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news

Over the last century, forester and pioneering ecologist Aldo Leopold 
has had an enormous impact on land management and conservation. 
Leopold began his career as a forester and wildlife manager who 
viewed the land solely as a resource to be used for the production of 

goods and recreation. He gave little thought to whether the land or the 
other species that live on it were flourishing, unless they happened to be 
among the few species that people enjoyed hunting or found particularly 
charismatic. Leopold had what he would later come to characterize as a 
“conqueror’s” mentality toward the land.

But over the years, as he saw land increasingly damaged by 
erosion caused by overgrazing and poor farming practices, species 
driven to near extinction by over-hunting, rivers drying up, and other 
consequences of the prevailing ethic of land management, he began 
to think differently. Human beings, he now reasoned, were not lords 
and masters over the land, justified in treating it however they wished. 
They were instead a part of the land they inhabited. They were, in his 
words, “plain citizens of the biotic community.” As citizens, human 
beings have a responsibility to care for the land and the species that 
live on it whether or not it is being used 
profitably. 

Leopold summarized his land ethic 
in his famous dictum: “A thing is right 
when it tends to preserve the integrity, 
stability, and beauty of the biotic 
community. It is wrong when it tends 
otherwise.”

Importantly, however, Leopold did 
not see hunting, farming, or forestry, or 
the building of houses or roads, as being 
at odds with caring for the land. Leopold 
himself was an avid hunter and lived 
on a farm. Rather, he thought that if these practices were conducted 
thoughtfully, with an eye to how they would affect the land and the 
other species on it, as well as how they would benefit human beings, 
they were perfectly compatible with caring for the land.

Conservation easements like the ones the Oconee River Land Trust 
holds are written to meet this balance of goals: Landowners retain the 
rights they desire, and rivers, streams, wetlands and forests, and the 
incredible species that live in these habitats, are protected. 

In this way, land trusts carry on in Leopold’s footsteps: The 
work of integrating human beings with their land, helping them live 
sustainably on it, side by side with, and in relationship with the waters, 
soils, plants, and animals that call these lands home. 
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Conservation Easements and 
Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic
By Daniel Crescenzo

OCONEE RIVER LAND TRUST

Aldo Leopold with his dog Flick.

Luna moth (Actais luna) camouflaged in the leaves.

Granite outcrop.

Ring-necked snake (Diadophis 
punctatus).
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During this challenging 
spring, ORLT staff, 
like you, have been 
thinking about how 

to keep ourselves and 
our community healthy. 
ORLT staff are working 
from home and in the field 
to continue ORLT’s land 
conservation work, as we firmly believe that 
a healthy community will continue to need 
clean air, water, and green refuges for the soul 

and body. We are also looking 
ahead –While our spring events 
are cancelled or postponed, we’re 
still dreaming up new projects 
and innovative ways to introduce 
people to conservation, while 
also continuing to steward our 
existing 196 protected properties. 

Some additional good 
news--in 2019, ORLT completed 
24 new conservation easements. 
The over 4,000 additional acres 
of forever-green land included 
wetlands along the North Oconee 
River, a family cattle farm, a 
hardwood forest sheltering a 
trout stream, and an addition to 
the county-owned Beech Haven 
Natural Area, among many 
others. We expanded ORLT’s 
range to include White County 
in the north, and Montgomery 
County in the south, with projects 
ranging in size from 11 acres of 
hardwoods on the edge of Athens 
to 625 acres in rural Montgomery 
County.

Yet for all their diversity 
of size, location, and purpose, 
each and every one of ORLT’s 
conservation easements shares 
a common goals: to provide 

cleaner water and air, and to ensure places 
for animals, plants, and people to thrive in 
community. May this spring newsletter find you 
safe, healthy, and dreaming of ways to help our 
community flourish. 

