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TO THE SPONSORS OF 
Georgia Urban Forest Council’s
24th Annual Conference  

Your support sustains our effort to provide innovative 
urban forestry education and programming in Georgia.

Thank you

Thanks to the Georgia ReLeaf sponsors

Goosebumps Productions/Sony Pictures Entertainment

and to the many individual contributors to this program.
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AROUND THE

STATE

Arboretum Gets a Facelift  
The Wesleyan College Arboretum in Macon is a 104-acre 

preserve boasting more than 100 native species of trees, shrubs 
and woody vines, in addition to numerous ferns and wild- 
flowers. In 2010, the Wesleyan College Arboretum Project was 
launched, with four goals in mind: to improve access to the 
Arboretum; initiate ecological restoration of the area; enhance 
outdoor facilities; and expand programming to involve both the 
campus community and the citizens of Macon.

Since then, hundreds of students, staff and community 
members have volunteered to cut new trails, maintain existing 
trails, develop a new entrance, build benches and bridges and 
install new signage. Following the removal of invasive plants 
from a heavily-infested area, volunteers planted 16 species  
of native shrubs, wildflowers and trees. Thanks to all these  
efforts, the Arboretum was officially accredited in 2013.

KACCB Plants Fruit Orchards 
Keep Athens-Clarke County Beautiful (KACCB) recently partnered 

with several local organizations to plant orchards on two elementary 
school campuses, two middle school campuses and six community garden 
sites. The schools serve a total of 1,324 students.

One goal of the orchard plantings was to support four schoolyards 
and a network of community gardens that use outdoor learning spaces 
to teach the environmental, economic and aesthetic significance of green 
spaces. Another important goal was to provide students and the under-
served community with fresh, healthy, locally-grown fruits and nuts. Fruit 
grown in the orchards will be available in the school lunchrooms.

An added benefit: students will have year-round educational opportu-
nities in managing the orchards as local, sustainable food sources.

Marietta Trees Draw Acclaim 
Trees have changed the face of Marietta’s downtown 

square, but those changes didn’t come easily. In 2010,  
Urban Forester Joe Burgess and others started assessing 
the possibility of planting trees on Church Street, a major  
entry into the Marietta Square. Four potential planting 
plans were presented at a public meeting in 2012. Despite 
concerns from several local merchants, a plan was approved, 
and work began in February 2013. Within weeks, 20  
Chinese elm trees were planted, utilities rerouted, street-
level lighting installed and sidewalks widened—all at a cost 
of about $220,000.

Since then, not only has opposition dissolved, but a 
city-appointed committee has recommended planting as 
many trees as possible in downtown Marietta. More trees 
were planted in Spring 2014, and other sites are being  
investigated.

Wesleyan College students prepare for a day of outdoor work.

Recently-planted Chinese elm trees adorn the downtown streetscape.

Students pitch in to plant fruit trees at Athens schools.
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Beautifying Augusta’s Corridors 
A public/private partnership in Augusta is successfully 

working together to beautify and maintain that city’s major 
corridors. Four projects have been completed to date, encom-
passing 21,376 linear feet and costing approximately $996,000 
to design and construct.

Leading the work of this partnership is businessman 
Barry L. Storey, who has guided every step from com- 
missioning landscape plans to employing contractors, in  
addition to contributing his own money to the project.

Along each of the corridors, water service lines and irri-
gation systems have been installed, center medians have been 
created, and sod, trees and shrubs have been planted. A total 
of 158 trees are now beautifying these roads and parkways,  
including 25 new trees along Doug Barnard Parkway,  
enhancing Augusta’s airport terminal.

Tree Preservation at Bethesda 
Stewardship of the urban forest has become a priority 

at Bethesda Academy, a boarding and day school gracing 
650 acres in Chatham County. The 300-year-old campus 
is home to thousands of trees, many over 150 years old. 
During the past year, the school has started focusing on 
the importance of these trees—their historic relevance and 
current benefits. The Bethesda Academy Tree Preservation 
Project is a new initiative offering education for students 
and an outreach to the greater Savannah community. 

Bethesda horticulturalist Brian Byrne has developed  
a program on protection of forest assets. With students  
participating, a former grazing space for cattle has now 
been cleared, and trees on the land have been pruned and 
protected. Also, Bethesda is evaluating the health of all the 
campus trees, as well as working toward implementing a 
management plan. Plans are underway for a tree nursery 
to maintain live oak stock, as well as other native species.

Symposium Spotlights Native Plants 
In 2000, Tift County resident Merlyn Harris attended 

a native plant symposium in Athens and went home with 
the idea to start a South Georgia version of the event.

Today, her brainchild, the South Georgia Native Plant 
& Wildflower Symposium, is a huge success. The annual 
event, held at UGA’s Tifton campus, provides education 
about native plants in the area and the benefit of using  
native plants in landscaping; promotes conservation of  
native plants in the natural landscape; provides information 
about invasive plant species; and offers information about 
environmental issues impacting conservation of natural  
resources.

Over the past 14 years, more than 750 people have attended the daylong symposium. 
Participants report that, after attending the event, they are now planting more native 
trees, shrubs and plants in their own gardens and communities. 

Historic trees grace the campus of Bethesda Academy.

Trees and shrubs have been planted to enhance major roadways.

Participants ride a trolley around campus during the symposium.



Ice — and lots of it! That was on everyone’s minds at 
this year’s GUFC Conference and Awards Luncheon, 

held Oct. 22 and 23, 2014, in Athens, GA. Participants 
and presenters took an in-depth look at “Ice Storm 2014: 
Lessons Learned in Urban Forestry” and discussed ways 
to prepare for nature’s next big event.

Conference
AT THE
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1. Attendees enjoy the awards luncheon;  
2. GUFC board member and Georgia Power’s  
Jon Balkcom; 3. Consulting Arborist and Forester 
Connie Head; 4. Wendy Burnett, Director of  
Communications and PR for the Georgia  
Forestry Commission, and Crystal Paulk-Buchanan, 
Public Affairs Director for the Georgia Emergency 
Management Agency; 5. Charlie Marcus at his exhibit 
table for Legacy Arborist Services, a sponsor of the 
conference; 6. City of Alpharetta’s David Shostak, 
GUFC board member and City of Savannah  
landscape architect Gordon Denney, and City  
of Marietta’s Rich Deckman; 7. Savannah Tree  
Foundation’s Executive Director Karen Jenkins  
and Board Member Dolores Engle, and Georgia  
Forestry Commission’s Susan Granbery;  
8. Participants listen to Georgia Forestry  
Commission Community Forester Mark McClellan.



The average healthy, mature tree produces about 
200 pounds of oxygen annually.1

Deforestation and forest destruction is the second 
leading cause of carbon pollution, causing 20% of 
total greenhouse gas emissions.2

An estimated 12-million acres of forest in the 
southeast US is being lost to suburban real estate 
development between 1992–2020.3

55% of the forests on the nation’s timberland 
is less than 50 years old. 6% is more than 
175 years old.4

The forest industry in Georgia provides an average 
of $448-million in state tax revenue each year.5

Georgia’s commercial timberlands grow 19-million 
tons more wood each year than is harvested. 
Result: Growth exceeds removals by 38%.6

FORESTRY FACTS

Sources:
1 American Forests
2 Forest Stewardship Council
3 USDA Forest Service
4 USDA Forest Service
5 Georgia Institute of Technology
6 Georgia Forestry Commission
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by Stasia Kelly

GEORGIA FORESTRY
C O M M I S S I O N

Training Preps Foresters
  for Storms

Urban foresters clad in neon safety vests were spotted around 
Savannah and Tybee Island, Georgia, in September 2014 as 
they received training to become Urban Forest Strike Team 
(UFST) members and got some hands-on experience. UFSTs 
are composed of state forestry agency certifi ed arborists and 
urban foresters, municipal and private arborists and extension 
urban foresters, trained to make urban tree risk and damage 
assessments following natural disasters.

According to Susan Granbery, urban and community 
forestry coordinator for the Georgia Forestry Commission, 
11 new task specialists were trained and another 17 UFST 
members participated in the mock exercise, which was 
initiated with assistance from the Georgia Emergency 
Management Agency (GEMA) and the City of Savannah and 
Chatham County Emergency Managers.

“This was the second time we were able to conduct this 
valuable exercise, which incorporates in-state mutual aid and 
interstate EMAC (Emergency Management Assistance Com-
pact) resource deployment components,” says Granbery. “The 
fi rst time was in Virginia Beach last year, which gave us an 
excellent foundation, and this time we were able to use all 
the required forms. Now we’re prepared with ‘mission ready’ 
packages and understand the deployment process a lot better.”

For the fi rst time, the EMAC connection between Geor-
gia, Virginia, South Carolina, Florida, Texas and Arkansas 
was assessed, and the regional response to incidents such as 

hurricanes and ice storms will benefi t as a result. In addition, 
in-state response was strengthened as the team successfully 
tested multiple city response (in-state mutual aid) from a single 
command center.

The UFST initiative was started by the Southern Group 
of State Foresters in 2007 and involves recruiting, training 
and deploying professional strike team members to evaluate 
tree damage using FEMA guidelines and current tree risk 
assessment standards. Strike team members attend multi-day 
training workshops and earn continuing education via webinar, 
e-learning and/or state-sponsored disaster scenarios such as 
the recent Georgia sessions. Currently the UFST program has 
36 team leaders, 216 task specialists and 16 UFST instructors.

