129. Forest users may expect more activity on the 
Appalachian Trail and trails leading to/from it and in nearby parking 
areas in the upcoming weeks.

Forest Service Gates
Patrolling the Coopers Creek area, District Leader Dave Blackley 
discovered several Forest Service gates torn down. The Agency had 
recently installed these gates as part of the Coopers Creek project to 
close parts of the Duncan Ridge and Coopers Creek roads during 
the wet winter months. 

Georgia ForestWatch has been urging the Forest Service to close 
some of its vast network of badly deteriorating roads for years. The 
Agency is unlikely to receive the appropriated funds necessary to 
maintain them. Unfortunately, the destruction of these gates is not 
an isolated incident but the most recent in a long series of such 
vandalism forcing the Forest Service to spend what little money they 
have on gate repair rather than road maintenance. 

GAFW will monitor developing USFS projects. Members can 
express individual comments that may influence proposed projects. 
Please see the following link: 
https://www.fs.usda.gov/projects/conf/landmanagement/projects   n

Be sure sign up for 
Georgia ForestWatch email 
updates. Use the QR code 
for quick access to our 
sign up page, or go to:

https://gafw.org/signup/
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District Offices of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests Forest Service Contacts

Edward Hunter – Forest Supervisor
USDA Forest Service
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests
1755 Cleveland Highway
Gainesville, GA 30501   
edward.hunter@usda.gov • 770-297-3010

Ken Arney – Regional Forester
USDA Forest Service – Region 8
1720 Peachtree St. NW
Atlanta, GA 30309 
ken.arney@usda.gov • 404-347-7930

Tom Vilsack
Secretary of Agriculture, USDA
1400 Independence Ave. SW 
Washington, DC 20250 
1-202-720-2791

District Ranger, Jeff Gardner
USFS Conasauga Ranger District
3941 Highway 76  •  Chatsworth, GA 30705
jeff.gardner@usda.gov
706-695-6736 ext. 102

Acting District Ranger, Steverson Moffat
USFS Blue Ridge Ranger District
2042 Highway 515 West
P.O. Box 9  •  Blairsville, GA 30512
steverson.moffat@usda.gov
706-745-6928

District Ranger, Ryan Foote
USFS Chattooga River Ranger  District
9975 Highway 441 South
Lakemont, GA  30552
ryan.foote@usda.gov
706-754-6221
 
District Ranger, Thomas Dozier
USFS Oconee National Forest
1199 Madison Road
Eatonton, GA 31024
thomas.dozier@usda.gov
706-485-7110 ext. 102

A huge shout-out is due to our major donor, volunteer, and board 
member extraordinaire, Sue Harmon. Sue has been a ForestWatch 
member since 2005 and has given so much of her time and talent 
to Georgia ForestWatch over the past 17 years. 

Sue has reached the end of her term on the Board and will be 
spending more of her time with family, including her three 
grandchildren. 

We are pleased to announce Sue will be joining our Advisor Board. 
We will certainly miss Sue’s steady contributions, but we wish 
her all the best and are happy to consider her a lifelong friend of 
Georgia ForestWatch.

Her tireless efforts have helped make GAFW what it is today. 

Carol & Hal Addington
Charlotte & Leo Arsenault

Bonnie Boatright
Silvia Bunn

Ian Campbell
Debra Denzer

Sharon Ferguson
Casey Helton

Carol Hoffman
Charles & Barbi Hopper

Renee Kastanakis & Rick Brent
Marti Keller & Richard Cohen

Maria Klouda
Trey & Em Klouda

Barry Kyrklund
Allison Lee

Michelle Miller
Teresa & Regulo Pacheco

John Quinn
Jennifer Summey
Laura Shepherd

Priscilla Wilson & Janice Lymburner

WELCOME 
NEW MEMBERS

(January – March 2022)

Thank You, Sue Harmon!
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Don’t kill the carpenter bees

Spring is warming, and large carpenter 
bees (Xylocopa) have started flying. Please 
remember that carpenter bees are a beneficial 
and vital part of our ecosystem. Since our 
American bee populations are declining, we 
need to protect this essential pollinator.

Unlike honeybees, carpenter bees are one 
of the 4,000 native bee species in North 
America. Since honeybees are highly regarded 
for their honey-producing capabilities, we 
often forget native bees. Native bees and 
native plant species are irrevocably linked: 
many native plant species have developed 
structures and scents to attract specific 
pollinators. Our native bee species have 
acquired specialized pollen and nectar 
collecting methods for these native plants. 
When we have more native bee diversity, 
we have more plant diversity because there 
are ample opportunities for pollination, 
especially by specialist pollinators.

