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Community Forests:

Promoting Sustainable Forestry, Economic Security, and Environmental Stewardship

Introduction

Forests are an essential part of American life, providing economic, social, and environmental services.  These benefits can clearly be seen in Georgia, where forestry and tourism are the two leading industries of the state’s economy (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001; Georgia Department of Economic Development).  Unfortunately, the residents of Georgia are at risk of losing crucial forestlands and timber industry jobs.  In 2004, the timber company Weyerhaeuser sold over 322,000 acres of land in Central Georgia, the third wildest area in the state
 (Seabrook 2003; Center for Remote Sensing and Mapping Science 2002).  This kind of divestment is becoming increasingly common as large timber corporations sell their land in Georgia to escape unfavorable property taxes and reduce their debt load (Seabrook 2003).  Developers often buy forestlands sold by timber companies and then further subdivide the land for residential and commercial sites.  Local economies feel the effects of these exchanges as well because they are often centered on providing for the timber industry.   Weyerhaeuser’s sale in Central Georgia is no exception.  Developers bought much of the timber company’s property with the intention of converting the forestlands to homes and offices.

This change in land ownership presents an opportunity for residents to unite to protect their forestlands and economy by establishing community forests owned and managed by the local citizens. As one community forest supporter writes, “[c]ommunity forests are about open, transparent, democratic processes for natural resource management.  It’s about long-term health of the forest and long-term health of the people who work with the land” (Jungwirth 1998: 6).  

This report aims to serve as a tool for citizens, organizations, and public officials who are interested in establishing a community forest.  This paper describes what community forests are, how they are owned and managed, what funding options are, how they benefit the community, and the importance of community forests in Central Georgia.  Community forests can be extremely successful in unifying residents to work together to protect their traditions, boost their economy, and promote sustainable uses of their forestlands.  Hopefully Central Georgia residents will be inspired and empowered by the case studies described below to establish their own community forests.

Defining Community Forests

Community forests are forestlands owned and managed by the local community.  The USDA Forest Service describes community forests as “lands owned and operated for forestry or allied purposes by the community (village, city, town, school, district, township or other political sub-division) for the benefit of that community” (Duinker et al. 1994: 8).  This concept first gained popularity in developing countries and is slowly spreading throughout the U.S. (National Community Forestry Center Northern Forest Region 2000).  Today in the U.S., over 3,000 communities in 43 states own 4.5 million acres of forestlands (Little 2005).  

Three attributes are commonly present in the management of community forests.  First, residents are involved in making decisions about the direction and goals of their forestlands.  Community participation is essential so that open and honest dialogue about the best communal uses of the forestlands takes place.  Second, local citizens benefit from the community forests.  The community should have access to the jobs associated with their property, the products produced from their land, and the public services enhanced from the added income earned from their working forests.  Finally, the community manages the forest in a sustainable manner to protect and restore the land.  The residents define management goals that aim to contribute to a common good and to protect their forestlands for future generations (Brendler and Carey 1998; Duinker et al. 1994).  Community involvement in the ownership and management of forests can be quite effective in uniting different sectors and interest groups to work together towards a mutual goal.

Perhaps one of the reasons behind the success and increasingly wide distribution of community forests is their flexible nature.  While similarities exist between all these forests, local communities have the power to define the unique roles and goals of their land.  Residents know their forests and heritage best and can determine the most appropriate management practices that fit their land.  As Jad Daley, the campaign director of the Northern Forest Alliance, said, “‘At the end of the day, the plans [of forest management] are going to be as different as the 251 towns of Vermont’” (Curtis 2006).  Another way community forests vary is their ownership structures.  Municipalities, counties, nonprofits, land trusts, tribes, agencies, and schools may all own the forests.  

Because community forests are so diverse, there is no set model for interested residents to follow to establish their own public forest.  Case studies can be examined, though, so communities gain an idea of what practices have successfully worked in the ownership and management of communal forestlands.  Interested residents can apply the lessons learned from other community forests to help establish their own successful communal forest.

Case Studies of How Community Forests are Owned and Managed

1.  Municipality and Town Forests
Municipality-owned forests are most common in the Northeast.  Town forests can be quite successful in contributing additional revenue to a town’s economy.   For instance, Gorham, New Hampshire’s 5,000-acre town forest has provided the town over seven figures in income since 1990.  This land is also an educational asset, serving as an outdoor classroom for the town’s schools (Choices and Challenges in Town Forest Management 2003).  The city of Arcata, California (population 16,000) owns a 1,984-acre community forest that is managed by the municipality’s Environmental Services Department.  The Department only harvests half of the “annual growth increment” of the working portion of the timberland so that the forest grows larger and older (Andre 2005: 2).  The forest generates revenue of $500,000-$700,000 per year and the net profit is used to purchase and manage other greenspace in the city.  Other funding sources used for acquiring additional Arcata community forestlands are state grants, the Forest Legacy Program, and loans and grants from private foundations (Andre 2005).  Below is an in-depth look at how the residents of Randolph, New Hampshire established their town forest.  

Randolph, New Hampshire 

On December 4, 2001, Randolph, New Hampshire obtained the largest town forest in the state.  The town, with a voting population of under three hundred people, acquired ownership rights to over 10,000 acres.  The idea of protecting these forests from development first began in 1995 when Hancock Timber Resource Group, a timber investment management organization, filed an application with the Forest Legacy Program for a conservation easement on 12,000 acres of their land.   The Forest Legacy Program (FLP) is a federal program that provides grants for land acquisition and conservation easements to protect valuable forests threatened by development (for more information on the FLP and conservation easements, please see the funding section below).  Hancock hoped to continue harvesting its land while the government held a conservation easement on it (Willcox 2005). 

The Randolph Planning Board, made up of residents elected by the town and responsible for land-use planning, supported Hancock’s application.   When deciding whether or not to endorse Hancock, the Board considered many factors.  First, the Board studied the effects of developing the land versus leaving the forest in its current undeveloped state.  They found that in many case studies residential development actually cost the town more than the added revenue gained from the larger tax base.  Second, the Planning Board determined that placing the Hancock forestland under a conservation easement would not cost the town any money.  Third, the Board knew that the citizens preferred remaining rural from previous surveys of the townspeople.  With public support and confidence that the conservation easement would not financially burden the town, the Board backed Hancock’s application (Willcox 2005).

Unfortunately, the FLP did not have enough funds for Hancock’s request.  In response to this news, the Randolph Planning Board encouraged the residents to write letters asking for an increase in the FLP budget so that Hancock’s application could be met.  An informal negotiating team also emerged from the Randolph Planning Board.  The three members of this negotiating team were the chairman of the Board, a member of the Board, and a member of the town’s Conservation Commission.  This negotiating team met with the Trust for Public Land (TPL), a national nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting land.  TPL agreed to negotiate with Hancock to place the forestlands under a conservation easement (Willcox 2005).  

