Meeting Summary

Arabia Alliance Heritage Area Management Plan

Steering Committee Meeting

March 16, 2005

9:00 am to 10:30 am

Lithonia Woman’s Center

The meeting began with Shannon Kettering of Ecos Environmental Design, Inc. welcoming everyone and informed that we have a large agenda to cover today.  She then turned the floor over to Kelly Jordan, chair of the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Alliance to make announcements.  Kelly first informed everyone that by the end of the meeting we need to schedule a time and day for the next regular Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Alliance meeting, because after today the Steering Committee for the Management Plan will be finished.  He directed attention to the Reflections Newsletter by the Georgia African American Historic Preservation Network.  The February 2005 newsletter contains an article on Reclaiming African American Cemeteries in Lithonia, which features the Lithonia’s African American Cemetery and the Flat Rock Cemetery and their representatives Barbara Lester and Johnny Waits.  Kelly’s second announcement informed attendees of the Historic Baldrock Baptist Church near Conyers.

Shannon then directed the meeting to the topic of the day, the Management Plan.  She reviewed the Community Meeting No. 3 Summary, The Hybrid Plan, and The Hybrid Plan Themed Routes handouts.  Community Meeting No. 3 was quickly summarized by stating that the meeting reviewed the planning process, explained the Hybrid Plan and its three components, and engaged the community in a dot voting exercise to show implementation priorities.  The trail network, the gateways (especially Early Settlement at South River and Flat Rock), and the historic sites and structures were the top three-implementation priorities from the community.  The community liked the layering affect of the themed routes, the idea that trails would be both paved and unpaved, and that the plan engaged the South River.  There were concerns expressed about increased congestion.  

The key discussion of community members was concerning the primary gateway, whether it should be at Vaughters’ Farm or Lithonia.  The concern of the community was that economic development would not be directed to Lithonia and that the beauty of Vaughters’ Farm could possibly be destroyed with this location.  Shannon explained that the plan does not deter from Lithonia because the city does incorporate the trail system, a thematic gateway, and would still be the preferred location for a potential museum.  She iterated that Vaughters’ Farm, with the coordination of GA DNR, could be programmed out to provide visitor center facilities, while maintaining the beautiful landscape with the stunning sunsets.  The Team would recommend that the visitor center be located across the road from the farm to preserve the landscape, and additional adjacent parcels could be acquired to handle program elements.  Shannon stated that the consultant team feels strongly about Vaughters’ Farm being the primary gateway.  The farm represents the beauty and culture of the area with the farm, barn, and granite home.  It is centrally located and close to I-20.  The farm also will be able to get visitors south of I-20, closer to Arabia and Panola Mountains.  Would you get the feel of the Heritage Area if you entered the area down Lithonia Main Street?  Shannon asked for steering committee comments.

Kelly Jordan suggested that people may be getting confused by the terminology of the ‘primary gateway’.  He stated that according to the economic development study the heritage area is expected to get 25,000 visitors per year.  This averages out to only 60-70 people a day.  Shannon felt that Vaughters really represents the area and does not take away from Lithonia.  Elaine Nash stated that keeping Lithonia alive is very important and that we are planning for the long run.  She expresses a concern over increased congestion along Klondike Road and would like to eventually see the prime gateway in Lithonia, even if it temporarily needs to be at Vaughters.  Kelly disagreed, stating that the traffic issue along Klondike is not congestion, but rather that people drive too fast.  The economic study lists shopping as the number one place people go, so visitors will be made aware of Lithonia and Stonecrest, as well as encouraged to visit both locations for shopping and dining.  In addition, Kelly said that the Granite Museum will logically be in Lithonia and that will bring the traffic.  He stressed that we do not want to take away from south of I-20.  We do want to stimulate Lithonia, however if visitor’s center is not at Vaughters, then visitation south of I-20 may be slighted.  Elaine Nash noted that when driving down Klondike, the Vaughters granite home can be missed; however, the granite structure being renovated in Lithonia is an entry focal point.  She was glad to here that congestion would not be a problem.  Elaine mentioned that at the community meeting, people from Lithonia were concerned that they were being bypassed.  Kelly Jordan reiterated that we are not neglecting Lithonia.

Other attendees commented that the roadway leading to the back of the Vaughters’ granite home could be used for access and parking.  They also suggested promoting a designated route for visitors to follow to help control congestion.  Others agreed that the terminology of ‘primary gateway’ makes the others seem diminished and suggested calling it simply, ‘the visitor’s center.’  Marketing for the Heritage Area can add to Lithonia.  One attendee mentioned that when traveling down I-20, people want to stop at the closest place to the interstate.  This would be Lithonia, so there needs to be good directional signage and marketing to get people to Vaughters’ Farm.  Stone Mountain was given as an example of having a visitor’s center in the city that then directs people to the mountain; however, Stone Mountain may not have had the unique landscape that the Heritage Area has at Vaughters’ Farm for a visitor’s center.

Shannon then directed the meeting to review and discuss further the Management Entity Structure.  She proceeded to review the Management Entity model that Jon Lane with ICON architecture provided during the last Steering Committee Meeting.  In this preferred Management Entity model, the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Alliance will be the Non-Profit Management Entity.  The Non-Profit would be comprised of stakeholders from both public and private sector, much like the steering committee members for the Management Plan.  The Non-Profit would also have an advisory committee to provide input and assistance as necessary.  The purpose of the Non-profit is to receive and disperse funds and, through partnerships, to preserve and interpret the Heritage Area sites.  This leads to the need to get a cooperative agreement from the public entities of State DNR, counties of DeKalb, Rockdale, and Henry, and the City of Lithonia as well as other private landowners such as the Monastery.  From that point, the Management Entity would implement its own tasks to meet the Management Plan Goals.