Dan Stowers, director of emergency management for the 
City of Savannah, deemed the UFST resource “huge,” and 
underscored municipal managers’ responsibility to be proac-
tive and “go meet your city or county arborist before the storm 
strikes!” Likewise, he advised arborists to make contact with 
their local EMA directors.

The data collected during the recent Georgia exercises 
have been shared with the Tybee Island Tree Board and Savan-
nah Park and Tree Commission, providing information about 
tree defects observed and comments about trees in the historic 
district of Savannah and several public areas on Tybee Island. 
For more information, contact Susan Granbery at 
sgranbery@gfc.state.ga.us.

UFST trainees practice evaluating an 
oak tree during a mock disaster.



Just about anyone who was north 
of Macon, Georgia, in early 2014 
can tell a story about “the Febru-

ary ice storm.” Having taken a public 
media flogging for bumbling through a 
snowy weather event the month prior, 
most Georgians and their municipal 
managers and emergency responders 
made sure they were geared properly 
for round two. Now, as winter 2015 
draws near, the GFC is reviewing  
lessons learned from the experience.

When weather forecasts started 
getting ominous on February 8, 2014, 
email communications started flying 
between the Georgia Forestry Commis-
sion (GFC) and the Georgia Emergency 
Management Agency (GEMA).

“It wasn’t long before we were  
activated,” says Neal Edmondson,  
prescribed burn coordinator for the 
Georgia Forestry Commission, “and 
I was headed to Atlanta.” Edmondson 
served as an agency representative 
at GEMA’s State Operations Center 
(SOC) and over the next few days was 
joined by many other GFC colleagues.

Edmondson says the GEMA/GFC 
partnership took root during the wild-
fires of 2007. “They saw how quickly 
and efficiently our Incident Management 
System worked when we organized  
responders from all over the country.” 

“Sunday, February 9, we were 
hearing from GEMA that they antici-
pated needing 4x4 pickup trucks from 
us to help stranded motorists and to 
deliver supplies,” says Frank Sorrells, 
chief of protection for the Georgia  
Forestry Commission and Incident 
Commander for the storm. “Bottled  
water, blankets, food and other emer-
gency items were needed, plus we were 
asked to assemble chain saw strike 
teams to be ready once ice formed on 
power lines and trees.” 

“Georgia Forestry is an unsung 
hero in the SOC,” says Clint Perkins, 
director of GEMA’s State Operations  
Center. “There is no task too large or 
small that Forestry does not jump all 
over. We could not do our jobs assist-
ing the local jurisdictions and citizens of 
Georgia without the GFC.”

A light rain began to fall on Monday 
the 10th, and on the 11th and 12th a 
snowy-rainy mix fell. Sleet and freezing 
rain followed, topped by another layer of 
snow, leaving behind a slippery, danger-
ous mess. In all, more than 90 Georgia 
counties were impacted.

“Incident Action Plans (IAPs) were 
created and filled each day between 
the 13th and the 25th,” says Greg  
Strenkowski, the planning chief who  
coordinated with Edmondson and GFC 
field personnel to provide supplies  
needed by GEMA. “Our mission was 
to provide four-wheel drive vehicles for 
critical medical response and logistical 
transportation and to deploy chainsaw 
teams for public road debris removal— 
doing it all in a way that protected the 
safety of all incident personnel.” 

“It was a major effort,” says Sorrells. 
“In all, GFC supplied 215 resource  
orders for personnel. That’s almost 
half of our agency’s workforce. And as  
usual, they rose to the occasion.”

By Valentine’s Day weekend, tem-
peratures had warmed. A team of GFC  
foresters began assessing damage to 
trees and estimated more than 70,000 
acres of forestland had been impacted. 
The associated price tag was $65  
million, which was calculated based 

on debris removal costs and salvage 
estimates for trees with timber harvest  
expectations at 30+ years.

One town that was especially hard 
hit was Waynesboro, Georgia. City 
Manager Jerry Coalson said 530 dump 
truck loads of debris had already been 
removed when GFC’s Sustainable  
Community Forestry Program (SCFP) 
deployed its Urban Forestry Strike 
Team (UFST) in early March to map  
and help calculate the remaining  
damage. 

UFST reports can expedite a city’s 
process of getting reimbursed by FEMA 
for cleanup costs. Coalson was pleased 
to discover that for himself when he  
met with a FEMA representative. “He 
was blown away by the data that you 
collected,” wrote Coalson in an email 
to GFC management. “Since the work 
had been identified on the front end 
by such a reliable source at the state 
level, he said we did not need to hire a  
monitor to watch the contractor. This 
is an outstanding service that you have 
provided.” 

“Nobody wishes for these rough 
weather events,” says Edmondson, “but 
each one gives our team valuable expe-
rience. That’s a tool we’re ready to use 
any time of year.” m
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Practice Makes Perfect for GFC Emergency Teams

GFC resources were dispatched to assist with emergency supply deliveries, tree clearing and more during the 
February 2014 ice storm. 

by Stasia Kelly
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A Arboriculturist Dr. Kim Coder has devoted his career to 
two symbiotic causes: championing urban and community 
trees and teaching people how to care for them. 

“Over the years, the arboriculture industry has im-
proved quantitatively and qualitatively the perception 
people have of our profession and how and what we do,” 
Coder says. “Some people hold a lot of beliefs for various 
reasons and only through education can we look at those 
beliefs, hold them up to the light and modify or change 
them. Through an education process, we can increase the 
tree quality of life and the arborist quality of life by under-
standing how things work.”

Coder, professor of Community Forestry and Tree 
Health at the Warnell School of Forestry and Natural  
Resources at the University of Georgia-Athens since 1985, 
received two prestigious national awards in 2014: the  
Arbor Day Foundation’s J. Sterling Morton Award and the 
International Society of Arboriculture’s Award of Merit. 
Each of these awards is the highest honor these organiza-
tions bestow. 

Recognized across the globe as an expert on the effective 
planning and proper care required to grow and maintain a 
vital urban and community tree canopy, Coder is seen as a 
“founding father” in the establishment and evolution of best 
practices integral to the field of arboriculture. As a popular 
lecturer and teacher, he is known for his ability to engage 
audiences with his knowledge, passion, and visionary lead-
ership. He focuses his expertise on tree health and biology, 
and people’s cultural and psychological connection to trees.

A natural communicator, Coder can take the basic  
science of tree care and elevate it to the poetic: one of his 
primary educational messages is that trees use 19 elements 
plus water—“the essential 20”—and that these elements 
are derived from “star death and fusion ash.” 

In other words, the cosmos is required to feed trees, in 
case anyone thought it was a simple matter. 

“My first recollection of getting involved with trees 
was growing up in Iowa with cornfields from horizon 
to horizon,” says Coder. “My mother encouraged my  
understanding of nature from a physical and spiritual side.  
Somewhere along the line around the eighth grade, I  

decided that I liked to read. I realized that I could sit in a 
fire tower and read, so I wanted to be a forester.”

At Iowa State University, Coder majored in forest 
management and received advanced degrees in tree biology 
and forest ecology, becoming a tenured professor of tree 
biology and health care at the Warnell School of Forestry 
and Natural Resources at the University of Georgia in 
Athens. But he never perceived of education as something 
to be contained in a classroom; Coder has spent 25 years 

A Man for the Trees
Dr. Kim Coder receives Arbor Day Award, ISA Award of Merit.

Relaxing on the University of Georgia campus, Dr. Coder keeps his “tools of the 
trade” handy — a tree wood resistance drill and a soil penitrometer.
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educating and inspiring others around the globe, from the 
state of Georgia to the independent Republic of Georgia, 
with his passion for planting and maintaining vital urban 
and community tree canopies, and his logistical knowledge 
of caring for and providing for trees so they can remain 
healthy and bountiful. 

The Morton Award, honoring Coder’s outstanding 
contributions to tree planting, conservation, and stew-
ardship, was presented last April at Arbor Day Farm in 
Nebraska City, Nebraska, during the foundation’s annual 
awards ceremony. The Arbor Day Foundation is a million- 
member nonprofit conservation and education organiza-
tion with the mission to inspire people to plant, nurture, 
and celebrate trees. 

The International Society of Arboriculture’s (ISA) 
Award of Merit honored Coder’s service in advancing the 
principles, ideas, and practices of arboriculture, and the 
award was presented in August in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, 
as part of the 90th Annual ISA International Conference 
and Trade Show. 

“Kim has maintained a legacy throughout ISA, con-
centrating on improving the quality of life for trees and 
the people who care for them through education,” says 
Mark Roberts, ISA president. “He has taken advantage of 
the many opportunities that allow him to encourage others 
to be advocates for trees and the profession.” 

The association’s mission for 50 years has been to help 
educate the public about the importance and value of prop-
er tree care; it offers the only internationally recognized  
certification program in the industry. Coder is a past presi-
dent of the International Society of Arboriculture (ISA), 
the Arboriculture Research and Education Association, 
and ISA’s Southern chapter.

“When I was elected president of ISA, it was won-
derful because I got to explore, visit and meet a lot of 
arborists from around the world. It may seem like a 
large organization, but ISA feels small because of the  
personalities involved,” Coder says. “Through the process, 
governance, and chapters, you develop great people who 

are positive and want to get things done for the good of the 
membership.”