During this time, an ice storm damaged many of the region’s trees, prompting Hancock to decide to sell its land rather than seek a conservation easement.  TPL continued negotiations with Hancock, now planning on purchasing the land, then placing a conservation easement on it, and later reselling it to another timber industry company.  Unfortunately, TPL struggled to find a timber company interested in buying the land from them.  As the deal seemed to come closer to failing, the residents of Randolph began discussions of purchasing Hancock’s forestlands under a conservation easement to create a town forest.  Around this same time, TPL announced that the Forest Legacy Program would be able to provide a grant to purchase a conservation easement on Hancock’s land.  This funding helped make the possibility of the small town owning the forest a reality (Willcox 2005).

The Randolph Planning Board scheduled town meetings with the residents to gauge their levels of interest in creating a town forest.  The Board invited representatives from five other New Hampshire towns that owned and managed forests to describe their experiences.  At the town meetings, residents openly discussed whether the forest would be a source of conflict among different interest groups, what would be protected in the forest, and what costs would arise from managing a town forest.  One resident questioned, “Why…was community ownership better than ownership by a responsible private owner?  The answer was that community ownership allowed more room for community interests to be served and that a town can develop a vision of how it wanted its forest to develop” (Willcox 2005: 67).   Another wondered “whether a town the size of Randolph had the human resources capable of operating a large-scale industrial undertaking of this kind…A forester who was present answered: ‘First it is necessary for the town to set goals.  Then it should hire a professional manager who will prepare a management plan for approval by the town.  Once the management plan is in place, the manager can carry out its day-to-day implementation’” (Willcox 2005: 68).  Studies conducted by the negotiating team found that the town forest would be self-supporting and an economic asset in 20 to 50 years and helped alleviate concerns of costs on the town (Willcox 2005).

The town of Randolph agreed to buy and protect the forestlands after these meetings.  The Trust for Public Land purchased Hancock’s property for $4 million and planned to sell the land to Randolph with a conservation easement held by the state (Nickens 2001).  Randolph needed to raise about $1.8 million to purchase the town forest.  Through very successful fund raising, the residents reached their goal by receiving a $250,000 grant from a national foundation, $800,000 from regional and national charitable organizations, $250,000 from the New Hampshire Land and Community Heritage Program, and $600,000 from 200 individuals (Willcox 2005).

The town next needed to establish a town forest management structure.  According to state law, either a town conservation commission or a three-person committee designated by the Selectmen should manage a town forest.  The Randolph negotiating team decided that a different structure would be more appropriate for their town.  The team got a special act passed by the state legislature to establish an appointed five-member Forest Commission that would be responsible for hiring and supervising a professional forestry team.  The five members that make up this Commission are three people appointed by the Selectmen, one from the Conservation Commission, and one from the Randolph Planning Board (Willcox 2005).  The town also adopted an ordinance that defined the Commission’s responsibility and established a revolving fund in which “[a]ll moneys in the fund are to be reinvested in the management of the community forest, unless there is a surplus and the Planning Board approves a transfer of funds to the town general account” (Willcox 2005: 78).

A lot of hard work went into establishing Randolph’s forest, but the residents also recognize that they were lucky that Hancock decided to sell its land around the same time that the FLP announced it had funding for the project.  For this reason, citizens of Randolph recommend that others interested in establishing their own communal forest be ready to seize opportunities (Willcox 2005).  The citizens of Randolph also attribute their success to defining the forest’s goals “in very broad, all-inclusive terms…meant to make sure no major legitimate local interest would be left out” (Willcox 2005: 81).  These goals were sustainable timber harvesting, environmental protection, and recreation.  Today, Randolph’s town forest is an asset to the town and can serve as a model for other communities interested in establishing and managing their own forests.

2. County Forests

County Forests are most often found in the Midwest and Pacific Northwest.  A strong desire to protect local land is resonated throughout the county forest case studies.  For instance, Dick Bolen, the forester of Gogebic County, Michigan describes the county’s motivation to establish a public forest fueled by the residents desire to protect their local land.  He says, “‘We didn’t want anyone coming in and imposing their brand of sustainability on us without knowing and appreciating the local community’s values, desires, and realities…[The county decided to] define sustainable forestry for our own community before it was imposed on us’” (Moote 2001: 1).

The Bayfield County Forest in Wisconsin is another successful community forest.  In 1927, Wisconsin passed the Forest Crop Law, which allowed counties to establish community forests from tax delinquent land.  Many Wisconsin counties established community forests in the 1920s because much of the state’s best timberland had been harvested and abandoned.  On April 25, 1932, Bayfield County created its county forest from 124,711 acres of tax delinquent lands.  By acquiring additional tax delinquent land and more recently purchasing land, the community forest has grown to 168,000 acres today (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005). 

Bayfield County manages the forest for timber, recreation, wildlife, fish, water, and soil according to ten-year Forest Management Plans approved by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR).  WDNR assigns a liaison forester to each county forest to help implement the plan.  Bayfield County also hired five professional foresters, a technician, and an office manager to oversee the county forest.  The county’s Tourism Department supervises the recreational programs on the county forestlands, including several campgrounds, boat launches, and ATV trails.  A Forestry Committee made up of five county board members oversees the Bayfield County Forest Program by making decisions about timber sales, land acquisition, and forest certification (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005).   

The long-term goal of the Bayfield Forest is “to produce a sustainable supply of multiple forest uses for the benefit of Bayfield County residents and visitors to our County” (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005: 3).  The community forestlands are well protected because state legislation makes it “very difficult to remove lands from County Forests” (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005: 4).  Today, the forest is an economic asset for Bayfield County; in 2004, the forest produced $2.4 million in timber sales (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005).  The forest also offers many recreational opportunities for horseback riders, hikers, cyclists, hunters, anglers, wildlife viewers, and photographers (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005).

3. Nonprofit and Land Trust Forests

Local nonprofit and land trusts may also own and manage community forests.  According to the Land Trust Alliance, a land trust is “a nonprofit organization that, as all or part of its mission, actively works to conserve land by undertaking or assisting in land or conservation easement acquisition, or by its stewardship of such land or easements” (Land Trust Alliance)  (for more information on land trusts active in Central Georgia, please see the funding section below).

