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Purdue, Mexico State Professors want to develop plans for 
restoration of live oak maritime forests along the coast 
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Terry.Dickson@jacksonville.com Douglass F. Jacobs, a professor of forest biology from Purdue University, plants a live oak seedling in 

a research plot at Cannon's Point Preserve. 



ST. SIMONS ISLAND | It’s not unusual for people to raise tall fences to 
keep deer from eating their plants. 
It is unusual, however, when the plants are live oak seedlings inside 8-foot fences at the 
Cannon’s Point Preserve on St. Simons Island. The seedlings will grow in research 
plots planted under the guidance of a pair of forestry professors from Purdue University 
and New Mexico State who have roots in Georgia. 

Owen T. Burney, a professor of Agriculture, Consumer and Environmental Sciences at 
New Mexico State, and Douglass F. Jacobs, a professor of forest biology at Purdue, 
planted 720 oaks Tuesday with the help of volunteers with an eye toward mapping a 
plan for the restoration of maritime forests cleared centuries ago for farms and 
homesteads. 

“I’ve got roots here. That’s why I’m here,’’ Burney said. 

Both he and Jacobs are originally from Atlanta. 

Burney said he planted his first live oak saplings as a young volunteer just to the north 
on Sapelo Island for Dorset Hurley, who was research coordinator for the Sapelo Island 
Estuarine Research Reserve. 

“He’s the person who helped get this going,’’ Burney said inside a fenced, 30-meter-by-
24-meter plot clear cut of pines killed or dying from an infestation of southern pine 
beetles. 

The Sapelo research project was never finished having met an untimely end from a 
prescribed burn, Burney said. 

Not all the seedlings are fenced because the project’s goal is to measure the effects of 
different environmental challenges, including deer that love to browse on nutrient rich 
saplings grown in nurseries. 

Others will be grown with weed control, others with a year of weed control and some 
without weed control to see whether competing plants affect their growth. 

It could be, Burney said, that growing among weeds increase the seedlings’ survival 
rate by making them less obvious to deer. 

“The more control you have, the better growth and survival,’’ Burney said. “We just need 
to know how we can best establish live oak in the maritime forest.” 

Jacobs said that the forests on Georgia’s barrier islands that were settled by European 
settlers aren’t natural. 

“A lot of live oak was cleared for farming and grazing,’’ he said. 

Those farming operations ultimately failed and pines, which flourish in open sun, took 
over and dominated, he said. 

Cannon’s Point was once marked for development, but former U.S. Treasury Secretary 
Hank Paulson and his wife Wendy and Ada Lee and Pete Correll led a $25 million 



fundraising campaign to transfer the 608-acre property to the St. Simons Land Trust as 
a wilderness preserve. 

Stephanie Knox, who manages the preserve, said that many of the pines on the 
property were likely planted by its former owners, the Sea Island Co. 

But Jacobs said the trees, which he figured were planted in the late 1970s, obviously 
had not been managed and died from beetle infestation or never developed full 
canopies because they were too crowded. 

Regardless of how they died, the preserve cleared them creating “a research site for 
us,’’ Jacobs said. 

Jacobs tends to favor oaks, maples, cherry and other hardwoods as head of Purdue’s 
Hardwood Tree Improvement and Regeneration Center. 

The test plots are the first phase. In subsequent research, seedlings will be planted 
under the existing canopy of other oaks to figure out how much sunlight they need. 

The two professors said they hope to develop a prescription that will help land 
managers along the coast restore maritime forests. 

Both said the reward is a long way down the road, but Jacobs said, “We’re here for the 
long haul.” 

Jacobs said he wants to get graduate students involved, but Tate Holbrook, a biology 
professor at College of Coastal Georgia in Brunswick described Cannon’s Point as the 
college’s “living laboratory.” 

Holbrook said he wants to get his conservation biology students to Cannon’s Point 
perhaps to assist in the research project. 

Once the 720 oaks were planted for the research project, there were 280 left over from 
the 1,000 bought from a nursery. Those will be planted around Cannon’s Point, some in 
areas where dead trees were cleared. 
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