—Steffney Thompson 
   Executive Director

ORLT has been extremely grateful to have 
two wonderful interns this spring: De’Andra 
Gaston, and Zoe Andrews. Zoe is our Music 
Business Intern and has been with us since 
last fall planning the Oconee River Belles 
concert. A student at UGA, her background in 
music business has been incredibly helpful in 
managing details of sponsorship, working out 
logistics with artists and venues, and design. 
De’Andra is our Conservation Outreach Intern, 
and has been a fantastic addition to ORLT’s 
team. Also a student at UGA, her background 
in advertising, event planning, and ecology 
have made her the perfect fit for working 
with our members, social media and content 
creation, graphic design, and more. 
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4,500
in 2019

ORLT 
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of streams & rivers
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24
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we’ve protected

including 4,500 
acres in 2019

Wood Betony (Pedicularis canadensis)
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As Larry Cook recounts his life experiences to me, one thread that 
remains consistent through each story is his patience. Whether trying 
to purchase and protect greenspace from timber companies for fifteen 

years, tracking a rabbit through the underbrush, or teaching his young 
grandchildren to fish, Larry approaches everything with a good-spirited 
nature and a focus on the long-term.

Larry grew up exploring the outdoors and hunting on neighbors’ open 
property. “Growing up, no one used to mind you coming into their woods,” 
Larry tells me. “There were two or three landowners that would give me 
free run of their property. They were happy to have people out there.” He 
and his dad would often go out together and hunt small game for dinner, 
making fried rabbit with biscuits and gravy when they got home.

He says that things began to change when deer-hunting took over 
small-game hunting. “Things became much more commercial, and people 
started caring more about trespassers. Hunting used to be just another 
outdoor activity, but with deer, hunting became more specialized, and more 
of a special event.”

Larry says he’s addicted to open spaces, and as his 
opportunities to spend time in wilderness shrank, he dedicated 
himself to buying his own land. He purchased eighty-five acres 
in Oglethorpe County thirty years ago, fixing up the old house 
there over several years. At the time, Larry’s property was a small 
island in the middle of hundreds of acres of timberland owned by 
Champion International Paper Company. 

For the next fifteen years, Larry tried to buy some of 
Champion’s land, hoping to add to his own greenspace. Champion 
refused, until they sold their Athens paper plant and the land to 
another international paper company. This new company was 
more amenable to Larry’s request, and Larry purchased 2,000 
acres of land.

In order to fulfill his original goal of protecting and enjoying 
greenspace, Larry put this land into a series of conservation easements, 
permanently protecting it. Friends, family, and outdoor recreation groups 
now get to enjoy his land in the same way he used to enjoy his neighbors’. 
In addition to well-managed pine forests, Larry’s land hosts large untouched 
hardwood forests, extensive beaver ponds and wetlands with canebrakes, 
and  pasture for his grass-fed cattle. 

Finding Open Space: Larry Cook
By Caroline Johnson-Hall

When I asked him what he enjoys 
most about living in so much greenspace, 
he immediately jumps to two things: “The 

community and the freedom,” he says. “I’m obsessed with open 
space, and I love being able to go anywhere out here. I’m grateful 
that my grandkids get to have the same experience of being outside 
in all this space like I did.” He goes on to talk about the ways he 
connects with friends and family on his easement, everything from 
helping his grandchild collect a new rock to hunting for rabbits with 
friends, old and new.

“The shooting is really the smallest part of it.” Larry laughs 
good-naturedly. “It’s much more about doing something social with 
your friends and family, and training your dogs. You’re not hunting 
rabbits from a stand, because to survive, rabbits have to live in the 
thickest, nastiest briars. Everything is out to get them--feral cats, 
hawks, foxes, even wild hogs. If you want to catch rabbits, you’re 
going to have to go into the briars too. You have to work for it.”

After a hunt, Larry says they usually either give most of the 
meat to local elderly folks, or make stew and invite family, friends, 
and neighbors over for a huge shared meal.

