Dawson Forest City of Atlanta Tract – Then and Now

                    By Nathan McClure C.F.

Early Years


During the late 1930’s and early 1940’s Roscoe Tucker, a citizen of Dawson County, purchased several small farms.  These farms consisted of some cleared fields, abandoned fields and woodlots.  By the 1950’s Tucker had obtained enough land to comprise a single contiguous tract of over 10,000 acres.  In 1956 initial efforts to establish a military research facility in southern Dawson County were began by the United States Federal government, with the General Services Administration, Army Corps of Engineers, and the Air Force all involved.  The needed land was purchased from the Tucker holdings and included what is now the Dawson Forest City of Atlanta Tract. 

Cold War Era

The Georgia Nuclear Aircraft Laboratory (GNAL) was operated on the site by Lockheed Aircraft Corporation for the US Air Force from the late 1950’s until 1971.  The initial intention of research at GNAL was to design a nuclear powered airplane.  Although this project was not successful, other radioactive material related research was performed at GNAL.  A small (10 mega-watt) radiation effects reactor was used in the research efforts from 1958 through 1970.  The site was decommissioned and closed in 1971 by Lockheed.  Lockheed, having obtained ownership of the land, sold 10,130.4 acres to the City of Atlanta in 1972.  The City was anticipating the need for a second airport for the metropolitan Atlanta area and purchased this tract, as well as 10,000 acres in Paulding County.  

The land areas used by GNAL have continuously been monitored and studied for detrimental environmental and health effects since the 1971 decommissioning of the site.  Three major post-operational studies of the area have been performed: 

(1) Radiation Surveillance and Dawson Forest Wildlife Management Area, Georgia DNR Environmental Protection Division, 1978

(2) Report of the Dawson Forest Task Force, 1991

(3) Radiological Review of the Former Georgia Nuclear Laboratories Site, Camp Dresser and McKee, 1998

The 1978 Report found residual radiation amounts in two areas and recommended fencing of the areas to prevent public access.  The areas were fenced at that time.  Although the studies performed in 1991 and 1997 showed radiation levels to be at or only slightly above “background” or normal levels in and around the fenced areas, it was decided to maintain the public access restriction.  Currently there are two restricted areas comprising approximately 3 acres out of the 10,000 acres.  The Georgia Forestry Commission and the Georgia DNR Environmental Protection Division (EPD) monitor these areas.   The EPD posts instruments and check them every three months to detect any change in the radiation levels.  Both the 1991 and the 1998 Reports indicate that the areas used by GNAL on Dawson Forest do not present a health or safety problem for the public.  

Natural Resource Management Administration

No land management occurred on the property from 1973 through 1975 (immediately after purchase of the land by the City of Atlanta Department of Aviation).  During this time period the access roads within the property became washed out and overgrown, there was unlimited public access, frequent dumping of garbage and debris, and general deterioration of the site.  As a result, officials representing the City asked the Georgia Forestry Commission to manage the City’s land holdings in Dawson and Paulding Counties.  In July of 1975 the Commission and the City signed a formal Agreement that established the Georgia Forestry Commission as the manager of the “Dawson Forest” and “Paulding Forest”.  

Soon afterwards, the GFC entered into additional Agreements with the Georgia DNR Game and Fish Division (currently Wildlife Resources Division), which allowed for the creation of the Dawson Forest Wildlife Management Area and Paulding Forest Wildlife Management Area.  The Agreements state that the City-owned lands will be available as public hunting and fishing areas and that the DNR will develop areas for wildlife (food and habitat areas) within the Forests.  Since that time the DNR Wildlife Resources Division has purchased land to add to the WMA.  The Wildlife Resources Division manages these DNR-owned lands for wildlife and the GFC has no management responsibility in these areas.   

The Start of Forest Management

Initial activities by the resource managers on City lands focused on improving access and boundaries.  Roads were graded with proper drainage installed.  Some gates were constructed to limit traffic and reduce damage to secondary forest roads.  The boundaries were posted with DNR Wildlife Management Area signs.  In 1976 a general inventory of the timber resource was performed which indicated that 82% of the Dawson Forest was found to be pine or stands of trees where pines and hardwoods were mixed together.  The remaining areas were hardwood areas.  General recommendations were prescribed by the GFC.  The recommendations included prescribed burning of the pine areas, thinning of dense pine stands, and harvest of pine and pine/hardwood mixed stands as markets became available.  Prescribed burning was performed in several areas in the late 1970’s and 1980’s.  However, timber thinnings and harvests were not conducted prior to 1988 except for those involved in forest research projects.

