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Paddle Georgia on the Ogeechee River 
took place June 20-26 from Statesboro to 
Savannah. Here are a few photos from the 

trip.

The heroes of Paddle Georgia 2015 are Georgia Canoe 
Association volunteer and GRN board member Vincent 
Payne and his crew of safety boaters and strainer busters. 
Vincent, along with Rob Garber, Keith & Lisa Haskell, 
Bonny Putney, Mike McCarthy and a host of other volunteers 
from the Paddle Georgia navy scouted the river in advance 
of the main body of paddlers strategically trimming strainers 
and sweepers to make a safe passage. Meanwhile, dozens 
of paddlers volunteered on the spot to safely move their 
comrades through the most difficult obstacles. This level of 
volunteerism gave us a glimpse of heaven in the face of what 
could have evolved into hellish situations. Vincent Payne in 
photo below.

Chris Thompson and Taylor Morris help a fellow paddler 
through a strainer. Photo on top right.

Marco Newman (photo on bottom right) and brother Evan 
may have launched themselves off more rope swings on more 
different Georgia rivers than anyone in the state of Georgia. 
On the Ogeechee, they continued their quest.

Paddle Georgia Brings 400 People Together 
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More Paddle Georgia Highlights
The “Nude Beach Photo Contest” provided some of the biggest laughs of the week. 
Contestants posed “nude”, creatively concealing critical body parts. This tastefully done pose 
is courtesy of Patty Leighton, Jake Sandlin and Nicole De Lisle. It should be noted that no 
clothes were removed in the making of “Nude Beach” photos.   
 
Camp Creek Middle School’s team of 12 teachers and youth was led by Joey Guinta and 
Alicia Evans. This group, most of whom had never paddled a canoe on a river, endured 
a Day 2 paddle that was the most challenging day of Paddle Georgia since 2008. Other 
novices would have thrown in the towel, but this group stayed the course and before the 
trip’s end had mastered paddling strokes and were enjoying the rewards of the river. It was a 
truly inspirational group of youth. See the photo of Alicia and youth at the bottom.

Read Joe Cook’s blog about the journey at https://garivernetwork.wordpress.com/
Next year’s trip is tentatively set for the Conasauga-Oostanaula-Coosa Rivers in Northwest 
Georgia June 18-24. We hope to see you there!

2015 Sponsors and Partners – Cary S. Baxter, CPA; Patagonia; China Clay Producers 
Association; CYA Agency, Inc.; Georgia Power; Hennessy Land Rover; Maxxis; 
Oglethorpe Power; R. Terry Pate, CPA; RS Industrial, Inc.; Simmons Bedding Company; 
Sole Source Electrical Contractors; StreamTechs; Troncolli Chrysler Jeep Dodge Ram 
Subaru; AR Motorsports; The Outside World; Cedar Creek RV and Outdoor Center; 
Half-Moon Outfitters; Friends of State Parks; Geraldine’s; New Belgium Brewing; Fair 
Shot Coffee; American Canoe Association; Café Campesino; Ogeechee Riverkeeper; 
Georgia Canoe Association; Georgia Adopt-A-Stream; Project Wet



On June 15, 2015, the Georgia Supreme 
Court issued a ruling on a critical issue 
for Georgia’s streams.  Unfortunately, the court 

decided only Georgia streams with “wrested vegetation”, or 
clearly defined beds and banks, are entitled to protection from 
land disturbing activities by 25-foot vegetative buffers as set 
forth in the Erosion and Sedimentation Act.

On August 3, 2012, we (GRN and American Rivers, with 
representation by Southern Environmental Law Center) 
challenged the Georgia Environmental Protection Division’s 
(EPD) issuance of a stream buffer variance to Grady County 
for construction of the Tired Creek fishing lake.  After 
multiple judges in lower courts ruled in our favor, EPD and 
Grady County filed an appeal to the Georgia Supreme Court 
where the case was argued in January 2015. 

We hoped the Supreme Court’s decision would correct a 
decades-long, inequitable and confusing EPD policy that 
historically protected some Georgia streams, while not 
protecting others that lacked “wrested vegetation.” Protective 
buffers are easily measured along streams, creeks and rivers 
with clearly-defined banks, where moving water has undercut 
the adjacent land and visibly removed or prevented the growth 
of plant life due to the effects of fast-moving water. 

However, these areas of “wrested vegetation” are not common 
to all waterways in Georgia. For instance, south Georgia’s 
slow moving and black water rivers do not generate enough 
velocity to ‘wrest’ vegetation.  Additionally, coastal marshes 
are influenced by tides that typically leave vegetation intact.  
For over a decade, an old state policy protected coastal 
marshes lacking wrested vegetation with a buffer, but other 
Georgia waters that did not have wrested vegetation were 
left unprotected.  We wanted to correct that inequitable and 
confusing policy.

