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II. Approach and Methods 
 
The guidelines for development of the CWCS stipulate that the state wildlife agency will 
review and update the wildlife conservation strategy at least once within a ten-year 
period.  Thus, while the current strategy is based upon the best available information and 
analyses, we recognize that it is part of an iterative process that allows adaptation to 
changing conditions and newly identified conservation needs.  The general approach 
taken in this planning effort was to emphasize activities that would help build an 
infrastructure to ensure more efficient and effective conservation planning in the future.  
Emphasis was placed on upgrading and expanding the biodiversity databases and 
conservation lands databases maintained by WRD and taking advantage of existing 
information networks, monitoring programs, and land conservation programs wherever 
possible.  The objective was to build capacity for consistency in conservation efforts and 
to take advantage of methodologies that would facilitate development of broader-scale 
(e.g., regional or national) wildlife conservation strategies.  Information from previous 
wildlife assessments completed by DNR, The Nature Conservancy, the Georgia Gap 
Analysis Program and other organizations was utilized in the current planning effort, and 
an effort was made to share information on approaches and products with neighboring 
states in the Southeast. 
 
At the same time, some novel analytical approaches and methods were utilized to explore 
new ways of identifying and addressing conservation priorities for species and habitats in 
Georgia.  Examples include the development of datasets and analytical tools to allow 
historic vegetation mapping, the use of GAP-derived land cover data along with species-
habitat models and documented rare species occurrence data to identify potential 
“conservation opportunity areas”, and development of recommendations for new ways of 
sharing biodiversity information and conservation messages with other public agencies, 
private conservation organizations, educators, land managers, and the general public. 
 
Organizational Structure  
 
The primary responsibility for developing the conservation strategy was assigned to the 
Nongame Wildlife & Natural Heritage Section of WRD.  Early in the planning process a 
Steering Committee was established.  The purpose of this committee was to provide 
general guidance and direction for the development of the conservation strategy.  An 
attempt was made to include representatives from all major conservation agencies and 
organizations operating within the state, as well as many of the major land-managing 
entities.  The Steering Committee met periodically throughout the course of the project 
and provided feedback to the CWCS project staff on the objectives, methods, and 
products of the planning effort.  Representatives of several other organizations attended 
these meetings. 
 
Representation on the Steering Committee changed during the course of the planning 
effort due to staff changes in the participating organizations and identification of 
additional organizations that could facilitate the planning process.  Individuals serving as 
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members of the Steering Committee and other participants in Steering Committee 
meetings are listed below: 
 
Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy Steering Committee 
 

Ron Bailey, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Sam Breyfogle, Temple-Inland Forest  
Laura Bryant, Georgia Wildlife Federation 
Anthony Burns, Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Jim Candler, Georgia Power  
Chuck Coomer, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Jason Diem, Georgia Wildlife Federation 
Bill Fletcher, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Dan Forster, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR  
Laurie Fowler, UGA Institute of Ecology 
Mike Harris, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Rick Hatten, Georgia Forestry Commission 
Todd Holbrook, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Noel Holcomb, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Mike Hurst, U.S. Forest Service 
Alice Miller Keyes, Environmental Protection Division, Georgia DNR 
Susan Kidd, The Georgia Conservancy  
Kevin McIntyre, Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center 
Steve McWilliams, Georgia Forestry Association 
Paul Michael, Hampton Island Preservation, LLC 
Hans Neuhauser, Georgia Land Trust Service Center 
Cindy Reittinger, Parks, Recreation & Historic Sites Division, Georgia DNR 
Andrew Schock, The Conservation Fund 
Curt Soper, The Nature Conservancy 
Sandy Tucker, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
J Wade, Real Estate Office, Georgia DNR 
Larry Walker, Weyerhaeuser (retired) 
Terry West, Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR  
Spud Woodward, Coastal Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Keith Wooster, Natural Resources Conservation Service 

 
Others attending Steering Committee meetings included: 
 

Rex Boner, The Conservation Fund 
John Brent, U.S. Department of Defense 
Ben Dickerson, Georgia Department of Transportation 
Bob Donaghue, Pollution Prevention Assistance Division, Georgia DNR 
Michael Fuller, U.S. Department of Defense 
Susan Gibson, U.S. Department of Defense 
Wade Harrison, The Nature Conservancy 
Joy Hinkle, National Wildlife Federation 
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Laura Hartt, National Wildlife Federation 
Julie Mayfield, The Georgia Conservancy 
Jerry McCollum, Georgia Wildlife Federation 
Rashida Stanley, National Wildlife Federation 
Julie Thompson, Georgia Department of Transportation 

 
Technical teams were formed to address various components of the plan.  These technical 
teams were chaired by WRD staff members and included representation from a wide 
variety of organizations and agencies. These teams and their leaders are listed below: 
 
Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy Technical Team Leaders 
 

Birds: E.J. Williams, Brad Winn, Todd Schneider 
Mammals: Jim Ozier 
Fishes and Freshwater Invertebrates:  Brett Albanese 
Reptiles and Amphibians: John Jensen 
Plants: Tom Patrick, Jim Allison, Mincy Moffett 
Terrestrial Invertebrates: Nathan Klaus 
Ecological Systems: Jon Ambrose, Tom Patrick 
Habitat Restoration and Historic Vegetation: Shan Cammack 
Conservation Tools and Wildlife Regulations: Eric VanDeGenachte, Phil Spivey 
GIS and Mapping Support, Land Cover/Land Use: Chris Canalos 
Database Support and Enhancements: Greg Krakow, Sarah Berckman 
Outreach/Communications: Robin Hill 
Environmental Education: Kitty Spivey 

 
Complete lists of technical team members can be found in appendices B and C and in the 
Acknowledgements section. 
 
Public Involvement and Partnerships 
 
In March 2003 a public meeting was held at the Georgia Forestry Commission state 
headquarters office near Macon.  The purpose of this initial public meeting was to 
explain the project objectives and the timetable for development of the strategy, and to 
obtain input from the public concerning the project.   
 
A second series of public meetings was undertaken in October and November 2004.  A 
database of over 450 stakeholder groups and individuals was used to generate a mailing 
list for invitations to these regional stakeholder meetings.  In addition, invitations were 
sent to all Steering Committee members and regional WRD offices, and members of the 
various technical teams were asked to distribute invitations through e-mail.  The primary 
purpose of the regional stakeholder meetings was to provide summaries of high priority 
species and habitats identified in each of five ecoregions, factors impacting these species 
and habitats, and general conservation objectives for these species and habitats, and to 
solicit input from the participants on specific conservation actions and partnerships that 
might be effective in achieving these conservation objectives.    
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The regional stakeholder meetings were held at the following locations:   
 

· Amicalola Falls State Park, Dawsonville, Georgia 
· Georgia International Horse Park, Conyers, Georgia 
· The Forum, Rome, Georgia  
· Stellar Conference Center, Brunswick, Georgia 
· Little Ocmulgee State Park, McRae, Georgia 
· Oxbow Meadows Environmental Learning Center, Columbus, Georgia       

 
A total of 127 individuals attended the regional meetings (not including WRD staff).  
Over 60 organizations were represented at the meetings.  The list of organizations 
represented at the regional stakeholder meetings is found below:  Summaries of 
comments from the stakeholder meetings are found in Appendix M. 
 
