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2 MLK Jr. Blvd, Atlanta, GA 30334

RE: Comments on Implementation Strategy and SWAP scoring
Dear Brett and Matt,

Thank you for partnering with Georgia Rivers and allowing me to review the draft 2025 SWAP &
implementation strategy.

| think the time has come to call out mining as a threat to Okefenokee/Trail Ridge Hub. So far,
the SWAP does not identify mining as a major threat to a region that has one of Georgia's main
natural landscapes that is globally important and threatened significantly by many

mining proposals. - The Okefenokee NWR/Trail Ridge HUB.

As you know, the Okefenokee Swamp and Trail Ridge are biologically and hydrologically linked
creating a landscape that supports the existence and movement of wildlife dependent on both
wetlands and upland yellow pine savannas. If mining is allowed, it will destroy the soil structure
and alter the hydrologic pathways that flow between the Okefenokee Swamp and the St Marys
River. I highlighted in yellow the implementation strategy criteria for which the
Okefenokee/Trail Ridge HUB is a prime candidate for land conservation funding.

Here are suggested edits to the SWAP materials for your consideration.

DEVELOPMENT scoring:

It is well known that the Okefenokee NWR/Trail Ridge is eminently threatened by mining that
would destroy wildlife habitat. Although it may have the highest development threat of all the
priority HUBS due to mining, this is currently not reflected in the “development” scoring. This
could be remedied with an explanation and/or adding a score for industrial development in
addition to residential/commercial development. Creating a top 10 list for protection which
includes the Okefenokee as a critically endangered hub threatened by heavy mineral sand
mining, would be another approach to rectifying this discrepancy.



SGCN scoring:

ONWR/Trail Ridge SGCN number seems low. | sent in a list of 40 additional species to consider,
most of which were listed in the ONWR World Heritage dossier Figure 27 page 106 as
documented occurrences of rare species tracked by DNR within ONWR. Would you please
reconsider including missing species and recalibrate the SGCN score?

Please add strategies to reduce mining threats to the Protection & Reduce sections of
Implementation Strategy.

PROTECT suggested addition:

Review and collaborate with Georgia Environmental Protection Division to strengthen wording
of the Georgia Surface Mining Rule to protect critical habitat for SGCN corridors and
connectivity with associated landscapes not only adjacent to mine sites but all potentially
impacted lands and accountability for habitat damages that impact SGCN.

REDUCE suggested addition:

Review and collaborate with Georgia Environmental Protection Division to strengthen wording
of the Georgia Surface Mining Rule to protect critical habitat for SGCN corridors and
connectivity with associated landscapes not only adjacent to mine sites but all potentially
impacted lands and accountability for habitat damages that impact SGCN.

GRAPH correction:

Please correct the graph under Specific Threats to GA SGCN in the Southern Coastal Plains
Ecoregion in the Southern Coastal Plains Ecoregion State Wildlife Action Plan which has Mining
and Quarrying impacting 1 mammal species. Mining would impact a number of amphibians,
birds, plants, reptiles and terrestrial invertebrates. This chart does not include mining, but
should do so.

PAGE 25:
Edit suggestions to add to page 25 explanation are highlighted below, (marked as -).
- Landscape and biodiversity connectivity in Georgia face threats from a number of
economic activities, including inappropriately-sited utility scale solar, surface mining,
and commercial and residential development. Of these, the latter two are the most

acute and pervasive.
All of these factors

may break up large patches of habitat, disrupt existing connections and migration

routes, and potentially contribute to water quality degradation. Together they create a
sense of urgency about protecting threatened areas as soon as is realistically
possible.




Implementation Strategy
Edits highlighted in green

With over 1,000 Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN), 3,500 single species
conservation actions, and finite capacity and funding, fully implementing the State Wildlife
Action Plan (SWAP) during the next 10 years will be challenging. The purpose of this
implementation strategy is to align and focus resources and provide general guidance for all
partners on how the SWAP and associated applications can be leveraged to prioritize the most
urgent and effective conservation actions.

