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April 14, 2023

Kelie Moore
Department of Natural Resources
One Conservation Way
Brunswick, Georgia 31520
kelie.moore@dnr.ga.gov

Dear Ms. Moore,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment to the Georgia Department of Natural Resources (GADNR) on
the National Park Service’s proposed Visitor Use Management Plan and Environmental Assessment
(VUMP) for Cumberland Island National Seashore (2022) as it relates to the Georgia Coastal
Management Program (GCMP). 

INTRODUCTION
Georgia has, at most, only 100 miles of coastline; Cumberland Island comprises nearly 20% of that,
stretching nearly 18 miles long. Your agency has a responsibility to anticipate the long-range and
cumulative impacts of this project in context with increased recreational and commercial development in
adjacent communities and along our coastline. 

The VUMP, as written, contains proposals of great concern to Wild Cumberland because of the
long-range, cumulative effects that will negatively affect the resiliency of Cumberland Island’s (“the
Island’s”) diverse habitats and biotic communities. The Island is already extremely vulnerable to the
climate change impacts of sea-level rise, storm surges, and coastal erosion.

The plan to build a docking area at the South End Beach for private boats will exacerbate the issues of
erosion and jeopardize critical species and habitat. Furthermore, doubling the number of daily visitors to
the Island will place pressure on the environment and its services that are unknowable at this time. It is
the missive of GADNR to promote long-term management of the Island in a way to “ensure that the
values and functions of coastal waters and natural habitats are not impaired…” O.G.C.A. §12-5-321.

For the reasons detailed below, GADNR must object to a certification of consistency regarding the
National Park Service’s proposed VUMP.
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INSUFFICIENT DATA
Wild Cumberland believes that the lack of supporting detail and scientific data contained in the proposed
VUMP warrants denial of coastal consistency by the GADNR. 

● The VUMP and its Environmental Assessment (EA) is deficient in the necessary data, mitigation
measures, and cumulative impact evaluations required to be properly considered by the state or
the public at this time. Your agency has a responsibility to ensure it has the most accurate and
up-to-date science necessary; until these reports are completed and properly analyzed within an
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), any decision would be premature. 

● Even since the VUMP was released for public review, Sen. Ossoff and Rep. Carter have
submitted a request to prioritize funding in 2024 for a study on how erosion is impacting
Cumberland Island National Seashore. The Water Resources Development Act of 2022 also
specifically calls out Cumberland Island - as did the Department of Interior’s environment
subcommittee report. 

● Severe erosion on the South end of the island (per documented observations in the most recent
ISS survey, 2023) has almost completely eradicated bird nesting habitat, an area
federally-designated as critical habitat for multiple species.

WILDLIFE
GADNR is responsible for the protection and management of terrestrial wildlife and freshwater wildlife
resources throughout the state of Georgia. O.C.G.A. § 27-1-3. Yet the proposed VUMP would have
long-term cumulative effects in contravention of your agency’s duty to conserve precious resources.
Nearly all of the changes proposed in VUMP reflect adverse impacts and inadequate mitigation for flora
and fauna, including manatees, turtles, and birds. 

More than doubling the number of annual visitors will have a significant impact on both federal and
state-listed species and their habitats. Expanding visitor uses of the island, motorized access to the
island, and development of the island will also have significant impacts to species nesting ability. More
frequent, increased passenger ferry boats will be implemented at peak visitation times — which coincides
with peak season for the many threatened and endangered marine species who inhabit the waters
surrounding Cumberland Island. The proposed plan actively increases, but does not evaluate, impacts
from increased recreational boat use. Manatees are specifically at risk, and the Environmental
Assessment and Biological Evaluation fail to measure and fully analyze impacts to species and their
habitats. 

The state of Georgia has an obligation to prevent any additional threat or harm to these species, and
many (if not all) of the actions proposed in this plan will have a direct and negative impact on the special
status species identified within the proposed plan. Simply “minimizing risk” is NOT an acceptable
approach. Providing signage for boaters and a prohibition of dogs on the South End Beach does not
constitute mitigation to the effect of more than doubling the visitor traffic through ecologically sensitive
areas. We can also reasonably anticipate the identification of additional threatened and endangered
species or critical habitats within the areas of proposed projects. 

There is no data or mitigation included in this plan to properly minimize and address the increased risks
related to the introduction and spread of invasive species within the Seashore, despite the Plan
acknowledging that increased visitors, hikers, bikers, and boaters will increase potential spread and/or
introduce new species.

