
Maritime Forest Restoration at Cannon’s Point 
Preserve



TODAY:
• Approximately 1,000 acres on St. Simons Island 

are preserved in perpetuity 
• More than 1,200 annual supporters
• 501(c)(3) Non-Profit
• Accredited by the Land Trust Alliance

What Is the St. Simons Land Trust?

FOUNDED in 2000 by a group of dedicated community 
leaders who were concerned about overdevelopment and

increased congestion on St. Simons Island

MISSION: To preserve the island's natural and scenic 
character and to enhance quality of life 

for present and future generations



Cannon’s Point Preserve

One of the most 
important properties 
conserved by the Land 
Trust is the 608-acre 
Cannon’s Point Preserve 
on the island’s north 
end, containing more 
than 400 acres of 
Maritime Forest.



What are Maritime 
Forests?
Maritime forests are narrow bands of 
forest that develop and thrive on barrier 
islands such as St. Simons and the 
adjacent coastal mainland. They consist 
of a wide diversity of native plant life 
including live oaks, palmettos, pines, and 
other trees, shrubs, and underbrush. 

Why are they 
Important?
Maritime forests can withstand sea level 
rise and periodic flooding, strong winds 
and salt spray and act as protective 
barriers to the mainland.



Coastal Georgia

Maritime Forests on Georgia’s 
barrier islands also stabilize soil, 
facilitate groundwater recharge, and 
provide critical habitat for migratory 
birds and protection for a variety of 
threatened and endangered native 
flora and fauna. 

On the false-color infrared image (at 
right), areas shaded in red identify 
canopy coverage along Georgia’s 
coast. The areas in dark red along 
the barrier islands are primarily 
comprised of maritime forest. 
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Forest Succession
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Maritime Forests are found along the 
Atlantic coast from the northern portion 
of Florida through coastal North Carolina 
but have been heavily impacted by 
human activity and natural events 
throughout the years. 

The adjacent map shows the density of  
naturally vegetated areas along the 
Georgia coast. The dark green shading 
shows intact maritime forest that are 
crucial to managing sea level rise during 
major storm events. 
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Map provided by GADNR Wildlife Resources Division Wildlife 
Conservation Section.



Natural Vegetation vs. Protected Land

This chart 
shows that 
there are 
over 50,000 
acres of 
maritime 
forest in 
Georgia, but 
less than half 
of it has been 
protected. 

Chart provided by GADNR Wildlife Resources Division Wildlife Conservation Section



Maritime Forests are listed as globally rare 
ecosystems, and Georgia is fortunate to have 
an extensive span of protected forests along 
its coast, especially on its barrier islands. 

Numerous conservation efforts to protect 
coastal forested areas are shown on the 
accompanying map. With the support of 
private, federal, and state entities, much of 
Georgia’s 100 miles of coastline have been 
protected. 

Yet, while there are significant protection 
efforts in place for existing maritime forests, 
until recently no research had been 
conducted on how to restore forests that 
have been lost. This led to the important, 
ongoing research partnerships at Cannon’s 
Point Preserve.
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(Map provided by The Nature Conservancy.)



Maritime Forest 
Restoration Research
Partnering with Purdue University 
and New Mexico State University



Since the St. Simons Land Trust acquired Cannon’s Point Preserve in 2012, 
forest restoration has been a conservation priority. The Trust has worked 
with numerous partners to create a Forest Restoration Plan for the 
Preserve with the overarching goal to restore maritime forest. 

The project was jump-started in 2014 when the first of three consecutive 
southern pine beetle outbreaks necessitated the removal of loblolly pine 
stands. These stands are being replaced – in phases – with live oak 
seedlings, a keystone species of the maritime forest ecosystem.

Since January 2016 we have partnered with New Mexico State University 
and Purdue University to implement 5 research phases of this ground-
breaking project, totaling 27 research sites throughout the Preserve and 
planting approximately 3,000 live oak seedlings. 

Background



Phase 1:  2016

720 live oak 
seedlings were 
planted in 2016 
in Phase 1 of 
the research 
project.



Phase 1:  2016

Comprehensive 
Analysis of:
• Fence vs non-

fence
• Animal browse
• Natural 

vegetation 
competition



Phases 2 and 3: 2017

• Additional 1,320 live oak 
seedlings planted

• Analysis of densities and 
shade tolerance dynamics 
of live oaks

• Four prescriptions 
installed at the Preserve 
for comprehensive 
analysis



Objectives of Phases 2 and 3

Overall objectives for Phases 2 and 3 included comprehensive analyses of the effects of: animal browse, 
vegetation competition, and light requirements for live oak restoration plantings in maritime forests.

Removal of pine beetle infested areas and thinning some remaining pine stands for varying densities 
enabled the project to move forward, providing opportunities to evaluate shade tolerance of live oaks. 
Shade tolerance factors had not been previously understood yet are essential when examining responses 
of planted seedlings to varying overstory retention levels and to developing silviculture prescriptions. 
Both will optimize regeneration success.  

