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We’re changing with the times at Georgia ForestWatch, from our pivot to a virtual Fall Retreat to the 
ramping up of our Advocacy program with the launch of the Clean Mountain Streams Campaign.  
All the while, we continue with our core mission work to investigate and respond to Forest Service 
project proposals with boots on the ground and science as our lead.  Speaking of boots, check out our 
Wheels for Boots fundraiser (page 3).  Our Annual Report 2020 (page 10) will give you an overview 
of our busy year and where we stand financially.  Thanks to all our members, volunteers, and donors 
both large and small for keeping this forest protection work not just going, but going strong.

(continued on page 9)(continued on page 9)

How long-gone homesteads led to the Clean 
Mountain Streams Campaign
by David Govus  :  Member

Why should an environmentalist care about the condition of a 
road?  Seeing the Flatlands Road is enough to make one care. This 
eroding nightmare at one time connected several old homesteads to 
the community of Suches. The Forest Service now owns this land, and 
the road serves only as an off-road playground for Jeep convoys out of 
Atlanta. These Jeeps, spinning their huge rough-tread tires, have created 
trenches 10-feet deep where the road now runs. All of the missing soil 
has washed down into Flowers Branch, Suches Creek and ultimately 
into the Toccoa River. 

Georgia ForestWatch has been working for years to close this 
environmental nightmare.  Georgia ForestWatch recently led a hike 
through the area to raise awareness. Recent discussions with the Forest 
Service indicated they are laying the groundwork to close this blight 
upon the landscape.

How did roads get this bad though?  During the 1930’s and continuing 
into the 1970’s, when the Forest Service acquired the 867,000 acres in 
Georgia that now comprise the Chattahoochee Oconee National Forest, 
they inherited an array of old woods or timber roads, as well as public 
roads. Woods roads were constructed for the most part by the large 
corporations that cut and removed the virgin forest and were built for 
one time use with no attention paid to sustainability. “Public” roads 
were crude roads built by early settlers to reach remote homesteads. As 
the old homesteads were abandoned and acquired by the Forest Service 

these roads acquired a near mythical status. They were open to all, 
maintained by no one, unnecessary with the homesteads gone, and 
environmentally damaging as they devolved into unofficial off-road 
courses.

Over time, with prodding by Georgia ForestWatch, most of the old 
woods roads were closed, but several damaging old “public” roads 
remained open. The Burnett Branch “public” road in Cashes Valley 
was closed at the urging of Georgia ForestWatch during the forest 
planning process in 2000. The Rich Mountain “public” road was 
closed, rebuilt and gated with restricted access as a result of a lawsuit 
by Georgia ForestWatch in 2004. The Anderson Creek “public” road 
was closed and obliterated as a result of the threat of a lawsuit by 
Georgia ForestWatch in 2006.

Since its inception 35 years ago, Georgia ForestWatch has also led the 
fight to end illegal motorized activity on the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forest. Initially one of the biggest problems faced was all 
terrain vehicles or ATVs. Mountain counties were illegally selling 
license plates to ATVs which meant ATVs could be ridden legally on 
open Forest Service (FS) roads. Once on roads, ATVs created a web 
of eroding off-road trails, allowing sediment to pour into streams. In 
2000, Georgia ForestWatch pointed out to state officials that under 

From the Leadership:  Watch us adapt
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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.

ForestWatch thanks the following team of staff members, 
board members, and member volunteers who collaborated 

to produce this issue of the newsletter:  Sandra Dawdy, 
Ted Doll, Marie Dunkle, David Govus, Sue Harmon, 

Anne Heikkila, Lyn Hopper, Andrew Linker, Trushar Mody, 
Jess Riddle, Cliff Shaw, Melanie Vickers.   

Layout by Eleanor Thompson

To keep our boots 
on the ground, we 
need wheels!
by Melanie Vickers  :   Board Secretary

As you can see from the photo below, our well-used old truck has been 
destroyed, ironically, by a tree.  Our staff depends on a high-clearance, 
four-wheel drive vehicle to get onto Forest Service land on roads that are 
often in very rough condition.  Having boots on the ground is an essential 
part of our work monitoring and commenting on forest service projects, 
ensuring our forests continue to provide healthy ecosystems for the wildlife 
and streams they support.  Here’s where you come in!  We need your help 
to raise the funds to purchase a reliable vehicle for Jess and Andrew, so this 
important work continues.  

Please consider making a donation today to our Wheels for Boots Fund.  
You can do so by mailing a check to our office and noting “Wheels for 
Boots” on the memo line.  You can also make a donation on our website at 
https://gafw.org/product/wheels-for-boots/.
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“Old Blue” was taken out by a tree.“Old Blue” was taken out by a tree.
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Cliff Shaw continues to ramble across his section of the Blue 
Ridge Mountains in search of new big trees and old-growth areas 
on the forest. His recent discoveries have prompted him to revise 
and update his Rambling Through Old-Growth Past and Present: A 
Personal Survey of Surviving Old-Growth on the Blue Ridge Ranger 
District, Chattahoochee National Forest book (available on Amazon). 
This revised edition has a new list with photos showing the thirteen 
largest tulip trees, and the seven largest white oaks, found on the 
forest to date, as well as information and photos about seven newly 
discovered old-growth areas.