In the wake of COVID-19, I asked Larry what he’d been doing 
to occupy his time when gatherings like that weren’t possible. He 
said the chaos of figuring out work has kept him busy, and in the 
meantime, he’s been enjoying time with family. They’ve been 
bonding outdoors with everything from riding four-wheelers to 
finding driftwood in the creeks. “I feel really grateful,” Larry says. 
“It’s really mind-settling to be outside, and easy to have more peace 
of mind with the green space around you.” 

One of Larry's dogs that comes with him while 
hunting.
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A Snapshot of Protected Lands in 2019 
Oconee River Land Trust protected 4,500 more acres of wilderness 
and working lands this year. This brings our total protected lands to 
42,000 acres and 175 miles of rivers and streams, and we're excited 
to show you some highlights.
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An enormous thank you to the Newland Family Foundation this year for funding 
land conservation education opportunities through ORLT. This grant funded two of 
ORLT’s critical goals: a paid Conservation Outreach internship for the spring and 

fall, and educational supplies to improve our outreach to K-12 students in the Athens 
area.

As 70% of undergraduate students are unable to afford to take unpaid internships, 
the ability to offer paid positions is critical to ORLT’s goal of extending the 
opportunity to work in conservation to as wide a field of students as possible. We are 
grateful to the Newlands for making this possible.

This year, ORLT’s spring intern is De’Andra Gaston who has been working hard 
creating content for ORLT’s website and blog, maintaining our social media presence, 
and creating new outreach and tabling materials. Her experience in ecology, social 
media management, research, event planning, and creative writing has been invaluable. 
“This has been an amazing experience for me,” she says. “I have truly enjoyed being 
able to do what I love for such a great nonprofit. I’ve learned a lot not only about what 
I’m doing in my role, but also about the importance of land conservation.”

This grant also funded a variety of hands-on opportunities for conservation 
education, teaching kids about the land protection work land trusts do. ORLT 
purchased replica pelts and skulls of native animals, animal track molds used to make 
plaster casts of the tracks that kids can see and take home, live insects, and materials to 
make an enviroscape of the Oconee River watershed--a 3D model used to demonstrate 
pollution and sediment collection. 

This enviroscape is an excellent interactive tool that kids can use to see where 
pollution collects in Athens and the surrounding area, and to understand how their 
own actions impact the health of their communities. Kids have the opportunity to learn 
about the importance of watersheds and how they function, as well as environmental 
justice: that some parts of their 
community are more impacted by 
pollution than others.

Unfortunately, due to the 
COVID-19 outbreak, we have had 
to postpone many of our planned 
educational activities for this year. 
However, we are still communicating 
with educators to set up learning 
opportunities for the 2021 academic 
year. One project we’re especially 
excited about is creating bee-boxes at 
several Athens-area elementary schools. 
Students will paint and decorate these 
boxes and install them on campus as 
habitats for native pollinators. 

They will learn the importance of 
pollinators for ecosystem health and 
how protecting farms and forests--
including with conservation easements-
-ensures that pollinators have quality 
foraging habitat.

Thank you again to the Newland 
Foundation for providing these 
opportunities! 

Educational Opportunities in 
Land Conservation
by Caroline Johnson-Hall

An example of a native bee habitat, primarily for mason bees 
and carpenter bees.
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Jeffco Family Wetlands Day 2019.

Students at Stroud Elementary learn about 
native medicinal plants.

Stroud Elementary students paint nature-themed benches for 
the trails at their school.
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Yes, I want to help protect green space in our region! 
Please enroll me as a member of the Oconee River Land Trust.
Name _____________________________________________________________

Address ___________________________________________________________

Phone __________________________ Email ____________________________

Membership Levels:

 Student ($10)  Land Protector ($100) 
 Land Saver ($30)  Land Conservator ($500) 
 Land Steward ($50)  Trustee of the Land ($1,000+)

Thank you for your support!
Mail this form (or join on-line at oconeeriverlandtrust.org) with your tax-deductible 

contribution to:  The Oconee River Land Trust, 675 Pulaski Street, Suite 2300, Athens, GA 30601

Planning for  
the future? 
If you are interested in 

Legacy Giving, contact 

Steffney Thompson at  

706-552-3138 or 

steffney99@gmail.com.  