Coder is also a prolific author, having written more 
than 500 technical articles and publications, many consid-
ered essential reading in the field. 

“I write and speak a lot about trees. I am proud of the 
number of articles I’ve written for Arborist News, ISA’s  
bimonthly magazine,” he says. “Since 2000, some 20  
articles of mine have been published. People in the pro- 
fession read the articles. It is a great thing to provide basic 
education to our members.”

Coder was one of several members who founded 
the Georgia Urban Forest Council and served as its  
second president. He’s a past president of the Arboriculture  
Research and Education Academy (AREA). He was a  
founding faculty member in the Republic of Georgia, setting 
up an environmental training program on trees and forests. 
He has also been appointed twice to the National Urban and 
Community Forestry Advisory Council, which was estab-
lished by Congress to advise the secretary of agriculture.

Regional and national training sessions offered by 
Coder on basic tree care, trees and storms, and tree pro-
tection on construction sites are quickly filled by foresters, 
certified arborists, landscape architects, city planners, and 
nonprofit professionals. 

“When I speak,” he says, “I try to leave my audiences 
with a positive message about being an advocate for trees.” m

Dr. Coder (right) receives the J. Sterling Morton Award from John Rosenow,  
Arbor Day Foundation founder and CEO at that time.
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Arboriculturist Dr. Kim Coder 
has devoted his career 
to two symbiotic causes: 
championing urban and 
community trees and teaching 
people how to care for them.
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Ice Storm 2014

T
Damage Done, Lessons Learned

10 SHADE 2015

The “Eisenhower Tree” at Augusta National’s 17th hole survived Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s campaign to have it cut down and removed in 1956. But “Ike” 
didn’t survive Winter Storm 2014’s icy trek through the South last year. 

“The loss of the Eisenhower Tree is difficult news to accept,” club chairman 
Billy Payne told the local paper. “We obtained opinions from the best arborists 
available and, unfortunately, were advised that no recovery was possible.”

The sturdy, 65-foot loblolly pine—named after the former president not 
because he planted it, but because it attracted his fury for blocking his tee shot 
so often—was one of the more famous victims of the freezing rain that caused 
widespread damage in cities from Atlanta to Augusta last winter. 

PAX HITS GEORGIA WITH A FURY
“Pax,” as it was dubbed by the Weather Channel, was a “storm of historic 

proportions.” The Atlanta area alone got 4 inches of snow topped by an inch of 
ice. Ice, not snow, was the real enemy, adding so much weight to tree branches 
and power lines that they snapped like matchsticks. Not since the back-to-back 
ice storms in January 2000 had Georgia seen such destructive winter weather. 

From February 11 to 13 alone, 90 Georgia counties experienced some sort 
of winter precipitation, with ice accumulation of 0.1 inches to 1 inch or more. 
A National Weather Service map of the accumulation resembles an icy glove 
reaching across the state’s entire upper half from the northeast to the northwest. 
Some areas also reported wind gusts in excess of 35 mph.

Delta cancelled more than 2,000 flights. Cars were abandoned along icy road-
ways and highways. Power was disrupted to more than one million customers. 

The worst damage occurred in east Georgia, where more than 80% of  
Augusta was left in the dark, and the Augusta National Golf Club had debris 
scattered across its green just weeks before the Masters. 

EVALUATING THE DAMAGE
Cities across Georgia were faced with thousands of tons of debris to clean 

up from roadways and public lands, and lost trees to replant. Ground surveys 
by Georgia Forestry Commission foresters determined that seven counties had 
light to moderate timber ice damage, nine had moderate to severe and four 

Communities across 
Georgia spent months 
recovering from the 
devastating ice storm 
of 2014. Here’s a look 
at the damage, the 
recovery efforts and 
important recommen-
dations for being better 
prepared in the future.
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had severe damage—in all, the storm damaged $65 million 
worth of timber. The most damage occurred in stands that 
had been recently thinned. 

Forest landowners were able to participate in an 
Emergency Forest Restoration Program to replant stands  
considered a total loss: 287 landowners took part, replant-
ing on 20,599 acres at a cost of $3.6 million.

In community and urban 
forests, pines and other ever- 
greens suffered the most damage 
since they still bore leaves that 
collected ice. Water oaks with 
prior issues fared poorly as well. 
Twelve communities were sur-
veyed, and debris estimates were 
sent to the Georgia Emergency 
Management Agency (GEMA). 

“Community foresters did 
a preliminary debris assessment 
and triage to determine which 
communities had the most dam-
age,” says Gary White, chief of 
forest management of the Geor-
gia Forestry Commission. 

Waynesboro was determined 
to need a full Urban Forest Strike 
Team deployment. “I was ready 
to receive any help that I could get,” says Waynesboro City 
Manager Jerry Coalson. (Read more about Waynesboro in 
“Communities Speak Out,” facing page.)

NEXT TIME: PLAN AHEAD
Nearly all of the communities agreed that planning 

ahead for debris management would have been easier than 
devising a strategy on the fly.

“We’re talking about something that lasted a couple 
of days, but once the debris and everything just started to 
accumulate, you were looking at several months’ worth of 
work,” Augusta’s Traffic Engineer, Steve Cassell, told the 
local paper. The city’s new debris management plan calls 
for having a contractor ready to go when a natural disaster 
hits the city, the specific roles of each agency, including 
who is charged with clearing priority roads, and how and 
where residents can dispose of debris.

Connie Head, consulting arborist with Technical  
Forestry Services in Commerce, says storms are espe-
cially hard to prepare for since so much is unpredictable, 
but “you can do a lot ahead to mitigate and minimize the  
damage.”

After all, Head says, urban and community trees have sig-
nificant value, and cities will want to protect their irreplace-
able, large canopy trees for their environmental, economic 
and social benefits. (Head recommends treebenefits.org’s 
value calculator to put a value on your trees.) 

Communities should know the percentage of canopy 
they currently have, its maintenance needs, and species 

quality and diversity. She favors 
i-Tree Canopy for a random 
sampling process that allows  
a tree cover and tree benefits  
assessment for any given area. 

“Tree inventories are the 
best place for a community to 
start, even though they may take 
a few years,” she says. “You have 
to prioritize by area, begin with 
critical facilities, historic dis-
tricts with the largest and oldest 
trees, and areas that need a lot 
of maintenance. Use a GPS for 
location and data collection.”

Then she recommends  
developing a community forest 
“fact sheet” that you can have 
at your fingertips when talking 
with city officials, planning and 

zoning, traffic engineers, etc. “Get them thinking about 
trees long before a weather event,” she says. 

“One of our main lessons we learned from the ice 
storm was that city arborists and emergency management 
directors need to work together,” says Dan Stowers, emer-
gency management director of the city of Savannah. “Get 
involved in pre-planning. Find out when your city’s debris 
management plan is up for renewal. And always embed an 
arborist into the city’s first responders after a storm. First 
responders tend to get tunnel vision, but an arborist will 
know which trees are worth saving.”

RISK ASSESSMENT IS KEY
The reasons that trees don’t do well in storms may go 

all the way back to poor planting conditions, lack of grow-
ing space, or improper pruning or mulching. The species 
may not be a good match with available sunlight or soil, or 
it may be planted too close to overhead lines, says Head. 
“Species selection in planting is important in risk manage-
ment,” she says. 

LEVEL I risk assessments can be as simple as driving 
or walking around and observing trees from all sides and 

 
What do you know about  
your community forest?
  How much of the geographic area is  

covered by tree canopy?

  How many trees exist on public property? 
Where are they? 

  What species are dominant? Species  
diversity? Species quality?

 What age and size are your trees?

 What condition are the trees in?

  What are the impacts and site conditions 
around them?

 What are their maintenance needs? 

  How much risk do the trees pose? Which 
trees? Where?
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Communities Speak Out 
Seth Rhodes  
Building Official and Zoning Administrator,  
Code Enforcement Officer,  
Sandersville (Washington County)

The Back Story: “We got tons of damage. It looked like a  
hurricane zone. We do our own leaf and limb pick-up and have two trucks, and, of 
course, those were running non-stop. We had to hire five different contractors, at 
a cost of about $150,000, just to pick up debris, with another 6,000 hours of time 
from the public works department just devoted to ice storm damage. 

“We had 3,300 tons of debris that we took to the landfill—just ice storm 
debris. In 2013, we had 2,250 tons for the whole year. We surpassed that in just 
one month. Debris disposal is $45 per ton at the landfill, which came to almost 
$150,000 in landfill fees alone. 

“We have our own electric department supplying power to our citizens, and we 
had outages for at least a week. We had our emergency management team for 
the county and our fire department, which is an Emergency Operations Center, 
working around the clock.”  

The Good News: “The city has a relatively small but good crew, and help came 
in from other municipalities. The ice storm took care of preventive trimming and 
pruning. And we got around $600,000 in reimbursement from FEMA.”

Lesson Learned: “You’re never prepared. We weren’t prepared. Even if it  
happens this year, I don’t know that we would be completely prepared. But we 
have a good team who worked around the clock, and I know they would again.”

David Murphy, EMA 
Director, Cleveland 
(White County)

The Back Story: “We 
didn’t see a whole lot 

of damage—very little ice, but more 
snow. No trees were down.” 

The Good News: “We had a pretty 
good response; we prepared for the 
worst-case scenario and didn’t get it 
—so we were very fortunate.” 