Downeast Lakes Land Trust (DLLT) founded the 27,080-acre Farm Cove Community Forest in Maine in 2003 as a land trust community forest (New England Forestry Foundation 2006a). The DLLT worked with the nonprofit organization New England Forestry Foundation (NEFF) to purchase the forestlands for $12.5 million.  DLLT received a $2 million loan and $1 million grant from the Open Space Institute to help fund this purchase (Open Space Institute 2006).  Further support came from the Acres for America Project (a partnership of the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and Wal-Mart), The Nature Conservancy, The Conservation Fund, National Wildlife Federation, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and other land trusts, corporations, and individuals (New England Forestry Foundation 2006a).  Today, DLLT manages the forest for wildlife habitat, education, recreation, and high-value forest products certified by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) (Open Space Institute 2006).
The Deschutes Basin Land Trust hopes to establish the first community forest in Oregon.  Central Oregon is experiencing rapid development and many timber companies are selling their land in the region.  A new state law “allows local governments to set up special bonding authorities to help buy private forests that would be managed for the public through a combination of logging and recreation” (Preusch 2005).  Under this law, a local authority created by the county sells revenue bonds and then loans the proceeds to private nonprofit organizations.  In this case, the Deschutes Basin Land Trust receives these loans to help fund the cost of acquiring the community forest property and will repay the loans with earnings from timber harvesting on the land (Preusch 2005). 

4. Other Ownership Structures
While town, county, and land trust forests are most common, many communities have creatively established their own public forests.  For instance, primary and middle school teachers helped found the China School Forest in China, Maine.  Interested staff and residents formed a school forest committee and received permission from the town selectboard and school board to establish a community forest.  The selectboard has the ultimate authority over the management of the forest, but the school forest committee makes recommendations to the board and supervises the everyday operations.  Funds received from small timber harvests of the China School Forest are put into a school forest fund and used for maintenance of the woods (Hanna 2005).

Lessons Learned from Case Studies of Community Forests 

When establishing a community forest, residents should carefully consider which ownership and management practices fit their land best.  While case studies are an important tool to learn more about how community forests may be established, funded, and managed, citizens should plan for their community forest in a manner that best corresponds to their needs, capabilities, and goals.  Below are lessons that communities have learned from their experiences in establishing and managing public forests.

1. Communities should first prioritize the uses and management practices of their forests.  The uses are broad ideas of how citizens envision their forest being operated.  When deciding the uses, residents should consider whether logging will be permitted on the land, how many trees will be logged, which species of trees and wildlife the forest will be managed to protect, and how to balance these various tasks. The management practices are how these objectives are accomplished.  Forestry professionals should determine the management plans and advise the community’s board or commission on the best practices to achieve the town’s goals (National Community Forestry Center Northern Forest Region 2003). Future forest uses and management practices should also be clear so that political changes do not drastically alter the practices of the community forest (Andre 2005).

2.  Learning about the features of the forestland is important to better define the goals of the community forest.  Taking inventory of the lay of the land, wildlife present, former management practices, and facilities located on the property will give the leaders a better idea of how best to define the uses of the land (National Community Forestry Center Northern Forest Region 2003).

3.  Involving the residents is key to having the community forest meet the interests of the citizens.  Town meetings should be held to keep the public knowledgeable of any progress with the forest and to act as a place where residents may openly discuss their concerns, hopes, and requirements of the land (National Community Forestry Center Northern Forest Region 2003).  A forum for on-going contact, such as a newsletter, and planned community management activities, including trail building and removing invasive plants, can help sustain community involvement.  Once the community forest is established, periodic meetings should take place to encourage the residents to continue supporting the forest and its goals (Andre 2005).

4. Professional foresters should be hired (Choices and Challenges in Town Forest Management 2003).  When establishing a community forest, considering the capacity of the community is important.  Hiring a professional forester helps ensure that proper forestry practices are used on the land.  This professional will probably also have good contacts for timber sales (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005).

5.  A long-term monitoring program should be in place to know how the land management affects the resources (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest 2005).

6.  As the report about the Bayfield Wisconsin Community Forest simply states, “make the media your ally” (Community Forest Conference Questionnaire for the Bayfield Wisconsin County Forest: 5).

7. Residents should be cognizant of the challenges they may face when deciding if they should establish a community forest and which management practices should be pursued.  These obstacles may include how to define the community, who should govern the land, what level of risk the community should take when establishing their forest, how to balance managing the land for public and private values, and how to ensure long-term effective leadership, investment, and control (Communities Committee). Further problems may arise around property right issues.  In Central Georgia, some local residents have expressed concern that many in the area prefer their property to remain in private ownership.  Citizens may distrust public ownership because they feel that the government does not understand the local needs of the land and public ownership infringes upon their private property rights.

Funding

Many towns and counties established their forests decades ago from donated or tax delinquent lands; today, however, funding can be difficult to secure.  Most communities now purchase land for their forests with a collection of grants and loans from various sources.  For example, the Trust for Public Land (TPL) bought around 171,500 acres in New Hampshire from International Paper for $32.7 million. TPL was able to afford this land because they sought funding from many different sources, including $2.5 million from the state of New Hampshire, $5.5 million from The Nature Conservancy, funding from the MacArthur and Mellon Foundations, and a $12 million deposit on the land from Lyme Timber, who will harvest the land.  They also sought low-interest loans from Bank of America and Wainright Bank and a zero-interest loan from the Open Space Conservancy.  The diverse funding sources used for this purchase show the importance of seeking many grants and loans from the government, nonprofit organizations, private companies, foundations, and individuals (Buckley and Schaffer 2002).  Below is more information on possible funding sources for Central Georgia community forests.

Conservation Easements and Land Trusts
Land trusts may hold conservation easements on lands.    The Georgia Environmental Policy Institute (GEPI) defines a conservation easement as “the landowner’s voluntary agreement to give up one or more of these [legal property ownership] rights in order to protect a resource or conservation value” (Fowler and Neuhauser 1998: 4).  An owner’s property rights include the authority to occupy, lease, subdivide, build, farm, cut timber, and sell.  An owner exchanges one or more of his or her rights by selling or donating a conservation easement to a qualified easement holder, such as a nonprofit organization or government agency that does not own the land.  The easement is legally binding and may run with the land for a set amount of time or in perpetuity.  The holder of the easement is responsible for monitoring the property, usually once per year, to ensure that the owner is following the agreement.  

A conservation easement must have a “valid conservation purpose” (Fowler and Neuhauser 1998: 4).  These include:

[O]utdoor recreation by, or the education of, the general public; the protection of a relatively natural habitat of fish, wildlife, or plants, or similar ecosystems; the preservation of open space (including farmland and forest land) yielding significant public benefit for the scenic enjoyment of the general public, or pursuant to a clearly delineated federal, state or local government conservation policy; or the preservation of historically important land area or buildings (Fowler and Neuhauser 1998: 4-5).