In addition to providing support for native 
ecosystems, carpenter bees and other native 
bees are crucial for agriculture production. 
Here in Georgia, producers grow a wide 
variety of crops that rely on bee pollinators: 
squash, watermelon, peppers, apples, 
blueberries, and strawberries, to name a few! 
Even cattle rely on bee pollinators for their 
nutritious forage sources. Our carpenter 
bees are key pollinators of blackberries and 
peppers throughout the state.

Many homeowners believe that carpenter 
bees like to consume wood. However, 
carpenter bees don’t feed on wood; they 
burrow into wood to make their nests. 
Carpenter bees are solitary bees, and they are 
nonaggressive. The male carpenter bee does 
not have a stinger. Males are the bees you see 
hovering around your porch because they are 

tasked with protecting the nest from other flying insects. Female bees have stingers, but they 
will only sting if provoked by touching or handling. If you try to shoo carpenter bees away, 
they may fly closer to you, but there is no need to feel threatened.
Although carpenter bees are not yet endangered like other bees native to North America, 
their populations are steadily declining due to loss of habitat and food sources, pesticide use, 
invasive species, and a general lack of concern for their welfare.

Instead of trapping and killing carpenter bees, consider a “bee house” as an easy way to 
encourage relocation. You can build one from wood or purchase one online and set it 
up somewhere in your yard away from areas you do not want them to build. Bee houses 
should be at least six inches deep because that’s the size bees build their nests. One option 
is the Rivajam Mason Refillable Bee House. To further encourage their nesting in a selected 
location, plant native wildflowers nearby that bloom in spring, summer, and fall to ensure 
plenty of pollen and nectar sources; you could even plant some peppers and blackberries too!  
n

by JD McCrary and Irenee Payne  
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Native carpenter bee on our native passion flower.Native carpenter bee on our native passion flower.
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We are eager to share our position on fire in our forests. 
This is the first of a three-part series. Part II will be 
published in Summer 2022, and Part III in Fall 2022.

Prescribed fire is a powerful forest management tool. A small group 
of practitioners can change a 1,000-acre forest for decades in a single 
day. The US Forest Service manages more of Georgia’s forests with 
fire each year than any other management tool, often 35,000-40,000 
acres.1

Fire invites emotional reactions. Using it may make one feel powerful. 
Primal campfire associations may bring up positive emotions. 
Blackened, post-fire landscapes can look desolate and conjure negative 
associations. These emotional reactions can strongly influence people’s 
perceptions of prescribed fire and how they think the Forest Service 
should use it.

Ecology
Ecologically, fire is considered a disturbance. Disturbances, including 
fire, are natural parts of ecosystems.2 Removing or adding fire alters 
the species that can inhabit the ecosystem and the structure of that 
ecosystem. Any ecosystem where fire naturally occurs would be 
incomplete without fire.
 
In the Southern Appalachians, fire is a natural part of ecosystems due 
to lightning. Typically, natural fires begin with lightning striking a 
snag (a standing dead tree), which will smolder until rain puts it out 
or conditions become dry enough for the fire to spread, which may 
take several days. Lightning-started fires in the region follow a distinct 
seasonal pattern with a strong peak in May. Very few fires occur from 
September through March.3

 
Recorded lightning-ignited fires in the Southern Appalachians 
range from 1.1 to 12 per million acres per year. In the 192,000-acre 
Grandfather Ranger District in North Carolina, 39 fires were recorded 
from 1993 to 2009.4  One hundred thirty-eight lightning fires were 
recorded across 522,427 acres of Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park over 67 years.  Finally, from 1970 to 1999, the 867,510-acre 
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest (CONF) recorded 142 
lightning fires.6  For comparison, a county in Oregon recorded 100 
lightning-strike fires in 1986 alone, a prelude to a worse fire season 
the following year.2 These numbers may differ somewhat from natural 
fire frequency due to imperfect fire detection and attribution, weather, 
and changes in vegetation affecting forest flammability.

