Pilot Tree Survey

By Tom Coffin

In early spring this year Jack White, Guy Sommers, Stephanie Coffin and I began a pilot project to assess the feasibility of and develop the parameters for a comprehensive tree survey of the Blue Heron Nature Preserve.  After several field sessions we were joined by Georgia Tech graduate student Beth Schechter, who added her GPS mapping experience to the effort.


We were armed with hammers, stainless steel nails, numbered aluminum tags, surveying tape of various colors, diameter tape measures (“D-tapes”), datasheets on clipboards, a GPS unit and very high spirits.  Stephanie and I added a bit of professional pizzazz with HighViz safety vests – certainly didn’t want to get lost in the deep dark woods of Blue Heron!


Our efforts began on the portion of the preserve accessible from Emma Lane.  By common consent a very large box elder (Acer negundo) was chosen as tree #1.  Extra time was devoted to measuring the circumference, height and crown spread of this tree because I suspected that it might approach record status, at least for Georgia.  It was close:  With a circumference of 151 inches, a height of 68.5 feet and a crown spread of 51 feet the tree scored 232 points on the American Forests measuring guide for the National Register of Big Trees.  The Georgia State co-champion box elders are located in Duluth (circumference 161 inches, height 56 feet, crown spread 70 feet for 235 points) and Decatur (circumference 150 inches, height 69 feet, crown spread 83 feet for 240 points).   


It took us several 2-hour sessions (and some backtracking) to tag, measure, locate and identify the trees on the Emma Lane portion of the preserve.  We also spent several sessions on the north end of the preserve west of Nancy Creek.  We think we have a handle on the data we need to collect and some idea of the field time that will be required to transform this pilot project into a useable survey.  We expect to perform the survey in the late fall and early winter this year, hoping to avoid most of the mosquitoes and some of the greenbriers that hampered our efforts by early summer.