Lesson Learned: “We didn’t have 
sufficient storage capacity for salt and 
sand for the roadways. We do a salt, 
sand and gravel mixture. Everybody 
across the Southeast and the North-
east was needing salt, so there was 
a shortage. Right now, we are taking 
bids for a new salt barn.

“We have snow and winter 
weather in this area routinely, so we 
are focusing right now on emergency 
power. This year we took the initiative 
to purchase some emergency genera-
tors to help nursing homes and critical 
facilities stay operational.”

Melissa Slocumb  
EMA Director, Monticello (Jasper County)

The Back Story: “We probably got the most damage in the second storm 
in February; we had about ¾ inch to one inch of ice. It actually shut down 
the schools and the county government for three days. We have a popula-

tion of approximately 13,000, and 4,000 to 5,000 of them were without power—most 
in the city of Monticello, which had a great deal of damage to its infrastructure. We did 
lose a good many whole trees and parts of trees. Most of the first calls to emergency 
responders were about trees blocking highways; we also had five structure fires, one 
caused by a tree falling on a house and pulling the electric box with it.” 

The Good News: “We did pretty well prior to the storm on getting the word out for 
people to stay at home, so wrecks were drastically reduced, because people stayed off 
the roads. 

“We are good at documenting—we went through a FEMA disaster previously, a 
tornado in 2011, so it was kind of a ‘been there done that’ situation. We trained guys 
who were dedicated to the cleanup to make a spreadsheet of what roads they were on 
and how long they spent on each road. That’s what FEMA wants. It made documentation 
smoother, but it was still June or July before we got all the debris picked up.” 

Lesson Learned: “It was in debris cleanup, and it was more a manpower issue—not 
having the ability to get on it as quickly as we needed to. We did a lot of shoving the 
debris off to the side to worry about later. We ended up renting a big old chipper to 
get rid of debris along the sides of the roadways. Our reimbursement from FEMA was 
close to $40,000, with about $20,000 going to debris cleanup. 

“The mulch is now being used by our recreation department, and any citizen who 
needs mulch for landscaping can come get it. It’s a great way to get rid of storm  
debris; you don’t have to worry about a burning permit, and citizens appreciate it.” 

Jerry Coalson  
City Manager,  
Waynesboro  
(Burke County)

The Back Story: “On Tuesday, February 11, 
it was raining all day, and the temperature 
kept dropping. It stayed above freezing until 
Wednesday afternoon, and we were watch-
ing the forecast with some anxiety. It started 
sleeting, and the bushes outside were almost 
like glue, sleet sticking to ice. It was a Winter 
Wonderland disaster. We had 3/8 inch of ice on 
everything. Those trees were holding a lot of 
weight, and it just sheared limbs off. We had 
some damaged houses, and almost every road 
in town was blocked by trees and limbs. We 
had a $300,000 fire truck trapped between two 
downed trees.” 

The Good News: “We had a strike team come 
in afterward—I was ready to receive any help 
that I could get.” 

Lesson Learned: “We did a per-tree contract 
with companies that came in to clean up, which 
ended up being smart! A lot of trees had twisted 
breaks that you could only see if you climbed 
up in them. We had some pretty dangerous 
hangers; we ended up having 700 trees with 
hangers, and 40 trees were removed.”



angles, searching for fungi or insects, cracks, openings, a 
leaning slant, or hangers. Determine the “immediate or 
probable” likelihood of failure. 

LEVEL II  includes considering the trees’ locations, site  
factors, structures nearby, context and history. “If, for  
example, there is one way to the hospital, take care of the 
trees lining that roadway,” she says. 

LEVEL III  involves an assessment form, and using  
binoculars, mallets, probes, pickaxe or shovel to make a 
more detailed analysis. 

“Don’t spend more money planting or establish-
ing new trees until you have a risk assessment and risk- 
management plan in place,” she says. And then: mulch  
annually, inspect regularly and protect soil around trees, 
and trees themselves during construction. All of this takes 
dedicated dollars and a budget, she says. “There’s only so 
much volunteers can do.”

“We know storms are going to come, and we know we 
have trees that are less than perfect, but we want to avoid 
as much risk as possible,” Head says. “You don’t want the 
one thing people remember about trees to be all that storm 
damage.”

SEEK COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT
Tree boards can be valuable to a city in recording and 

reporting updates to city officials, as well as compiling 
more comprehensive annual reports. The city of Oxford 
said they recently invited their tree board to be involved 
when they were replacing antiquated water lines. 

And, sometimes, trees just need some good public rela-
tions and a warm hug. Decatur has a limited tree budget 

like many cities, but they have a contract with a city arborist 
and have completed a tree canopy study. Perhaps the most 
obvious sign that the city loves its trees, however, is the 
“yarn bombing” of a few local specimens—residents knit-
ted sweaters around their trunks and over several branches. 
“That,” says Head, “was a level of tree care I hadn’t seen 
before.” 

Before the storm, assessments are crucial not just to have 
a “pre-storm” inventory and a “post-storm” plan, but also 
to minimize injury, damage and destruction from trees and 
branches, says Joan Scales, Sustainable Community Forestry 
Program manager for the Georgia Forestry Commission.

“Trees have a lot of environmental benefits, including 
clean water, clean air, shade, wildlife and increased prop-
erty values, as well as just being pretty,” she says. “But you 
have to also acknowledge that they are risky biological  
organisms and, at some point, they are going to fail. How 
can we minimize that risk?”

GET TO KNOW YOUR TREES
“All trees are risky to some extent,” Scales says. “You 

have to examine what kind of impact a tree’s failure would 
have. Is it likely to cause injuries or death? Is it around 
homes or schools? What about possible infrastructure 
impact? The police station, fire station, public works and 
shelters are places we rely on in a storm.” 

Hospitals, utilities, water treatment plants… all must 
be protected from tree hazards. 

But you can’t forget about public works departments, 
which have the trucks and routes to staging areas or  
landfills. 
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Recently-thinned loblolly pine stands took a hard hit from the February ice storm.
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Many Elements at Play
Elements of storms include wind, 
lightning, flooding and ice. “Yes, ice 
was an issue with last year’s storm, 
but so was wind,” Scales says. 
“Typically more than one element is 
at play.”

A closer look at the elements:

Wind—can cause defoliation, 
broken branches, twisted or debarked 
trunks, exposed roots or uprooted 
trees. Trees in sandy or saturated 
soils might fall more easily. Some 
species are more prone to breakage, 
such as water oaks. Brittle wood, 
older and already stressed trees are 
more susceptible. 

Lightning—damage can be 
minimal if charge conducted outside 
of tree (bark blown off, scarring, but 
typically tree survives). However, if 
the charge goes into the tissue of the 
tree, it superheats the tree’s moisture, 
turning it into steam, and the tree 
explodes, its trunk shattered. Pines, 
poplars, oaks and tall trees are more 
prone to strikes. 

Flooding—saturated soil causes 
root instability (like a tree sitting in a 
bowl of Jell-O). Too much water also 
reduces the flow of oxygen to the 
roots and leads to an accumulation 
of toxins in the soil. Curling, wilted 
leaves will be followed by chlorosis 
and then browning and loss of leaves. 
Coastal floodings are especially  
damaging, as they bring salt with  
the water. 

Ice—rain that is super-cooled is  
very damaging as the extra weight 
bends or breaks branches and young 
trees and weighs down brittle, weak 
wood. Ice is especially dangerous to 
water oaks, evergreens, Southern 
magnolias and pines. Those that still 
have leaves have more surface area 
for ice to coagulate on. m 

Cities have lots of options when it comes to software to use for can-
opy inventories, including Flint units with built-in GPS, and ArcGIS  
online, which puts all images on the Cloud, says Scales. “Out in the field, 
we use tablets or smartphones. It helps if you have access to Wifi. That 
way your team can see what each member is doing, and it will update 
automatically so you don’t duplicate efforts.”

Take the time to know your tree species, as well. What is a fatal flaw 
or blow to one tree might be a survivable wound to another. “We just did 
a mock assessment in Savannah, and we’d see a major defect in a live oak 
and think, ‘It’s a live oak, it can handle it.’ But if we saw the same thing in 
a water oak or maple, we’d be a lot more concerned.”

It’s important to look at the whole tree from all angles—a 360-degree 
inspection, and up and down from root ball to treetop. Keep in mind that 
roots extend two to three times the width of the crown, and tend to stay 
close to the surface. Look for girdling roots, root plate movement, infra-
structure impact, surface or exposed roots and roots that have been cut. 

“Roots are often overlooked because we can’t see them, but if the 
roots are not in good condition, the tree’s not in good condition,” Scales 
says. 

As for trunks and branches, look for cavities and decay, wounds, 
cracks and splits, girdling, double leaders, fruiting bodies, fungus or 
mushrooms, insects and diseases, and vines. “In a wind incident, that’s 
where the trunk is going to break, at its point of weakness,” she says. 
Keep an eye out for branches with weak attachments, crossing paths and 
hangers. 

For leaves and canopies, watch out for diseases, insects, dieback and 
missing sections. These can indicate root problems as well. 

NOT IF, BUT WHEN…
“We must be good managers of trees to make communities safe,” 

Scales says. “It’s not if, but when, a storm occurs.”
And, while the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

doesn’t provide for mitigation efforts, they will reimburse you more for 
having a plan already in place when a storm hits. 