How fire affects an ecosystem depends not simply on whether fire 
is present or absent but on the pattern of fire, known as the fire 
regime.7,8 Three major factors that influence the fire regime may be 

Fire in the Forest – Part I of III
by Jess Riddle

A shortleaf pine near Bull Mountain sprouts from its base after A shortleaf pine near Bull Mountain sprouts from its base after 
being top killed by a Forest Service prescribed fire.being top killed by a Forest Service prescribed fire.
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Fire in the Forest
(continued from page 7)

remembered by the mnemonic FIT: frequency, intensity, and timing 
(or seasonality).
 
Frequency is how often an area is burned.  The fire return interval 
is often considered how many years typically occur between fires. 
The fire return interval is important because it determines how 
long species have available to grow, reproduce, and recover between 
fires. Species show specific adaptations to different fire frequencies.9   
Longleaf pines have famously adapted to frequent fire. Shortleaf has 
adapted to frequent fire differently. Instead of protecting the terminal 
bud on the ground in a grass stage, shortleaf pine germinates, 
falls over, and grows upright again to store dormant buds at the 
ground surface.10  The buds allow resprouting when a fire kills the 
aboveground stem by fire, but the buds will sprout and only survive 
if the aboveground stem is small when killed.11

Intensity refers to how hot a fire is. Intensity impacts ecosystems by 
influencing what species are damaged by fire and how much damage 
there is. As an example, bark has a limited insulating capacity that 
varies with the species and thickness.12  For a given tree, the intensity 
of the fire at that location will determine if the bark is insulating 
enough to prevent the cambium from being killed.13  Table 
Mountain pines’ serotinous cones (opening in response to fire) are 
an example of a fire intensity adaptation.14  A low-intensity fire will 
not produce enough heat in the tree’s crown to open the cones, but a 
high-intensity fire will.

Intensity is often confused with severity. Severity refers to how much 
damage is caused by a fire.2  While intensity and severity are often 
positively correlated, other factors can cause a high-intensity fire to 
be low severity or vice versa. A pitch pine stand subject to a high-

intensity fire may recover quickly as thick bark protects some trees 
and others resprout from their trunks. Conversely, a low-intensity fire 
in a stand of thin-barked beech trees may lead to extensive scarring 
and eventually mortality.
 
Timing accounts for the different effects fires have at different times 
of years. Fires may occur when plants are dormant and have resources 
concentrated belowground or during the growing season when more 
resources are above ground.15  Fires may occur when ground-nesting 
birds have eggs or after the young have fledged. Fires may occur 
before plants flower, between flowering and seed maturation, or after 
seeds have dispersed.15 In general, dormant season fires favor woody 
vegetation while growing season fires favor grasses.16

Fires in temperate eastern North America affect vegetation structure 
and composition by two main mechanisms: killing some plant stems 
but not others and altering seedbed conditions.17,18  In general, larger 
stems are less likely to be killed by fire than smaller stems, and species 
with thick bark are less likely to be killed than species with thin bark. 
19,20  In most fires in the region, mortality occurs primarily in stems 
less than six inches in diameter. White oak, pitch pine, and shortleaf 
pine are among the most fire-tolerant species, while red maple, beech, 
and rhododendron are among the least tolerant.
 
Some plant species have evolved to germinate and establish themselves 
in the duff layer, the layer of decomposed leaves, fine roots, and other 
plant parts that lie between the undecomposed litter and the mineral 
soil, which is primarily weathered rock. Species that germinate in the 
duff layer include most trilliums and many other spring ephemerals.21  
Other species require thin duff or seeding directly on the mineral soil 
for their seedlings to survive. These species include pitch, shortleaf, 
and Table Mountain pines22  and most species in the sunflower/aster/
composite family, which have small wind-dispersed seeds.
 
Most animals have mechanisms for avoiding being directly killed 
by fire, often by seeking out moist areas or going underground.23  
Habitat alteration will have a more significant impact on many 
species. The effects of habitat alteration vary depending on the species, 
fire behavior, and existing vegetation. Still, they may increase the Native to the Blue Ridge Mountains, Table Mountain pines can hold Native to the Blue Ridge Mountains, Table Mountain pines can hold 

closed cones in their crowns for many years, but the cones open in closed cones in their crowns for many years, but the cones open in 
response to the heat of intense fires.response to the heat of intense fires.

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  J
ess

 R
id

dl
e

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  J
ess

 R
id

dl
e

(continued on the next page)(continued on the next page)

Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest 
Fire Statistics:

Prescribed fire was used on 52,247 acres with estimated 

federal spending of $1,500,000 – $1,800,000 between 

October 1st, 2020, and September 30th, 2021, on the 

Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest.