Another recent development regarding old-growth is the addition of 
the Chattahoochee River headwaters old-growth area in the Mark 
Trail Wilderness to the Old-Growth Forest Network. At Georgia 
ForestWatch we are excited about this recent action because this is 
the first area on the Chattahoochee National Forest to be added to 
this important network of protected old-growth areas. Cliff worked 
with Sarah Horsley from the Old-Growth Forest Network out of 
Atlanta to make this happen. Thanks Cliff and Sarah!  

Cliff’s forest explorations have also resulted in a slew of new Georgia 
champion trees that were recently added to the Georgia Forestry 
Commission’s Champion Tree list (https://gatrees.org/learn-explore/
champion-trees/). Seven new champs were found and submitted by 
Cliff, and one was found and submitted by Jess Riddle and Cliff. All 
of these new record big trees in the chart below are located on the 
Chattahoochee National Forest.  n

Old-growth happenings
by Sue Harmon   :   Board Member

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  S
ue

 H
ar

m
on

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  S
ue

 H
ar

m
on

Cliff Shaw admires the new Georgia state champion black cherry Cliff Shaw admires the new Georgia state champion black cherry 
located in Green Creek Cove just off the Arkaquah Trail in the located in Green Creek Cove just off the Arkaquah Trail in the 

Brasstown Wilderness.   The tree was first measured by Jess and Doug Brasstown Wilderness.   The tree was first measured by Jess and Doug 
Riddle in 2005, then independently rediscovered by Cliff in 2020. Riddle in 2005, then independently rediscovered by Cliff in 2020. 

Species Location Area Circumference Height

Black Cherry Green Branch Brasstown Wilderness 12'4" 129'

Chestnut Oak Cedar Ridge Chestatee Wildlife Management Area 15'1" 86'

Eastern White Pine Mill Creek Ed Jenkins National Recreation Area 15'1" 144'

Northern Red Oak Board Camp Creek Coosa Bald Scenic Area 16'11" 130'

Table Mountain Pine Mt. Airy Creek NA 7'7" 118'

White Basswood (by Jess Riddle) Plott Cove Brasstown Wilderness 11'1" 138'

Yellow Buckeye Plott Cove Brasstown Wilderness 15'11" 147'

Yellowwood Plott Cove Brasstown Wilderness 6'4" 86'

NEW RECORD BIG TREES ON THE CHATTAHOOCHEE NATIONAL FOREST
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Rocky Mountain – 
A Georgia’s Mountain Treasures hike

I learned something on the ForestWatch hike today with Jess into one 
of Georgia’s Mountain Treasures. Of course, on any hike with Jess, one 
will come away with a mountain of new knowledge. Be it the common 
name or the scientific name of the flora you observe, information on a 
tree or herbaceous plant or general forest ecology, you will learn valuable 
information. Such names as Allegheny chinkapin, American chestnut, 
gentian, yellow birch, Carolina lily, hay-scented fern, and cinnamon 
fern are still dancing through my head.

This Rocky Mountain hike provided a whole new perspective on the 
forest. It was raining. It didn’t just start raining during the hike, it had 
been raining for 24 hours. Why did my spouse and I even show up at 
the trailhead? Curiosity? When we arrived, five other brave souls were 
there and ready to hike. I was still reticent. “Go ahead. We will catch 
up with you if it stops raining.” And they did just that, which brought 
about my first lesson. There are people who don’t mind hiking in the 
rain. After 30 minutes, and with the rain still coming down, we had a 
decision to make. We donned our backpacks and raincoats and headed 
up the trail. 

My second lesson that day was, although I was getting wet, I didn’t 
melt. There were occasional puddles of water along the trail, but I had 
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by Sandee Dawdy   :   Member

not melted into one of them. As we proceeded on our 1,000-foot 
ascent, I discovered the rain had “cleaned the air” and left it with an 
air quality I had not experienced before when hiking. I could get used 
to this! The trail was mostly devoid of other hikers, which added to 
the overall forest experience.

Since the group had stopped along the way at the cascading waters 
of Fall Branch Falls, we were able to catch up with them in about 
half an hour. We joined them and continued through the forest 
dotted with beautiful reds, oranges, and yellows, and fern-covered 
slopes. I noticed the rain had caused everything to look more supple 
even though most of the flora would soon be shutting down for the 
season. Even the dead leaves on the ground seemed to have a “happy” 
face.

As we climbed nearer to our destination, a fog formed in the air 
that gave the forest an aura of mystery. It was so alluring I felt as if 
I were in the midst of an enchanted land. This must be nature at its 
finest!  Or was it just that “I had my head in the clouds?” One way 
or another, today had been one of life’s little lessons. I look forward 
to hiking this trail again in the spring and summer to see more of the 
beauty this mountain has to offer.  n

Wet weather did not dampen hikers’ spirits.Wet weather did not dampen hikers’ spirits.
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Advocacy in action at ForestWatch – 
from Foothills to Clean Mountain Streams
by Anne Heikkila  :  Board President

Grassroots advocacy uses collective action at the local level to 
affect change at the local, regional, national and even international 
levels.