While the Georgia Supreme Court did not agree, we did win 
some protections in another branch of government.

On April 22, 2014, EPD reversed the agency’s policy 
requiring buffers on all tidal creeks and coastal marshlands.  
The Director erased the 25-foot buffer between coastal 
uplands and coastal waters where “wrested vegetation” was not 

present.  From a legal perspective, buffer protections on the 
Georgia coast eliminated by EPD’s April 22, 2014 action were 
technically reinstated by a July 16, 2014 lower-court decision 
regarding Grady County’s buffer variance.

Members of the 2015 General Assembly were keenly aware 
of these agency and judicial turns.  In anticipation of June’s 
Supreme Court ruling, Senate Bill 101 was introduced to 
restore coastal marsh buffer protections that were lost on 
Earth Day 2014.  SB 101 passed both chambers (in the 
House, unanimously) and established a 25-foot buffer in the 
Erosion and Sedimentation Act to specifically protect the 
coastal marsh from sediment pollution.  

It is very important to understand SB 101 helped resolve 
the buffer issue in areas specially protected by the Coastal 
Marshlands Protection Act.  SB 101 does not fix broken 
buffer protections everywhere.

The bottom line: SB 101 protects the coastal marsh while the 
Supreme Court decision leaves miles and miles of Georgia’s 
streams, creeks and rivers flowing to the coast without the 
same buffer protections.

The science is sound and clear: buffers work.  Buffers act like 
filters between land disturbing activity and the water we need 
to drink, fish in and swim in, that wildlife needs to live, or that 
boats need to float.  In general, the wider and less disturbed 
the buffer is, the more effective the buffer is for nature 
protection, pollution control, and wildlife conservation. 

From the mountains to the coast and across south Georgia, 
and for upstream and downstream communities, buffers are 
critical for preserving the health of creeks, streams and rivers, 
as well as our marshes from pollutant-contaminated runoff 
from disturbed land, roofs, driveways and roads.  Buffers are 
also the most cost-effective means to protect water quality and 
property values.

There are clear and established methods for measuring a 
buffer in the absence of wrested vegetation.  Georgia’s waters 
do not have to be brown or stained with red clay.  Please join 
us so they can flow clear again.  More details can be found at 
https://garivernetwork.wordpress.com/.

Tired Creek Case Comes To A Close

Sign Up for Protect Georgia Action Alerts
Members can stay up to date on issues affecting clean water, the health of our rivers and Georgia’s vital 
natural resources by signing-up for Protect Georgia action alerts.  It is free and allows you to easily contact 
your senator, representative or other decision maker via e-mail when an important decision is pending or a 
vote is scheduled.   Sign up here: http://www.protectgeorgia.org/georgia-river-network---sign-up-form.html



Donate A Vehicle to GRN and Help Save Rivers

Donate a vehicle to GRN and help save our 
rivers!  Turn your car, truck, RV, or boat into funds 
to protect Georgia’s 

rivers. Donating is quick, easy, 
and secure.  

We accept any vehicle - 
running or not - including cars, 
trucks, boats, RVs, ATVs, 
motorcycles, waverunners, 
and more. We work with our 
colleagues at Charitable Auto 
Resources to ensure that your 
donation delivers the highest 
possible revenue to Georgia 
River Network and that your 
experience is convenient and 
efficient. 

Your vehicle is towed free of charge and the donation is 
eligible for a tax deduction.

GRN is already receiving funds
from this program to help 
protect rivers.

Contact Davin Welter, GRN’s 
Development Director, at 
davin@garivers.org or 706-
548-4508 if you are interested 
in taking advantage of this 
opportunity or for more 
information about the vehicle 
donation program.

Join Georgia River Network Columbus Day weekend 2015 for a voyage on the Flint River 
that would fill Christopher Columbus with envy. 

Oct. 9-12, we’ll travel 70 miles on the Flint 
from Albany to Bainbridge taking in the best 
of the Flint--beautiful blue hole springs, lively 
rapids, rich history, abundant wildlife and more! 
Fashioned after our annual week-long Paddle 
Georgia events, we’ll tent camp at Chehaw Park 
and on the river two nights at Rocky Bend Flint 
River Retreat. 

Like our annual summer adventure, we’ll 
enjoy catered meals, educational programs and 
great camaraderie as we make our way down 
one of Georgia’s most beautiful rivers during a 
beautiful time of year. Tent camping only with 
limited options for indoor camping. 