Our tax identification 

number is 58-2108824.

As temperatures rise, the chances that you may 
encounter young wildlife that appears “abandoned” 
increases as well. 

Tempting as it may seem, it is best to resist the urge 
to rescue any baby animal that you see alone. In many 
cases there is an adult animal nearby that the baby belongs 
to, even though you may not see it. Animals like deer and 
rabbits spend a lot of time away from their offspring in order 
to decrease the chances of a predator finding their young. 

Bringing wildlife into the home poses a risk for both 
humans and domesticated pets that may reside in the home 
as well. Even if an animal looks healthy, wildlife can 
transmit life-threatening diseases such as rabies, and can 
carry parasites such as roundworms, lice, fleas, and ticks that 
can cause other diseases in humans and pets.

There are some cases where an animal has truly been 
orphaned or injured, in which case it does need help. These 
signs include: the animal is brought to you by a cat or dog, 
the animal is clearly bleeding, the animal has an apparent 
or obvious broken limb, a bird is featherless or nearly 
featherless and on the ground, the animal is shivering, you can see what appears to be the animal’s 
dead parent nearby, or the animal is crying and wandering all day long

Even if you do encounter an animal with one of these signs, without proper training or a 
license in wildlife rehabilitation, you should not attempt to care for wildlife. If you encounter an 
animal that appears to be injured or orphaned, the best step to take is to contact a local, licensed 
wildlife rehabilitator. They will still be taking care of animals during COVID even if they are 
otherwise closed to the public. If you live in Georgia, go to gadnrle.org/special-permits and 
scroll all the way down to the “Wildlife Rehabilitation” section, and click the link titled “Wildlife 
Rehabilitator List.” If you do not reside in Georgia, other state DNR websites or veterinary offices 
may be able to direct you to an appropriate wildlife rehabilitator.

Once you’ve contacted someone who can help, describe the animal and their physical 
condition as best as you can. Don’t try to handle an animal without consulting a wildlife 
professional first as even small animals can cause harm, and don’t try to give the animal food or 
water. The wildlife professional will instruct you on how to bring the animal in as needed.

Stay safe, and thank you for looking out for Georgia’s wildlife. 

A young fawn waiting for its mother to return.

Fledgling birds like this robin are still being taken 
care of by their parents, even though they cannot 
fly off the ground.

Finding Abandoned and Injured Wildlife: What to Do
by De’Andra Gaston
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THE OCONEE RIVER LAND TRUST
675 Pulaski Street, Suite 2300
Athens, GA 30601

“The mission of the Oconee River Land Trust is to conserve natural lands,  
protect water quality, preserve wildlife habitat, and enhance the quality  

of our lives and those of future generations.”

Thank you to our Supporters!September 3rd, 7:00 p.m. Oconee River 
Belles Benefit Concert: Rescheduled from 
March, please join us for a fun night of folk and 

bluegrass music for a great cause! The Alison Brown 
Band, Beth Nielsen Chapman, and local Cicada 
Rhythm are joining us for this incredible 
concert at the Foundry. Thank you so much to 
our current sponsors!

Individual sponsors: 
Walt Cook, Richard and Susan Field, Ferdinand Seefried, 
Ken Jarrett and Joan Jackson, Mark Huber, Dan and Ann 

Hope, Bob Carson, Madeline VanDyck, Roger 
Nielsen, Larry Dendy, Nat and Helen Kuykendall, 

and John and Judy Willis.

Due to COVID-19, the rest of our spring events 
are suspended. We will continue to follow CDC 
guidelines for social distancing and safety 
regarding events, and will keep our schedule 
updated as we receive more information. We look 
forward to seeing you all outdoors at one of our 
events in the future!