For 35 years, Georgia ForestWatch (GAFW) has been the only 
organization advocating exclusively for the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forests (CONF). In recent years, the United States Forest 
Service (FS) has begun altering their project planning by pivoting 
to larger projects, attempting to gut the National Environmental 
Protections Act (NEPA), and decreasing formal public input 
opportunities.  GAFW has responded to these changes by 
recognizing the need to grow our grassroots advocacy program.  In 
the third quarter of 2019, we launched a new outreach advocacy 
program designed to educate our members and the public on how 
to effectively and strategically respond to projects and engage with 
decision makers.  

With generous support from the R. Howard Dobbs, Jr. Foundation, 
during 2020 GAFW held nine events to provide advocates with 
the necessary background information to effectively engage on a 
wide variety of forest topics.  GAFW’s actions, along with those of 
our partner organizations, helped prompt more than 2,000 official 
comments on the Foothills Landscape project.  In Rabun County, 
GAFW advocates, community members and partner organizations 
organized around a proposed sale of CONF land tracts.  Because 
of our raising the profile through newspaper articles, letters to the 
editors and public forums, the FS responded by reversing an earlier 
position and now plans a NEPA review, along with the opportunity 
for public comment for each tract before making a sale decision.  

Our current campaign, Clean Mountain Streams was launched in 
late 2020.  Clean streams in our forests mean safe drinking water 
for millions of Georgians, pristine water for recreational activities 
and healthy habitats for our aquatic species.  The greatest threat to 
our mountain waters is sedimentation resulting from unpaved roads 
– both legal roads created and maintained by the FS and illegal user-
created trails and roads for motorized vehicles.  

To achieve our goal of reducing sedimentation we have a three-prong 
strategy:

• close or rehabilitate the worst roads 
• close all illegal motor vehicle trails networks
• document road issues adjacent to rare species habitat.  

As with all our programs at GAFW, we depend on our membership 
and hardworking volunteers.  When individual power is multiplied 
through group action, significant change is possible.  We invite 
you to take the plunge and join our Clean Mountain Streams 
Campaign. Learn how you can help protect our beautiful 
headwaters streams.  Join us for any or all of these activities. 

• Zoom Meetings on the first Friday of the month at 2:00pm 
for approximately an hour.  We provide progress updates, 
education, strategy planning and camaraderie, too!  

• Field outings related to our campaign (limited to 10 
participants and socially distanced).   

Participate at a level that is comfortable for you. Hope to see you 
online or in the field! For more information, please visit our website 
at https://gafw.org/category/getinvolved/advocacy/  n
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Senator Raphael G. Warnock
B40D Dirksen Senate Office Building 
Washington DC 20510
Phone: 202-224-3643
www.warnock.senate.gov

U.S. Senate

Senator Jon Ossoff
825 B&C Hart Senate Office Building
Washington DC 20510
Phone: 202-224-3521
www.ossoff.senate.gov

U.S. House of Representatives

Representative Jody Hice
100 Court Street
Monroe, GA  30655
Phone: 770-207-1776
Fax: 770-226-6751
http://hice.house.gov/contact/

Representative Austin Scott
127-B  N. Central Ave.
Tifton, GA   31794
Phone: 229-396-5175
Fax:  229-396-5179
https://austinscott.house.gov/
email-me

Representative Andrew Clyde
210 Washington St NW
Suite 202
Gainesville, GA  30501
Phone:  470-768-6520

Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene
P.O. Box 1527
Rome, GA  30162
Phone:  706-290-1776

Lake Russell Rare Plant Habitat 
Improvement Project
by Jess Riddle  :  Executive Director

The Lake Russell Wildlife Management Area lies in the upper 
Piedmont between Toccoa and Cornelia.  Hotter and drier than 
the adjacent Blue Ridge Mountain, the rugged, low-elevation 
landscape has an unusual abundance of mafic soils, which are rich in 
magnesium and iron but poor in silica.  Low-diversity loblolly pine 
plantations are commonly embedded in the native forest of oaks and 
shortleaf pine.  These conditions support high deer populations and 
distinctive plant communities that include several rare species.
 
On 12/16/20, the Chattooga River Ranger District proposed to use 
prescribed fire and timber harvests to create habitat for rare plant 
species in the Lake Russell area.  The project would occupy 1,300 
acres centered on Guard Camp Road, excluding the Middle Fork 
Broad River corridor.  This area has been burned several times, and a 
combination of intense fires and southern pine beetle outbreaks have 
created hundreds of acres of openings.  Many of these openings now 
have abundant oak saplings, which is unusual on the Chattahoochee 
National Forest.
 
The project’s stated goal focuses on expanding and creating habitat 
for rare plant species that require open conditions and mafic soils.  
A secondary purpose is to improve forest health.
 