VUMP IMPLEMENTATION AND ENFORCEMENT

https://www.ossoff.senate.gov/press-releases/sen-ossoff-rep-buddy-carter-lead-bipartisan-push-to-protect-cumberland-island-from-shoreline-erosion/
https://www.warnock.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/passed-senator-reverend-warnock-successfully-secures-major-investments-to-repair-update-critical-water-infrastructure-priorities-across-g/
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Division%20G%20-%20Interior%20Statement%20FY23.pdf
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Division%20G%20-%20Interior%20Statement%20FY23.pdf
https://www.jacksonville.com/story/news/2017/06/15/biologists-veterinarians-tracking-8-manatees-tagged-cumberland-island/15759530007/


Cumberland Island provides so much more than recreational value; that’s why, in 1982, Congress
designated so much of it with the highest possible degree of land protection available in the United
States. The responsibility of the GADNR to protect the integrity of Cumberland Island’s habitat is
embedded in the Coastal Zone Management Act:

The General Assembly further finds that the coastal area is a vital area of the state and that it is
essential to maintain the health, safety, and welfare of all the citizens of the state. Therefore, the
General Assembly declares that the management of the coastal area has more than local
significance, is of equal importance of all citizens of the state, is of state-wide concern, and
consequently is properly a matter for coordinated regulation under the police power of the
state. O.C.G.A §12-5-321.

Barrier islands like Cumberland offer naturally-occurring infrastructure that provides for healthy agriculture
and fisheries; these ecosystem services also play a large part in combating effects of climate change.
Georgia residents depend on the shared stewardship that our Coastal Management Program established
to secure their livelihoods, health and safety. 

Resource protection and staffing of our federal lands are notoriously unreliable, subject to the whim of
political priorities and increasingly more frequent government shutdowns. Funding deficiencies, the need
for trained staff, and other factors can hinder NPS management from taking timely and necessary action,
negatively impacting the resource. Insufficient political will and organizational ability to implement
adaptive frameworks can lead to the misapplication of concepts and ideas. NPS action is often further
constrained by the political and socioeconomic environment in which a particular park unit is located. 

The NPS has not proven themselves to be good stewards of Georgia’s largest and southernmost barrier
island. History notwithstanding, here are just a few recent examples of their negligence, specifically as
related to resource management:

● Violations of the Shoreland Protection Act and the Wilderness Act; and
● This March 2023 letter from the Southern Environmental Law Center related to additional

concerns about the proposed Plan.

If the NPS has proven themselves incapable and unwilling to meet its existing obligations under federal
law, we cannot possibly count on them to also meet state law requirements.

CONCURRENT JURISDICTION
The state currently shares or is responsible for numerous activities within the boundaries of Cumberland
Island National Seashore, including the issuance of beach driving permits, wildlife protection and
management (including those affected by the ESA), managed hunts, boat safety, abandoned vessels, and
more.

● According to NOAA, “Georgia does not have a formal abandoned and derelict vessel program. It
does have a formal process in place for the determination of ownership, removal and disposal of
abandoned vessels found on both public and private property.

● In addition to the laws on record for abandoned vessels, the Georgia Department of Natural
Resources has developed the Abandoned and Sunken Vessels Project - a program that focuses
on identifying, mapping and prioritizing abandoned and derelict vessels in an effort to alert
boaters to the potential hazards these vessel pose within the state.”

● That inventory began in 2006; as of 2023, it remains incomplete, attributed by your own agency
due to a lack of funding and staff.

https://wildcumberland.org/trammeling-in-wilderness-on-cumberland-island/
https://protectnps.org/2023/03/07/coalition-provides-additional-comments-on-cumberland-island-national-seashore-proposed-visitor-use-management-plan/
https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/abandoned-and-derelict-vessels/georgia
https://coastalgadnr.org/SunkenVessel


The Coastal Zone Management Act provides the heightened protection that coastal resources require;
Georgia must exercise its right to consistency review to ensure VUMP is aligned with state conservation
goals. Georgia must not forfeit its right to protect Cumberland Island if NPS plans are not protective
enough of the Coastal Management Program.

CONCLUSION 
The Georgia Department of Natural Resources cannot enforce the responsibilities imposed by the NPS’
proposed VUMP without significantly increasing both costs and liability. The legislative intent of the
Georgia Coastal Management Act is based on the precautionary principle as applied to the conservation
and stewardship of Cumberland Island. Where there is no established baseline condition with which to
measure impacts, GADNR has a responsibility to take no action.

Issuing a coastal consistency certification based on what the NPS has submitted would be both
premature and detrimental to long-term resource protection.

Again, we thank you for the opportunity to comment and share your respect for the purpose behind our
state’s Coastal Management Program:

“The General Assembly further finds that resources within this coastal area are costly, if not
impossible, to reconstruct or rehabilitate once adversely affected by human-related activities and
it is important to conserve these resources for the present and future use and enjoyment of all
citizens and visitors to this state… 

The General Assembly further finds and declares that activities and structures in the coastal area
must be regulated to ensure that the values and functions of coastal waters and natural habitats
are not impaired and to fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as public trustees of the
coastal waters and habitats for succeeding generations.” O.C.G.A. §12-5-320

Sincerely,

Jessica Howell-Edwards
Executive Director 
jessica@wildcumberland.org
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