Organizations Represented at Regional Stakeholder Meetings 
 

Alston and Bird LLP 
Altamaha Riverkeeper 
Berry College 
Bron Cleveland Associates 
Cabin Bluff Land Management  
Callaway Forest 
Chattahoochee Hill Country 
Chattahoochee Nature Center 
Coastal Georgia Community College 
Columbus State University 
Columbus Waterworks 
Georgia 4H Environmental Education Program 
Georgia Appalachian Trail Club 
Georgia Bass Chapter Federation 
Georgia Botanical Society 
Georgia DNR – Coastal Resources Division 
Georgia DNR – Parks, Recreation, & Historic Sites Division 
Georgia DNR – Wildlife Resources Division 
Georgia ForestWatch 
Georgia Land Trust 
Georgia Native Plant Society 
Georgia Ornithological Society 
Georgia Outdoor Network 
Georgia Power Company 
Georgia Regional Transportation Authority 
Georgia River Network 
Georgia Southern University 
Georgia Wildlife Federation 
International Paper 
Jekyll Island Authority 
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Jekyll Island Foundation 
Lee County Board of Commissioners 
MeadWestvaco 
National Park Service – Southeast Regional Office 
Oconee River Land Trust 
Oxbow Meadows Environmental Learning Center 
Plum Creek Timber Company 
Rockdale Water Resources 
Satilla Riverkeeper 
Sea Island Company 
Sierra Club 
Southern Conservation Trust 
State Soil & Water Conservation Districts  
Sustainable Urban Villages Outdoor Activity Center 
Tall Timbers Research Station 
Temple-Inland Forest 
The Georgia Conservancy 
The Langdale Company 
The Nature Conservancy 
The University of Georgia – Institute of Ecology 
The Wilderness Society 
U.S. Air Force REO – Atlanta 
U.S. Department of the Army – Ft. Benning 
U.S. Department of the Army – Ft. Gordon 
U.S. Department of the Army – Ft. Stewart 
U.S. Department of the Navy – Kings Bay Naval Base 
U.S. Department of the Navy – Southeast Region 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service – Athens, Ft. Benning, and Brunswick offices 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service – Okefenokee/Banks Lake National Wildlife Refuge 
USDA Forest Service – Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests 
USDA Forest Service – Southeast Regional Office 
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Wildlife Action of Georgia, Inc. 

 
Other Presentations and Meetings 
 
In addition to these public meetings, numerous presentations on the Comprehensive 
Wildlife Conservation Strategy were given at meetings held around the state.  These 
included meetings of professional organizations (The Wildlife Society, Georgia Chapter; 
Partners in Amphibian and Reptile Conservation; Society of American Foresters); 
advisory boards (Georgia DNR Board; NatureServe Board of Directors; Environmental 
Education Alliance Executive Board); and other groups (Young Harris College 
Continuing Education Institute; statewide DNR staff meetings; DNR-USFS annual 
coordination meetings; Environmental Education Alliance; Georgia Forestry Association 
Environmental Committee; National Park Service Southeastern Regional Meeting).  
Presentations on the CWCS effort and related wildlife conservation activities were given 
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at a meeting of forest landowners coordinated by the Georgia Forestry Association in 
February 2005.  This meeting provided an opportunity to address landowners’ concerns 
about endangered species regulations, discuss various land use issues impacting private 
forest lands, and provide information on some programs offering financial and technical 
assistance for wildlife conservation on private lands. 
 
Following completion of the CWCS public review draft, a second series of regional 
meetings was held in June 2005 to gain public input on the draft conservation strategy.  
These were organized and conducted as traditional public meetings, but included 
opportunities for participants to review and make comments on maps and other 
documents.  The meetings were held in the following locations: 
 

· Charlie Elliott Wildlife Center, Mansfield, Georgia 
· The Forum, Rome, Georgia 
· Georgia Mountain Center, Gainesville, Georgia 
· Okefenokee Technical College, Waycross, Georgia 
· Lee County Library, Leesburg, Georgia 
· Georgia Southern University, Statesboro, Georgia 

 
A website dedicated to the CWCS effort was developed by DNR staff and maintained 
during the course of this project.  The website (www.gadnr.org/cwcs) was used to post 
information about the comprehensive wildlife conservation strategy and State Wildlife 
Grants, to advertise public meetings, and to post CWCS documents and related 
documents.  This website was linked to the DNR main web page and the WRD web page.  
An email link provided an opportunity for individuals to request information or make 
comments about the project or documents.  WRD Public Affairs staff provided logistical 
support for public meetings, developed news releases, brochures, and fact sheets, 
coordinated media contacts, and provided information to the DNR website manager.  
 
Coordination with Other Agencies and Organizations 
 
Development of the conservation strategy was accomplished through coordination with a 
variety of public wildlife agencies, private conservation organizations, and corporate land 
managers operating in Georgia. This coordination was ensured by inclusion of 
representatives of these agencies and organizations on the Steering Committee and 
technical teams.  Other interested parties were involved through participation in the 
regional workshops held in the fall of 2004.  A list of agencies and organizations that 
provided input in the development of the wildlife conservation plan follows:   
 

Federal agencies: 
National Park Service 
Natural Resources Conservation Service 
U.S. Department of Defense 
U.S. Geological Survey 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
U.S. Forest Service 
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State agencies: 
Coastal Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Environmental Protection Division, Georgia DNR 
Georgia Department of Transportation 
Georgia Forestry Commission 
Georgia Soil & Water Conservation Commission 
Parks, Recreation, and Historic Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
Pollution Prevention Assistance Division, Georgia DNR 
Wildlife Resources Division, Georgia DNR 
 
Private conservation organizations: 
Atlanta Audubon Society 
Defenders of Wildlife 
Georgia Botanical Society 
Georgia Environmental Policy Institute 
Georgia Forestry Association 
Georgia Native Plant Society 
Georgia Ornithological Society 
Georgia Wildlife Federation 
International Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies 
National Wildlife Federation 
NatureServe 
The Conservation Fund 
The Georgia Conservancy 
The Nature Conservancy 

 
Corporate landowners: 
Cabin Bluff Land Management 
Georgia Power Company 
The Langdale Company 
International Paper 
MeadWestvaco 
Plum Creek Timber Company 
Temple-Inland Forest  
Weyerhaeuser 
 
Academic / research institutions: 
Atlanta Botanical Garden 
Auburn University 
Augusta College 
Berry College 
Brenau University 
Clemson University 
Coastal Georgia Community College 
Florida Natural Areas Inventory 
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Florida State University 
Columbus State University 
Georgia College & State University 
Georgia Southern University 
Georgia State University 
Joseph W. Jones Ecological Research Center 
Lanier Museum of Natural History 
Meadowview Biological Field Station 
New York Botanical Garden 
North Georgia College 
North Carolina Natural Heritage Program 
Roanoke College 
Savannah-Ogeechee Canal Museum 
South Georgia College 
State Botanical Garden of Georgia 
The University of Georgia 
Tennessee Aquarium Research Institute 
University of Florida 
Valdosta State University 

 
In addition, WRD staff interacted with representatives of wildlife agencies and 
conservation organizations from other states through regional and national meetings.  The 
Division hosted a regional workshop in Atlanta for development of comprehensive 
wildlife conservation strategies in April 2003, and co-hosted the Southeast Region 
Natural Heritage Conference at Callaway Gardens in November 2003. Both of these 
meetings included discussions and presentations of conservation planning approaches and 
procedures.  WRD staff also participated in four meetings (July 2003, Cary, North 
Carolina; September 2003, Montgomery, Alabama; July 2004, Atlanta, Georgia; January 
2005, Ridgeland, South Carolina) of an ad-hoc committee of the Southeastern 
Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies (SEAFWA) to facilitate development of 
comprehensive wildlife conservation strategies in the Southeast, as well as a national 
“One Year Out” meeting (August 2004, Nebraska City, Nebraska) for CWCS planners 
coordinated by the International Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies.   
 