Conservation easements may be used in different ways for community forests.  For instance, the town of Randolph owns their community forestlands, but the state holds a conservation easement on the land.  The conservation easement outlines the forest management practices on the property and the state monitors the land as the easement holder (Nickens 2001).   Conservation easements may also be placed on private land to connect portions of the community forest for public access.  For example, the Weston Town Forest in Massachusetts acquired easements on land near their community forest so that hiking trails could be maintained.  The conservation easement granted public access on these privately owned lands (Donahue 2003).  Private landowners may have some financial incentives to place a conservation easement on their lands for community forest uses.  A landowner may receive some federal income, federal estate, and local property tax savings if he or she chooses to set the conservation easement in perpetuity (Willcox 2005).  Owners may reduce their property taxes because real estate taxes are based on the land’s “fair market value, which reflects the property’s development potential.  If a conservation easement reduces the development potential of the property, it may reduce the level of assessment and the amount of the owner’s property taxes” (Georgia Land Trust 2004: 6).  Public access is not required on land under a conservation easement, but public access may be necessary for owners to receive income tax savings (Georgia Land Trust 2004).  A landowner should not seek a conservation easement just for tax relief purposes; rather, these financial benefits should be considered secondary after permanently protecting the land (Fowler and Neuhauser 1998).
Not only do land trusts hold conservation easements, but they also provide a wealth of knowledge about funding options for a particular region.  Land trusts may additionally help communities gain more time to collect funding by buying parcels and later reselling them to towns or counties once the communities have enough money.  The Georgia Environmental Policy Institute (GEPI) keeps an undated record of all active land trusts in Georgia.  This list can be found on www.gepinstitute.com/landtrust.asp.  Below is information on land trusts listed on the GEPI website involved in Central Georgia:

1. Black Family Land Trust (www.bflt.org)
Formed in 2003, the mission of the Black Family Land Trust is “to ensure, protect, and preserve the natural, historic, environmental, and community resources of African Americans in the United States of America through land ownership.  This mission shall be accomplished through holding, conveying, buying, conserving, and/or selling land, ensuring community economic development, protecting naturally and environmentally sensitive lands, farms, and people, and preserving historically significant lands and communities for African Americans” (Black Family Land Trust 2005).

2. Georgia Land Trust (www.galandtrust.org)

The Georgia Land Trust’s mission is “to protect land for present and future generations… The Georgia Land Trust uses its extensive experience to guide landowners to a land protection solution that suits their needs” (Georgia Land Trust 2002).  The Georgia Land Trust does not hold land and only accepts conservation easements in perpetuity.  They hold 140 conservation easements on 35,000 acres that range in size from one acre to 4,500 acres.

3. Ocmulgee Land Trust 

P. O. Box 1017

Macon, GA 31202-1017

Phone: 448-743-7175

4. Oconee River Land Trust (www.orlt.com)

The Oconee River Land Trust protects “open space in the Oconee River Watershed, which is located in North and Middle Georgia. We are committed to preserving many different types of land, including woods, stream corridors, wetlands, wildlife habitat, productive farms and forests, historic sites and scenic vistas.”  The Land Trust owns one property and holds eighteen conservation easements to protect 1,368 acres (Oconee River Land Trust).
5. The Archaeological Conservancy (www.americanarchaeology.com)

The Archaeological Conservancy preserves endangered archaeological sites, including sites in Georgia where the region’s first Native American lived (The Archaeological Conservancy).

6. The Conservation Fund (www.conservationfund.org)

The Conservation Fund’s land conservation program helps “local, state and federal agencies, and nonprofit organizations acquire property from willing sellers to protect open space, wildlife habitat, public recreation areas, river corridors and historic places” (The Conservation Fund 2006).  In Georgia, The Conservation Fund bought 1,654 acres from Weyerhaeuser and resold it to the State, who plans to create a nature preserve on the property (Eilperin 2006).
7. The Nature Conservancy of Georgia (www.nature.org)

The Nature Conservancy’s mission is “to preserve the plants, animals and natural communities that represent the diversity of life on Earth by protecting the lands and waters they need to survive” (The Nature Conservancy 2006).

8. Trust for Public Land (www.tpl.org)
The Trust for Public Land (TPL) “conserves land for people to enjoy as parks, community gardens, historic sites, rural lands, and other natural places, ensuring livable communities for generations to come” (The Trust for Public Land 2006).  TPL does not own or manage land long-term.  Rather, TPL will buy land if there is a government agency or organization willing to own and govern the land.  TPL can be very helpful in locating funding sources for purchasing land or conservation easements.  

TPL initiated the Greenprint Georgia program.  TPL describes their program as “an innovative way to help local governments protect their critical natural and cultural resources and build enduring, prosperous communities.  A greenprint is to a community what a blueprint is to an architect” (The Trust for Public Land 2003).  The three steps to greenprinting are: agreeing on a community vision for the land and determining priority places to be preserved; identifying funding sources; and acquiring and managing the land in a sustainable manner (The Trust for Public Land 2003).

9. Wildlife Land Trust (www.wlt.org)
The Wildlife Land Trust “protects wildlife by preserving natural habitats and permanent sanctuaries” (Wildlife Land Trust 2006).  The Wildlife Land Trust will accept land or conservation easements. They have protected 120 acres in Hawkinsville, Georgia in Pulaski County.
State Funding Options

1. Georgia Land Conservation Program

The Georgia Land Conservation Program’s (GLCP) goals are “the improvement of water quality, conservation of fragile, threatened and natural habitats and conservation of forest and agricultural lands” (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2006b: 2).  The GLCP includes the Georgia Land Conservation Act and the Georgia Tax Credit Legislation.
A. Georgia Land Conservation Act

The Georgia Land Conservation Act (House Bill 98), signed into law on April 14, 2005, established the Georgia Land Conservation Council, the Georgia Land Conservation Trust Fund, and the Georgia Land Conservation Revolving Loan Fund.  All Georgia cities and counties in compliance with the Department of Community Affairs and Department of Audits and Accounts are eligible to apply for funding (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2005).  Cities and counties with approved land conservation projects may receive grants from the Georgia Land Conservation Trust Fund and loans from the Georgia Land Conservation Revolving Loan Fund.  These grants and loans may be used for purchasing lands and paying for activities associated with buying property, such as appraisals, surveys, and environmental reports (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2006b). These funds may be used as the only source or one component to acquire land and there is no requirement for matching funds (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2006c).

The Georgia Department of Natural Resources (DNR) evaluates project proposals for funding based on the goals of the project, the quality of the long-term management of the land, and the value of environmental and conservation benefits (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2005). Properties purchased with these funds must achieve one or more of the conservation goals outlined in the Georgia Land Conservation Program, including: “[w]ater quality protection for rivers, streams, and lakes,” “[r]eduction of erosion through protection of steep slopes, areas with erodible soils, and stream banks,” “[p]rotection of prime agricultural and forestry lands” and “[p]rovision of recreation in the form of boating, hiking, camping, fishing, hunting, running, jogging, biking, walking, and similar outdoor activities” (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2006b: 2).  