Local assessments, documentation and historical records provide an 
invaluable resource when FEMA is called on the scene, says Tara Teuta, 
GEMA public assistance grants manager, who says she put hundreds of 
miles on her rental car driving across Georgia after last year’s ice storm. 
(See story, page 22.)

“The feds are waiting on counties and cities to let them know what 
they need,” she says. “We lean on the locals.”

Stowers, of Savannah, says he remembers Hurricane Floyd coming 
through, and then several declared and undeclared weather disasters in 
the years following. 

“Our cemeteries, our tree canopy, the riverfront, those are things 
that draw more than 10-million visitors a year to our city,” he says. “We 
have more than 85,000 trees on city property, 110 to 130 years old, some 
planted in the 1880s that are still there today. To imagine Savannah with-
out trees is scary. And yet, we fight complacency all the time. ” m
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Using this detailed Workbook and Template will give you a comprehensive tool 
for storm preparedness, response and recovery.

Fill Out That Plan!
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FFilling in the blanks is more than just record-keeping, says 
Connie Head. “The level of response following a storm 
will depend on the level of your preparedness.”

Head, consulting arborist with Technical Forestry  
Services, is the author of a Workbook and Template that 
provides a tool and instructions for helping communities to 
reach the highest level of preparedness. The materials were 
created for the Georgia Forestry Commission in 2013 and 
have become a go-to resource for storm mitigation plan-
ning ever since.

The Workbook and Template go hand-in-hand, 
Head explains. The Workbook mirrors the content of the  
Template, providing instructions on how to fill out the  
Template—a detailed 56-page framework that cobbles  
together a wide range of information on your community 
and your mitigation plans, both before and after a storm.

The Template, entitled “Community Forest Storm 
Mitigation Plan for Georgia Communities,” leads you 
through an evaluation of your storm readiness and guides 
you in developing a detailed, solid plan. It also helps iden-
tify serious gaps in information, activities and programs, 
which you can then start to address. Your completed  
template can be distributed to your storm mitigation team 
and should be updated as changes are made in programs 
and procedures.

Do I Need the Workbook?
While the Template is a self-guided questionnaire, the 

Workbook serves a critical role as well. It explains the what, 
why and how-to of each question or blank to be filled in. 
It gives important background information, as well as valu-
able tips for developing your plan. Finally, it helps you to 
prioritize your “need to do” list. 

The Workbook and Template are divided into four 
parts: Community Setting, Storm Preparation, Storm  
Response and Storm Recovery.

PART I: Community Setting covers 
the history and size of your community, as well as your  
weather and storm history—snow, ice storms, rain, flood-
ing, droughts, fires. What is the history of your forest  
resource management? Who is your tree care manager?

PART II: Storm Preparation looks at your 
storm mitigation team—names and contact information 
(local emergency, GEMA, FEMA, city government, traf-
fic coordinator, utility contacts, vendors and contractors— 
such as debris removal, landscapers, tree services—and  
volunteer organizations).

It details a wide range of forest resource assessments, 
risk assessments, forest management activities and costs, 
record-keeping, communication and benefit-to-cost  
ratio calculations. Space is provided for details on pruning,  

Customize your  
plan to meet  
your local needs.

“
 ”



18 SHADE 2015

Having a baseline analysis of your region’s tree canopy is 
extremely useful to support disaster planning. In fact, 
according to FEMA, it may be the key mitigation strat-

egy to building and strengthening your community’s resilience  
to natural disasters, such as weather events. An urban tree canopy 
(UTC) assessment helps with debris estimation and manage-
ment, and prioritizing planting areas after the event as well. 

A UTC assessment looks at both public and private tree 
canopy. It should be developed to integrate with a community’s 
geographic information system, so it can be analyzed in rela-
tion to environmental, economic and social issues on a range of 
scales (neighborhood, district, municipality, watershed).

By identifying tree management needs before a storm, you 
can reduce risk with preventive measures, such as routine prun-
ing in high-tree density areas that are vulnerable to damage, 
and targeting areas of primary concern. For instance, which 
streets lead to the hospital? From the fire station? To desig-
nated emergency shelters? 

When Atlanta undertook its tree canopy assessment, 
they employed the expertise of Tony Giarrusso, associate  
director of the Center for Geographic Information Sys-
tems at Georgia Institute of Technology, and Sarah Smith, a  
research scientist at the Center for Quality Growth and  
Regional Development (also at Georgia Tech). “We often 
heard quoted that Atlanta was losing 50 acres of trees per 
day, and decided we needed a baseline analysis,” says Kathy  
Evans, of the Atlanta Tree Conservation Commission. 

Using high-resolution QuickBird satellite imagery, they took 
a comprehensive satellite photo in October 2008 and started the 
analysis in 2012. “Our objective was to create an accurate tree-
cover data set, so we could compare it to other city canopies, use 
it to recommend planting sites, etc.,” Giarrusso says. 

The results fall into three land-cover classifications: 
trees, non-tree vegetation (such as grass) and non-vegetation.  
Results showed that within the city’s 132 square miles (and 
84,735 acres) there was 48% tree cover, 30% non-vegetation 
cover and 22% non-tree vegetation. They found that 77% of 
Atlanta’s tree coverage was concentrated in single-family resi-
dential neighborhoods (along with green stream corridors).
Parks provided just 5% of the city’s tree canopy (although a lot 
of open green space). They found very little tree cover in the 
downtown area and along the transportation corridors. 

“Proactive management of urban forests requires human 
resources and a financial commitment,” Giarrusso says. “The 
money spent today for an urban tree canopy assessment will  
allow for informed decision-making regarding trees in the  
future, resulting in financial savings over the long term.” m

Why Spend $$ on a Canopy Assessment?support, protection, pest management and  
removal. It explains the importance of a storm 
mitigation map. “You want to be able to go right 
to your plans and see who, what and where,” says 
Head. “Once you write things down on paper, 
they can become very powerful tools.”

PART III: Storm Response begins  
with the mobilization of resources immedi-
ately prior to an anticipated event and continues 
through the initial recovery efforts. It asks: What 
are the priority areas? How will you handle clear-
ing of fallen trees, debris management and damage 
assessment? Who is responsible for information  
to the public? What records will be retained and 
by whom?

This section gives an excellent checklist of 
documents that need to be collected and possibly 
presented to FEMA.

PART IV: Storm Recovery recom-
mends a mitigation analysis. What worked? What 
didn’t? Where are the greatest needs to mitigate 
for future storms? It helps you create a tree loss 
summary and inventory of potential planting sites 
and species.

Equally important, it helps you form long-range 
plans for record-keeping and tree maintenance, as 
well as community education—workshops, demon-
strations, newspaper articles, website content.

“A storm mitigation plan is an essential compo-
nent of your community’s emergency management 
system,” Head says. But this is not a one-size-fits-
all solution. “Customize your plan to meet your 
local needs. This is a great opportunity to become 
more visible in your community.” m

How to Get Help
Both the Workbook and Template are avail-
able as PDF and Word documents on the 
Georgia Forestry Commission’s website  
at GaTrees.org. The Georgia Forestry  
Commission can provide guidance in  
developing your plan and completing the 
Template. For assistance, contact the  
sustainable community forester in your  
area by visiting the GFC website.
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Statistics tell the story of Georgia Power’s massive effort to 
deal with power outages during Ice Storm “Pax” in Febru-
ary 2014. “It was the largest storm event for Georgia Power 
in the last 20 years,” says Brad Dyer, the company’s Metro 
South Transmission Forester.

Here’s a look at what happened:
 701,000 customers experienced outages; 

 534,000 outage calls were received; 

  20 staging areas were set up and activated across  
the state in parking lots, shopping centers, malls,  
high schools and fairgrounds;

  8,200 employees, contractors and partner workers 
were involved in the restoration effort; 

 767 poles and 654 transformers were replaced. 

As soon as a storm threat is detected, Georgia Power 
readies its Storm Center to begin advance preparation,  
explains Jon Balkcom, Forestry and Right of Way Services 
with Georgia Power. The Storm Center manages all power 
restoration efforts. It provides centralized command and 
control, coordinating all logistics and communication 24/7.

If outside resources are needed, Georgia Power brings 
in extra help from other Southern Company subsidiaries, 
then from its Regional Mutual Assistance Groups (RMAG) 
partners, and finally from outside contractors. “No one 
utility has enough resources to battle major storms,” says 
Balkcom. 

As Pax 2014 rolled into Georgia, the Georgia Power team 
started monitoring the weather forecast. By February 10,  

the Storm Center was activated; the next day, five staging 
areas were set up in the forecast area and teams began trav-
eling to those areas. Major outages hit metro Atlanta and 
north Georgia on February 12, expanding to east Georgia 
by evening. By 8 p.m. the next day, power was restored to 
nearly 500,000 customers. By 9 p.m. on the 15th, 99% of 
customers had their power back on. 

Looking back, Dyer says, “Logistics was one of the 
battles we were fighting.” As impressive as the restora-
tion effort was, Georgia Power always looks for lessons 
learned following a storm. Says Balkcom: “A storm process  
improvement team was formed after Pax to evaluate areas 
of improvement.” m

Georgia Power’s response to the winter fury of 2014.
LIGHTING UP GEORGIA

Crews replaced 767 poles and 654 transformers, as well as repairing 2,800 spans of wire, in the aftermath of Ice Storm 2014. Four days after the storm began, service 
was restored to 99% of Georgia Power’s customers.