At each of these meetings, state CWCS planners shared information on designation of 
high priority species and habitats, identification of problems affecting wildlife, 
opportunities for collaboration with other agencies and organizations, and techniques for 
encouraging public involvement.  Within the SEAFWA ad-hoc committee meetings, 
efforts were made to share information and approaches with other southeastern states to 
promote greater consistency in the plans of adjacent states. These efforts were only 
partially successful due to varying administrative responsibilities, interagency 
relationships, and planning mechanisms of different state wildlife agencies as well as 
time constraints on the planning process.   However, representatives of the southeastern 
state wildlife agencies are continuing discussions in this area with a goal of achieving 
greater consistency across state boundaries, allowing the eventual development of 
regional conservation strategies for high priority species and habitats. 
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Because Georgia has no federally recognized Indian tribes or tribal lands, there was no 
opportunity for coordination with federally recognized tribal governments.   The State of 
Georgia officially recognizes three tribes  (the Georgia Tribe of Eastern Cherokee, the 
Lower Muscogee Creek Tribe, and the Cherokee of Georgia), but these tribes do not 
manage significant areas of land or water within the state. 
 
Coordination with Other Planning Efforts in Georgia 
 
The CWCS effort was initiated shortly after completion of two internal Wildlife 
Resources Division Planning efforts, and shortly before the start of a Departmental 
strategic planning effort and a statewide land conservation assessment.  All of these 
efforts provided opportunities to share information and improve coordination of agency 
functions that contribute to wildlife conservation efforts in Georgia.  
 
Direction for the Decade 
 
The organizational planning effort known as “Direction for the Decade” represented an 
attempt to assess the Division’s existing efforts in wildlife conservation and establish 
priorities and benchmarks for future success.  This strategic planning effort involved 
surveys of WRD staff, conservation stakeholders, and the general public.  The surveys 
and associated demographic analyses were conducted by Responsive Management, Inc.  
 
 “Direction for the Decade” included workshops in which WRD staff representatives 
received information on changes in Georgia’s demographics and land use as well as 
national trends and issues related to wildlife management.  Regional meetings were also 
held to inform other WRD staff members of these issues and to gain input on the future 
direction of the Division.  A final two-day workshop was then held to summarize and 
rank 37 priority responsibilities previously identified through the planning process.  
 
Several of the high-priority items identified in the “Direction for the Decade” planning 
effort relate directly to CWCS objectives.  The top ten Division-level priorities identified 
through this process included the following six elements: 
 

· Protecting threatened and endangered species and other nongame wildlife through 
conservation, management, and recovery efforts 

· Managing and/or restoring habitat on state-owned lands to meet the diverse needs 
of Georgia’s wildlife 

· Enforcing environmental laws and regulations to protect Georgia’s natural 
resources 

· Educating the public about the importance of land acquisition and working to 
develop future initiatives that encompass wildlife conservation and recreational 
needs 

· Providing meaningful input into development activities that will negatively 
impact wildlife resources  
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· Educating and informing legislators and other decision-makers about wildlife 
conservation and recreation issues to encourage informed decisions for the future 
of the state’s natural resources 

 
These objectives are being implemented through specific programs within the Wildlife 
Resources Division over a ten-year period (2003-2013).  Many of these programs are 
funded in part through the State Wildlife Grants program or other federal aid programs, 
while others are funded entirely through non-federal sources.  Examples include ongoing 
efforts to enhance and restore habitat for high priority species on wildlife management 
areas, state parks, and natural areas; improving capacity for coordinated environmental 
review of development projects, improving WRD biodiversity databases, and sharing GIS 
technology and facilities; continuing survey and recovery efforts for federally listed 
species and other high priority species; and conducting outreach activities for state 
legislators to provide background information on wildlife conservation and recreation 
programs.   Many of these activities are listed and described as ongoing high priority 
conservation actions in Appendix L of this document.  The “Direction for the Decade” 
final report is included at the end of this planning document as Appendix F. 
 
WRD Five-Year Education Plan 
 
A second planning effort within the Wildlife Resources Division was the development of 
a five-year environmental education plan.  This plan was developed by WRD staff, and 
involved an assessment of existing educational programs and recommendations for future 
improvements.  The planning team identified five resource-related themes for emphasis 
over a five-year period.  These Annual Conservation Themes are as follows:  
 

· Georgia’s rich diversity of natural resources is important and must be conserved, 
managed, and protected. 

· Conserving, managing, and protecting quality habitat is essential for the survival 
and health of Georgia’s wildlife resources. 

· Clean and sufficient water resources are essential to both wildlife and humans. 
· Wildlife is managed for the benefit of wildlife and people. 
· People are an integral part of natural systems and our quality of life is linked to 

the health of these systems 
 
In addition, the team identified and prioritized specific action items for each WRD work 
unit to achieve success in three broad areas: 
 

1) To cultivate an appreciation and understanding of Georgia’s wildlife resources; 
2) To foster wise stewardship of these resources; 
3) To promote safe and ethical natural resource-based recreation. 

 
Several of the members of this planning effort were participants in the CWCS 
Environmental Education team and helped to develop more specific goals related to 
conservation priorities identified during the CWCS planning effort.  These include 
development of targeted wildlife conservation messages focusing on high priority species 
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and habitats in each ecological region, assessing the current level of environmental 
literacy of Georgia residents, and development of a network of environmental educational 
facilities with regional staff. The WRD Five-Year Education Plan can be found in 
Appendix D and the CWCS Environmental Education Technical Team report can be 
found in Appendix E. 
 
DNR Strategic Planning Process 
 
In 2004 a planning team composed of representatives of all divisions within the Georgia 
Department of Natural Resources was organized to begin the process of updating the 
Department’s Strategic Plan.  This group began addressing priority activities in all major 
program areas within DNR.  A presentation on the CWCS planning effort was provided 
to the DNR Strategic Planning Team at a kick-off meeting held at Red Top Mountain 
State Park in June 2004.   
 
During this initial meeting, participants identified high priority department-level themes 
and discussed cross-functional activity areas.  The ten top cross-functional areas 
identified by the planning team included: 
 

· Outreach and communications related to the general public, volunteers, etc. 
· Educational activities pertaining to stewardship of natural resources 
· Research activities, including field based inventories, database development, and 

monitoring efforts for natural, environmental, and cultural resources. 
· Land conservation efforts using a variety of approaches (e.g., land acquisition, 

smart-growth planning and greenspace protection). 
· Recreation management 
· Management and stewardship of state-owned lands and facilities 
· Resource inventories and database development. 
· Regulatory and voluntary compliance programs and environmental monitoring  
· Environmentally responsible business and economic development 
· Internal administration of programs, personnel, and policies 

 
Many of the CWCS objectives described in this document will be reflected in program-
level priorities outlined in the updated DNR Strategic Plan, which is scheduled to be 
completed by October 2005.  The DNR Strategic Plan will emphasize cooperative 
interdivisional activities and programs that are critical for achievement of high priority 
CWCS objectives in the areas of environmental education and outreach, assessment and 
conservation of high priority habitats and species, restoration and management of natural 
habitats on state lands, reducing impacts from development activities on wildlife 
populations, improving environmental monitoring programs, and increasing capacity for 
wildlife conservation.  Though it is focused broadly on conservation and management of 
natural, cultural, and recreational resources, the DNR Strategic Plan will provide 
guidance and organizational support that is necessary to achieve some of these specific 
wildlife conservation objectives. 
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Georgia Land Conservation Partnership 
 
In the fall of 2003 Governor Sonny Perdue announced his intention to establish a new 
conservation initiative based on public-private partnerships.  An advisory council for the 
Georgia Land Conservation Partnership (GLCP) was created by Executive Order. The 
Council was charged with overseeing the development of the state’s first comprehensive, 
statewide land conservation plan. The plan, which was completed in August 2004, 
emphasized 1) State acquisition of large, strategic parcels of land, including fee or less 
than fee interests; 2) State grants to counties and cities for greenspace acquisition and 
protection; and 3) State support and incentives to increase land conservation by private 
landowners, land trusts, and philanthropic organizations.  
 