The governor budgeted $100 million for the loan and grant funds when he signed the act into law in 2005 (Office of the Governor 2005).  The state legislature approved an additional $5 million for the FY 2007 budget for grant funds (Georgia Land Conservation Program 2006a).  Under this program, the state purchased and permanently protected 1,683 acres of the Ocmulgee Wildlife Management Area in Twiggs and Bleckley Counties (Duncan 2006).

B. Georgia Tax Credit Legislation

Georgia Governor Perdue signed the Conservation Tax Credit Legislation (House Bill 1107) into law on April 21, 2006.  Under this bill, owners may give land or development rights to the state or local government or a nonprofit organization in exchange for a tax credit worth 25% of the fair market value of the real estate, up to $500,000 for a business or $250,000 for an individual. The Georgia DNR determines if land is eligible for the tax credit based on the conservation benefits received from preserving the land, such as “protecting water quality, prime farm and forest land, historic and cultural sites or recreation opportunities” (Duncan 2006).  Under this program, perhaps the land donated to local governments or nonprofit organizations could be used to establish community forests in Central Georgia.

2. OneGeorgia Authority

OneGeorgia Authority provides grants and loans “to finance activities that will assist applicants in promoting the economic security and creation and retention of economic opportunities for the citizens of the state through the development and retention of employment opportunities in rural areas of the state” (OneGeorgia Authority 2005b: 5).  A county is eligible for this funding if it has a population below 50,000 persons and poverty rate of 10% or higher.  A county may also be conditionally eligible if its population is under 500,000 people and it shares a border with a directly eligible rural county.  All of the counties in Central Georgia are directly or conditionally eligible for OneGeorgia Authority funding (OneGeorgia Authority 2005a).  Grants and loans from this program may be used to acquire property that will aid the community’s economic development (OneGeorgia Authority 2005b).

3. Urban and Community Forestry Grants
The Georgia Forestry Commission administers the Urban and Community Forestry Grant Program.  Local governments, nonprofits organizations, neighborhood associations, civic groups, and educational institutions are eligible to apply for these grants.  Priorities for this program include management plans for community forests, professional staffing, tree ordinances and policies, organizational development, and information and education.  Greenspace property acquisition is not permitted with these funds.  Grant requests should be between $2,000 and $20,000 and must be matched equally with non-federal funds.  In 2006, around $250,000 in urban and community forestry grants will be awarded to communities.  In 2005, Macon-Bibb Parks and Recreation received a $7,500 Urban and Community Forestry Grant (Georgia Forestry Commission 2006).

Federal Funding Options
Ann Ingerson’s Conservation Capital: Sources of Public Funding for Land Conservation (2004) lists federal funding programs that have been used for land acquisition.  Below is information on the Forest Legacy Program and the Land and Water Conservation Fund, which are the two most frequently cited federal funding sources for acquiring forestlands.  For more detailed information on federal funding sources, please see Ann Ingerson’s report.

1. Forest Legacy Program (FLP)
The Forest Legacy Program (FLP) was established in 1990 “to ascertain and protect environmentally important forest areas that are threatened by conversion to nonforest uses” (USDA Forest Service 2003: 3).  Lands protected under the FLP must be working forests, which are “forest lands from which specific objectives are derived following the stewardship principles that address timber management, wildlife management, soil [and] water conservation, recreation, and aesthetics” (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001: 7).  FLP funds may go towards 75% of the cost of acquiring land or a conservation easement.  Local governments, state governments, or nonprofits must provide the remaining 25% (Buckley and Schaffer 2002).  The USDA Forest Service, the state, or the local government may use these funds, but land trusts are not eligible (Land Trust Alliance 2006).  Acquisitions through the Forest Legacy Program are perpetual and binding on future owners (USDA Forest Service 2003).  Unfortunately, FLP funds are in high demand and difficult to receive.  For FY 2006, Congress appropriated $57 million for the FLP budget (Minnesota Center for Environmental Advocacy 2006).

States choose to join this program administered by the U.S. Forest Service (Willcox 2005).  States first produce an Assessment of Need (AON), which denotes the areas within the state that most require protection as Forest Legacy Areas (FLAs) due to their ecological and recreational values (Ingerson 2004).  In Georgia, FLAs are designated and ranked according to these values (the sequence of this list does not indicate the order of importance of these values): 

1. Scenic resources;

2. Public recreation opportunities;

3. Public education opportunities;

4. Riparian areas;

5. Significant groundwater recharge areas;

6. Wetlands;

7. Fish and wildlife habitat;

8. Native plant communities;

9. Connectivity to other significant areas and other protected lands;

10. Known threatened and endangered species;

11. Known cultural resources;

12. Other ecological values; and

These forests should provide opportunities for the continuation of traditional forest uses, such as ecology-based forest management, sustainable timber harvesting, and outdoor recreation (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001: 11-12).

The Georgia AON recognizes that the Heartland Forest Legacy Area in Central Georgia is one of six key locations to protect in the state under the FLP.  The counties included in the Heartland FLA are Baldwin, Bibb, Butts, Greene, Houston, Jasper, Jones, Monroe, Morgan, Newton, Putnam, and Twiggs.  The specific preservation goals of this region are: “Consolidate (i.e. connectivity) and buffer public forestlands.  Protect and provide public recreation on public lands and the Ocmulgee River and [its] associated swamplands” (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001: 44).

2. Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF)
In 1964, Congress established the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) to protect natural areas.  The annual budget, primarily funded from offshore oil and gas leases on the Outer Continental Shelf, is supposed to be $900 million, but only twice in the Fund’s history has this budget been met.  The budget goes towards two programs, one federal and one state.  The federal program provides funds for the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Forest Service, and National Park Service to purchase land that will be federally owned for conservation and recreation (Ingerson 2004). In Central Georgia, these agencies are eligible to acquire land for the Bond Swamp National Wildlife Refuge, Ocmulgee National Monument, Oconee National Forest, and Piedmont National Wildlife Refuge under the federal LWCF program.  

The “stateside” program provides funds to state and local governments for planning and acquiring land and recreation areas (The Wilderness Society 2006).  To be eligible for the stateside grants, states must write and update a Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCROP) and get it approved by the National Park Service.  A SCORP describes current recreational resources and priority recreational areas that could use improvements (National Park Service 2006).  In Georgia, priority projects protect recreational opportunities, resources, or habitat for rare or endangered species, link recreational areas, and have been identified as priorities by a formal planning document, land use plan, or community study (Georgia Department of Natural Resources 2006).  For FY 2006, Georgia received $673,828 of the $27,994,976 stateside grant budget appropriated by the Department of Interior (National Park Service 2006).