The main management actions would be timber harvests that 
would remove about half the trees in treated stands and continuing 
prescribed fires at low intensity on a 3-5 year return interval.  In our 
conversations with the District, they indicated pine plantations would 
be cut a little more intensively than native hardwood forests and 
that harvests could cover about 500 acres.  Other treatments include 
cutting saplings adjacent to promising oak saplings in hopes of 
accelerating the oak’s growth enough for them to survive subsequent 
prescribed fires, and planting rare species.  
 
On 1/30/21 Georgia ForestWatch and the Southern Environmental 
Law Center submitted comments supporting several aspects of the 
project, but expressing concern about some timber harvests and the 
type of environmental review and documentation the District planned 
to use.  We supported the focus on rare plants, restoring open-
canopy conditions on dry sites, thinning pine plantations, and the 
continued use of prescribed fire.  We also complimented the project 
for manipulating the canopy only after repeated prescribed fires had 
restored understory and soil surface conditions, which has often been 
an issue in other projects.
 

(continued on page  12)(continued on page  12)
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Fall Retreat goes virtual in 2020
by Sue Harmon  :  Board Member

As the pandemic spread deepened last summer, the Fall Retreat Planning 
Team realized that our yearly in-person gathering planned for October 
was going to look a little different this year.  We took on the challenge by 
reaching out to members, friends and partners to assemble a line-up of 
informative, inspiring and entertaining activities – all to be shared online 
via Zoom – from Patrick Hunter’s law update, to reports from ED Jess 
Riddle and Board President, Anne Heikkila, to member storytelling led by 
Janisse Ray, to an interactive forest appreciation activity led by Joan Maloof, 
to a “Drones in the Forest” workshop by Peter McIntosh and a  “Stories 
that Plants Tell” presentation by Patricia Howell.  Sprinkled in were yoga 
with Angela Butler-Hackett, a crossword puzzle competition, and over 20 
door prizes supporting local businesses, valued at $25 each.  And yes, our 
Silent Auction went online this year.  It’s true that we surely missed David 
Govus’ BBQ, as well as the culinary fixings of Melinda Edwards and her 
kitchen crew, not to mention the many cooks that usually feed us on our 
traditional Saturday soup cook-off.  We tried to catch up with each other as 
best we could during the open Zoom at lunch and happy hour. Although 
we missed seeing everyone in person, we enjoyed seeing everyone virtually 
and we even got to know several new members.  
 
In the meantime, and despite the pandemic, we’ll celebrate our Zoom 
success. Our goals for the Fall Retreat were the same as they have been 
for over 30 years:  to educate and inspire our membership, cultivate 
relationships within our community of forest protectors, and oh yeah, 
raise a little money on the side, if possible.  As our Fall Retreat Planning 
Team debriefed and reviewed the surveys from participants, we saw that 
all our goals had been met--and beyond our expectations!  So today we 
give a hearty shout-out of “THANK YOU!” to all the many participants, 
sponsors, volunteers and presenters that freely gave of their time and energy 
to bring us together for a very successful Fall Retreat 2020. n

From long-time member 
Janet Chapman: 

“...it was so nice to see faces to attach to 

names I have seen through the years!! What 

a great event it was, and as I imagine others 

have said, I meant to come and go, but only 

left when necessary! I realized I have a lot to 

learn about plants, our forests and what more 

needs to be done!”

 

From new members 
Steve and Sandee Dawdy: 

“The retreat, in spite of the pandemic, was 

very interesting, informative and inspiring.  

We look forward to getting to know more 

of the members as time goes on. What 

an interesting group! We are happy to be 

involved with such a passionate group of 

people, making a difference!”

Julia Strong spent her $25 door prize Julia Strong spent her $25 door prize 
at Wander North Georgia in Clayton.at Wander North Georgia in Clayton.

Robin Hitner enjoyed using his door prize donated Robin Hitner enjoyed using his door prize donated 
by Country Corner Owner Tony Saavedra.by Country Corner Owner Tony Saavedra.

Sue Mattison won the bid for Lynda Sue Mattison won the bid for Lynda 
Doll’s quilt via our online Silent Auction.Doll’s quilt via our online Silent Auction.
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How Long-Gone Homesteads Led to the Clean Mountain Streams Campaign
(continued from page 2)(continued from page 2)

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 
karney@fs.fed.us • 404-347-7930

Kevin Shea
Acting Secretary of Agriculture, USDA
1400 Independence Ave. SW 
Washington, DC 20250 
kevin.a.shea@usda.gov

District Ranger, Jeff Gardner
USFS Conasauga Ranger District
3941 Highway 76  •  Chatsworth, GA 30705
jeffgardner@fs.fed.us
706-695-6736 ext. 102

Acting District Ranger, Stephanie Israel
USFS Blue Ridge Ranger District
2042 Highway 515 West
P.O. Box 9  •  Blairsville, GA 30512
albaker@fs.fed.us
706-745-6928

District Ranger, Ryan Foote
USFS Chattooga River Ranger  District
9975 Highway 441 South
Lakemont, GA  30552
rfoote@fs.fed.us
706-754-6221
 
District Ranger, Thomas Dozier
USFS Oconee National Forest
1199 Madison Road
Eatonton, GA 31024
tdozier@fs.fed.us
706-485-7110 ext. 102

Georgia code, ATVs were not legally entitled to license plates.  After some back 
and forth, and threats of a lawsuit, the state ordered the counties to halt the 
practice. Now 20 years later, illegal ATV activity is a fraction of what it once was. 