Several Georgia DNR staff members involved in the development and implementation of 
the CWCS provided technical support to the GLCP Advisory Council and assisted in the 
development of this report.  The CWCS was envisioned as the primary component of the 
Georgia Land Conservation Partnership relating to wildlife conservation and maintenance 
of biological diversity.  Other major goals outlined by the Council included maintenance 
of clean and abundant water supplies, maintenance of clean air, protection of cultural 
resources, and providing opportunities for outdoor recreation and education. A copy of 
the Georgia Land Conservation Partnership report is found in Appendix I. 
 
In January 2005 Governor Perdue announced the Georgia Land Conservation Act (H.B. 
98), a legislative initiative to permanently protect land in Georgia.  The initiative 
highlights many of the recommendations of the Partnership and builds a framework for 
implementing the state’s land conservation efforts. Passed by the Georgia General 
Assembly, this piece of legislation established a funding mechanism for land protection 
involving both fee-simple land acquisition and purchase of conservation easements.  It 
also established the Georgia Land Conservation Council, an advisory body that provides 
guidance on conservation priorities, as well as the Georgia Land Conservation Trust Fund 
and Georgia Land Conservation Revolving Loan Fund to handle expenditures of monies 
to meet conservation goals. The land conservation program is intended to “promote 
partnerships for the conservation of land resources that are identified by cities or counties 
as locally valuable or identified by the Department of Natural Resources as having state-
wide significance.”  
 
The Georgia Land Conservation Act provides a mandate for DNR to participate with 
other state organizations, local governments, and private conservation groups to identify 
and protect various types of lands to meet natural, cultural, and recreational resource 
protection needs.  In addition, the Act directs DNR to develop a state land geographic 
information system that will serve as a comprehensive database of all conservation 
activities, and to provide technical support to local governments to facilitate the 
protection of important lands.  This new initiative provides a legislative mandate for 
continuation of several activities that were undertaken or expanded by WRD staff as 
components of the CWCS planning effort.  Specific recommendations of the Act and 
their relation to the CWCS are discussed in Section V of this document. 
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Federal Agency Planning Efforts 
 
The CWCS planning effort provided opportunities to share information and ideas with 
individuals involved in various conservation efforts at the federal level.  These included 
U.S. Forest Service staff involved in the recently-completed Forest Management Plan for 
the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests; staff of the National Park Service involved 
in development of NPS site management and monitoring plans and biodiversity 
databases; staff of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service involved in revision of management 
plans for the Savannah, Okefenokee/Banks Lake, Piedmont, and Bond Swamp National 
Wildlife Refuges; U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service staff involved in listed species recovery 
efforts and environmental project reviews; and Department of Defense staff involved in 
management of lands at Ft. Stewart, Ft. Gordon, Ft. Benning, and Kings Bay Naval Base.  
In addition, information from studies funded by the U.S. Geological Survey and the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (e.g., the Southeastern Ecological Framework) was 
consulted in the development of the CWCS. 
 
Other Planning Efforts 
 
During the course of the CWCS project staff from the Game Management and Nongame 
Wildlife & Natural Heritage sections of WRD met to discuss ways to more effectively 
incorporate conservation objectives for rare species and significant natural communities 
into management plans for Division-managed lands.  Annual work plans were developed 
for all Wildlife Management Areas and Natural Areas.  WRD biologists also provided 
technical assistance to the Parks, Recreation, and Historic Sites Division to facilitate 
development of habitat restoration and management plans for state parks.  These efforts 
continued throughout the course of the project period. 
 
Identification of Priorities, Problems and Actions 
 
High Priority Species 
 
Six of the technical teams were focused on taxonomic groups – birds, amphibians and 
reptiles, mammals, fishes and aquatic invertebrates, terrestrial invertebrates, and plants.  
Although conservation efforts for plants could not be addressed under this grant, a 
parallel conservation planning process was undertaken.  This effort was funded in part 
through a federal grant to the Wildlife Resources Division, with matching funds provided 
from the Nongame Wildlife Conservation Fund.   
 
Members of the species technical teams are listed in Appendix B.  Over 130 individuals 
were contacted and invited to participate on the technical teams.  The majority of these 
individuals accepted the invitation and provided assistance and expertise.    
 
The species technical teams were provided initial lists of uncommon or rare species from 
databases maintained by the Nongame Wildlife & Natural Heritage Section of WRD.  All 
animals and plants currently designated “Special Concern Species” were included on the 
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initial species lists.  The “Special Concern Species” list includes species currently 
protected by state or federal law as well as those species considered imperiled at the state 
or global level with no formal protection under state or federal law.  In recognition of the 
fact that many species in the lesser-known taxonomic groups have not received adequate 
attention, other globally imperiled (G1 and G2) species of terrestrial invertebrates, 
aquatic invertebrates, and nonvascular plants were added to the list.  The technical teams 
evaluated these and other species to develop draft lists of “high priority species”.  Factors 
considered in these assessments include global and state rarity, range in Georgia, 
endemism, threats, population trends, and importance of Georgia efforts to conservation 
of the species.  These technical teams also identified research, management, and 
monitoring needs for these species of conservation need.   
 
In order to make this assessment an exercise that would improve the quality of the WRD 
biodiversity databases, an effort was made to use existing criteria found within the 
Biotics database management system used by the Nongame Wildlife & Natural Heritage 
Section.  Fields and field descriptions were exported from this database, and some 
additional criteria were added to augment the assessment.  These were populated as 
spreadsheets and relational databases.  Guidance was provided to the technical teams as 
to the important criteria for selecting high priority species, but the decision to include or 
exclude species was up to each team.  The technical teams developed recommendations 
for revisions to the “Special Concern Species” list during the assessment process. 
 
Population sizes and recovery objectives for all Georgia species protected under the 
federal Endangered Species Act were considered in the assessments. However, these 
species were not automatically afforded higher priority in the planning process due to 
their status as federally listed species.  Instead, the emphasis of this process was on 
selection of highest priority taxa based on the factors listed above and described in more 
detail in Appendix A.  The technical teams also developed specific recommendations for 
changes to state and global rarity ranks and state protected status as part of this 
assessment process.  Further review and assessments will be undertaken for all species 
for which changes in state protected status have been recommended. 
 
A list of 296 high-priority animal species and a list of 323 high-priority plant species 
were developed as a result of this process.  The animal list included 33 birds, 23 
mammals, 22 amphibians, 22 reptiles, 74 fishes, 75 mollusks (freshwater mussels and 
gastropods), and 47 aquatic arthropods (insects and crustaceans).  Each list was reviewed 
by the technical teams and by other experts and formed the core group of species upon 
which components of the conservation strategy were based.  The complete lists of high 
priority animals and plants are found in Appendix A.  High priority species identified for 
each ecoregion are listed in Section IV (Conservation Landscape Assessments and 
Conservation Strategies), along with descriptions of their range and habitat in Georgia. 
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Marine Species Not Addressed in This Strategy  
 
Several marine species and species groups occurring in Georgia waters are covered by 
federal or multi-state agency conservation plans. The following list includes the 
administrative organization and the Georgia species that are covered under these plans: 
 
Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (effective in Georgia’s territorial waters) 

American Eel 
Atlantic Croaker 
Atlantic Menhaden 
Atlantic Sturgeon 
Bluefish 
Horseshoe Crab 
Red Drum 
Shad and River Herring 
Spanish Mackerel 
Spiny Dogfish and Coastal Sharks 
Spot 
Spotted Seatrout 
Weakfish 

Management plans for these species can be found at http://www.asmfc.org/ 
 

South Atlantic Fishery Management Council (effective in Exclusive Economic Zone) 
Calico Scallop 
Coral 
Coastal Migratory Pelagics (king and Spanish mackerel, cobia) 
Dolphin-Wahoo 
Golden Crab 
Sargassum 
Shrimp (penaeid and rock) 
Snapper-Grouper  
Spiny Lobster 

Management plans for these species can be found at http://www.safmc.net/library/ 
 
United States Secretary of Commerce (effective in Exclusive Economic Zone) 
 Atlantic tunas 
 Billfish 
 Sharks 
Management plans for these species can be found at http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/ 
 
Specific conservation priorities for these species are not addressed in this strategy, since 
their needs are addressed in plans developed under the direction and auspices of the 
aforementioned organizations. (Note: While Atlantic sturgeon and American eel are not 
listed as high priority species in this document, they are considered species of 
conservation concern for Georgia DNR. Similarly, ongoing efforts by DNR to conserve 
shad and red drum constitute conservation priorities that are not specifically addressed in 
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this document). The Coastal Resources Division of Georgia DNR is the primary state 
agency responsible for management of marine fisheries and shellfish populations. 
 
