Meeting Summary

Arabia Alliance Heritage Area Management Plan

Steering Committee Charrette/Meeting

October 20, 2004

8:30 am to 5:00 pm

Lithonia Woman’s Club, Wiggins Street

The meeting began with a Presentation of Lithonia History Book to the DeKalb Library System and DeKalb School System by Brenda Lester.  The book was created through the coordination of the Georgia State University History Department and FLAAC (Friends of the Lithonia African American Cemeteries).  Every Saturday morning, volunteers are helping to research and clean up the cemeteries in the area. 

Shannon Kettering of Ecos Environmental Design, Inc. then began the Charrette Agenda by introducing the consultant team and thanking everyone for attending.  She then asked everyone in attendance to introduce themselves and in five words or less tell why the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area is so important.  The following is a list of responses:  

· People/Community interacting and working together, Diverse Partners

· The feelings you get when experiencing the area

· Native American Culture & Industry and Connections to Culture & Industry Today

· Natural Resources, Relationship to South River

· Rare & Beautiful Place to Live In

· Preserving for Future Generations

· Preservation of Historical & Cultural Resources within one place

· Combination of History & Nature

· Economic Development for the Region – Nature, Culture, & History providing alternative opportunities for Families

· Attract Visitors

· Promote History & Growth of Development

· Geology & History

· Save Precious Area

· Rivers & Trails

· Flat Rock Family, Church, & Cemetery

Shannon then expressed to attendees that a framework will be established by the end of the day to guide the progress of the area and the management plan.

Shannon then turned the meeting over to Jonathan Lane with ICON architecture, inc. to review and discuss themes and options from the 2001 ICON Feasibility Study.  Jonathan quickly reviewed over the agenda for the day.  He stated that the charrette process was a means for gaining ideas and information that would be incorporated into plan alternatives.  The Feasibility Study was a preliminary gathering of resources, establishment of a boundary, and analysis of the National Park Service guidelines for heritage area designation to determine if  Arabia Mountain Heritage Area met the ten guidelines.  Jonathan shared his knowledge about heritage areas with the attendees.  While there is a great diversity in emphasis and use of federal heritage area funding within the existing National Heritage Areas, there are really only two rules.  Land cannot be regulated through the local management entity and no land can be purchased using the federal funds.  He expressed what a heritage area does and does not do.  The track record of existing Heritage Areas was examined in terms of use of funding and involvement of local and state entities.  The intent of the Heritage area is to set direction.  Several questions were raised about the  strategies, goals, priorities, and emphasis of the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area.  Jonathan reiterated that today we are here to get ideas from the attendees.

The Group Goal Exercise followed and was led by Shannon.  She began the discussion by reviewing the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Mission Statement and sharing with the attendees six management plan goals that the consultant team initially extracted from the mission statement.  The attendees were then asked to review and further define these goals and then to prioritize the goals.  The attendees established that the Management Plan Goals were to protect, connect, and educate.  The following is the list of goals established and they are organized from highest to lowest priority, as voted upon by the attendees.


Preservation – Protect historic resources

· Lithonia

· Quarries and related resources

· Farms, Mills, and other Settlements

· Native American Soapstone Ridge & Connection to them


Education – Create new learning opportunities / facilities

· Appreciation of environment

· Appreciation of local history

· Connection to the region – impact of the world

· Connectivity with Interpretation


Economic Development – Encourage “Smart Growth” & Sustainability

· Build local capacity to manage growth

· Tourism and economic development that respects resources

· Partnership / Team approach


Conservation – Protection & Restoration of natural resources

· River corridors

· Arabia and Panola Mountains, other unique natural features

· Wildlife / Plant life

· Ecosystems & Landscapes


Recreation – Expand open space opportunities

· Trails and greenways that connect resources

· Parks

· Facilities / New types


Interpretation – Tell the story of our region

· The geology and the land

· Quarrying and its impacts

· Our communities and their settlers

· People using the land

· Wildlife / Plant life

It should be noted that when establishing priorities, the number of votes for each goal was very close.  The goals will be used to evaluate what happens within the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area and will act as a guide to the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Management Community/Entity.