Now in 2021 Georgia ForestWatch has initiated the Clean Mountain Streams 
Campaign to deal with the biggest chronic threats to our streams, including 
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Georgia ForestWatch Outreach Coordinator Andrew Linker provides some perspective Georgia ForestWatch Outreach Coordinator Andrew Linker provides some perspective 
about the depth and breadth of Flatlands Road’s erosion issues.about the depth and breadth of Flatlands Road’s erosion issues.

a handful of roads causing the worst sedimentation.  Our 
goal is to get these roads closed and/or rehabilitated. Read 
more about the Clean Mountain Streams campaign in this 
newsletter or go to our website to learn how you can become 
involved.  Our voices are stronger together.  n



2020 ANNUAL REPORT
This year started with a flurry of activity 
around the Foothills Landscape Project and 
potential national forest land sales, several 
Georgia’s Mountain Treasures presentations, 
and our usual complement of fun and 
informative outings.  Then the pandemic 
hit.  Georgia ForestWatch has been luckier 
than many organizations and individuals.  
We were able to quickly adapt many of our 
programs to the new environment.

However, we also faced new challenges.  
Multiple foundations that have funded 
Georgia ForestWatch for many years simply 
did not put out a call for grant applications 
in 2020.  To address the shortfall, we 
solicited new grants and secured Paycheck 
Protection Program funding. We responded 
to the general economic uncertainty by 
taking a cautious approach to all spending.  
We had originally planned to hire a new 
staff position this year, but held off.

Existing staff and Board members picked 
up much of the slack, but we relied on 
volunteers more than ever this year.  And 
you responded with both your money 
and your time.  Member contributions 
remained strong in 2020, leading to total 
income comparable to other recent years.

Volunteers, particularly District Leaders, 
hike leaders, and advocates have been key 
to getting our forest protection work done 
with our limited staff capacity.  Thanks 
to you, we have managed to increase 
the breadth of our work by adding 
advocacy training while still completing 
our core watchdog functions.  In 2020, 
we held nine online advocacy meetings, 
including the kickoff for the Clean Streams 
Campaign (see article on page 6). Forty-
seven households attended the Fall 
Retreat, and since then we have hosted a 
full schedule of in-person outings, all with 

REVENUE
TOTAL: $207,182 EXPENDITURES

TOTAL: $146,557

new safety protocols.  We submitted 
detailed analysis and comments on 10 
Forest Service projects or regulation 
changes, which totaled 32 pages, not 
including the 212 pages of comments 
we submitted with partners on the 
Foothills Landscape Project.

We have also taken time this year to 
prepare for the future.  Board and staff 
revised our strategic plan, ensuring that 
all of our activities directly contribute to 
the ForestWatch mission.  We have also 
started investing our small reserves in 
assets consistent with our values so that 
they will grow and protect us against 
future economic upheavals.  Regardless 
of the details of strategy, our greatest 
asset will remain you. Thank you for 
your continuing support. 

Program fees, 
sponsorships, misc.
6%

Grants and 
PPP Loan
40%
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44%
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10%

Professional services 
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2020 Supporters, thank you!
The Georgia ForestWatch Directors, Advisors, District Leaders and Staff say “Thank you!” for your generosity and support in helping 
preserve, protect, and restore Georgia’s national forests. We would not be able to accomplish this important work without each one of you.

(If you have donated $100 or more in 2020, and your name is not listed, please accept our apology and contact us so we can correct our 
records. Thank you!)

Foundations
Coastal Community Foundation of 
South Carolina-Obediah Fund
Community Foundation of Central   
 Georgia, Inc.
EarthShare of Georgia
EMSA Fund, Inc.
North Georgia Community   
 Foundation
R. Howard Dobbs, Jr. Foundation
Turner Foundation, Inc.