High Priority Habitats 
 
In this planning effort, habitats were addressed using four separate approaches.  The brief 
habitat descriptions developed by the species technical teams were used to develop lists 
of high priority habitats for each ecoregion.  These habitat types generally have non-
technical names and correspond to habitats or groups of similar natural communities.  In 
some cases, these high-priority habitats represent groups of small-patch habitats or 
edaphically controlled communities that are not easily mapped. The high priority habitat 
types identified for each ecological region are listed in Section IV of this report.  A 
summary of the Habitat Restoration/Historic Vegetation team’s assessment of high 
priority habitats and their management needs can be found in Appendix C.    
 
The species technical teams also assigned each high priority species to one or more 
habitat associations using an hierarchical classification system contained in Biotics, the 
biodiversity database system used by the Georgia Natural Heritage Program in the 
Wildlife Resources Division. This system, while useful for sorting species by 
physical/structural habitats, is not linked directly to any specific mapping program.  
However, many of the habitat types can be referenced to mapping units derived from 
aerial photography or satellite imagery.  In addition, this system provides a level of detail 
and consistency for addressing aquatic habitats that is lacking in some other habitat 
classifications.  These habitat associations are found in Appendix A. 
 
The land cover types used for the Georgia Gap Analysis Program (GAP) represent a 
statewide GIS land cover dataset derived primarily from 1998 satellite imagery with 
augmentation from aerial photographs and other sources.  This 44-class dataset has great 
value for broad-scale mapping and assessment of vegetation types and land use changes, 
but cannot be used to address the quantity or condition of most small-patch habitats.   The 
GAP land cover types do not adequately address the variety of Georgia’s aquatic systems, 
but do work well for mapping and assessment many of the large-patch terrestrial habitats.   
 
Georgia also has an Aquatic Gap Analysis Program. Aquatic GAP is focusing on two 
centers of aquatic biodiversity, the Alabama-Coosa-Tallapoosa (ACT) and Apalachicola-
Chattahoochee-Flint (ACF) river basins. The ACT and ACF basins span broad ranges of 
physiographic settings and harbor exceptionally high levels of species richness and 
endemism.  Aquatic GAP is based on the assumption that watershed characteristics (e.g., 
soils, vegetation, elevation, relief, land use) and geomorphic history directly influence 
stream structure and function, and that these factors influence aquatic communities.  One 
of the goals of this project is to develop probabilistic models using historic and current 
empirical data on the distribution of aquatic species in these basins and ultimately 
provide a decision support system for resource managers.  Aquatic GAP is similar to the 
CWCS effort in its emphasis on prioritization of streams and watersheds based on aquatic 
community composition.   However, the approach taken in the CWCS effort is based 



 23

primarily on documented occurrences of species and high-quality streams rather than on 
probabilistic models. 
 
One of the long-term goals related to this wildlife conservation strategy is revision of the 
natural community classification system used by WRD and its conservation partners.  
During the course of this planning effort WRD staff began working with a volunteer 
group involved in development of a new natural community classification system based 
on the ecological systems classification system used by NatureServe and the international 
network of natural heritage programs.  This effort will continue over the next several 
years, and will involve development of natural community descriptions and species lists 
based on fieldwork, scientific literature, and expert review.  In addition, the classification 
will be field tested to assess its utility for habitat mapping at a local level.  It is hoped that 
this revised natural community system will become the standard for habitat mapping on 
state lands as well as the basis for education and outreach activities relating to natural 
habitats in Georgia. 
 
The emphasis of this wildlife conservation strategy is on protection, restoration, and 
maintenance of natural habitats.  We acknowledge that data on abundance and condition 
of these natural habitats are not sufficient to assign quantitative scores or values for most 
habitat types.  In addition, the correspondence of these habitats to mapped units derived 
from satellite imagery is often problematic, as is a strict correlation of high priority 
species with a particular habitat type (this is especially true for those species that have 
received little attention from field researchers to date).  However, we can state generally 
that conserving viable examples of all representative natural habitats in a given ecoregion 
will provide the greatest benefits for the widest variety of native species. The approach 
taken in this planning effort was to describe the general location and condition of high 
priority habitats, with the recognition that much more field inventory and mapping work 
must be done in the coming years in order to provide a more accurate picture of the 
specific status of most of these habitats in a given ecoregion.  Increased emphasis on 
statewide assessments of rare or declining natural communities is one of the highest 
priority conservation actions identified in this strategy. 
 
While this strategy emphasizes conservation of natural habitats, we recognize that many 
habitats that are heavily influenced by human activities (e.g., agricultural fields, pine 
plantations, suburban forests) provide benefits for native wildlife, including some high 
priority species.  These habitats may provide nesting sites, foraging areas, or migration 
corridors for wide ranging species.  In addition, they often provide a landscape context or 
matrix that is compatible with protection of embedded natural habitats, especially if care 
is taken to limit impacts from human activities on these natural habitats.  There are many 
opportunities to provide benefits to native species and natural habitats by modifying 
management of these human-altered systems. For example, minor modifications of field 
border management practices can provide significant benefits for birds that require early 
successional habitat.  These issues are discussed in more detail in Section V. 
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Problems Affecting Species and Habitats 
 
One of the tasks of the technical teams was to identify problems affecting high priority 
species and their habitats.  There are several different approaches noted in the literature, 
but most rely on identification of “stresses” and/or “sources of stress” in the environment 
(Salafsky et al., 2003).  For example, a stress might be excess sediment in streams that 
chokes out mussel beds and interferes with fish reproduction.  The source of this stress 
might be any number of activities, including road construction or maintenance, 
residential development, lack of stream buffers adjacent to agricultural fields, or any 
other type of land disturbing activity that is accompanied by inadequate sediment control.   
 
It is important to note that these problems may be historic, current, or potential.  For 
example, conversion of natural forest stands to agricultural uses in Georgia represents an 
impact that is mostly historic.  Little conversion to agricultural uses is occurring today, 
and in fact many agricultural lands have been converted to forestry or residential uses in 
recent decades.  However, it is important to mention that wildlife populations have been 
impacted by these past land uses in the context of a long-range conservation plan that 
considers potential for recovery of these species. Similarly, the impacts of past land 
practices on soils and vegetation greatly influence our consideration of the potential 
restoration of natural communities. 
 