 The Forest Research Years

In January 1979 a series of projects were begun to study various aspects of forest growth and forest production.  These projects were done in cooperation with various groups such as the U.S. Forest Service, University of Georgia and Clemson University.  The initial studies focused on the management of forests to produce biomass fuels and how this management affected forest growth.  Timber volume and weight studies being performed across the southern Piedmont and Appalachian foothills also utilized some areas within the Dawson Forest during this time period.  Several research projects related to less-intense (and less costly) reforestation and other silvicultural methods were also performed to build a foundation for technology transfer to small landowners.  

The following are examples of publications presenting results from forest research studies performed on the Dawson Forest:

· Georgia Forest Research Paper (GFRP)#7, A Test of Prediction Equations for Estimating Hardwood Under story and Total Stand Biomass, Phillips et al, 1979

· GFRP #14, Cruising Procedures for Estimating Total Stand Biomass, Phillips et al, 1981

· GFRP #17, Energy Wood Harvesting, McMinn et al, 1981

· Intensive Whole Tree Harvesting as a Site Prep Technique, McMinn, 1982

· GFRP #34, Woody Biomass Harvesting and Site Productivity, McNab et al, 1982

· GFRP #41, Pine Regeneration Following Fuel Chip Utilization of Mixed Hardwood-Pine, McMinn, 1983

· GFRP #47, Nutrient Removal Under Whole-Tree Utilization for Fuel Chips, McMinn et al, 1983

· GFRP #53, Chainsaw and Shear Cutting of Upland Hardwoods – Impact on Regeneration, Miller et al, 1984

· GFRP #60 Total Tree Weight, Stem Weight, and Volume Tables for Hardwood Species in the Southeast, Clark et al, 1986

· GFRP #63 Transpirational Drying of Piedmont Hardwoods, McMinn, 1986

· Growth of 65-Year-old Shortleaf Pine after Hardwood Felling or Removal in a Mixed Stand, McMinn, 1988

· Influence of Whole Tree Harvesting on Stand Composition and Structure in the Oak-Pine Type, McMinn, 1989

· Season and Intensity of Harvest Influence on Natural Pine and Hardwood Regeneration in the Piedmont, Sims, 1990

· Diversity of Woody Species 10 Years After Four Harvesting Treatments in the Oak-Pine Type, McMinn, 1992 

The Dawson Demonstration Forest

In 1989 the Georgia Forestry Commission, with the City’s blessing, decided to designate the Dawson Forest City of Atlanta Tract as a “Demonstration Forest”.  An oversight committee was formed and a formal dedication was held in July 1989.  The intent of the Dawson Demonstration Forest was to utilize both research areas and areas undergoing normal forest management practices as demonstrations for individual forest landowners to view.  This concept continues to be accepted and used by managers of the Forest today.  The GFC is charged with assisting individual landowners with forest management advice that can be used on their private forest holdings.  By providing the demonstration areas on Dawson Forest and proper management advice, the GFC seeks to be more successful in insuring healthy productive forests on private lands in the State.  

The difficulty in moving groups of landowners and students to remote locations within the Demonstration Forest led the GFC to also develop the Hightower Education Forest on land owned by the GFC in Dawson County in close proximity to City land.  The Dawson Demonstration Forest manager supervised the development of the “Education Forest” from 1994-1996.  The Hightower Forest is now a separate entity from the Dawson Forest with its own manager.  The Hightower Education Forest currently hosts large groups of students and adults in special forest educational each year.

Forest Stewardship Management

Beginning in early 1992 a new inventory of the forest resources on Dawson Forest was begun.  The Forest was divided into 9 compartments and over 200 forest stands.  Compartments are simply contiguous areas of land between natural divisions, such as streams or roads.  Forest stands are contiguous areas of forest where the tree and plant components are similar in type and age.  The possible effect of practices such as timber harvesting and prescribed burning on each stand was considered during the inventory process.  A management classification of 1 through 4 was then assigned to each stand, with 1 being areas available for timber harvest and production and 4 being areas where no vegetation management should be done.   Forest managers also used the collected forest inventory data to make written prescriptions for needed management practices for the appropriate individual stands on the Forest for a 40 year time period beginning in 1993.  These prescriptions were also based on general forest management objectives designated for Dawson Forest City of Atlanta properties.  

