
May 1 2019 

Regional Forester Ken Arney  

USDA Forest Service, Southern Region (R8),  

1720 Peachtree Road, NW,  

Atlanta, GA 30309 

Preserving Rhododendrons and Native Azaleas within National Forests 

Dear Mr. Arney,  

  On behalf of the American Rhododendron Society (‘Society’), I respectfully submit this 

request to establish a forest management policy1 that will preserve native 

rhododendrons.  Our Society is an international horticultural organization of over 2,500 

members, with a mission to encourage appreciation of the genus Rhododendron.  Many 

Rhododendrons2 are endemic to Southern Appalachia, which provides a unique 

opportunity for viewing and researching the numerous species and species variants.  

The native range for rhododendrons includes the region 8 National Forest, which is 

under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Forest Service.  The Forest Service have traditionally 

preserved ericaceous flowing shrubs through management practices and policy that 

simply keep them intact without interference.  Unfortunately, recent forest planning 

documents have included rhododendrons into a group labeled “undesirable understory”, 

which under current Forest Service policy can be, and are being, actively eradicated 

without the benefit of a complete Environmental Impact Statement. 

   A February 2019 Environmental Assessment3 supported a forest management 

decision to eradicate cherished native azaleas, rhododendrons and mountain laurel 

through controlled burning and herbicides.  That burn was conducted last week.  Our 

Society hopes that the inclusion of rhododendrons into ‘undesirable understory’ was 

inadvertent, and that rhododendrons can be decoupled from the list of weeds, briars 

and kudzu.  Surprisingly, the assessment did not consider the many benefits provided 

by native rhododendrons,4 despite prior forest planning documents and numerous 

USDA publications that recognize and value these benefits.  Had the planning team 

transparently considered these many benefits, an alternative plan or policy that only 

removed non-native invasive species could have resulted. 

  The Forest Service leadership and management has previously preserved 

rhododendrons, which we would like to see continue.   The burn and herbicide policy 

places rhododendrons at-risk and has altered ecological conditions. Unfavorable 

ecological conditions would justify placing rhododendrons into a Species of 

                                                           
1
 Appendix A:  Draft of a Forest Wide management standard to preserve native rhododendrons.   

2
 Here, ‘Rhododendron’ includes all forms of the genus, including the Great Rhododendron (R. maximum), Carolina 

Rhododendron, (R. minus) the Flame Azalea (R.calendulaceum and R.cumberlandense) the Sweet Azalea (R. 
arborescens), R.canescens, R. vasiey, and R. viscosum, along with Mountain Laurel (kalmia latifolia)  
3
 Final Environmental Assessment Southside Project, February 2019 ,  Nantahala Ranger District, 

4
 Appendix B   the benefits of Rhododendrons.  



Conservation Concern under (36 CFR 219.9(c)).  The Regional Forester has the 

discretion to make rhododendrons a Species of Conservation Concern.    

  Our Society believes Forest Service policy should actively preserve these beloved 

American treasures in their native habitat for future generations.  We request the US 

Forest Service establish policy that will preserve rhododendrons, native azaleas and 

mountain laurel throughout Southern Appalachia, and across the Cumberland Plateau.  

This can be accomplished by either establishing an appropriate management 

standard/directive, or by reclassifying rhododendron as a species of conservational 

concern.   Establishing a forest-wide management standard that values the preservation 

of rhododendrons will result in a more transparent and complete assessment that will 

preserve these treasured plants. 

  Please contact me at your earliest convenience on your decision and how we can 

assist the Forest Service best preserve rhododendrons.      

Sincerely, 

 

Ann W. Mangels,  

President 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

cc: Forest Chief Victoria Christiansen 1400 Independence Ave, SW Washington, DC  20250-1111.    

  

  



Appendix A: Suggestions of How Best to Preserve Rhododendrons 

I: Establish a new forest management Standard that will “preserve rhododendrons, native 

azaleas and mountain laurel throughout Southern Appalachia, and across the Cumberland 

Plateau.” 

OR, 

II: Establish Rhododendrons as a Species of Conservation Concern. (36 CFR 219.9(c)).  

Completely within the authority of the regional forester and does not require a NEPA to execute.  

 

 

Appendix B:  Some of the Many Benefits of Rhododendrons 

Rhododendron benefits include a) visitor enjoyment and high participation rates associated with 

viewing blooms and plants. b) The dependency of pollinators on rhododendron blooms.  c) The 

shallow root system of rhododendron prevents erosion on slopes over 15 degrees, which also 

protect water quality, preserve trails and roads.  d)Trout sustainability in southern Appalachia is 

dependent on the cooler water temperatures made possible by the shade provided by 

ericaceous plants.  e) Some mammals and birds rely on these ericaceous plants for habitat and 

nesting. f) These evergreen plants provide a year-round air filter, which cannot be replaced with 

deciduous mast trees. g) The historical significance of these plants by the Cherokees and 

botanical explorers including William Bartram and Andre Michaux are well documented.  Finally,  

h) the unique aesthetic of the southern Appalachian forests is due to the high density of 

ericaceous plants, which should not be altered without a more in-depth study on the possible 

consequences and overall effects from removing these amazing plants.            