The plan must also take into account predicted patterns of land use changes in Georgia.  
Most people recognize that the primary long-term threat to wildlife populations in 
Georgia and elsewhere is loss of habitat due to development pressures. This development 
pressure is fueled by a tremendous increase in the state’s human population.  The Georgia 
Land Use Trends report indicated that the largest increase in land use from 1974 to 1998 
by percentage occurred in the high-density and low-density urban categories (Natural 
Resources Spatial Analysis Laboratory, 2001).   While still a relatively small fraction of 
the total landscape of Georgia, the wildlife impacts related to these land uses are 
disproportionately high.  A recent nationwide study found that although the 35 fastest-
growing large metropolitan areas comprise just 8% of the land area of the lower 48 states, 
they are home to nearly one-third (29%) of the imperiled species analyzed--nearly 1,200 
species.  And remarkably, 553 of these imperiled species (13%) are restricted to these 
fast-growing large metro areas (Ewing et al 2005).   While this study included several 
metropolitan areas in California with particularly high densities of rare species, it is true 
that the rate of expansion of “sprawl zones” in Georgia represents an ominous trend in 
terms of future impacts on wildlife species and habitats. 
 
In order to assess the historic, current, and potential impacts of various sources of stress 
on high priority species and habitats, a list of 25 general problem categories was 
developed.  This list was derived from several different assessment approaches found in 
the scientific literature.  The technical teams were asked to assign each high priority 
species to one or more of these general problem categories, which in turn correspond to 
sources of stress.  For some of the high priority species, especially those that represent 
priorities for future research, no problem category could be assigned.   The 25 general 
problem categories used in this assessment are listed below.  
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1. Acidified Rainfall and Other Atmospheric Pollution 
Includes acid deposition from the atmosphere (both wet and dry) and other air-borne 
pollutants or nutrients.  Acidified rainfall generally has a pH lower than 5.5.  It is 
typically, but not exclusively, related to aerosols, volatile compounds, and semi-liquid 
pollutants.  Impacts include acidifying aquatic systems, impairing plants’ ability to 
evaporate water and exchange gases, and nutrient leaching and toxic accumulation in soil. 
 
2. Agricultural Practices Not Meeting BMPs 
Includes agricultural practices that impact the environment well outside the actual 
agricultural operation through releases of excess nutrients, toxins, or sediments.   
Includes practices that degrade stream or wetland habitat quality.  
 
3. Altered Fire Regimes 
Includes fire exclusion, fire suppression, alteration of habitats through unnatural timing, 
frequency, or intensity of prescribed burns, and other incompatible fire management 
practices.  Fire regimes are affected by altered community composition (e.g., increase of 
non-pyric species such as oak) and habitat fragmentation.  Fire is an important ecological 
process that drives many of the terrestrial habitats in Georgia.  
 
4. Altered Hydrology 
Includes construction and use of ditches, levees, dikes, and drainage tiles, flow diversion, 
dredging, channelization, filling of wetlands and headwater streams, destabilization of 
stream banks or channels, head-cutting, and other alterations to stream morphology or 
hydrologic regimes.  Results in degradation or destruction of aquatic and wetland 
habitats. 
 
5. Altered Water Quality 
Includes various forms of point and non-point source pollution, such as herbicides, 
pesticides, sediments, nutrient loading, and thermal modifications that directly impact 
water quality.  Sources are quite varied and include wastewater discharges, excessive soil 
disturbance near streams, increased impermeable surface area resulting from 
development, and loss of vegetation in riparian buffers.   
 
6. Commercial/Industrial Development 
Includes development of structures and infrastructure (buildings, utilities, driveways and 
roads) for commercial or industrial purposes, usually in an urban setting.  Impacts may 
include direct habitat destruction, fragmentation, altered thermal regimes, and indirect 
pollution sources that alter water quality. 
 
7. Conversion to Agriculture or Silviculture 
Includes the conversion of natural habitats to anthropogenic habitats managed for 
agricultural crops, pasture, horticulture, or silviculture.  Usually involves removal of 
native vegetation, site preparation, and planting of off-site or non-native species.  Results 
in habitat destruction or fragmentation and may impact water quality. 
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8. Dam and Impoundment Construction 
Includes the construction of dams and impoundments (from agricultural ponds to large 
reservoirs) that directly affect stream flows and fragment aquatic habitat.  Results in 
impacts to the impounded portion of the stream as well as habitats above and below the 
dam. 
 
9. Development of Roads or Utilities 
Includes construction of new roads (interstate highways, state highways, and county 
roads) and utility right-of-ways (e.g., electrical transmission lines, water/sewer, gas 
pipelines) that result in habitat destruction or fragmentation and creation of new avenues 
for invasion by exotic species. 
 
10. Disease 
Includes fatal or debilitating disorders resulting from infections, poisons, pathogenic 
microorganisms, or parasites.  The most serious impacts generally result from introduced 
vectors or pathogens (e.g., sudden oak death, hemlock wooly adelgid, chestnut blight). 
Impacts can be devastating to the species directly attacked as well as natural 
communities. 
 
11. Excessive Groundwater and Surface Water Withdrawal 
Includes direct groundwater and surface water withdrawals for agricultural, industrial, 
and municipal water supplies.  Excessive withdrawal can result in lowered water tables, 
diminished local aquifer discharges, and reductions in water available to sustain stream 
base flows, spring discharges, isolated wetlands, karst environments, and seepage 
communities.   
 
12. Excessive Herbivory 
Involves high, generally unsustainable rates of herbivory that intensively affect species or 
entire natural communities.  Usually attributed to the impacts of herbivorous species that 
are either non-native or native but have been released from typical natural population 
limiters (e.g., white-tailed deer in areas of limited hunting). 
 
13. Excessive Predation 
Includes impacts to animal populations caused by predators that extensively and 
intensively impact the demographics of either a select species or entire species 
assemblages.  These predators may either be non-native species or native species that are 
released from typical natural population limiters. 
 
14. Forestry Practices Not Meeting BMPs 
Involves poor forestry BMP implementation and site management activities that result in 
altered structure and composition of adjacent natural habitats or degraded stream or 
wetland habitats.  
 
15. Global Warming/Climate Change 
Defined as consistent, directed change in climatic conditions at regional scales.  Such 
changes may include increases or decreases in average temperatures, changes in the rates, 
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distribution, frequency, or timing of precipitation, and frequency and intensity of storm 
events.  Local effects are often difficult to quantify. 
 
16. Illegal Dumping 
Includes all forms of illegal dumping of by-products, ranging from household trash to 
light industrial waste, to chemical toxins, as well as the impacts resulting from the 
movement of these wastes from the original site of dumping.  Effects on high-priority 
habitats may range from minor to serious (e.g. dumping in an ephemeral pool on a granite 
outcrop). 
 
17. Incompatible Fisheries Practices 
Includes harvest or management of fish or shellfish by methods that are destructive to 
native species or aquatic habitats.  Includes forms of harvest that result in heavy rates of 
by-catch, losses of reproductively critical age classes, or increased mortality of imperiled 
species.   
 
18. Incompatible Mining/Mineral Extraction 
Includes extraction of minerals, oil, or gas or similar activities that result in the 
disturbance or destruction of natural habitats as well as secondary impacts such as 
sedimentation or releases of toxins. Impacts may include increased sediment loads, 
downstream scouring, habitat destruction and disturbance, fragmentation, and creation of 
migration routes for invasive exotic species. 
 
19. Incompatible Road/Utility Management 
Includes management of roads or utility corridors that results in excessive releases of 
sediment or provides access for non-native species, as well as vegetation management 
practices that are environmentally “unfriendly” (e.g. indiscriminant use of herbicides). 
 
20. Industrial/Municipal Pollution 
Includes toxins and air-borne pollutants, thermally altered effluent, and other point source 
pollutants derived from industrial/commercial land uses in an urban or suburban setting.  
Involves direct impacts in the form of chemical or thermal stresses to species or natural 
communities. 
 
21. Invasive/Alien Species 
Includes exotic species as well as native species that have become invasive due to past 
habitat alterations  (e.g. hardwood encroachment of longleaf pine habitats following fire 
suppression).  Impacts include competition, hybridization, and predation as well as long-
term alterations of ecological systems and processes (e.g. hydrologic changes, changes in 
soil attributes, altered fire regimes). 
 