Jonathan led the next group exercise which was to look at Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Themes and Interpretation.  He began by reviewing the Interpretive Themes suggested in the Feasibility Study.  The three themes listed in the study were a land of rocks and rivers, the industry and culture of quarrying, and settlers and their communities.  Jonathan explained that Interpretive Themes are ideas used to help visitors understand why the area is so important.  While goals inform management, themes set a framework for content.  Themes intend to make people appreciate the area in which they live and/or communicate to visitors why an area is special.  The following are questions raised and key comments by attendees.


Why is the area unique and what stories should be told?

· Many different resources in such close proximity

· The will of people to protect the area and community involvement 

· Granite – Attendees established that Granite was the heart of the People, Land, & Culture of the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area

· How people shaped the land and how the land shaped them back

· Mills & Farming (cotton and dairy)

· Plants that live on the rocks is striking

· Rivers and Streams

· Lithonia

· Structures built of local granite (buildings, steps, chimneys, sidewalks)

· The remains of past industrial uses within conservation areas


What do you want people to remember from visiting the area?

· Ecologically rich environment and its intricacies 

· Ecological Recovery (example Arabia Mountain)

· People of today and years ago

· Historic Preservation

· Use and processes of Granite – (connection to granite structures in New York & Washington – extraction and shipping)

· Pride of Granite – Pass on to next generation

· Impact of events and trends going on in world (technology, transportation) that affected the area

· Granite Structures – how the use of granite tells a story about the people

· Stories & Education about African American History

· Influence of the Railroad

· Artisans & Masons

· How granite is still affecting the community – Shift from economic to environmental resource

· That visitors had a good time

· Dairy Farming in DeKalb County

· Cotton Farming – terraces

· Plants and Animals (reptiles)

· Native American Settlements

· Civil War Sites

· Lithonia

· People need to see, touch, and feel the area – Let the land illustrate

· Spiritual Connection to Place – Monastery, Churches, Cemeteries, Natural Features

· Native American History

· Did you know facts

· New structures should have a sense of place


Where should interpretation occur?

· Lithonia

· Arabia Mountain

· Panola Mountain State Park

· Schools / Community Center – (act as one)

· Visitor Centers

· Stonecrest Mall – (Example: Mall of Georgia Exhibit)

· Monastery

· Granite Museum in Lithonia (this museum was initially proposed in the 1950s by Davidson Company)

· Multi-use Trail

· Internet

· Driving Tour – Satellite Interpretation

· DeKalb History Center

· Civil War Sites

· Chamber of Commerce

· Churches

· Cemeteries

· Where the stories happened on the land

· Easy to read book on the history of the area

The challenge facing attendees was to now convert these ideas into concepts that would be the basis for a plan.  Jonathan introduced to the group three concepts that could be used.

1. Network – Routes as backbone and gateways to places.  Idea is to move through environment to gain an understanding of the area through a number of interpretive venues along the routes.

2. Landscape – Enhance and preserve quality of landscape and create cohesion.  Establish levels of preservation and areas of interpretation within larger area.

3. Clusters – Series of clusters to communicate a story and serve as gateways for a particular story.  Clusters to encourage visitors to go to other clusters.

The attendees were broken into three groups facilitated by Shannon, Jonathan, and Rita Walsh with ICON architecture, inc.  Each break out group was given a different concept to use as a framework to create a plan that incorporated the ideas, goals, and themes established throughout the day.  Each break out group provided input on the impact of the concept, how the mission goals could be met, and how funding could be used.  The following are summaries of each alternative concept.
1. Network Concept

The Network focuses on routes as a backbone and access to key features, venues and facilities within the Heritage Area.  The primary concept is to experience the environment through a number of interpretive facilities along a route system that links heritage resources. 

The Network would serve as a connector and a unifying element on the Heritage Area, and branches and loops off the primary route would allow visitors to explore features of the area at their leisure, or based on preference.