30 wildfires totaling 236 acres with an estimated federal 

spending of $236,000 between January 1st and December 

31st, 2021, on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest.

Source: USFS (https://tinyurl.com/bddjxkkc)
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ability to see predators, reduce the ability to hide from predators, 
increase forage, alter the thermal environment, etc.
 
The short-term effects of a single or a few fires may differ dramatically 
from the long-term effects of repeated fires.24,25  The effects of fires on 
some ecosystem attributes are cumulative and vegetation responses to 
repeated fire may be delayed. For instance, each successive fire may 
thin the duff layer slightly, eventually thinning it enough to allow 
different species to establish or erosion to occur.

Management
Land managers use prescribed fire to reduce wildfire risk, alter 
wildlife habitats, and influence vegetation.6 A prescribed fire may 
be conducted for one of those goals or multiple goals. Wildfire 
mitigation is usually the priority in the wildland-urban interface, 
the forest area near private homes or businesses. Wildlife habitat 
goals often include promoting desirable forage species or altering 
forest structures to be more open. Vegetation goals typically focus on 
promoting oak or pine, controlling shade-tolerant tree species in the 
understory, and promoting the cover of grass and wildflowers.

Georgia ForestWatch supports the use of 
prescribed fire that mimics natural (lightning) 
fire regimes, or that can effectively protect 
life and property. Georgia ForestWatch also 
supports allowing lightning-ignited fires 
to burn where they do not threaten life or 
property but does not support allowing other 
wildfires to burn.

 
Each prescribed fire has a burn plan developed by the USFS that 
includes a safety checklist, goals, the location and type of fire breaks, 
the range of permissible weather conditions for the burn, how the fire 
will be lit, where smoke will go, and the chain of authority.26  Safety 
is the priority in any burn plan. That focus includes ensuring the fire 
will not escape the planned area and keeping fire personnel safe. The 
fire is contained using fire breaks or fire lines. These are areas that are 
cleared of flammable materials. They may be pre-existing structures 
such as roads and streams or may be created using bulldozers 
(mechanical line), leaf blowers, or rakes (handline).  Blacklining is 
the process of lighting thin strips immediately inside the fire line to 
create a buffer of burned area with no more available fuels, which is 
black, hence the name. A bulldozer and fire engine are typically on-
site to contain and suppress any escaped fire.

The burn plan calls for a particular range of fire behavior, which 
involves fire intensity, movement speed, and burning pattern. Three 
key factors make up the fire behavior triangle: weather, fuels, and 
topography. Fires behavior is sensitive to temperature, humidity, and 
wind speed. The burn plan will prescribe the weather under which 
the burn may proceed, including explicit limits for those variables. 
Fuel is managed primarily by including or excluding certain types 
of fuels (e.g., fine grass or large deadwood) from the burn unit 

A burner uses a drip torch to light a prescribed fire along A burner uses a drip torch to light a prescribed fire along 
an existing road being used as a fire break. an existing road being used as a fire break. 
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and the time between burns during which fuel may accumulate.  
Topography is influenced by the selection of burn unit boundaries 
and ignition patterns.
 
Practitioners light the edges of units with drip torches, which drip 
fire. Units of more than a few hundred acres require additional aerial 
ignition of their interiors, which was traditionally accomplished 
using helicopters but is increasingly completed with drones. The 
burn plan will specify precisely where the fire should be lit, such 
as along a line 100 feet off the crest of a particular ridge. Burn 
managers can control the intensity of fire by producing either a head 
fire (the flames go ahead of the direction of movement) or a backing 
fire (the flames bend over the area that has just been burnt). Head 
fires are much more intense because the flames dry and pre-heat 
fuels allowing their energy to be released much faster. Managers 
produce head fires by lighting either upwind or at the base of a 
slope.  Either way, air movement carries heat over unburned fuels.  
Lower intensity backing fires are produced by lighting downwind 
or along ridges. The difference between a head fire and a backing 
fire can be the difference between killing of all the canopy trees and 
creeping knee-high flames that consume just the leaf litter.
 
The acres burned each year on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National 
Forest are highly variable and range from near zero up to about 
54,000 acres. Each mountain ranger district typically burns 4,000 to 
9,000 acres per year. The Oconee National Forest averages around 
20,000 acres.1 Extremely dry or wet weather results in little burning. 
Safety issues, such as a helicopter crashing during a prescribed burn, 
can temporarily shut down the country’s Forest Service prescribed 
burning program.
 