Register today!  Visit www.garivers.org/paddle_
georgia/fallfloat.html for more information. 

Fall Float - Register Now!



 2015 Hidden Gems
 
Save the date for excursions to rediscover some of the hidden gems 
on Georgia’s waterways. Each one-day river trip includes lunch and 
presentations along the route, ranging from natural history and water 
quality testing to cultural history and river cleanups. 

Aug 22: South River – From Urban Wasteland to Wet & Wild Oasis  
Go with the flow and explore this nearly forgotten beauty. Register now 
at www.south_river.eventbrite.com!

Nov 14: Ochlockonee River – Tea-Stained Waters, Cypress Knees & 
Rich Wildlife Diversity - Discover this majestic river in the Red Hills of 
Southwest Georgia.

The Chattahoochee River User’s Guide—the latest in a series of river guides from 
Georgia River Network and the University of Georgia Press, traces the 430-mile course 
of the Hooch from its headwaters at a spring on Coon Den Ridge near Jacks Knob 
in northeastern Georgia to its confluence with the Flint River, where they form the 
Apalachicola River. The Georgia River network guides provide many little-known facts 
about Georgia’s rivers, bring to life these rivers’ cultural and natural history, and present 
river issues in an immersive and engaging manner that will inspire users to help protect 
their local waterways.  

You can buy this guidebook ($26 including shipping) as well as the User’s Guide to the 
Etowah River ($23 including shipping) by calling us at 706-549-4508. 

The Broad River User’s Guide will be released next.

River Guidebooks for Sale

Hike Inn Trip for GRN Members
Georgia River Network (GRN) has an opportunity to bring a group 
to the Hike Inn on Wed., Sept. 9th.  The Inn has room for up to 40 
people - first come, first served.  Cost and How to Sign Up: The Hike 
Inn is generously offering a special rate for our group! $42.50/person 
for double occupancy, $58.50/person for single occupancy (Normally 
$170/$117!) + tax. To reserve your spot, contact the Hike Inn at 800-
581-8032, 10:00am - 5:00pm Monday-Friday. Provide code GRN for the 
discount. About the Hike Inn: http://hike-inn.com.



Weekend for Rivers 2015 registration is 
OPEN!  Register NOW (or before August 
14th) to take advantage of the earlybird 

discount! Join us September 19th at the Chattahoochee 
Nature Center in Roswell, GA for a day of inspiration, 
education and connections with folks who love Georgia’s 
rivers as much as you do! Weekend for Rivers is GRN’s 
Annual Conference and River Celebration event that gives 
us all a chance to celebrate Georgia’s unique, beautiful rivers 
through sharing stories and information and hanging out 
with our river-loving friends, new and old! On Sunday, you’ll 
have the chance to paddle a beautiful 9-mile stretch of the 
Chattahoochee with Shoot the Hooch!

The theme of this year’s Weekend for Rivers is “River 
Revelations.”  Three tracks will explore Georgia’s rivers from 
different angles: 

•The Revelations Track will take a look at Georgia’s rivers 
through many different lenses and reveal the ways that 
rivers impact our lives and our point of view.  The focus of 
this track will be on stories told by artists, scientists, river 
advocates and others, about how a river might have taught 
an important life lesson about anything--local government, 
community, family, or the natural world.  

•The Technical Track will include presentations about policy, 
science, and water law, from the laws around coastal marsh 
buffers to Waters of the United States. 

•The Board Track will be a special opportunity for board 
members of river groups from all over the state to come 
together to share stories and learn about the best ways 
to deal with one of the biggest issues that plagues every 
nonprofit: How do we raise the money to do the work we 
do?  Participants will learn from other Georgia river group 

leaders about what works and what doesn’t in grant writing, 
supporter fundraising, getting and keeping major donors, and 
organizing a lucrative, popular, long-lasting event. 

Saturday evening, we’ll have a ton of fun at our annual River 
Celebration Party and then we’ll camp at the Chattahoochee 
Nature Center (indoor and outdoor camping will be available, 
OR you can just get a hotel room).

Wake up on Sunday, and paddle a gorgeous 9-mile stretch 
of the nationally-designated Chattahoochee Water Trail, 
through the Chattahoochee River National Recreation 
Area. You will be putting in at the Garrard Boat Ramp on 
the John’s Creek Environmental Campus in Alpharetta and 
taking out at the Chattahoochee River Park in Roswell, 
Georgia. Shoot the Hooch will be renting boats, and can 
shuttle you back to your car at the end of the paddle. 