A staging area with temporary trailers was set up at the Atlanta Speedway to 
provide sleeping accommodations and meals for out-of-town line personnel.
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A
After a storm topples large branches, fells trees and blocks 
roadways with debris, one of a city’s first calls should be to 
an Urban Forest Strike Team (UFST). 

Strike teams, which began in 2007 as a project of the 
Southern Group of State Foresters and have now spread to 
11 states, are basically crews of certified arborists trained 
for post-disaster assessment of trees for public risk. 

Crews and vehicles work their way through public  
areas, marking trees with small paint dots that indi-
cate their eligibility for FEMA debris reimbursement.  

Orange indicates tree removal (i.e., extensive damage);  
white indicates tree pruning (i.e., broken limbs). Areas  
normally assessed include parks and street trees in and 
along public rights of way. 

While the UFST’s main purpose is to evaluate publicly 
owned trees damaged by storms and collect data to be used 
in applying for FEMA reimbursement, they can serve as 
invaluable advisers and consultants to city arborists.

Joan Scales, Sustainable Community Forestry Pro-
gram  manager with the Georgia Forestry Commission,  

DON’T STRIKE OUT 

An Urban Forest Strike Team offers expert help with storm 
response, debris management and FEMA reimbursement.

GFC Urban Forestry Strike Team members plot removal of Waynesboro’s ice-damaged trees. Pictured L to R: Mark McClellan, Joe Burgess, Ben Tucker and Joan Scales.
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emphasizes that these professional strike teams are not first 
responders, but are meant to come in a few weeks after the 
initial cleanup to focus on long-term recommendations.

“They give debris management and debris mitigation 
recommendations, locate hazardous trees, hangers and 
stumps, and make estimates to give to GEMA, abiding  
by FEMA guidelines,” says Scales, a strike team member 
herself. 

This takes into account information as specific as the 
percentage of the tree that has been damaged, the diameter 
of the tree or the limb, the exposed heartwood, the lean of 
the tree, and if a tree or hanging limb presents an immedi-
ate threat to public safety.

For example, does a damaged branch hang over a park 
trail, sidewalk or golf-cart path that people are likely to 
be traversing? Is a stump’s root ball sitting on public land 
more than 50% exposed? Is a tree leaning over a public-use 
area at a 30-degree-or-more angle?

After last year’s ice storm, the Sustainable Commu-
nity Forestry Program deployed the Urban Forest Strike 
Team to Waynesboro, one of the hardest-hit communities,  
outside of Augusta. 

“The strike team had eight members, including a GIS 
(geographic information system) expert, and they camped 
out for two days in our conference room,” says city man-
ager Jerry Coalson. “They worked very fast, and created 
an Excel spreadsheet of all trees with damage and a map of 
where they were.”

Strike teams also can help cities determine plans of 
action to protect their urban forests and establish debris 
management plans before a storm hits through a pre-storm 
assessment, training or mock exercise. 

“Any time would be an appropriate time to bring these 
teams in,” says Dan Stowers, Savannah’s emergency man-
agement director. “They could very well save your tree 
canopy.”

For more information, check out the Urban Forest 
Strike Team website at www.ufst.org. m

How Communities Benefit
  Assistance can be provided to communities 

that lack professional capacity or expertise. 

  Trained, experienced certified arborists  
assist communities with decisions that  
affect public safety and the long-term  
viability of their urban forests. 

  Tree management information is obtained in 
a timely manner for response and recovery. 

  Assistance is provided at the stage of 
disaster response most appropriate for the 
community. 

  Assessments can be used in-house or with 
contractors to facilitate debris removal and 
reimbursement with FEMA.

Requesting a Strike Team
Communities can contact the Georgia Forestry 
Commission and request assistance from the Urban 
Forest Strike Team. Contact Susan Granbery 
(sgranbery@gfc.state.ga.us), the urban and  
community forestry coordinator. Communities  
can also contact the GFC Community Forester in 
their area.

Below: GFC’S Gary White marks a damaged tree at Waynesboro’s historic  
Confederate Memorial Cemetery.
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W
FEMA

GEMA

APPLICANT

DOCUMENT  
YOUR WAY  
TO SUCCESS

How to maximize federal assistance  
in both declared and undeclared disasters.

When weather-related chaos reigns and threats to public 
safety are everywhere, the temptation might be to take  
action right away and worry about the paperwork and  
documentation later. 

But that would be a shortsighted strategy that could 
cost your city thousands in missed reimbursements, says 
Tara Teuta, grants manager for GEMA. 

“Of course, the first priority is to save lives. We under-
stand that,” Teuta says.

But as soon as the city and its residents are stabilized, 
make sure you’re recording and keeping track of everything 

related to the disaster. “FEMA bases everything on docu-
mentation,” she explains.

GEMA is the agency charged with preventing or reduc-
ing the negative impact of natural disasters in the state, from 
flooding to hurricanes to ice storms. GEMA and FEMA 
work hand-in-hand after such disasters to provide assistance, 
assess damage and determine/distribute reimbursements. 
(See “The GEMA/FEMA Partnership,” facing page.)

With downed trees and branches, documentation 
means keeping a written record of location, historical  
context, action taken, worker hours devoted to the job, 
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Federal (FEMA) State (GEMA) Applicant

n  Coordinates with all federal, 
state, local agencies

n  Establishes a Joint Field Office 
(JFO)

n Collects project and cost data
n  Approves grants and obligates 

funds

n Educates applicants
n  Collects project and cost 

data
n  Disburses grants to  

applicants
n  Monitors and manages use 

of grants by applicants

n Requests assistance
n Identifies damaged facilities
n  Provides information to support  

request
n Maintains documentation
n  Performs necessary work (repairs, 

debris, etc.)

follow-up needed—and having a debris management plan 
in place.

“Be sure to take pictures, write down exact locations 
and record workers’ hours—especially their extra hours, 
which are often reimbursable,” Teuta says. 

Record the type of damage to the tree (or by the tree 
or branch), its impact, imminent threats to life and safety 
and availability of insurance. “FEMA doesn’t pay if there’s 
insurance, but it will help with the deductible,” she says.

And keep track not only of your early estimates and 
projections, but also of adjustments that are made later. 

For instance, Augusta originally estimated that 
250,000 cubic yards of debris had resulted from February’s 
ice storm, but it turned out to be more than double that, at 
600,000 cubic yards, and an extra $5 million to pay contract 
crews for cleanup. 

The state’s governor may determine, after consulting 
with local officials, that recovery appears to be beyond the 
combined resources of both the state and local govern-
ments and request supplemental federal assistance under 
the Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act. 
To be declared a federal disaster area, damage also needs to 
fall beyond the $13 million to $14 million mark. 

If a disaster is declared, FEMA will pay 75% of the 
costs incurred. “We depend on the locals when determining 
whether to declare or not,” says Teuta. “It takes a shorter 
and shorter time now, due to technology, for us to decide 
to seek a declaration. We may decide to seek a declaration 
based on an aerial over-flight of the impacted area. Intense 
news coverage may also speed up the process.”

While accurate records, maps, spreadsheets and GPS 
coordinates are essential, sometimes a FEMA reimburse-
ment can boil down to semantics. For example, FEMA will 
pay to have certain hazardous hangers removed, or even for 
tree “cleaning” but not for “pruning.”

Even without a declaration, says Teuta, there is help 
available through other agencies and departments: the 
Coast Guard and other branches of the Armed Forces 
(search and rescue, evacuation of victims, transporting sup-

plies and equipment), the Department of Defense (debris 
removal, temporary restoration of public services), Army 
Corps of Engineers (flood fighting and rescue operations), 
the Department of Health and Human Services (emer-
gency health and sanitation, public health control), the US 
Department of Agriculture (emergency food programs), 
the Consolidated Farm Service Agency (loans to farmers, 
ranchers), and Small Business Administration loans (to  
restore homes or businesses). 

Criteria Used by FEMA
The federal disaster law restricts the use of arithmeti-

cal formulas or other objective standards as the sole basis 
for determining the need for federal supplemental aid. As 
a result, FEMA assesses a number of factors to determine 
the severity, magnitude and impact of a disaster event. In 
evaluating a governor’s request for a major disaster dec-
laration, a number of primary factors, along with other 

How the GEMA/FEMA  
Partnership Works

Once there is a Presidential Declared Disaster 
in the state, GEMA coordinates requests for public 
assistance, and its public assistance division is 
responsible for scheduling applicant briefings and 
kick-off meetings, as well as managing all grants and 
dispersing funds for grants approved by FEMA. 

FEMA gives GEMA the federal funds (75% of 
qualifying costs/damages) to pass on to disaster area 
governments or other involved agencies, explains 
Angi Whatley, GEMA’s director for public assistance 
and recovery. GEMA and the local jurisdiction/ 
sub-recipient split the remaining 25% of the costs. 
If it’s a county or municipality, usually GEMA covers 
10% and the county/municipality covers 15%.



Extreme weather systems, like winter storms, have 
an obvious impact on urban trees, with ice-coated 
limbs and downed trees snapping power lines and 

blocking roadways, but trees and forests are also affected 
by long-term weather patterns and trends. 

The sustained drought in the southeastern United 
States is a good example of this, says agricultural climatolo-
gist Pam Knox of the University of Georgia. “The Southeast 
has been in drought almost more often than not for the past 
15 years,” Knox says. 

