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Rollback of Federal Environmental Rules Endanger National Forests,
The Birthplace of Georgia’s Drinking Water Sources
INTRODUCTION:
Since taking office, President Donald Trump’s administration has
initiated rollbacks of more than 80 environmental rules and regulations,
according to the New York Times. In Georgia, some of those rollbacks
may come to roost in the state’s 867,000 acres of the ChattahoocheeOconee National Forest that hold the streams that feed drinking water
sources for more than half the state’s population. The U.S. Forest Service
(USFS) earlier this year proposed changes to how it will implement the
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The changes would gut basic
NEPA provisions, greatly curtailing public participation in decisions about
logging and road building in our national forests.

THE WATER BODY:
No less than a dozen rivers have their birthplace within the ChattahoocheeOconee 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 DIRT:
Signed into law in 1970, NEPA is considered one of the country’s
bedrock environmental laws. It requires that federal agencies assess
the environmental impacts of their proposed actions prior to making
decisions. Key to the law: public review and participation.
Under the proposed changes to how the Forest Service implements
NEPA, 93 percent of Forest Service decisions would lose all advance
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notice and public comment requirements. A loophole would allow
commercial logging projects of up to 4,200 acres (more than six square
miles of forest) to easily avoid requirements for public notification and
environmental reviews.
To give a sense of the scale, 4,200 acres is equivalent to the total acres of the
Chattahoochee National Forest that have been commercially harvested in the
last three years.
Road building projects of up to five miles would also be exempt from environmental review, as would pipeline
projects of up to 20 acres (the equivalent of four miles of 40-foot wide pipeline paths). Ditto for the conversion of
illegally created roads and trails to the official Forest Service road and trail system.
Supporters of the rule change argue that the NEPA process invites delays of important projects by litigious
environmental groups and should be changed to “streamline” decision making. The reality is that only two percent
of Forest Service decisions are challenged in court.
In fact, most Forest Service decisions—about 80 percent—are approved without additional
analysis. The other 20 percent—the projects that pose the greatest risk to the national
forests and the services they provide—from recreation to wildlife habitat to drinking
water—are the decisions where the NEPA review and its public participation requirements
are most needed.
For example, in 2009, because of the NEPA process and the participation of advocacy
group Georgia ForestWatch, a stand of mature oak forest in Fannin County was spared
and a proposed 725-acre harvest was reduced to just 400 acres. Under the proposed rule
changes, the public would not even be notified of a timber harvest of this size.
It is but one of many examples where the NEPA process and public involvement has
helped the Forest Service avoid bad decisions like logging old growth forests; on steep,
erodible slopes; or in rare habitats.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The public comment period for
the rule change ended in August
with more than 80,000 comments
submitted. The Forest Service expects
to publish the rule next summer.
Georgians can still contact the Forest
Service Chief Vicki Christiansen,
Secretary of Agriculture Sonny
Perdue and the state’s congressional
delegation and ask that the existing
rules be maintained.

Top: A logging road winds through a harvested portion of the Chattahoochee National Forest in
Fannin County. Under the U.S. Forest Service’s proposed changes to how it will implement the National
Environmental Policy Act, tracts of up to six square miles of forest could be harvested without notifying
the public. Above left: This stand of trees at Brawley Mountain was originally slated for harvest,
but through the public notification and public participation process associated with the National
Environmental Policy Act, the Forest Service opted to limit the logging operation and spare this
portion of the forest. Above right: The National Environmental Policy Act, with its public participation
provisions, was instrumental in saving this old growth forest, including many oaks more than 250
years-old. The U.S. Forest Service had originally planned to harvest this tract in Rabun County.

For More Information Contact:
Jess Riddle, Executive Director, Georgia
ForestWatch, 706-867-0051, jriddle@gafw.org