The Network envisions existing and future trails, along with certain roadways, to become the routes for visitors and residents to initially experience the sites and history of the Heritage Area.   Visitors along this network of routes can learn about the history and significance of the Heritage area via interpretive signage at key venues, driving tours, and existing and proposed facilities.  Once in place, these routes could be ‘customized’ based on such themes as historic homesteads, natural areas and wildlife, quarrying and granite, etc.  Possible gateways onto this network include existing and future trailheads (i.e. The Stonecrest Mall or Arabia Mountain Nature Preserve), Panola Mountain State Conservation Park, and future facilities in Lithonia, Klondike, and along the South River.

The Network emphasizes the experience of moving through the Heritage Area as the primary means to understand and learn about it.  By utilizing interpretive signage, designated roadways and trails, informational kiosks and new and existing facilities, the Network Concept focuses on the visitor experiencing the sites and history of the Heritage area. 

2. Area Concept

The Area concept seeks to enhance and preserve the quality of the Heritage Area landscape by differentiating areas of varying character and encouraging local entities to preserve these settings.    The Area concept emphasizes the branding and identity of different environments to educate the user on the complexities of the Heritage Area landscape.

Visitors to the Heritage Area would experience key environments that effectively convey the rich culture and history of the area.  The visitor would experience the story of the Heritage Area by truly experiencing these uniquely different ‘places’ in the landscape.  Preservation of key landscapes in the area is the focus of both the management and educational experience of this plan concept.  The vast difference between the urban fabric of Lithonia and the agricultural beauty of Vaughter’s farm is just one example of how the Area concept could effectively convey the dynamic relationship between the culture, history and landscape of this unique and diverse place. 

The selected environments to be highlighted in this concept could be connected and accessed via the existing (and future) trail system and roadways.  The stories that could be told at specific landscapes- also known as gateways- include the following:

· City of Lithonia- The story of the people in the ‘place of rock’

· Arabia Mountain Nature Preserve- The granite impact: flora, fauna and geology

· Vaughter’s Farm- The agricultural evolution 

· Panola Mountain Conservation State Park- Natural systems and the relationship to the South River

3. Cluster Concept

The Cluster concept utilizes a series of areas (or clusters) to communicate the story of the Heritage Area.  Each cluster would serve as a ‘gateway’ into the area, thereby allowing each to clearly and comprehensively represent a particular subject or theme.  

Each cluster utilizes a ‘gateway’ facility to provide the interpretive information and experience to engage the visitor.  The clusters could be connected to one another via a driving tour, and eventually, a walking tour via the PATH trail system.  The intent of this concept is to educate the visitor on four major themes of the area through experiences and interpretation at four key locations within the Heritage Area. This concept allows the visitor to ‘customize’ the experience and story based on his/ her interest, time, or accessibility.

The gateway for Cluster A: City of Lithonia would occur in an existing building within the city limits, where possible, and would highlight the relationship of People of the Heritage Area.  Additional locations for interpretation within Lithonia could include the Lithonia Woman’s Club, historic churches and cemeteries, and the connection to the PATH trail system.  

The Arabia Mountain Nature Preserve would be the gateway facility for Cluster B, where the stories of the Culture of the Heritage Area would be highlighted and interpreted utilizing the existing (and potentially expanded) Nature Center and Arabia Mountain.  Possible additional locations for interpretation within this gateway include Vaughter’s Farm, the PATH trail system, Evans Mill, the surrounding cemeteries and churches, Native American sites, and historic homesteads. 

The gateway for Cluster C: Panola Mountain State Conservation Park would utilize the existing (and potentially expanded) Interpretive Center, and would highlight the Natural Systems of the Heritage Area.  Possible additional locations for interpretation within this gateway include future connections to South River via the PATH trail system and Native American sites.  

The Monastery of the Holy Spirit would be the gateway facility for Cluster D, where the stories of the Land of the Heritage Area would be highlighted and interpreted utilizing a new facility and the land adjacent to the South River.  Possible additional locations for interpretation within this gateway include the monastery grounds, future connections to South River via the PATH trail system, and Native American and historic sites.  

Shannon concluded the meeting by reminding everyone of the next community meeting on November 17, 2004.  The consultant team will refine the three alternative concepts based upon the management plan goals and will present them to the community for comments and feed back.  The management plan goals will also be reviewed at the next meeting to get community approval and input.

The meeting was adjourned.