The four prescriptions installed at the Preserve are: 1. Control (no thin); 2. Clear cut (pine beetle 
outbreak sites); 3.Density reduction of 75% (light thin); 4.Density reduction of 50% (heavy thin). 
Thinning of the planted pines stands minimizes the risk of future southern pine beetle outbreaks. 



Phases 2 and 3:  2017

The Nature 
Conservancy’s 
interns 
assisting with 
vegetation 
control



Phase 4:  2018

Phase 4 
research 
included  
looking at 
alternatives to 
fencing. 



Phase 4:  2018

Phase 4, planted in 2018 included the following:

• 200 additional live oak seedlings planted in a year-old clear-cut area at the Preserve
• This ongoing research looks at silvicultural alternatives to fencing to overcome animal 

browse of live oaks in the following ways:
• Utilizing tree guards as an alternative to fencing. 

• Three treatments in this phase include tube shelters, vexar mesh tubes, and 
open plantings. 

• Random selection of 50%  seedlings to receive a small amount of gradual release 
fertilizer. 

Fencing large tracts of land is not always feasible for landowners and managers, so looking 
at alternative ways to protect trees from animal browse is an important step forward. 
Cannon’s Point Preserve is the island research site of phase 4, and Harris Neck National 
Wildlife Refuge, north of St. Simons in McIntosh County, is the mainland research site. 



Phase 4:  2018

Emily Thyroff, 
Purdue University 
Master of Science 
graduate student, 
planting a live oak 
seedling



Phase 5:  2020

Comprehensive 
analysis of:
• Mulching
• Fertilization
• Planting 

density



Phase 5:  2020

Phase 5 was implemented at Cannon’s Point Preserve utilizing the 
following: 
• 720 additional live oak seedlings planted in a 4-year-old clear cut
• This phase examines:

• Mulching, fertilization, and planting density to facilitate site 
preparation and regeneration of planted live oak

• In addition, researchers will monitor soil conditions, vegetative 
competition, and performance of planted live oak across several 
growing seasons. 



Phase 5:  2020

Dr. Owen Burney, a 
lead researcher from 
New Mexico State 
University, along with 
students from NMSU, 
Purdue University, 
College of Coastal 
Georgia and volunteers 
from SSLT and Jekyll 
Island Authority, 
planting rows of live 
oak seedlings in 
February 2020     



Preliminary Results
and Expectations



Preliminary Results

• Planted trees must be fenced or 
protected. Native white-tailed 
deer herbivory can be highly 
detrimental to growth of live oak 
seedlings.

• Live oak seedlings prefer full sun 
as they can photosynthesize year-
round.

• Weed control is important for at 
least the first year after planting.

Pictured: Dr. Douglass Jacobs, a lead researcher from 
Purdue University onsite at Cannon’s Point Preserve



Expectations

The St. Simons Land Trust 
and its research partners 
expect the results of this 
project will provide 
critically important 
information directly 
relevant to the application 
of maritime forest 
restoration along the 
southeastern Atlantic 
Coast. 

Photo by Eliot VanOtteren 



What Can YOU Do?

• Develop residential landscapes using 
native plants. 

• Minimize lawns and focus on 
restoring coastal landscapes with live 
oaks, palmetto, and native grasses. 

• Work with neighbors to build 
connecting landscapes across 
neighborhoods. This creates wildlife 
habitat connectivity and builds 
resiliency in the entire forest system.

• Support the continued efforts in 
maritime forest restoration programs 
(research, management, and 
education) through volunteering time 
and/or financial contributions.



Published Works



Published Research

New Mexico State University and Purdue University have published 
two research papers on this groundbreaking work. Below are the links 
to their research which can be downloaded for free as PDF documents:

Phase 1 Publication: Herbivory and Competing Vegetation Interact as 
Site Limiting Factors in Maritime Forest Restoration
https://www.mdpi.com/1999-4907/10/11/950

Phase 2 Publication: Unraveling Shade Tolerance and Plasticity of 
Semi-Evergreen Oaks: Insights From Maritime Forest Live Oak 
Restoration
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpls.2019.01526/full

https://www.mdpi.com/1999-4907/10/11/950
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpls.2019.01526/full


Additional Information

For additional information on Maritime Forest Restoration, please visit the following website: 
https://www.sslt.org/index.php/cannon-s-point/research/maritime-forest-restoration

Contact Information:

Stephanie Knox Douglass Jacobs, PhD Owen Burney, PhD
Preserve Manager Fred M van Eck Professor of Forest Biology Associate Professor and Superintendent
Cannon’s Point Preserve Purdue University John T. Harrington Forestry Research Center
St. Simons Land Trust New Mexico State University
sknox@sslt.org djacobs@purdue.edu oburney@nmsu.edu

https://www.sslt.org/index.php/cannon-s-point/research/maritime-forest-restoration
mailto:sknox@sslt.org
mailto:djacobs@purdue.edu
mailto:oburney@nmsu.edu