A Special Thanks to Our 
Legal Partner 
Southern Environmental 
 Law Center

Business & Organization 
Supporters
Buffalo Exchange
Danger Press
Georgia Mountains Unitarian   
 Universalist Church
Kornder Consulting
Lake Burton Civic Association
 Foundation
Mountain High Hikers Inc.
Patagonia

Individuals and Businesses 
Contributing $100+  
Kenneth Adams
Terri & Jeff Adams
Robert Anderson
Anderson Creek Retreat
Anonymous
Catherine Ashford
Kerstin & Robert Bagus
John & Beverly Baker
Mike Bales
Barbara C. Cocherell
C. Gray Bethea
Dave Blackley
Sam & Laurie Booher
Donna Born
Ron Bourne & Hildreth Davis
Babette Broussard
Charles & Kay Brown
Pam & Al Buckmaster
James & Debra Campbell

David Carswell
Ben Cash & Vicki Miller
Linda Chafin
Janet Chapman
Janice Cochrane
Thomas & Sally Colkett
Michael & Elizabeth Conroy
Steve & Carolynne Cook
Price & Rogena Cordle
Thomas & Jeanette Crawford
Terrence & Merry Croft
Bradley Currey
Mark & Lucy Dickerson
Ted & Lynda Doll
Marie K. Dunkle
Patricia & John Dunleavy
Steven Dupont
Francine Dykes & Richard Delay
Andy & Melinda Edwards
Ens and Outs
David and Susie Fann
Elizabeth Fox
Andrew Goldberg
Bill Goodman
David Govus
Lee Graham
Rachel Granade
Dominique & Sam Groseclose
Nedom & Carol Haley
Chuck & Bonnie Handte
Susan Harmon
Jim & Paula Harwell
Bob & Margaret Hatcher
Jessie Hayden
Anne & Bill Heikkila
Robin & Janet Hitner
Lyn Hopper
Jacquelyn & William Fleming  
 Howard
Shepherd & Sarah Howell
Brock & Patty Hutchins
Mitchell B. Jacoby
Alan & Mary Ellen Johnson
Colleen & Barrett Jones
Rene & Paul Kane
Howard Katzman & Katie   
 Durham
Lyn & Stratton Kearns
Nancy Kennell
Robert Kibler
Elizabeth Knowlton

Nancy Knudegard & Renwick  
 Curry
Carol Krych
Clifford & Katie Lancey
Melinda Langston
Patricia Lowe
Dan & Elise MacIntyre
Thomas MacMillan
Marshall Mahone
Frank & Michelle Maloney
Pamela & Christopher Martin
Sue Mattison
Rebecca McSwain
Helen Meadors & Craig 
Burkhalter
Phyllis Miller
Bill & Barbara Day Miller
Laura Mitchell & George Krall
Trushar Mody
Jonoise & Charles Morehead
Carol Morgan
Charles & Linda Mote
Audrey Moylan
Jeff & Doris Muir
Owen Murphy
Ralph & Pamela Myers
Nick Nichols
Joyce Oliver
Martina Palmour
Cynthia Patterson
Sharon Pauli
David Phraner
Linda & Quentin Pirkle
Chris & Jim Powers
Carolyn Puckett
Dan & Peggy Rawlins
Denny & Lois Rhodes
Doug & Elaine Riddle
Riddle Technology Solutions
Becca Risser
Bruce & Elaine Roberts
Alejandra Rodriguez
Gina & Gordon Rogers
Kathy Sanders
Mike Saunders & Rosalie   
 Jensen
Louis Schweizer
Jerry & Patricia Seabolt
Jeffery Sellers
Julie Serences
Jane Seward & RJ Berry

Charles & Mary Beth Shepard
Tony Sideris
Dudley Sisk & Barbara Luhn
Emily & John Smith
Walter Smith
Paul Sperry & Virginia Ammons
Jan & Dennis Stansell
Debra & John Staples
Edward Straw
Jim Sullivan & Sue Murphy
Margaretta Taylor
James & Roberta Unger
Lloyd & Bonnie Unnold
Keith & Melanie Vickers
Nancy Waldrop
Jim & Patricia Walker
Ruth West & Bob Wells
Anne & Barry Weston
Sam & Barbara Williams
William Witherspoon & Rina  
 Rosenberg
Nancy Wylie & Larry Kloet
David Young & Dena Maguire    
 Young
Phil & Dorothy Zinsmeister

Event Speakers, Outing 
Leaders & Volunteers
Emily Anderson
Charles Brown
Angela Butler-Hackett
Craig Burkhalter
Marie Dunkle
David Govus
Sue Harmon
Patricia Kyritsi Howell
Patrick Hunter
Joan Maloof
Brent Martin
Peter McIntosh
Helen Meadors
Janisse Ray
Cliff Shaw
Kathy Stege
Ruth Stokes
Melanie Vickers
Clayton Webster
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Unlike many forests on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest, grasses and oak saplings (with persistent leaves) Unlike many forests on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest, grasses and oak saplings (with persistent leaves) 
are common in this stand in the Lake Russell project area.  An extensive opening is visible in the background, a are common in this stand in the Lake Russell project area.  An extensive opening is visible in the background, a 

product of southern pine beetle infestation and prescribed fires.  product of southern pine beetle infestation and prescribed fires.  

The District proposes completing the project under an 
exemption to full National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)-
mandated review.  The exemption they propose to use is 
designed for wildlife habitat and timber stand improvement.  
While parts of the project fit that category of action, many 
of the proposed activities better match the timber harvest 
exemption, which is limited to 70 acres.  We have asked the 
District to provide a more complete description of the project, 
critically including the extent and specific location of each 
management action.  One way the District could provide that 
information would be to not exempt the project full NEPA 
review and complete an Environmental Assessment, which 
would include consideration of alternative ways to meet the 
project goals, a second public comment period, and disclosure of 
analysis of potential impacts to wildlife, streams, recreation, etc.
 