The goal of Georgia’s SWAP is to conserve Georgia’s animals, plants, and natural habitats
through proactive measures emphasizing voluntary and incentive-based programs on private
lands, habitat restoration and management by public agencies and private conservation
organizations, rare species survey and recovery efforts, and environmental education and
public outreach activities (Georgia DNR 2015). This goal has been organized into seven themes
that broadly categorize the conservation actions in the SWAP, including the actions represented
in the Conservation Action Tracker. Strategies have been developed for each theme to help
guide and prioritize implementation. For all of the strategies, actions that focus on species in
the Highest and High priority tiers will generally be considered most important. Additionally,
actions that benefit multiple SGCN, their habitats or an umbrella species will be prioritized over
other actions.

Theme 1: Improve our understanding of the conservation status, habitat requirements,
distribution and long-term population trends of SGCN through surveys, research, and long-term
monitoring.

1. Prioritize distributional surveys for Highest and High Conservation Concern species
when existing data indicates they have not been detected in a significant portion of their
range (a third or more) within the previous 10 years.

2. Prioritize distributional surveys for Data Deficient species when discovery of new
populations would be significant to regional or global conservation efforts.

3. Prioritize long-term monitoring programs that meet one or more of the following
criteria:

a. Utilize quantitative approaches that can detect important changes in species
or habitats.
Focus on SGCN that are at high risk of extirpation within our state.
Focus on systems where management interventions or environmental
stressors are expected to positively or negatively impact SGCN populations or
their habitats within the next 10 years.


https://gadnrwrd.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/39c1331e96e04185819654565039143e

Focus on umbrella or indicator species that occur within a habitat supporting
multiple SGCN (generally 3 or more species).

Collects data on multiple SGCN simultaneously (e.g., monitoring a suite of
species using a common habitat).

4. Prioritize research that meets one or both of the following criteria:

a.

Evaluates the effectiveness of conservation actions for SGCN and could
potentially lead to improved conservation outcomes for SGCN or their
habitats.

Identifies key information needed for understanding the conservation needs
of a Highest or High Conservation Concern species or their habitats.

5. Secure funding and begin implementation of a statewide habitat mapping effort by

2028.
a.
b.
c.

Prioritize mapping in the following areas:

Existing conservation lands

Conservation Opportunity Areas with relatively high percent habitat cores?!
Ecoregions with highest development risk (Piedmont, Blue Ridge). Mapping
has already been completed in the Southern Coastal Plain.

! Data needed to evaluate this criterion is available within the Conservation Opportunity Area
and/or Priority Watershed viewers.

These criteria are

specifically developed for maximizing benefits to SGCN and their essential habitats as described
in the SWAP. Cost, public access, community support and other criteria are also important
when pursuing land conservation projects.

1. Continue to seek funding through the Georgia Outdoor Stewardship Program (GOSP)
and other funding sources to target protection of conservation opportunity areas and
watersheds that meet criteria under strategy 2.1.

2. Collaborate with and provide technical support to private landowners, local
governments, land trusts, conservation organizations, and state and federal agencies on
projects that support permanent protection of conservation lands through acquisition
and voluntary conservation easements.



Theme 3: Engage Georgians in conservation of SGCN and their habitats through education,
outreach, technical assistance, financial incentives, and wildlife-related recreation.

1.

Maintain and improve information on SGCN distribution, habitat requirements,
identification and other information provided through Georgia’s Biodiversity Portal.
Review and update all SGCN accounts within implementation period, beginning with
Highest Conservation Concern species.

Provide information and training on SGCN habitat requirements and management needs
for conservation delivery through existing technical assistance programs (e.g, Georgia
DNR private lands program).

Craft key messages relevant to each SWAP theme and deliver them to target audiences
using a variety of media (e.g, print, local news, social, videos, story maps)

Compile SWAP educational and training resources and make them accessible through
the SWAP portal.

Theme 4: Enhance habitat quality for SGCN on public and private lands through prescribed
burning, invasive species removal, ecological forestry and other science-based and effective
habitat management practices.?

1.

Increase the number of acres burned by supporting existing and new parternships,
providing training, equipment, and resources, and addressing barriers to the use of
prescribed fire that are unique to both agencies and private landowners.