22. Poaching or Commercial Collecting 
Includes commercial exploitation, poaching, and unscrupulous or excessive collecting of 
animals or plants by individual or corporate operators.  Impacts may include mortality of 
individuals, population declines, and changes in community composition. 
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23. Residential Development 
Includes primary and secondary home construction as well as development of associated 
infrastructure (e.g. subdivision roads and driveways, sewer and stormwater utilities).  
Impacts may include habitat destruction, disturbance, fragmentation, and introduction of 
invasive species.  
 
24. Unmanaged Recreation 
Includes recreational overuse, particularly by ATVs (all terrain vehicles), but also hiking, 
biking, caving, horseback riding, rock climbing, and boating (or use of jet skis) in 
sensitive areas or at rates considered unsustainable in the environments where they occur. 
Impacts may include habitat destruction and disturbance as well as impaired water 
quality. 
 
25. Vehicle-Induced Mortality 
Includes mortality of animals resulting from collisions with automobiles, boats, or other 
vehicles.  Also includes impacts to plants resulting from vehicular traffic along roadsides, 
trails, or waterways. 
 

 
Database and Information Needs  
 
The Database Support and Enhancements technical team included representatives from 
WRD, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, U.S. Forest Service, National Park Service, Georgia 
Department of Transportation and the University System of Georgia, as well as biological 
consultants. This group met to discuss ways in which the biodiversity databases 
maintained by WRD and other conservation partners could be used more effectively for 
wildlife conservation.   Specific items discussed in these meetings included providing 
financial and technical support for statewide atlas projects, developing better access to 
generalized location data for conservation planners, researchers, biological consultants 
and the general public, providing funding for field surveys, and developing Web-based 
templates for provision of species or habitat data to WRD. 
 
The need to provide protection for site-specific data on rare species or sensitive natural 
habitats was a recurring theme in these discussions.  Participants discussed methods for 
ensuring the protection of these data as well as the rights of private property owners 
under provisions of Georgia’s Open Records Act. The group also discussed 
implementation of standards for documenting the types of data produced and maintained 
by each organization (i.e., metadata standards).  A summary of recommendations from 
this team is provided in Section V of this document (Statewide Wildlife Conservation 
Themes and Strategies). 
 
Some funds from this planning project were used to upgrade the database management 
system for biodiversity data used by WRD, and to provide training to WRD staff in the 
use of this system.  In addition, members of the Nongame Wildlife & Natural Heritage 
Section added hundreds of new occurrence records for rare species, developed natural 
habitat descriptions, and updated information on rarity for all high priority species. 
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GIS Support and Mapping 
 
Wildlife Resources Division staff and staff of the Natural Resources Spatial Analysis 
Laboratory (NARSAL) at the University of Georgia provided GIS and mapping support 
for this project.  WRD staff continued efforts to build data layers for conservation lands 
and sites in Georgia.  These data layers included polygons representing ecologically 
significant sites (e.g., high priority watersheds and streams) identified from field research 
and previous conservation planning projects. Information on land cover developed by the 
Natural Resources Spatial Analysis Laboratory at the University of Georgia was used in 
an ecoregion-based analysis of land use trends.  Data from the Georgia Land Use Trends 
project (Natural Resources Spatial Analysis Laboratory, 2001) were used to assess land 
use changes from 1974 to 1998 in each ecoregion.  This change detection was based on 
an 18-class land cover dataset derived from Landsat Thematic Mapper imagery.  Maps 
and statistics on land cover for each of four reference years (1974, 1985, 1992, and 1998) 
were developed for each ecoregion. 
 
A pilot project aimed at developing data and analytical tools to facilitate the construction 
of maps of historic vegetation was initiated in the spring of 2004.  This project was 
undertaken through a contract with NARSAL, the State Archives Office, and the 
Information Technology Outreach Services office at the University of Georgia.  Land lot 
surveys from the 1800s were scanned and georectified, and information on witness trees 
documented in these surveys was used to develop maps showing general vegetation 
patterns for three areas of the state.  These areas were centered on three state-owned 
wildlife management areas in three different physiographic provinces – Dawson Forest 
WMA (Blue Ridge), Joe Kurz WMA (Piedmont) and Mayhaw WMA (Coastal Plain).   A 
summary of this project is provided in Appendix J.  
 
Another pilot project was undertaken with NARSAL to identify potentially important 
conservation areas in the state, using land cover data in combination with information on 
documented and predicted occurrences of rare species.  The objective of this project was 
to complement the expert-driven approach to identification of important habitats and sites 
with a broad-scale assessment of existing natural habitat facilitated by GIS.   
 
Land cover data for a “natural vegetation subset” of the 44-class statewide data layer 
were used to identify areas of the state with significant acreage of natural vegetation.  A 
computer program known as FRAGSTATS was used to categorize and rank these patches 
of natural vegetation based on size, shape, contiguity, and proximity. Species-habitat 
models developed for the Georgia GAP project as well as documented occurrences of 
rare species from the WRD databases were also used to prioritize the patches.  One 
product of this project was a map of “potential conservation areas”, areas that may 
represent important sites or regions for wildlife conservation emphasis.   A summary of 
this project is provided in Appendix K. 
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Environmental Education and Outreach  
 
The Environmental Education technical team included members of DNR’s Wildlife 
Resources Division, Environmental Protection Division, Pollution Prevention Assistance 
Division, and Parks, Recreation and Historic Sites Division as well as a representative of 
the Georgia Wildlife Federation.  This team was charged with development of 
environmental education objectives related to the CWCS effort.  Specifically, this group 
was asked to:  
 

· Identify and describe existing educational programs and sources of information 
relating to wildlife conservation in Georgia.  

· Assess the effectiveness of existing environmental education programs in 
promoting wildlife conservation statewide and develop recommendations for 
improving the effectiveness of existing programs. 

· Develop recommendations for future programs or areas of emphasis in 
environmental education and identify major resource needs (funding, staff, 
facilities, etc.).   

· Suggest ways to overcome existing resource limitations.  
 
The Environmental Education Technical Team report can be found in Appendix E. 
 
 
High Priority Conservation Actions 
 
Technical team leaders, Steering Committee members, and other stakeholders contributed 
draft recommendations for high priority land protection, habitat restoration, rare species 
recovery, research, survey, database development, and education efforts.  For each high 
priority conservation action, target habitats or species, watersheds, and ecoregions were 
listed as appropriate (many of the recommended actions were statewide in scope).  In 
addition, information on lead organizations, potential partners, performance measures and 
funding sources was compiled.  This draft list was provided to the Steering Committee 
for review and comment, and was revised based on the committee’s input. Each 
conservation action on the list was evaluated and assigned an importance score using the 
following seven criteria: 
 
1) Providing Multiple Benefits for High Priority Species/Habitats 

The conservation action provides direct, measurable benefits for several high priority 
species and/or globally rare natural communities.  
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight: = 2) 

 
2) Addressing Un(der)funded Needs: 

The conservation action represents a significant improvement or advance in wildlife 
conservation in that it provides support for a conservation effort that is not addressed 
by other funding sources, programs, or organizations.   
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight = 1) 
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3) Overall Importance of Georgia Efforts 
The conservation action addresses wildlife conservation needs that are unique to 
Georgia (e.g., endemic species) or for which Georgia serves a key role geographically 
or strategically. 
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight = 3) 

 
4) Timeliness or Urgency 

The conservation action addresses a problem that is particularly urgent.  If this 
specific action is not implemented or continued in the next ten years, Georgia will 
experience a significant loss of biological diversity or habitat quality. 
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight = 3) 

 
5) Connections with Other Conservation Actions 

The conservation action serves as a critical component that enables or facilitates one 
to several other important conservation measures.  Without this component, other 
efforts will be crippled or made ineffectual. 
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight = 2) 

 
6) Building Public Support for Wildlife Conservation 

The conservation action is likely to increase overall public support for wildlife 
conservation.  The benefits of the action will be readily apparent to the public, or the 
project itself will focus on increasing public support for conservation. 
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight = 2) 

  
7) Probability of Success  

The conservation action is likely to succeed because it employs tested methodologies, 
has strong support from stakeholders, and has clearly identified and readily 
achievable objectives. 
(Rating =1 to 3; Weight = 2)   
 

In this rating system, the score assigned to a particular conservation action indicates the 
relative contribution or significance of that action for a particular criterion (1 = Low; 2 = 
Medium; 3 = High).  The weight is a multiplier of the rating and indicates the relative 
contribution of that criterion to the total score (maximum total score = 45 points). 
 