The management objectives for the Dawson Forest City of Atlanta Tract include, in order of priority, conservation management of soil and water, timber, wildlife, forest education, and forest recreation.  This type of resource management is termed low-intensity multiple-use.  The real objective which managers are attempting to produce can be summarized as a good state of general forest health.  On the ground this means that after environmentally sensitive areas (steep slopes, streams and wetlands) are protected from erosion and siltation, there should be diversity in timber stand types and ages spread throughout the Forest.  This diversity gives a great degree of protection from damaging forest insects, tree diseases, and from storm damage.  It also provides excellent habitat for many wildlife species, including game and non-game species. 

The results of using a low-intensity multiple-use management objective yielded an average of 77 acres per year of forest regeneration harvests and 106 acres per year of selection harvests during the time period from 1994 through 2002.  This means that less than one percent of the forest was harvested and reforested each year and one percent was thinned each year.  In 2002 the forest was composed of 25% pine stands, 46% mixed pine/hardwood stands and 28 % hardwood stands.  This is an increase in hardwood acreage of 11% and a decrease in pine acreage of 8%.

The 1993 forest inventory and prescription data were recorded in a Microsoft Access database with spatial data recorded utilizing Arcview GIS.  The information was compiled and much of it printed to form the Forest Stewardship Plan for Dawson Forest.  Other needed information was added regarding road maintenance needs and scheduling, soils types and limitations, and endangered species information.  This Plan is currently in use and is updated annually with new inventory and prescription information, as it becomes needed.   In 1999 the Georgia Forest Stewardship Committee formally approved the Dawson Forest as a “Stewardship Forest” after a review of the quality of current and previous management.

The new “stewardship” style of management also meant other changes in the way the forest was managed.  Property lines were painted after being checked and corners located with surveying equipment.  This provided a more permanent and more visible indication of boundary line locations.  Maintenance of the road system was improved to include regular application of gravel to most forest roads and the installation of gates on all roads within the Forest.  Unimproved roads are used only for management purposes.  Slightly improved roads are also used in certain hunting seasons as determined by DNR Wildlife Resources Division.  Improved roads are open throughout the year with the exception of May 15 – June 1st when the property is closed for road maintenance and to protect the City’s right of title to the property.   Using these techniques the roads are maintained in usable condition while erosion is kept at a minimum.

Forest Recreation

A system of equestrian and bicycle (mountain type) trails are located and designated throughout the southern 2/3 of the Forest.  Prior to 1999 unrestricted equestrian use was allowed in the area.  Forest inventory work in the mid-1990’s revealed significant erosion problems on these trails which were established by independent trail users.  The GFC began a trail management program in 1999 to reduce the negative impact of trail use on the soil and water resources.  Management of the trail use also serves to reduce conflicts between users of the Forest and increase the safety of the users.   Immediately after designation of the recreation trails the GFC and DNR Wildlife Resources Division entered into an additional agreement that established the DNR as the agency responsible for trail management on the City Tract.  This followed recommendations from the State Attorney Generals Office which indicated that State legal code sets the DNR is the proper agency for managing outdoor recreation.  Trail users have been required to pay a $5 per day trail fee or $50 annual trail fee since 2000.  This income goes directly to the City of Atlanta.  The City also provides funding for the trail management, which has far exceeded fee collections since the program began in 2000.  There are currently 27 miles of horse/bicycle trails on the Forest.

Other dispersed type of recreation is allowed on the Forest.  Hunting and fishing is allowed on the Forest as regulated by the DNR Wildlife Resources Division.   Primitive camping, hiking, rock hounding, nature photography and other activities are allowed following restrictions published by the GFC and posted at the Dawson Forest City of Atlanta Tract Trailhead Bulletin Board.

The Future

The City of Atlanta continues to maintain the Dawson Forest City of Atlanta Tract for possible future use by the City.  The cost of maintaining the property is negligible compared to the potential cost of acquiring similar property near the metropolitan Atlanta area.  The original intent of the land purchase was to provide an area for construction of a second airport for the City.  Recently many other uses of the Forest have been discussed by a variety of persons from different organizations.   The opportunities for environmental mitigation (wetlands, stream bank, etc.) have been discussed beginning in the mid-1990’s.  Watershed management is another potential use of the property considered to be potentially very important.   However, there has been no official move to dedicate the property for any specific use by the City at this point in time.  The past 28 years of conservation use on this 10,130-acre tract has certainly helped to improve the quality of life for Georgians, especially those near the metropolitan Atlanta area.  This Forest has significantly contributed to the atmospheric and water quality in the area.  It has also provided wildlife habitat, recreational opportunities, and limited economic benefit to the local community.   If conservation management is sustained in its current form or in some altered form of environmental mitigation or watershed management, these benefits can continue to be available for the citizens of Atlanta and Georgia far into the future.