Shannon explained to attendees that in the Management Plan the team would recommend that the Management Entity be comprised of the same representatives of the current steering committee.  She asked the committee if anyone was missing from this group that should be included in the future steering committee.  Attendees agreed that everyone was properly represented in the current committee.  Kelly Jordan mentioned that the board or entity will not run the day to day activities, but rather will disperse funds and contract with other groups to manage things.  One attendee asked about the involvement of the day to day people that you see at Arabia and Panola Mountain.  A GA DNR representative stated that they have continual communication back and forth to keep the people at the park sites informed of this process.  One attendee complemented GA DNR on the resources (people and equipment) that they have been using to manage the parks.  GA DNR hopes the expansion of the Panola State Conservation Park will help to further protect the mountain, and offer more day use activities, fishing, and camping at the Alexander Lake/ Parker House new acquisition.  They would also like to take advantage of the trail system at the old golf course.  GA DNR said they are reviewing the master plan for Panola, will coordinate those efforts with the consultant team for this process and will present it to the Alliance.  

Through further discussion, attendees reiterated that the board or entity would be the voting members and that the advisory committee to the board would be non-voting.  Attendees also suggested that the board be limited in number and not get as large as groups like the Historical Society.  Jon Lane at the last meeting recommended not exceeding 20 board members.  Panola Mountain will still be managed by GA DNR, as DeKalb County will still manage Arabia Mountain.  However, through the Management Entity, the public and private groups in the area can coordinate and work together to accomplish the Management Plan goals.  For instance, the board will coordinate to promote features and sites jointly, such as coordinating trail use hours throughout the area.  

Many groups do not want to give funding to private or government agencies, so the Management Entity as a non-profit will be able to receive various funds.  With the funds, the entity, for example, may hire DNR or a consultant to perform certain functions/tasks to promote the area and meet the area’s goals.  For example, they may hire people to run facilities or tours or may hire a consultant to develop signage and marketing.  The board would use the Management Plan to assist in setting priorities.  They would receive proposals/plans from different groups and then disperse funds as they see fit.  The National Park Service will keep a close eye on the use of funds (as it mandates with all Heritage Areas), and the board members will also provide an additional ‘checks-and-balances’ process.  The federal funds will also have to be matched by the municipalities, State, etc.  The board would probably have an executive director and small staff to assist in coordination and follow up of initiatives and paper work.

Shannon then went over the following Management Entity implementation steps after the Management Plan is complete.

1. Cooperative Agreement – Alliance would go to entities to get cooperation and endorsement

2. Establish Non-Profit Entity – Would be similar to the current ArabiaAlliance

3. Assemble Staff and Executive Director

4. Establish Entity’s Mission Statement / By-laws

5. Develop agreements with governmental groups on roles and resources

6. Seek Proposals/Plans and Implementation Initiatives

Kelly Jordan explained that the difference between number one and five above is that number one gets an endorsement or overall agreement, while number five is more detailed in stating what the stakeholders will do according to the long and short term goals.  Number five looks at creating contracts and determining services that will be provided by the stakeholders.

The question was raised on how do we choose what to implement without a more detailed plan?  This will be the responsibility of the board to look at areas in more detail as needed, and to rely on the recommendations from the Management Plan document.  The Board may have groups that approach them with more detailed plans for specific aspects or they may hire consultants to develop more detailed plans.  The Management Plan is conceptual.  Attendees expressed concern that the Management Plan would end up on a shelf.  It is up to the board and stakeholders to ensure the Management Plan is used and to push each other to move forward.  The Management Entity will be taking the Steering Committee and institutionalizing and formalizing it.  Everyone within the entity will be pushed by their own initiative and goals and those of the entire Heritage Area.  Everyone’s goals will keep the process going.  The entity will use a formalized process to receive proposals from groups such as DNR or Flat Rock to provide financial assistance.  The entity would seek to get whatever funds, grants, and in-kind donations they can.  An example was given by an attendee, that if the GA DNR had a plan for the gateway at Vaughters’ Farm or the Monastery had a plan for a nature center, then this could be presented to the entity for financial assistance and collaboration.  Shannon stated that the entity will have multiple tasks occurring simultaneously and that at times the Management Plan Implementation Priorities will need to be adjusted.  The Management Plan will give an approximation for Implementation.  It is important for the entity to think holistically.

Shannon informed the steering committee that the team is continuing to work on completing the Environmental Assessment and Management Plan.  Charlotte Gillis with the National Park Service has reviewed a draft of the EA.  Shannon stated that we are working to review studies that are just being completed, for instance those recently sent to the team by Rich Harrill (for Economic Development/ Tourism) and Chuck Raboli (for Wildlife Inventory for the area).  The draft Management Plan and Environmental Assessment will be submitted to the Alliance and the NPS for review at the end of March.

Kelly Jordan expressed the need to initiate the Arabia Alliance Meetings again now that this process will end at the end of this month.  Therefore, the attendees agreed on April 27th for the next Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Alliance Meeting.  The meeting will be held at the Arabia Mountain Nature Center at 9:30am for socializing and 10:00-11:30am for meeting agenda.  Ginna Tiernan with DeKalb County Parks and Recreation announced that she will be moving to Maryland.  Ginna, along with Becky Kelly and Kelly Jordan co-founded the Arabia Mountain Heritage Area Alliance eight years ago.  Everyone thanked Ginna for all of her work and effort in the Heritage Area.  She is greatly appreciated and will be missed.  Ginna introduced Connie Gray, also with DeKalb County as a great resource.

The meeting was adjourned.