The proposed logging in native oak and oak-pine forests on north- and 
east-facing slopes is problematic because these are not habitat for the 
area’s rare species.  Additionally, these forests are already healthy.  We 
also encouraged the District not to require log landings be at least 
100 feet from roads because doing so would increase temporary-road 
construction and associated soil damage.  The project would also benefit 
from monitoring, control of specific invasive species, and detailed carbon 
analysis.
 
We suggested dropping the harvests of native forests on north- and 
east-facing slopes, and to balance that loss of revenue, dropping the 
mechanical sapling release.  Varying the fire regime would leave some 
oak saplings to mature, which is the point of the sapling release.  These 
changes would allow all the rare plant work and pine plantation 
restoration to continue without threatening healthy forests. n

Lake Russell Rare Plant Habitat Improvement Project
(continued from page 7)(continued from page 7)
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Around the Forest
by Jess Riddle  :  Executive Director

National Issues

CEQ NEPA changes:  On September 14th, the Council on 
Environmental Quality (CEQ) undermined government 
transparency and accountability by implementing new regulations 
for the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  NEPA has been 
a bedrock environmental law.  It has a great track record of ensuring 
Federal agencies make informed decisions and correcting problems 
with government projects before they are implemented.  It has done 
that by requiring science-based analysis of potential impacts, public 
disclosure of plans, and consideration of public feedback.  The new 
regulations favor energy and logging interests at the expense of public 
input and environmental review, including removal of the explicit 
requirements to consider “cumulative impacts” such as climate 
change (See Winter 2020 article for details). 

Legal challenges to the new rules are underway, and more challenges 
are likely as individual projects start applying the new rules.  
Agencies like the Forest Service (FS) have been instructed to apply 
the new rules to projects which begin the NEPA process after 
September 14, 2020.

Forest Service NEPA changes:  On 11/19/20 the FS issued changes 
to its own NEPA rules.  They will reduce your information on FS 
projects, and reduce your opportunity to raise concerns and propose 
alternatives.  When the rules were initially proposed, Georgia 
ForestWatch and many of our Southeastern partners submitted 
comments and pointed out how the new rules would be poorly 
suited and damaging to the complex, sensitive, and diverse national 
forests of the Southern Appalachians.  These comments – and 
potential conflicts with the Council on Environmental Quality’s 
rule changes – resulted in significant changes to the final rules. 
Some procedural changes, such as codifying “condition based 
management” (the Foothills project approach) were dropped, and 
other proposed changes were scaled back.

Unfortunately, the remaining problems could be devastating.  The 
heart of them is new Categorical Exclusions, loopholes in NEPA 
that allow certain kinds of projects to proceed with minimal public 
involvement and environmental review.  New CEs would allow:

• Up to 2,800 acres of logging for “restoration;”
• Up to 2 miles of new road construction; and
• Special uses up to 20 acres (the Union County target range  
 was 15 acres).

Individual projects qualifying under these CEs could proceed 
without a detailed description of project plans, public comment 
period on the detailed plans, or consideration of alternatives.  
Cooper Creek, Fightingtown Creek, and all other recent Georgia 
logging projects, except Foothills, included less than 2,800 acres 
of logging. Since the FS views the logging they do as restoration, 
the restoration CE could exempt the entire logging program on the 
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest.

These new rules are so ripe for abuse that we joined a lawsuit 
challenging them. The Southern Environmental Law Center filed 
the complaint on 1/8/21 on behalf of Georgia ForestWatch and 
eight other environmental organizations, including MountainTrue 
and the Chattooga Conservancy.

Great American Outdoors Act deferred maintenance funding: The 
recently passed Great American Outdoors Act provides a new 
source of funding for FS deferred maintenance.  The FS Southern 
Region opened a 10-day comment period over Thanksgiving, 
and listed projects that had been submitted for funding.  We 
supported some of the projects, but pushed them to use funds 
on deteriorating roads in the mountains, rather than roads in the 
foothills, which will already receive support from the Foothills 
Landscape Project.

Forestwide

New Forest Supervisor:  Ed Hunter is the new CONF Forest 
Supervisor, the head of the FS in Georgia.  Ed has been the Acting 
Forest Supervisor for the last six months.  He was also previously 
the Chattooga River District Ranger.  During his time as District 
Ranger, we worked productively with Ed on several projects, 
and he has a good reputation with many stakeholders.  In my 
experience, he genuinely listens before reaching a decision and tries 
to accommodate all parties’ wishes.  We welcome Ed back, and 
look forward to working with him.

Foothills Landscape project:  For the last several months, the FS 
has been working to finalize their response to comments on the 
Foothills Landscape Project.  Foothills is the largest project in 
the history of the CONF, encompassing over 150,000 acres and 
proposing over 60,000 acres of timber harvests and 70,000 of 

(continued on page 14)(continued on page 14)
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herbicide application along with extensive trail and road work.  The FS 
anticipates having a decision on the project by August, and outreach to 
stakeholders should begin again any week now.

