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INTRODUCTION:
Spotted mandarin, Diana fritillary butterflies, the state champion red hickory, 
black bears, and Miami mist wildflowers are just some of the life that Georgia 
ForestWatch (GFW) staff and volunteers documented as they conducted research 
for the organization’s 2018 book, Georgia’s Mountain Treasures, an 81-page 
publication highlighting 40 unprotected wildlands in the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forests. A document two and a half years in the making, the project 
played to GFW’s strengths: a dedicated staff and bevy of volunteers who explore 
and know the coves and ridges of the 867,000 acres of the Chattahoochee-
Oconee National Forest better than anyone. Of course, the goal of the 
publication is ultimately to secure greater protections for these special places. 

The project is the among latest in 33 years of serving as the citizen watchdog 
over the U.S. Forest Service’s (USFS) management of these public lands that has 
wrought multiple victories for the forest and the water supplies those wild lands 
protect. 

THE WATER BODY:
No less than a dozen rivers have their birthplace within the Chattahoochee-
Oconee National Forest. The Etowah, Chattahoochee, Conasauga and Broad 
start as tiny springs not far from the top of the Blue Ridge and spill fast off 
these steep mountain slopes destined to be the tap water in places like Atlanta, 
Rome and Augusta. Dozens more feeder streams do the same, each coursing 
through its own mountain cove, lending their flow to brook trout, wild turkey 
and deer while nourishing spectacular stands of wildflowers and towering trees. 
The USFS estimates that more than 2.8 million people visit these lands annually 
for hiking, hunting, fishing, camping and wildlife viewing. The Forest is 
also managed for timber harvests; in 2015 it produced more than three 
million cubic feet of wood for various uses.    

THE CLEAN:
Since the late 1980s when multiple conservation groups successfully 
challenged a USFS management plan that would have sacrificed large 
portions of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest to logging, 
advocates realized that a permanent watchdog was needed and GFW  
was born. 
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Since its creation, the organization has help halt clear cutting in the national forests; documented more than 11,000 
acres of old-growth forest that the USFS previously did not recognize; successfully advocated for the closure of off-road 
vehicle trails damaging the headwaters of the Broad and Cartecay rivers; and spearheaded a collaborative effort with 
the USFS that engages forest users in hundreds of hours of volunteer work on multi-use trails. 

More recently, they have conducted botanical surveys for the Georgia Appalachian Trail Club to facilitate relocations of 
the famous footpath; helped identify ash trees for inoculation against the invasive emerald ash borer insect; challenged 
in court a destructive logging and management plan for the Cooper Creek area in Union County; and are currently 
fighting proposed federal rules that will eliminate most public participation and some environmental reviews for timber 
harvests in the forest. 

As current Executive Director Jess Riddle sees it, the organization serves as a “coach to the Forest Service” to help the 
agency “improve their game.” 

“The Forest Service has a hard job and they are doing it with an inadequate 
budget and staff,” Riddle said.  “That’s a lot of pressure on them. Even with 
the best intentions sometimes they are going to miss things, and sometimes 
they are going to be pressured into making bad decisions. There has to be an 
environmental group pushing back on the other side.” 

The Georgia Mountain Treasures publication gently nudges the Forest Service to 
consider protection of some of the land’s most special places in advance of the 
creation of a new management plan—a process set to begin in the next four years. 

The publication also serves as an invitation to all to explore little known but 
beautiful places hidden within the vast forest. Through regular hikes and other 
outings, GFW provides those opportunities.   

“We think of the Southeast as a very known and very explored part of the 
world, but there are still areas where we don’t know what’s out there—where 
you can still find surprises when you get out into nature,” Riddle said. 

In addition to protecting the experiences we might enjoy there, GWF’s work 
ripples down mountain streams to protect Georgia’s most important resource. 

Said Riddle: “Literally the water that flows off the national forest is going to 
come out the taps of millions of people.” 

Jess Riddle, Executive Director, Georgia Forest Watch,  
706-867-0051, jriddle@gafw.org
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Top: The Chattooga River is one of many 
Georgia rivers that has its beginnings in the 
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest. Georgia 
ForestWatch serves as a watchdog over these 
waters by monitoring the actions and decisions 
of the U.S. Forest Service. Above: Georgia 
ForestWatch’s advocacy work led to the closure 
of this off-road vehicle trail which was causing 
excessive erosion and polluting Piedmont 
streams with sediment.  


