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April 9, 2024

Director Jeff Cown

Georgia Department of Natural Resources
Environmental Protection Division

2 Martin Luther King Jr. Drive SE

Suite 1456, East Tower

Atlanta, GA 30334
twinpines.comment@dnr.ga.gov

Dear Director Cown,

On behalf of Tall Timbers Research Station and Land Conservancy, we would like to
thank you for the opportunity to comment on the recently issued draft mining permit
for Twin Pines Minerals, LLC. Tall Timbers’ background is integral to our concerns
regarding the draft mining permit. Tall Timbers is a non-governmental organization with
over 65 years of experience using prescribed fire science to solve land management
problems. Our mission is to foster exemplary land stewardship through research,
conservation, and education. Beginning in the 1960s, Tall Timbers provided key
leadership for the proactive use of prescribed fire and research on how fires behave,
what their ecological effects are, and how society interacts with fire-prone landscapes.

Tall Timbers believes that issuance of a permit to mine mineral sands in close proximity
to the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge — without clear understanding of the
potential for unintended consequences related to water drawdowns, drought
conditions, and wildfire — is inadvisable. After reviewing the supporting documents for
the draft mining permit issued to Twin Pines Minerals, LLC, we have the following
concerns regarding this proposed project’s potential negative impact on the Okefenokee
Swamp, wildfire risk, and the future use of prescribed fire in the region:

Impacts to water levels in the Okefenokee Swamp:

According to the applicant’s water management plan, the proposed project will result
in approximately 783 gallons per minute or 1.128 million gallons per day used in the
process of removing groundwater from the mining pit, with this water being
evaporated, not returned to the watershed. C. Rhett Jackson, Ph.D., professor of
Water Resources at the Warnell School of Forestry, University of Georgia, explained
that this consumptive water use will result in a net loss of water inflows to the
Okefenokee Swamp.



Dr. Jackson highlighted that this dewatering will be felt most acutely during periods of extreme
drought, tripling the frequency of drought events as well as increasing their severity. These drastic
changes to the water budget of the Okefenokee could result in a significant impact on existing and
future conditions, leading to more severe fires during the Okefenokee’s most vulnerable periods. The
Okefenokee Swamp is highly drought-sensitive and has a weil-documented history of droughts
coinciding with devastating wildfires. Notably, there is considerable disagreement between the
applicant’s water consultant and water resource experts at the University of Georgia and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service regarding the water budget, groundwater modeling, and the need for review by
independent hydrologic modeling experts.

Risk of severe wildfire events in peatlands:

The Okefenokee Swamp is rich in peat deposits that can range from two to four feet to as much as 20
to 30 feet thick, according to Brian Meyer, a geologist and lecturer at the Department of Geosciences
at Georgia State University. These layers of partially decaying organic matter are highly combustible
and can provide enormous sources of fuel for wildfires. Wildfires in this peat layer begin on the
surface but can spread vertically and laterally into centuries-old peat deposits, smoldering and lasting
for months.

Reports of wildfires in the Okefenokee go back to the 1840s, though they have occurred for millennia.
In just the past 17 years, the Okefenokee has experienced three large wildfires. In 2007, the Bugaboo
Fire burned over 564,000 acres in Georgia and Florida, destroying homes, closing Interstates, forcing
large scale evacuations, and sending smoke as far North as Atlanta and down to South Florida. Four
years later, in 2011, the Honey Prairie Fire started in April and spread through the Okefenokee,
scorching 309,200 acres. Fueled by Okefenokee peat deposits, this fire burned for nearly a year before
being declared extinguished in April of 2012. Most recently in 2017, the West Mims Fire burned
through the Okefenokee before spreading to private timberland, burning 152,515 acres over three
months.

Drought conditions set the stage for each of these devastating wildfire events and the proposed
mining permit risks exacerbating drought conditions in the peat-rich Okefenokee Swamp in the future.

Exceedance of National Ambient Air Quality Standards:

The Clean Air Act requires the EPA to develop standards for outdoor air quality, known as the National
Ambient Air Quality Standards or NAAQS. The most notable element of air quality for prescribed fire is
fine particulate matter ("soot" or PM 2.5, because the particles are less than 2.5 micrometers). The
EPA recently finalized a rule that tightens the NAAQS for PM 2.5 from 12 micrograms per cubic meter
to 9, significantly lowering the threshold for a status of nonattainment.

In the event of wildfires in the Okefenokee, especially peat fires that emit large volumes of smoke for
long periods, concentrations of PM 2.5 will readily exceed the new, more restrictive PM 2.5 threshold.
As a result, conservation managers in airsheds affected by wildfire smoke — which can travel
hundreds of miles — will be denied burn permits during these periods, removing prescribed fire from
this fire-dependent landscape and furthering the risk of wildfires in the region.



The need for third-party analysis:

The proposed Twin Pine Minerals, LLC mining permit has garnered a great deal of attention with the
public, the regulatory community, the Legislature, and the scientific community. A significant amount
of disagreement exists between the analysis conducted by the applicant and its consultant, and
independent review of the materials by reputable and well-respected researchers within the fields of
hydrology and natural resources. Given the irreplaceable nature of the Okefenokee, and the
potentially disastrous effects on this vital ecosystem should the initial analysis be flawed, Tall Timbers
strongly recommends that the Georgia Environmental Protection Division consider utilizing a highly
qualified, independent third-party to review the Master Land Use Plan, the hydrologic analysis, and
proposed ground and surface water monitoring plans.

Conclusion

The Okefenokee is an irreplaceable resource to Georgia, the Southeast, and the Nation as a whole.
The importance of the Okefenokee Swamp within Georgia and beyond is symbolized by the National
Park Service’s efforts to prepare a possible nomination of the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge as
a World Heritage List nominee. The proposed mining permit for Twin Pines Minerals, LLC puts this
natural treasure at potential risk of more severe droughts and intense wildfires. The hydrologic
analysis discrepancies between the applicant’s consultant and respected hydrologic experts is
concerning, given the significance of the resources at stake. Also concerning to Tall Timbers is the
potential that droughts and peat-fueled wildfires would directly impact air quality and the ability for
landowners to use beneficial prescribed fire for ecosystem health and wildfire mitigation.

For the reasons discussed above, Tall Timbers urges the Georgia Environmental Protection Division
(EPD) not to approve the applicant’s draft permit. We respectfully request that the Georgia EPD seek a
highly qualified, independent third-party to thoroughly evaluate the concerns discussed in this letter
and those expressed in recent responses by Dr. C. Rhett Jackson, the Georgia Conservancy, and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Once again, we thank you for the opportunity to participate and provide comments and for your
consideration of the information we shared.

Respectfully submitted,

Sl (G

William Palmer, Ph.D.
President/CEO