The drought started in 1998 and hit parts of Georgia 
heavily with three multi-year severe droughts. Causes  
included a lack of tropical storms, La Niña and longer-
term climate trends. 

La Niña is associated with unusually cool water in 
the eastern Pacific Ocean, which can affect weather half-
way around the world, especially in the winter, which is 
“when we bank our water,” Knox says. “La Niña caused 
high death and disease rates in new plantings due to dry 
conditions in 1999–2000. Stands planted during that time 
still show poor quality today,” she says. 

Dry periods aren’t the only ones that cause tree stress 
or death, however. During wet periods, damage from trees 
falling increases when wet soil fails to support root systems.

As for temperature trends, the longer-term trend in 
Georgia is lower average temperatures when viewed from 
1895 to now, with jagged ups and downs in the annual  
averages. 

The precipitation trend in Georgia has stayed remark-
ably flat since the 1900s, with an average of 50 inches a year 
(a marked exception was a severe drought in 1954).

Predictions show temperatures going up 5 to 10 degrees 
over the next 100 years. The impacts of the changing cli-
mate—longer dry spells coupled with warmer temperatures: 
longer growing seasons for trees but also for weeds, pests 
and diseases; an increase in wildfires; more ice storms in the 
Southeast, which increase the risk of tree damage; increased 
erosion and runoff from high-intensity rainstorms.

Strategies for adapting include increasing resilience 
by planning for and protecting trees from the effects of  
disasters, altering species or management practices and, 
says Knox, expecting “a lot of variability.” m

Uncertain Climate Forecast
Warmer temps, longer dry spells, heavy rains and… more ice storms!

relevant information, are considered in developing a recommendation to the 
president for supplemental disaster assistance. 

Primary factors include:
n  Amount and type of damage (for example, number of homes destroyed  

or with major damage),
n  Impact on the infrastructure of affected areas or critical facilities,
n Imminent threats to public health and safety,
n Impact on essential government services and functions,
n Unique capability of federal government,
n  Dispersion or concentration of damage,
n  Level of insurance coverage in place for homeowners and public facilities,
n  Available assistance from other sources (federal, state, local, voluntary 

organizations),
n  State and local resource commitments from previous, undeclared events,

n  Frequency of disaster events over recent time period. m
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As the late January 2014 ice storm descended on Atlanta, 
turning major interstates and roadways into slip-and- 
slide parking lots, stranding kids at their schools and  
causing a lot of commuters to spend the nights in their 
freezing cars, Wendy Burnett was on call for 48 hours 
straight—from home.

“I was iced in,” says Burnett, director of commu-
nications and public relations for the Georgia Forestry  
Commission. “So I did a lot of remote media from my 
home office: Skype, phone interviews, putting our key 
messages out on an hourly rotation on all social media sites. 
We treated the ice storm like we treat any other event: 
planning, practice and follow-up.”

The planning started the minute she heard the fore-
cast, dusting off and updating talking points and getting 
them in the hands of the people speaking on behalf of the 
agency. “We all need to be singing from the same hymnal,” 
she says. 

Next came rehearsing the talking points and practic-
ing turning any tough questions back to those points. But 
be prepared for simple, basic, repetitive questions as well, 
she adds.

“Our key messages revolved around trees, such as, 
‘Why did trees fall?’ You’d be surprised how many times 
we get that question,” Burnett says.

Crystal Paulk-Buchanan, public affairs officer for 
GEMA, worked in the State’s Joint Information Center, 
coordinating messaging with the Georgia departments of 
transportation and public safety and the Georgia National 
Guard. “It was important that the public never got con-
flicting information,” she says.

GEMA pushes “be prepared” messages out to the pub-
lic all year, especially before storms hit: have a plan, make 
a ready kit, stay informed by following weather reports, be 
able to take care of yourself and your family for three days, 
have emergency kits in the car with food, water, shovel, 
kitty litter. “Whether it’s hurricanes, tornadoes or loss  
of power from ice storms, there are only so many first  
responders,” Paulk-Buchanan says. 

Social media is vital when setting a media strategy 
these days. “But there is a difference between, say, Twit-
ter and Facebook. Twitter is more real-time information 
and Facebook allows you to go more in-depth,” says Paulk-
Buchanan. “We use them differently at GEMA.”

And next time? “We all learned to be more prepared,” 

says Burnett, “and to inundate people with information at 
even the hint of an ice storm.”

WHEN STORMS TOP THE NEWS 

Tips for Talking to the Media
1. Have talking points that you’ve rehearsed—but 

don’t just read them. Use short, concise, “mental 
bumper sticker” language; it’s more quotable.

2. Practice turning tough questions back to your 
main points. 

3. Confirm the person/media outlet you’ll be  
speaking with and on what topics.

4. Don’t do interviews while tired or multitasking.

5. Coordinate with partner agencies to make sure 
you’re speaking with one voice.

6. Always give your name and contact information  
for follow-up and later clarification. 

7. Respond promptly—reporters have immediate 
deadlines.

8. Use social media to get your own messages out, 
on a rotating basis, during the crisis (get reporters 
to follow you on Twitter).

9. Don’t hesitate to say, “I will find that out and  
get back to you,” or “That’s above my pay grade 
but here is what I can talk about,” or “We are 
investigating that very topic and will let you know 
when we have an answer.”

10. Nip misinformation in the bud. 
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MARY CHARLES HOWARD 
is a legacy tree council member—
she grew up planting trees with her 
dad, who was a founding member 
of the tree council in Sandersville 
and contributed to that middle 
Georgia city becoming a Tree City 
USA. A graduate of the University 
of Georgia, Howard moved back to 
Athens in 2010, got married, and 
started three businesses: a food 
tour of Athens, a pet-sitting service 
and her own landscape design and 
installation company. And, in the 
midst of it all, she joined the Athens-

Clarke County Community Tree 
Council. “It’s from my experience 
from childhood,” says Howard, now 
a landscape architect at Williams 
and Associates in Athens. “My 
toddler, Henry, has just learned how 
to play in the dirt, and it’s awesome. 
And my husband, Keenan, is a 
lawyer who wants to be a farmer. We 
actually have debates about trees.” 

Howard is most proud of the 
Tree Council’s annual Tree Fair each 
fall. At the event, members teach 
how to identify good specimen trees 
and proper planting techniques. 

She also enjoys the schoolyard 
planting projects, in which council 
members help to plant orchards and 
shade trees around schools and 
monitor schools under construction. 
Schools built in the county don’t 
have to abide by the Community 
Tree Management Ordinance, she 
says, which sometimes results in 
clear cutting and a minimal replanting 
budget. “Then, after the fact, there is 
often regret,” she says. “We’d like to 
step in to help beforehand.” 

From the beautiful old trees on 
Clayton Street to the dogwoods on 

The Athens-Clarke County Community Tree Council prides itself on its pool 
of volunteers who do everything from planning to planting in order to preserve 
Athens’ green canopy. Here’s a glimpse at three outstanding workers.

The Athens-Clarke County Community Tree Council prides itself on its pool 

 The People Factor
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Prince Avenue, Athens cares about 
its trees, Howard says. “If you take 
down a tree in Athens, you’d better 
be prepared to answer to the public 
about why it was taken down, and 
what your plan is for replanting.”

An acquaintance in the tree 
service business asked 
FRANK “CHASE” COOK 
if he’d be interested in joining 
the city’s Tree Council. Cook, a 
program coordinator for the Georgia 
Sustainable Forestry Initiative 
implementation committee, thought 
it would be a natural fi t. “I grew 
up on a small farm and have a 
forestry undergraduate degree from 
University of Georgia,” he says. “In 
my job, I focus more on large-scale 
land management and procurement 
than on urban forestry, so it’s nice 
to be able to volunteer in this area.” 
Cook developed an appreciation 
for urban forestry when he worked 
for the federal government in 
Washington, D.C., enjoying the park 
system and bike trails. “Once your 
access to green space is limited, 
you become more appreciative,” he 
says. As part of his volunteer duties 
for the ACC Tree Council, he works 
on the policy committee. “It’s our 
toehold into government affairs,” he 
says. “The mayor and commission 
members know if they have 
questions about tree-related matters, 
we’re there to help.”

If someone requests a variance to 
the tree management ordinance, the 
policy committee acts in an advisory 
role, sometimes suggesting how a 
variance request could be avoided. 
For example, a recent housing 
renovation involved building a kitchen 

behind a century-old house. The plan 
was to take down three 150-year-
old white oaks. “We came up with a 
compromise,” Cook says. “We want 
to help people put some thought, 
when possible, into preserving what 
they already have.

“A lot of times,” he says, “people 
take for granted that trees will just 
always be there, but competing 
interests being what they are, it 
takes work to provide for that future 
and to make a place for trees in the 
grand scheme.”