Address altered fire regimes by increasing the number of acres burned statewide and
encouraging proper timing of burns and pyrodiversity (varying scale, timing, and
intensity).

Encourage best practices for management of habitats essential to SGCN by promoting
and supporting initiatives that provide incentives and technical guidance to improve
wildlife habitat, such as the Forestry for Wildlife Partnership program, the Sustainable
Forestry Initiative, and the Foothills Collaborative Working Group.

Target the most ecologically problematic invasive species by supporting statewide
groups (e.g., Georgia Invasive Species Council), regional collaboratives (e.g., Cooperative
Invasive Species Management Areas), education efforts (e.g., Aquatic Nuisance Species
signage at boat ramps), enforcement of existing regulations (e.g., Wild Animal Rule 391-
4-8), and aggressive eradication efforts to prevent establishment.



5. Increase the quality and extent of wetland and grassland habitats through assessment
and mapping, restoration, incorporation into management plans, promotion of technical
and financial assistance, and support of initiatives and partnerships (e.g., Southeastern
Grasslands Institute).

3These strategies are detailed in the “2025 Key Recommended Strategies and Actions”
section of the habitat restoration technical team report.

Theme 5: Restore populations of SGCN through restoration of essential habitats, removal of
barriers that prevent natural movements and colonization, reintroduction or augmentation of
populations within their natural range, and safeguarding species when reintroduction is not
currently feasible.

1. Prioritize the development and continued implementation of stakeholder-led
partnerships that facilitate recovery of Highest Conservation Concern and federally
listed or at-risk species*

2. Work with the Georgia Aquatic Connectivity Team to increase aquatic connectivity in
priority watersheds through removal of obsolete dams and other barriers to aquatic
species movement.

3. Work with the Georgia Department of Transportation to restore connectivity of SGCN
populations fragmented by existing transportation projects and to maintain connectivity
of populations that may be impacted by new transportation projects.

4. Support Georgia Plant Conservation Alliance efforts to prevent extinction and facilitate
recovery of SGCN plants.

4 At-risk species are defined by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as species that are either
petitioned, a candidate or proposed for listing under the U.S. Endangered Species Act.

Theme 6: Reduce the impact of development and other activities on SGCN and their habitats
through creative conservation partnerships and the development and implementation of best
practices to avoid, minimize or mitigate impacts.

1. Utilize the Collaborative Programmatic Agreement for Federally Listed and State
Protected Bats in Georgia to avoid, minimize, and mitigate transportation project
impacts to SGCN bats.

2. Support the implementation of Recommended Practices for the Responsible Siting and
Design of Solar Development in Georgia through continued engagement with the
Georgia Utility Scale Solar Siting Initiative Partnership.




3. Develop and implement a collaborative programmatic agreement with the Georgia
Department of Transportation to avoid, minimize, and mitigate the impacts of
transportation projects on freshwater SGCN and other SGCN as needed.

Theme 7: Monitor implementation of conservation actions and work with partners to ensure
that the highest priority SWAP actions are being implemented effectively.

1. Re-convene the SWAP advisory committee and technical team leaders in 2028, 2030,
and 2033 to review progress on SWAP conservation actions and identify new
conservation opportunities that can enhance SWAP implementation. The 2033 meeting
will focus on preparing for the 2035 revision.

2. Utilize the conservation action tracker to document projects completed in support of
SWAP conservation actions and strategies. Develop a survey tool that will allow
partners to contribute project data to the tracker.

3. Monitor changes in percentage of land area in permanent conservation within
conservation opportunity areas and priority watersheds. Information will be updated in
the viewers in 2028, 2030, and 2033, depending on the availability of NLCD data. Goals
include 1). A greater percentage of land is placed into permanent conservation than
converted to urban land cover, and 2). Rate of land conservation (% of total area
conserved over time) equals or exceeds rate of land conservation during the last 10-year
SWAP implementation cycle.

4. Incorporate specific SWAP conservation actions into employee annual work plans at
Georgia DNR and encourage the same within other SWAP partner organizations.

Yours in wildlife habitat conservation, with thanks,
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Rena Ann Peck
Executive Director