Bonds

1. Bonds Issued by Local Communities

Local governments, including counties and municipalities, may issue municipal bonds to raise funds.  These bonds are usually tax-exempt, so the borrowing rate for the government can be lower than from other lending sources (Zimmerman 2006).  In the case of community forests, counties or municipalities could issue revenue bonds to purchase forestland and pay back the bond with income from harvesting the land.

2. Community Forestry Bonds

The forestry and financial service company US Forest Capital developed the concept of the community forestry bond.  This company defines community forestry bonds as “taxable or tax-exempt revenue bonds…issued to allow for the acquisition of forest or agricultural land by a qualified buyer. The low-cost bonds would be revenue bonds, backed by the revenue stream generated by the low-impact management of the land. The land would be owned in fee by the qualified buyer” (US Forest Capital 2005).  Community Forestry Bonds are not yet a reality, but hopefully in the coming years Congress will pass legislation that allows “private nonprofits to issue tax-exempt debt” (US Forest Capital 2005).
In 2002, the nonprofit organization Evergeen Forest Trust funded its $185 million purchase of 100,000 acres in Washington from Weyerhaeuser by issuing community forestry bonds.  This transaction required Congress to clarify a federal tax law to allow Evergreen to issue tax-exempt revenue bonds.  The Trust uses sales from timber harvests to pay back their debt (Forest Conservation Company to Buy Weyerhaeuser Land. 2002).  

Because Congress has not yet approved community forestry bond legislation, some states have been proactive about establishing their own bills that encourage community forests.  For example, Oregon enacted the Community Forest Authority Bill in 2005 that permits municipalities to establish community forest authorities that can issue tax-exempt bonds and use the revenue from the bonds to acquire community forestlands.  Money from timber harvesting and other uses of the land is used to pay off the debt (Murray 2005).

Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax (SPLOST)

Enacted in 1985, the Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax (SPLOST) legislation permits county governments to levy a one percent county tax on items subject to state sales tax.  The county controls funds earned from this tax and determines which projects will be financed with the money.  Projects should benefit the whole county.  Before the county imposes this tax, the local electorate must approve a referendum for the tax proposed by county commissioners.  The tax can be imposed for up to five years or until the maximum funding is reached.  SPLOST projects may include land acquisition (Oconee County Board of Commissioners 2003).

Foundations and Program Related Investments (PRIs)
Foundations may offer grants for conservation-related projects, including community forests.  Program Related Investments (PRIs) are loans from or high-risk investments by private grant-making foundations that align with the “philanthropic mission of the foundation” (Willcox 2005: 73).  These loans are often provided below market rates to nonprofit organizations.  PRIs have been used for the acquisition of land for conservation values (Willcox 2005).  Below is information on foundations that offer grants and PRIs for preservation purposes.

1.  Acres for America (www.nfwf.org/programs/acresforamerica/)
The National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. founded the Acres for America program.  The program aims to “conserve the nation's critical wildlife habitat for future generations” by offering $2.5 million per year through 2014 for conservation projects (National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 2006a).  Property acquired with Acres for America funds must meet certain criteria laid out by the program, including: endorsement by government agencies and non-profit conservation organizations; reductions in habitat fragmentation by obtaining property; protection of important wildlife, fish, and plants; easement must meet conservation purposes; and public access on land preferred (National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 2006b).

2. David and Lucile Packard Foundation (www.packard.org)

The David and Lucile Packard Foundation awards grants for conservation and science projects that focus on sustainability.  PRIs from the Foundation are usually only available to existing grant recipients (The David and Lucile Packard Foundation 2006).  

3. Ford Foundation (www.fordfound.org)
Through its Asset Building and Community Development Program, the Ford Foundation offers grants for Environment and Development projects that help people acquire, manage, and protect land and forests (Ford Foundation 2006).

4. HKH Foundation (www.hkhfdn.org)
The HKH Foundation gives grants for preserving the environment through “protecting the Commons” (HKH Foundation).

5. Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation (www.noyes.org)
The Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation’s funding priorities are environmental projects that protect natural resources that are jeopardized by toxics, promote environmental justice, and encourage sustainable agriculture (Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation 2006).

6. MacArthur Foundation (www.macfound.org)
The MacArthur Foundation gives grants for human and community development projects.  The Foundation also makes PRIs.  These loans are usually long-term with balloon maturity and a three-percent interest rate (The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 2005).

7. William Penn Foundation (www.williampennfoundation.org)
The William Penn Foundation funds environment and community projects that promote sustainable regional development and watershed assets (William Penn Foundation 2005).

Benefits of Community Forests

Economic

Many economic benefits are associated with community forests.  The most commonly cited economic benefit is that the community forest becomes an economic asset to a town or county through sustainable timber harvesting.  For instance, a study for the Mt. Washington Valley Economic Council in New Hampshire and Maine demonstrated that ten town forests in the region either paid for themselves or contributed revenue to all the towns (Bisson and Lyman 2003).  

Community forests may also provide non-timber forest products (NTFPs, also known as special forest products).  NTFPs include medicinal, decorative, specialty wood, and edible products and are becoming increasingly significant in shifting communities away from timber-based economies (Enzer 1998).  Virginia Tech’s website, www.sfp.forprod.vt.edu, contains detailed information about particular non-timber forest products.  The website does warn, however, that NTFPs are rarely the sole source of income for individuals and commercially gathering these items would likely deplete the resource (Virginia Polytechnic Institute et al. 2006).
Other creative uses of wood products from community forests may be a viable option for boosting local economies.  For instance, the Maine WoodNet project initiated by The Wilderness Society is a network of over fifty wood product businesses in Maine.  These businesses build wood furniture, cabinets, and games according to the philosophy of maximizing “the efficiency of wood use to ensure that our forests will be enjoyed for generations to come” (Maine WoodNet).  This is achieved by making sustainable products from surplus and scrap wood.

Community forests may also help protect local economies by attracting income from industries other than forestry.  Community forests may draw hunters, anglers, hikers, tourists, and scientific researchers.  In Georgia alone, anglers spend nearly $500 million per year and 14,700 jobs are associated with this recreational fishing industry (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).

Community forests may further attract residents and businesses, which bring added revenue to towns and counties.  Individuals and companies tend to locate where a high quality of life can be found.  Quality of life for employees is the third most important factor for corporate CEOs when deciding where to locate their business (The Trust for Public Land 1999).  Forestlands contribute to improving the quality of life by providing social benefits, recreational opportunities, and environmental services, such as clean air and water (The Wilderness Society 2004b).  