Blue Ridge Ranger District

Rock Creek Restoration Project: This project would heavily cut two white 
pine plantations, thin one mature white pine stand, and thin one mixed 
hardwood stand.  ForestWatch organized a District Leader field trip to 
examine the stands in person and submitted comments.  We supported 
the plantation harvests and were essentially neutral on thinning the 
mature white pine stand.  We opposed thinning the other stand, 
because it would threaten a sensitive community.  These comments 
discussed carbon emissions more than we have previously.

Blue Ridge Special Use Permits: District Leaders took the lead on 
preparing our comments on a number of fishing outfitter, adventure 
race, and forest road tour events.  We obtained good on-the-ground 

information, and participated in a trial tour.  We expressed 
concerns about harvesting native brook trout and using a 
particularly rough road in the tour.  We also pointed out an error 
in the race route map, and reminded the FS that trail events are 
continuing to expand while trail capacity is not.

Chattooga River Ranger District

FY21 Chattooga River RD Rx Burns:  The Chattooga River Ranger 
District has proposed burning five areas, all with rare plant 
populations.  We conducted a District Leader field trip to inspect 
two of the sites and submitted detailed comments.  Overall, 
the sites all look like good places to burn, but as usual the FS is 
proposing an unnaturally high fire frequency.

Lake Russell Rare Plant Habitat Improvement Project:  This project 
is distinct from past projects because it is a very large project 

Around the Forest
(continued from page 13)(continued from page 13)

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

The Forest Service plans to harvest most of this extremely low diversity white pine stand as part of the Rock Creek Restoration Project.  The Forest Service plans to harvest most of this extremely low diversity white pine stand as part of the Rock Creek Restoration Project.  

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  J
ess

 R
id

dl
e

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  J
ess

 R
id

dl
e



Winter 2021   15

on which to use a NEPA exemption (1,300 acres) and because it has 
a very clear restoration goal, specifically focused on a few rare plants.  
We visited the area twice, and the Forest Service made the effort to be 
available for extensive conversations about the project.  The basic idea 
for the project seems to be a good one, and we supported harvesting 
pine plantations and the non-timber parts of the project.  The planned 
timber harvests on north- and east-facing slopes are problematic, as 
those sites are not appropriate for the rare plants, and the forests are 
already healthy.  See article on page 7 for more details.

Conasauga Ranger District

Fightingtown Creek Project:  ForestWatch has repeatedly visited the 
ongoing timber harvests for this project, which focus on using logging 
to make young forest for ruffed grouse and other species.  While the 
loggers have been following most standards designed for environmental 
protection, such as leaving buffers along streams, the temporary roads 
are excessively wide and steep, leading to substantial erosion.  

Johns Mountain WMA Proposal:  This project would create new wildlife 
openings (permanent openings in the forest) and re-route a section of 

the Pinhoti Trail.  While we normally oppose wildlife openings, this 
project uses some new design features that should make the result 
more natural and minimize harmful impacts, so we supported it.  
The initial bid for the trail work was prohibitively expensive, and 
the FS is looking into other options.

Storey Mill Creek Project:  The FS originally planned to complete 
this project without a full environmental review, but to their credit 
they ultimately decided to complete an environmental assessment.  
The project will cut native hardwood forests to plant pure stands 
of longleaf pine, which is native to the area and was once abundant 
in the coastal plain.  The project will also restore woodland along 
the top of a long Ridge and Valley ridge and start a new prescribed 
fire unit.  We hosted a District Leader/members trip to inspect the 
project area and submitted comments.  The longleaf restoration 
is similar to the pine plantations of old, just with a pine species 
that is appropriate for the area even if not for the exact sites.  The 
woodland restoration proposed in the project is some of the best 
we’ve seen, combining an appropriate site with minimal impact 
approach.  n

The Storey Mill Creek Project includes replacing mixed second-growth forest, like those in the background, The Storey Mill Creek Project includes replacing mixed second-growth forest, like those in the background, 
with plantings of longleaf pine, like those in the foreground.with plantings of longleaf pine, like those in the foreground.

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  J
ess

 R
id

dl
e

Ph
ot

o 
cr

ed
it:

  J
ess

 R
id

dl
e



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? ___________________________________

CHOOSE YOUR GIVING LEVEL
	 q  $2,500  President’s Circle
	 q  $1,000  Benefactor
	 q  $500  Forest Guardian
	 q  $250  Supporter
	 q  $100  Friend or Small Business
 q  $50 Family
	 q  $35  Individual
 q  $20 Student
	 q  $ ______ Other amount

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

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

Signature: _________________________________________________

Account Number: ___________________________________________

Expiration Date:________________________ CVV ________________

Did you know a $2,500 President’s 
Circle membership now entitles you 
to a half-day consultation with our 
Field Ecologist or other qualified 
GAFW volunteer to assess the 
condition of your forested property? 
Call GAFW for more info.

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!