Most burn units on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest are 
burned on either a 3–5 year rotation or a 5–10 year rotation.  Many 
units have been burned only once or twice. However, some units in 

(continued on page 10)(continued on page 10)
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the Lake Russell area have been burned about seven times, and the 
Buffalo Range unit on the west side of the Cohuttas has been burned 
13 times. Most units are burned at low intensity, but high-intensity 
fires have been completed on the Chattooga River Ranger District 
at Chestnut Mountain, Bramlett Ridge, Trail Ridge, and the Lake 
Russell Area. The Hickory Ridge Unit along Mill Creek Road (FS 
630) on the west side of the Cohuttas has also had extensive high 
severity fires in Virginia pine stands.   

Most of the burning is accomplished in late winter and early spring, 
just before vegetation leaves out. Burn units are scattered across the 
forest from low to high elevations. Burn units are concentrated on 
the south side of major ridges and peaks but include north-facing 
slopes and streams. Units range from roughly 3 to 2,000 acres.

Part of Georgia ForestWatch’s mission is “advocating for natural 
processes.” Wild fire is a natural part of the ecosystems of the CONF, 
and many species have evolved to depend on fire. The evolutionary 
history of fire in the region can be seen in adaptations such as 
the serotinous cones of Table Mountain pine,14 the resprouting 
of shortleaf pine,10,11 and the increased flowering of turkey beard 
following burning.27 Most species, particularly those of drier habitats, 
can tolerate occasional fires with little damage,28,29,30 which is 
consistent with them having evolved with fire.  Lightning strike fires 
have also been directly observed,5 such as the 27,870-acre Rough 
Ridge Fire in the Cohuttas.
 
There is also a need for prescribed fire because natural fires are now 
less extensive and frequent than they once were. Lightning strike fires 
are actively suppressed, even in areas as remote as Alaska.31  Roads 
and even trails also create barriers to the movement of fires across the 
landscape.5,32 Fire suppression also likely creates a feedback loop that 
further decreases natural fire by favoring less flammable vegetation.33 

 
However, Georgia ForestWatch does not support all prescribed burns 
or fire management plans because prescribed fire is often used in 
ways that do not mimic natural fire regimes and do not reduce the 
risk of wildfires. CONF prescribed fire units are typically burned 
more frequently, under wetter weather conditions, and at a different 
time of year than natural fires. While some burn units may reduce 
the risk of wildfires, existing evidence does not indicate that the 
prescribed burn program reduces wildfire risk across the landscape.
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Staff Announcements

Georgia ForestWatch welcomes Maria Klouda as our 
Communications Coordinator. Maria joined us in February 2022. 
She has experience in publishing, fundraising, marketing, advertising, 
brand management, and event planning.

Her writing has been published in various outlets and has earned a 
Pushcart prize nomination. Typically regional in focus, her pieces 
rely heavily on a sense of place. Environmental issues often drive 
the topics of her work. A life-long resident of Georgia, Maria enjoys 
traveling and hiking. 

She is also a certified Georgia Master Naturalist by the UGA Warnell 
School of Forestry and Natural Resources and UGA Cooperative 
Extension. Maria earned an MFA in Creative Writing from 
Reinhardt University, an MBA from Brenau University, and a BBA 
in Marketing from the University of West Georgia.

(continued from page 10)(continued from page 10)



Georgia ForestWatch
81 Crown Mountain Place
Building C, Suite 200
Dahlonega, GA  30533
706-867-0051

NON-PROFIT
ORGANIZATION
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
DAHLONEGA, GA

PERMIT #5 Visit Us Online at
www.gafw.org

Georgia ForestWatch Membership Form
Name(s):   ________________________________________________________________

Address:  _________________________________________________________________

City, State, Zip: ____________________________________________________________

Phone: ________________________________E-mail:  _____________________________________________

How did you hear about us?  ___________________________________________________________________

MEMBERSHIP

 q  $20  Student

	 q  $45  Individual

	 q  $85 Family

	 q  $150  Friend/Small Business/Partner

 q  $250 Supporter

	 q  $500  Forest Guardian

 q  $1000 Lifetime Membership

PAYMENT INFORMATION
q  Enclosed is cash or check payable to Georgia ForestWatch

q  Charge my credit card:   q  AMEX   q  Discover    q  MasterCard   q  VISA    

Signature: _________________________________________________

Account Number: ___________________________________________

Expiration Date:________________________ CVV ________________

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!

Return Service Requested