Community forests may also influence tax rates of towns and counties.  Forestlands may enhance the value and assessments of nearby private properties, which may lead to higher property taxes.  Towns may counterbalance this consequence by reducing tax rates so that the revenue from taxes remains the same.  Lower tax rates may in turn attract more businesses.  Furthermore, forestlands and open space usually provide more tax revenue for public services than what the land uses.  This may make the cost of public services less in the region, which requires lower tax rates to support (The Wilderness Society 2004b).  Land conservation may, however, increase local property taxes by taking land off of the tax roll.  Studies have found that this potential consequence varies in different communities, so towns or counties interested in establishing a community forest should conduct their own studies to see how a community forest might influence their local taxes (The Trust for Public Land 1999).

A community forest may become a real asset to a town or county by bringing in revenue and helping sustain the local economy.  When communities center their economies on the timber industry, they risk large timber companies divesting from their region.  By establishing a community forest, residents protect their economy by having the decision-making power to determine the uses of their land and ensure that economic returns are invested in their community (Lyman 2005).  Community forests further provide many non-monetary social and environmental benefits, which are described below.

Social

Social benefits of community forests contribute to fostering a sense of place and strong connection with the land.  Residents may have traditional uses of their land that would be lost if their forests are developed.  Organizing a community forest allows an opportunity for these uses to be passed down to future generations.  Other applications of community forests, such as using the land for recreation or as an outdoor classroom for local schools, may also promote a higher quality of life (Choices and Challenges in Town Forest Management 2003).  Losing open space to development causes more fragmentation and smaller parcels, which hurt the potential of recreational experiences (Stein et al. 2005).

Having forests nearby may also provide health benefits.  Studies have found that walking in the woods can help relax individuals and relieve psychological and emotional stress (Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 2000).  Forests further provide aesthetic value to communities.

Environmental

Many environmental services are associated with forestlands.  By creating a community forest, residents may secure access to clean water and air.  Establishing a community forest helps protect and regulate the watershed of the region by preserving water quantity and quality.  Trees decrease storm water runoff, which often contains debris and contaminants picked up from pavement or other impervious surfaces, from rushing into streams and rivers.   They also help improve water quality by filtering surface water and preventing erosion.  In addition, trees clean the air by absorbing pollutants and storing carbon (American Forests 2004).  Other environmental benefits of community forests include protecting wildlife habitat, regulating temperature, and maintaining environmental stability.  

The U.S. Forest Service’s report Forests on the Edge: Housing Development on America’s Private Forests (2005) found that increased housing density and development in forested areas can lead to smaller parcels of forests, which are associated with “decreases in native wildlife populations,” “less biodiversity and more opportunities for invasions of nonnative species,” “[l]ong-term modifications to and reductions in water quality and aquatic diversity,” “[d]ecreases in timber production and active forest management,” “[i]ncreases in fire risk,” “[g]reater loss of life and property owing to wildfire,” “[c]hanges in scenic quality and recreational opportunities,” and “[s]hifts in price levels and economic benefits for forest-based products – including fewer options for timber management, recreation, and other uses whose economic benefits rely on large forested areas” (Stein et al. 2005: 11-13).

Development leading to fragmentation and smaller forestland parcels also impairs environmental services by reducing the connections between habitats.  Loss of landscape connectivity is one of the largest threats to the survival of many species.  Isolating populations disturbs the movements and gene flows of wildlife and plants and puts species at a greater danger of disappearing from the region (The Wilderness Society 2004a).  Community forests may help prevent these negative effects of landscape fragmentation.

Importance of Community Forests in Central Georgia

A map of relative wildness in Georgia produced for the Wilderness Society by the Center for Remote Sensing and Mapping Science at the University of Georgia revealed that Central Georgia is the third wildest area in the state (Center for Remote Sensing and Mapping Science 2002).  Much of this wildland is privately owned and therefore at risk of being sold and developed.  The timber industry company Weyerhaeuser’s 2004 sale of 322,000 acres in Central Georgia granted an opportunity for the use of these forestlands to be converted to residences and office buildings.  Weyerhaeuser’s former land includes over 16,000 acres of the 18,875-acre Oaky Woods Wildlife Management Area (WMA) and over half of the 30,000-acre Ocmulgee WMA that the company leased to the state (Seabrook 2004).  Sales of this size are probably only going to continue and the U.S. Forest Service estimates that over the next 25 years, 44 million acres of private forestland will be sold in the country (Eilperin 2006).  Each sale offers a chance for sellers and buyers to subdivide the parcels and fragment the forestlands.  Larger tracts of land, however, are better fit for commercial timber harvesting and providing environmental services.  Social and ecological benefits of forests are also better protected on public land, but only 15% of forestlands east of the Mississippi River are publicly owned (Ingerson 2004).  In Georgia, this percentage is even smaller with public agencies owning only 7% of the state’s timberlands (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).  Publicly owned community forests can ensure that forestlands continue to provide economic, social, and environmental benefits for today’s residents and future generations.

In Georgia, 23.8 million acres of the state’s 24.4 million acres of forestlands are classified as timberlands.  This is the largest amount of land available for timber harvesting of any state in the U.S.  Georgia’s Assessment of Need for the FLP estimated that 10% of these forests will be converted to other land uses by 2030 (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).  U.S. Forest Service researchers are less hopeful and predict that a quarter of Georgia’s timberlands will be developed by 2010 (Shelton 2005).  

Development and increases in population density threaten Georgia’s forestlands.  Georgia is ranked third in the country for the rate of farms and forests being converted to other uses and fourth for population increase (The Trust for Public Land 2003).  The Forest Service’s Southern Forest Resource Assessment found that urban development was the number one cause of forest loss in the South in the 1990s (Stein et al. 2005).  Population growth also threatens Georgia’s forestlands.  In Central Georgia, the population increased in every county within the Heartland Forest Legacy Area (see the FLP funding section above for a list of counties included in this area) from 1990 to 2000; the average increase was 18% above the 1990 levels, with the largest population growth in Houston and Newton counties.  The average population density of the Heartland Forest Legacy Area is 123 people per square mile.  The threshold level is considered 150 persons per square mile; once population densities are above this threshold, there is “little to no chance that forest management opportunities will exist” (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001: 43).  Because Bibb, Houston, and Newton Counties are already above this threshold level, it is all the more critical that community forests and other conservation strategies are employed in Central Georgia (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).  

Forests are crucial to Georgia’s economy because forestry is the number one industry in the state, contributing almost $20 billion annually and providing 177,000 jobs.  From 2001 to 2003, however, Georgia’s forestry industry’s contribution to the economy in jobs, timber sales, and related spending fell from $30.5 billion to $20.2 billion according to a Georgia Tech economist (Shelton 2005).  State-run WMAs also help Georgia’s economy by attracting anglers, hunters, wildlife viewers, campers, hikers, and horseback riders.  Central Georgia is one of the most popular regions in the state for forest recreation.  In 1996, 5.5 million wildlife watchers spent $941 million in Georgia.  From 1999 to 2000, 80,058 licenses were sold for individuals to hunt or fish in Georgia’s WMAs and in 1999 805,052 fishing licenses were sold in Georgia.  Central Georgia is home to some of the largest populations of game species, such as wild turkey and white-tailed deer (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).  By establishing community forests, Georgia citizens could transition their state’s economy to be less centered on logging and more diversified by focusing on recreation, tourism, and creative wood products.