Go to http://garivers.org/events/weekend-for-rivers.html 
for more information and to register for Weekend for Rivers. 
(And don’t forget to register before August 14th to take 
advantage of the early registration discount!)

We can’t wait to spend the 
Weekend with you! 

Thanks to our Sponsors!

Weekend for Rivers 2015



Group Spotlight: Soque River Watershed Asso-
ciation

Each year, Jesslyn Shields, Georgia River 
Network’s Watershed Support Coordinator, 
works intensively with a couple river 

protection groups to help strengthen their 
organizational bones and navigate the tricky 
waters of river protection. This year, Jesslyn has been 
working with Soque River Watershed Alliance, an organization 
dedicated to the protection and restoration of the Soque River 
and its tributaries. 

SRWA is a small organization, but they’ve accomplished a 
lot since its founding in 1998 and even survived their office 
catching fire a couple years ago! They have been lucky enough 
to have great leadership, a unique take on how to tailor the 
work they do to the Soque, and strong programs that involve 
the community in the work they do.  The organization also has 
a culture of planning for the future, and the board has written 
and implemented several consecutive 3-year strategic plans, all 
of which have helped SRWA make giant leaps forward in the 
protection of the Soque.

The Soque is also a small watershed—the entire Soque system 
is contained entirely within Habersham County in north 
Georgia. Nearly all of the basin’s headwaters are on National 
Forest land, around 65% of the watershed flows through 
forested private land, and the river itself is most well known 
for its great trout fishing, which draws tourism and second-
home owners to the area.  By most standards, the Soque is a 
clean, healthy river.

The Soque’s mission is much like that of other small watershed 
groups in the state, but its strategy for accomplishing its 
mission is unusual. At present, the greatest threat to the Soque 
comes from unsustainable agricultural, and SRWA has focused 
a lot of programmatic attention on working with 40 farmers 
over the past eight years on projects to reduce soil loss and 
bank erosion, to keep cows (and by extension, bacteria) out of 
the river, and to increase stream-side forests. As a result, the 
Soque and its tributaries are finally meeting state standards for 
bacteria in streams.

The idea that addressing land use in a watershed is the best 
way to improve water quality might seem obvious to most 
river lovers, but SRWA has focused its energies in the past 
few years on bringing this news to the public and involving 
them in the creation of more sustainable, river-friendly public 
spaces. SRWA has gotten help from its neighbors planting 
trees in bare, eroded school yards and public parks. They 
started a community garden, distribute rain barrels, and build 

rain gardens where they’re needed (and can get permission 
to put them). SRWA does an exemplary job of being a great 
community member, and their programs focus on showing 
members of the Soque watershed that there is always a better, 
more sustainable way of doing things. 

This year, Jesslyn has been working with SRWA to develop 
both a new strategic plan, and a transition plan. Justin Ellis, the 
longtime SRWA Executive Director, is moving on, and Jesslyn 
has been working with him and the SRWA board to figure out 
how to make the leadership transition as seamless as possible.  
They are an impressive, passionate group, and though Justin 
will be missed, they are sure to continue doing important, 
groundbreaking work! 

To find out more about SRWA, visit their website at http://
www.soque.org

Top: Duncan Hughes workign on a bank restoration project. Bottom: 
Justin Ellis, Executive Director



Type of Membership:
 $1,000 River Hero        $500 River Guardian       
 $250 River Supporter   $100 River Friend 
 $50 River Watcher (Family Membership)    $35 Individual River Enthusiast

Additional Tax Deductible Contribution: $ _______   

Total Amount Enclosed: $ _______ Check #: _______ Date: _______
Mr. Mrs. Ms. Dr.  
First & Last Name: _______________________________________________

Address: _______________________________________________________

City: _________________________ State: ______ Zip: ___________

Phone #: __________________________ Fax #: ________________________ 

E-mail: ________________________________________________________

We occasionally have the opportunity for our members to receive information from other 
conservation organizations.
 Check here if you do not want us to share your information with other organizations.

Mail To:  Georgia River Network, 126 S. Milledge Ave, Ste. E3, Athens, GA, 30605

GRN is classified by the IRS as a 501(c)3 organization. Contributions are tax deductible. 
Confluence 8/15

Join Georgia River NetworkCalendar of Events

126 South Milledge Avenue
Suite E3
Athens, GA 30605

August 22, 2015
South River Hidden Gems Paddle

September 19, 2015 
Weekend For Rivers
Chattahoochee Nature Center in 
Roswell

October 9-12, 2015 
Fall Float on the Flint

November 14, 2015 
Ochlockonee Hidden Gems Paddle

 