JERE BOWDEN, who has 
lived in Athens for 44 years, says 
she’s “always been a tree hugger.” 
She got involved with the Athens 
urban tree advisory committee 
even before the city and county 
governments consolidated in 1991 
and the Athens-Clarke County 
Community Tree Council was 
formed. “I am probably the member 
who has been with the council for 

the longest period of time,” says 
Bowden, who has seen the council 
evolve from merely hosting programs 
and events to having a strategic 
plan, real infl uence and valuable 
resources to share. She was also 
one of the members who determined 
that Athens-Clarke County should 
be a Tree City USA, which came to 
pass in 2001 . “When Bob Barker, 
a retired forester, became council 

president, he structured us into 
education, policy and publicity 
committees,” she says. They also 
spent time mapping the area’s urban 
tree canopy with a geographic 
information system (GIS). “That’s 
how we became important to the 
planning department,” she says. 
“They discovered we did have 
some pertinent materials that could 
be used by them.” Another key 
step was the development of the 
Community Tree Management 
Ordinance in 2005, which strives 
to maintain a 45% canopy cover in 
Athens-Clarke County. 

Growing up as a Girl Scout in 
Freeport, Illinois, Bowden learned 
to “leave a place cleaner than you 
found it.” At her grandparents’ farm 
in Michigan, she learned to care 
for the land. And after marrying a 
Presbyterian minister and fellow 
“dedicated environmentalist” and 
raising their four sons, she enjoyed 
camping all around the country. 

“Trees do so much for us, they make 
us healthy, they give us oxygen 
and shade,” says Bowden, now a 
grandmother to 16 (a set of triplets 
among them), who with her retired 
husband still spends summers 
being caretakers at a camping site 
at Montreat Conference Center in 
North Carolina. “We so appreciate 
the beauty of nature. We lead a busy, 
blessed life.” m

Pictured L to R: Mary Charles Howard, Chase Cook 
and Jere Bowden share a lighthearted moment at 
the historic Taylor Grady House in Athens, GA.

A lot of times, people take for granted 
that trees will always be there, but 
competing interests being what they 
are, it takes work to provide for that 
future and to make a place for trees in 
the grand scheme. –Chase Cook



SHADE: How did you become 
involved with the Georgia Urban 
Forest Council? 

SAUNDERS: In school, I had a passion 
for wildlife and forest management, and as 
a former resident of Forsyth County; I was 
familiar with the urban growth patterns of 
Metro Atlanta. As I began my professional 
program at the Warnell School of Forestry and 
Natural Resources, I noticed the curriculum 
wasn’t accounting for these growth patterns. 
As I looked for more information regarding 
natural resource management in urbanizing 
areas, I discovered the Georgia Urban 
Forest Council. The Council offers a diverse 
set of continuing education activities that 
address urban tree management, watershed 
protection, urban food systems, natural areas 
management and disaster preparation that 
have been instrumental in expanding my 
knowledge base. 

SHADE: Who introduced you to 
the Georgia Urban Forest Council? 

SAUNDERS: For several years, I worked 
under Connie Head, Roger Cauthen and Kim 
Coder. They have dedicated their careers to 
promoting urban forest management, and it’s 
hard to imagine where we would be without 
their work. 

Connie actually paid my way to my fi rst 
GUFC Annual Conference in Jekyll Island. 
I still remember having pretty detailed 
conversations with GUFC members Chris 
Barneycastle, Dale Higdon and Beryl Budd at 
that conference. It was so exciting for me, 
as a student, to meet people who shared 
a common passion for urban resource 
management. 

It’s probably for this reason that I have 
always offered to pay for a GUFC membership 
whenever I have had interns for our 
Community Tree Program. 

SHADE: What challenges do you 
see our industry facing? 

SAUNDERS: I see two major challenges 
we will need to continue to address to be 
successful. First, we will need to continue to 
get the message out to people not currently 
in our circle. Recently, the College Canopy 
Conferences have done a good job of 
expanding the audience to which we serve. 
In the coming years, I think we can begin to 
engage with the engineers, utility managers 
and naturalists that we all work with on a 
daily basis, but who still might not recognize 
the full benefi ts of what we do. 

Secondly, it’s time for our industry to see 
the forest through the trees. We have done 
a really good job addressing issues related 
to traditional arboriculture and individual 
tree management, but I think we are just 
beginning to scratch the surface as to what 
level of care is required of our natural areas. 

FACING THE FUTURE
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Andrew Saunders, GUFC’s 2015 president, talks about his commitment to GUFC and looks 
at the challenges this industry must tackle.
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Some of our members and partner organizations 
are doing really interesting work with invasive 
species control, urban reforestation and riparian 
area management, and I think it’s time we 
begin to share and build upon our successes 
(and failures). While our metro areas may have 
millions of urban trees, we also have thousands 
and thousands of acres of urban forest land that 
are equally threatened by our activities. 

SHADE: Why do you think urban 
natural areas management is 
important? 

SAUNDERS: As much as we appreciate 
the benefi t of urban trees, I’m not sure we 
recognize how benefi cial these natural areas 
really are. These forests are our buffers, fi lters, 
diversity reserves, wildlife sanctuaries, childhood 
play spaces and ultimate green infrastructure. 
I’ve thought for years that 90% of what we do 
in our industry is fi gure out what nature does 
and replicate it. Now it’s time to recognize 
what nature does and enhance it. With the 

trend to develop the Beltline, Rail-to-Trails and 
Greenways, we are going to have an increasing 
need to interface with these areas.

SHADE: Are there any natural areas 
management practices that you have 
learned from? 

SAUNDERS: Yes, the Georgia Forestry 
Commission has been my inspiration for some 
of our practices. I have piloted some invasive 
control areas based upon their research on 
dormant glyphosate applications on Chinese 
privet. We have had great success and continue 
to implement the practice in more locations 
each year. I continue to inquire about the 
forestry masticator they promote for wildfi re 
risk reduction. I think there are some potential 
applications for its use in the urban environment. 
I have also been impressed by some of the work 
from Trees Atlanta. They have been managing 
urban natural areas as long as I can think of. 
Their utilization of both volunteers and sheep 
speaks to the level of innovation they pursue. m

Andrew Saunders is the 
Environmental Coordinator 
for Athens-Clarke County. 
He works to promote 
resource conservation and 
environmental stewardship 
across all departments of 
local government. He has a 
Master of Forest Resources 
from the UGA Warnell School 
of Forestry and Natural 
Resources.

 Smart Forestry Links
Alliance for Community Trees
www.actrees.org

American Forests
www.americanforests.org

The American Grove
www.americangrove.org

The Arbor Day Foundation
www.arborday.org

Atlanta Tree Conservation Commission
www.atlantatreecommission.com

Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA)
www.fema.gov

Georgia Emergency Management Agency 
(GEMA)
www.gema.gov

Georgia Grove
www.americangrove.org/ga

Georgia ReLeaf
www.gufc.org/georgia-releaf

i-Trees
www.itreetools.org

International Society of Arboriculture
www.isa-arbor.com

Keep Georgia Beautiful Foundation
www.keepgeorgiabeautiful.org

National Tree Benefi t Calculator
www.treebenefi ts.org

Sustainable Urban Forests Coalition
www.urbanforestcoalition.com

Technical Forestry Services
www.technicalforestryservices.com

University of Georgia Warnell School 
of Forestry and Natural Resources
www.forestry.uga.edu  www.gufc.org

 www.gatrees.org

GEORGIA FORESTRY
C O M M I S S I O N

Urban Forest Strike Teams
www.ufst.org

Urban Forestry South
www.urbanforestrysouth.org

www.fs.fed.us
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On a well-worn cobblestone byway at the corner  
of South Finley and Dearing streets in historic 
Athens stands the stately descendant of the “Tree 

that Owns Itself.” 
The original white oak was willed the possession of it-

self and the land it sits on by Col. William H. Jackson in the 
early 19th century. According to a newspaper article in the 
Athens Weekly Banner on Aug. 12, 1890, the deed read: 

“I, W. H. Jackson, of the county of Clarke, of the one 
part, and the oak tree… of the county of Clarke, of the 
other part: Witnesseth, That the said W. H. Jackson for 
and in consideration of the great affection which he bears 
said tree, and his great desire to see it protected has con-
veyed, and by these presents do convey unto the said oak 
tree entire possession of itself and of all land within eight 
feet of it on all sides.”

By 1906, erosion was visible at the tree’s base, and 
banker, political activist and philanthropist George Foster 
Peabody paid to have new soil, a commemorative tablet 
and a chain barricade installed around the oak. 

Despite these efforts, the tree reportedly suffered heavy 
damage during an ice storm in 1907 and was permanently 
weakened. The original oak fell in 1942, due to either a 
long period of decline and root rot, or a violent windstorm 
that ravaged much of north Georgia that winter, according 
to various reports.

The fallen tree, which was more than 100 feet tall and 
several centuries old, was replaced with a “son” grown 
from one of its acorns. The operation was directed by Roy 
Bowden of the College of Agriculture at the University of 
Georgia, who was assisted by students in the Department 

of Horticulture. The “son” is now more than 50 feet tall. 
Since the tree’s location is in the right-of-way, Athens-

Clarke County determined it to be “accepted for care” by 
municipal authorities, with city-county officials, local gov-
ernment and the owners of the adjacent property jointly 
serving as stewards for the care of the tree. The Athens 
Junior Ladies Garden Club serves as its primary advocate. 

Over the years the white oak, and its descendant, 
has served as a local landmark, a tourist attraction and a  
Ripley’s Believe It or Not! topic. 

And the son of the “Tree that Owns Itself” has its own 
unique claim as “the only tree in the world that inherited the 
land on which its forebear stood.” m

A Stately Family Lineage
When the “Tree that Owns Itself” fell victim to damage sustained in a storm, the 
famous oak was replaced by one of its saplings.

Athens’ famous “son.”