Community forests in Central Georgia could also protect crucial habitats for many endangered and threatened species.  The Bond Swamp region near Macon is home to one of only three remaining black bear populations in Georgia (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).  More than 300 black bears are thought to roam this area, primarily in Bibb, Houston, Twiggs, and Wilkinson counties.  If black bears lose their critical forest habitat, they may be extirpated from Central Georgia within twenty years (Stanley 2005).  One of the largest populations of Swainson’s warblers in the state also lives in the Bond Swamp region.  Industrial companies, particularly mining businesses, own much of Bond Swamp, so the region is at risk of being converted to non-forestland uses.  

Central Georgia is also home to one of five populations in the state of the endangered red-cockaded woodpecker.  Bald eagles, Bachman’s sparrows, wood thrushes, summer tanagers, Acadian flycatchers, spotted turtles, and gopher tortoises are among the state and federally listed endangered, threatened, rare, or unusual species found in the area (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001).  Community forests in Central Georgia would give residents a chance to keep larger tracts of land and protect critical wildlife habitat.

Protecting the forests of Central Georgia is also important to preserve the water quality of the Ocmulgee and Oconee Rivers, which provide drinking water for several communities in the region, including Macon and Milledgeville.  Three watersheds in Central Georgia, the Upper Oconee, Upper Ocmulgee, and Lower Ocmulgee, are all classified as Category 1 by the State Unified Watershed Assessment, meaning that they are “impaired and most in need of restoration” (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001: 48).  The U.S. Forest Service’s report Forests on the Edge found that the Upper Oconee is the third most at risk watershed in the country to experience an increase in housing density (Stein et al. 2005: 7).  The largest threat to water supply resources is human activity because removing vegetation and increasing the amount of impervious surfaces causes an increase in erosion (Georgia Forestry Commission 2001). Community forests can help protect and restore water supplies.

Opportunities

With the possibility that large tracts of land will be put on the market in the near future, now is an excellent time for residents to begin considering the feasibility of community forests in their town or county.  Because community forests are new to Georgia, determining which ownership structure best fits a community will require more research by local residents, interest groups, or government agencies.  In North Georgia, White County and the Sautee-Nacoochee Center recently established the White County Community Forest Education Project dedicated to preserving trees and informing the public about benefits associated with trees.  While this project does not fall into the definition of a community forest as forestlands owned and managed by the community, the White County project shows that Georgia’s residents are dedicated to protecting their greenspace and open to new conservation strategies (White County Chamber of Commerce and Sautee-Nacoochee Center).

Although community forests are a new concept to Georgia, many organizations and agencies in the state are already dedicated to promoting sustainable forestland uses.  If a community is thinking about establishing a community forest, residents may wish to contact land trusts for advice on funding sources and the Georgia Forestry Commission for recommendations on forest stewardship management practices.  Starting a community forest in Central Georgia may be challenging because there are not any community forests in the state from which to get advice about uses and management plans that would work well in Georgia.  Despite this challenge, communities will meet many informative and dedicated Georgia residents by networking. 

Challenges
Residents and government officials recognize several challenges to land conservation in Georgia.  First, Georgia citizens like private ownership of their land.  Residents may distrust public ownership because it infringes upon their private property rights.  They may further feel that the government fails to understand the local needs of the land.  Community forests may ease this distrust of public ownership because residents participate in determining the uses and management practices of the land.  Georgia residents may also create a different ownership structure that incorporates private ownership.  Perhaps owners could donate or sell a conservation easement on their land and allow public input into the management of the land.  Or perhaps a developer could buy the land and create a sustainable community that owns and manages forestlands.  Because community forests are very flexible in their ownership and management structures, residents may consider different possibilities to find which structure best fits their land and goals.

A second challenge is that various interest groups in Central Georgia currently work on very different, and at times conflicting, projects.  Towns and counties with community forests have noted that the process of establishing a community forest successfully brought together different sectors.  In Central Georgia, a leader who bridges the gap between different interest groups would be key to creating a community forest. 

Funding and timing are also obstacles to creating Central Georgia community forests.  In 2004, the news that Weyerhaeuser planned to sell 322,000 acres gave organizations and agencies little time to respond and get funding for conserving this land.  Ideally, citizens should have funding ready to acquire forestlands when they are put on the market.

The Next Step for Community Forests in Central Georgia

Community forests have been very successful in different parts of the country and they could be an effective land conservation strategy in Central Georgia.  While this paper gives a general description of community forests, their ownership and management structures, possible funding sources, and their importance, many more questions exist about specific opportunities in Central Georgia.  For instance, which ownership structure would work best in Georgia’s political environment?  Are any local land trusts interested in owning a community forest?  Which forestlands could feasibly be used for community forests?  Would community forests be a financial burden on communities and how would they affect local tax rates?  Do Georgia’s towns and counties have the resources to manage and monitor the forestlands?  Residents interested in establishing a community forest may wish to consider some of these questions as they plan for their community forest.

Conclusion

Community forests offer an opportunity for citizens to unite to protect their forests, local economies, and quality of life.  Mark Baker and Jonathan Kusel in their book Community Forestry in the United States (2003) describe community forestry as a three-legged stool, with the environment, the economy, and equity representing the three legs.  All three legs have equal importance in community forests and without one of the legs, the stool would no longer be able to stay upright (Hanna 2005).  By organizing a community forest, Central Georgia citizens would determine which uses best fit their community and which management practices best balance their goals.  The residents would have the power to manage their lands in a sustainable manner, diversify their economy, gain job security by expanding which sectors they support, and guarantee that their forests would be preserved for the enjoyment of future generations.

One of the greatest motivations behind establishing a community forest is social responsibility.  By owning and managing a forest, residents are taking charge of protecting their land and heritage for future generations.  Unfortunately, today “[i]n many parts of Georgia, trees are now less valuable than the land on which they stand” (Shelton 2005).  With development on the rise, residents must act now to employ conservation strategies because once the forestlands have been developed, the "asphalt's the last crop. Once it's converted, it's gone" (Shelton 2005).  With large tracts of forestlands on the market, Central Georgia residents have a great opportunity to protect their land through local public ownership.  Hopefully, citizens will be called into action to preserve their land, heritage, economy, and environment for all to enjoy.
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