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November 4, 2024

To Senate Natural Resources Committee on Disaster Mitigation and Resiliency:

I'm Rena Ann Peck, Executive Director of Georgia River Network, and | am here on behalf of our 9400
constituents to support the proposed expansion of the acquisition boundary of the Okefenokee National
Wildlife Refuge. In fact, we recommend that this boundary be expanded 19,000 acres to include more of the
critical Trail Ridge habitat that plays such an important role in protecting the hydrology of the swamp and the
fire regimes so critical to the swamp's survival.

We cannot protect what's inside this international ecological treasure unless we protect land and habitat
outside the swamp.

We believe that it is in the best interest of adjoining landowners and taxpayers for the land surrounding the
swamp to be managed and protected by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service or through conservation
easements. This will help protect the integrity of the swamp and the surrounding valuable commercial
timberlands. Here, it should be noted that the 2007 Okefenokee wildfire cost taxpayers some $100 million to
control and resulted in the loss of 113 million dollars worth of private timber. The swamp depends upon fire,
and it occurs naturally, the problem arises when swamp fires move outside the swamp onto private
timberlands. One way to protect the swamp and private timberlands is to create a corridor of fire-resistant
forest around the swamp. This acquisition plan would help accomplish that.

It would also protect one of Georgia's largest carbon banks that aid us in mitigating the impacts of climate
change. In its vast peat beds, the Okefenokee holds some 515 metric tons of carbon dioxide. If we keep the
peat moist, then when wildfires come, less climate-changing carbon dioxide will be released to the
atmosphere and the risk of catastrophic wildfires spreading to private timberlands is also mitigated.

For these reasons, we urge you to support the Department of Interior's plan to expand the acquisition
boundary for the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge.

Sincerely,
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Rena Ann Peck
Executive Director