Numeric scores totaled for all criteria were used to assign each conservation action to one 
of three levels of priority: Very High (41-45 points); High (36-40 points); and Medium 
(27-35 points).  The complete table of prioritized conservation actions is found in 
Appendix L.  Highest priority conservation actions identified for each ecoregion are 
summarized in Section IV (Conservation Landscape Assessments and Conservation 
Strategies), and highest priority conservation actions for the state as a whole are 
discussed in Section V (Statewide Conservation Themes and Strategies).  
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High Priority Conservation Areas 
 
Several different approaches were used to identify high priority areas for conservation 
action in Georgia.  The Freshwater Fishes and Aquatic Invertebrates technical team 
identified 212 high priority waters in Georgia.  Selected streams were those considered 
important habitats for at least one high priority aquatic species or examples of high 
quality aquatic communities.   Information used in this analysis included rare species 
occurrence data in biodiversity databases maintained by WRD and other organizations, 
recommendations provided by participants in CWCS stakeholder meetings, data from the 
WRD Stream Assessment Team, and information from a previous aquatic assessment 
completed by The Nature Conservancy (Smith et al 2002).   
 
The majority (172) of these identified high priority waters are considered important for 
conservation of at least one high-priority species, and roughly one-third are important to 
the conservation of three or more species of conservation concern.   A large number of 
high priority waters (119) were designated because they were representative of an aquatic 
system and its associated communities, but most of these were also important for high 
priority species.  In order to emphasize the importance of watershed-level protection, all 
HUC 12 watersheds that contained these high priority stream segments were identified 
and mapped.  The complete list of high priority waters can be found in Appendix B. 
 
Many of the other high priority conservation areas mentioned in this document were 
identified previously through a series of ecoregion-based conservation planning projects 
coordinated by The Nature Conservancy with assistance from WRD and other 
organizations.  These are listed and described briefly for each ecoregion in Section IV of 
this document.  As shown in Figure 1, some of these sites correspond to or contain 
existing conservation lands, while others represent lands with no formal protection.  
While the general locations of these sites are mentioned in this document, no attempt has 
been made to show detailed boundaries for these priority conservation areas at the 
ecoregional level in this document, for two reasons.  First, the boundaries for many of 
these priority conservation areas represent an initial attempt to delineate major landforms 
or hydrologic features of biological significance, and we recognize that additional work 
needs to be done to refine these preliminary delineations to a level that could be 
considered “conservation site boundaries.” Secondly, some of these high priority areas 
represent specific sensitive habitats whose precise locations should not be made part of a 
publicly accessible document.    
 
Still another approach to delineation of high priority conservation areas involved the 
aforementioned GIS-informed pilot project completed by NARSAL and WRD.  First, we 
identified a set of potential “conservation opportunity areas” based on analyses of the size 
and configuration of natural vegetation patches derived from 1998 Georgia GAP land 
cover data as well as documented and predicted occurrences of species of conservation 
concern.  Next, a prioritization scheme was devised to sort these conservation opportunity 
areas into general categories of significance using combinations of these three factors.   
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Original values for three GIS layers were recoded for each of three data layers before 
combining these to produce the final potential conservation opportunity area layer. The 
three data layers used in this prioritization scheme included core area of natural 
vegetation patches, weighted density of rare species (plant and animal) occurrences, and 
predicted occurrences of terrestrial vertebrate species of conservation concern.  The use 
of these three factors together provided a mechanism for ranking patches of natural 
vegetation based on combinations of size, predicted value for species of conservation 
need, and documented value for species of conservation need.  Finally, the prioritized 
patches identified from this analysis were mapped along with existing conservation lands.  
The resulting map is shown in Figure 2. Details of this analytical approach and intended 
uses of the potential conservation opportunity areas are provided in Appendix K. 
 
While useful as broad-scale depictions of biologically significant areas, the delineated 
high priority streams, watersheds, and other conservation areas are not intended to 
represent a “conservation blueprint” for Georgia.  Each of these approaches to delineation 
of high priority conservation areas has its own limitations, and these maps should be 
considered aids to conservation planning rather than conservation plans. For example, 
limiting future conservation activities to designated high priority waters would ignore the 
very real need to address opportunities for habitat improvements in the remaining waters 
of Georgia.  Similarly, the potential conservation opportunity areas delineated in this 
project are based on analyses of existing natural vegetation, and therefore ignore many 
habitats that represent important restoration or enhancement opportunities.  Further, in no 
instance should these maps be seen as an attempt to limit, expand, or define regulatory 
authority of the Georgia Department of Natural Resources or any other agency.  While 
many of the high priority conservation areas mentioned in this document are considered 
deserving of special emphasis for habitat protection, we do not mean to imply that other 
areas should be ignored or considered unworthy of protection, or that state or federal laws 
protecting wildlife should be applied unevenly over the Georgia landscape. 
 
The depiction of high priority conservation areas in this document represents the 
compilation and assessment of large volumes of biological and ecological data.  
However, it must be acknowledged that any such delineation of biologically important 
areas inevitably reflects the quality and quantity of data available at a given point in time.  
Given the large number of high priority species for which additional field research has 
been identified as a conservation emphasis, the picture of high priority conservation areas 
must be considered subject to change.  We expect to be able to provide a clearer and 
more precise picture of the most biologically significant areas of Georgia in coming years 
as implementation of this conservation strategy continues. 
 
 
 



 34

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Existing conservation lands and priority conservation areas. 



 35

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Potential conservation opportunity areas 
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Plan Review and Revision 
 
The first draft of the Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy was submitted to the 
Steering Committee in March 2005. Comments and recommendations from the Steering 
Committee members were addressed and a public review draft was completed at the end 
of May 2005.  This public review draft was posted on the CWCS website on June 1, 2005 
and its availability was publicized through email notices and statewide news releases.  
The public comment period for this draft of the strategy extended from June 1, 2005 to 
July 15, 2005.   
 
Six public meetings were held from June 2 to June 28, 2005 to provide the public an 
overview of the planning process and major findings and to solicit public input on the 
draft CWCS.  Dates and locations of these meetings are listed below. 
 

· June 2 – Mansfield, Georgia 
· June 14 – Rome, Georgia 
· June 16 – Gainesville, Georgia 
· June 21 – Waycross, Georgia 
· June 23 – Leesburg, Georgia 
· June 28 – Statesboro, Georgia 

 
Comments received from participants in the six public meetings as well as written 
responses received by mail or email were addressed in developing the final CWCS 
document.  This final draft was provided to the CWCS Steering Committee for review in 
August 2005.   The executive summary of the final draft of the CWCS was presented to 
the Board of the Department of Natural Resources in a final project briefing on August 
23, 2005, prior to submission of the strategy to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service.  On 
August 24, 2005, the DNR Board unanimously passed a resolution supporting the CWCS 
and urging the Department to implement this strategy. 


