
OPEN LETTER TO SUSAN NEUGENT!

CEO of FERNBANK MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY !

July 10, 2014!

DEAR SUSAN, !

It has now been over 2 years since you padlocked Fernbank Forest. !

A petition on the internet with over 500 signatures of your neighbors and concerned citizens is 

asking that the forest be reopened so that it can be enjoyed and used as a public educational 

resource like Emily Harrison (the Fernbank Forest property owner who created Fernbank, Inc. in 

1939) intended it to be. You have chosen to keep it locked and defended your actions at the 

Druid Hills Civic Association Board Meeting (DHCA) by declaring that the forest was left in 

terrible shape and is overrun by invasive species. !

You have stated that the forest has been gridded off and FMNH (Fernbank Museum of Natural 

History) is now removing invasive plants; that you have had studies done and plans drawn up to 

“restore the forest”; that you were being misunderstood and maligned. You tried to explain your 

reasons for keeping the forest locked up, stating that the forest was, in fact, open for guided 

tours and would soon be open for public access. When pressed for when it would be open, you 

finally agreed that it could be as long as 5 years from now.!

At the DHCA meeting you also said you were there to clear up several misconceptions that were 

being spread about Fernbank, Inc. plans for Fernbank Forest. Misconceptions included rumors 

that Fernbank, Inc. was going to turn Fernbank Forest into another Botanical Gardens, or cut 

down all the trees. You stated that these deceptive attacks were unfair and that FMNH was 

committed to “restoring forest health and freeing it from the grip of invasive species”. We were 

surprised you attributed these misconceptions to the community, especially since we first heard 

these rumors from you at a 2012 Druid Hills Civic Association meeting when the Forest was first 

closed. You also said that Fernbank, Inc. was not trying to hide anything from the community 
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and wanted to be “1,000 percent transparent” about what was going on in the forest. You added 

some details about studies done and a master plan for the forest. !

In fact, you state in the FMNH 2012-2015 Strategic Plan that (as the first item under “Fernbank’s 

Unique Environmental Legacy”) you will “Develop a comprehensive campus and forest business 

and master plan to inform the restoration of the forest and its adjoining grounds and improved 

campus connectivity”.  We don’t know the meaning of the phrase, “inform the restoration of the 

forest and its adjoining grounds and improved campus connectivity” but now 2012, 2013, and 

over half of 2014 are gone, but, notwithstanding your pledge to be “1000% transparent”, 

you have not shared these plans with the public.!

So far as we can determine by peering in from outside of the padlocked gates, there is almost 

no evidence of work going on in the forest. It would be simple to share your progress with 

everyone by posting it on the FMNH website. Or you can provide us with the information and we 

would be happy to post it for you. You could even provide a web page on your site so the public 

could keep up with the projects you describe. !

A look at the FMNH website, however, has little information about the forest and does not reveal 

anything about restoration efforts or work you described. Are any such efforts are actually in 

progress?!

 In your letter to the petition signers of “openfernbankforest”, you name specific milestones 

accomplished in a “short 21 month period”, but:!

• The “thorough ecological assessment” you mention is not posted on your website and has not 

been made available to the public in any fashion.!

• No historical site evolution study is posted. (Not sure what a “site evolution study is. Did you 

mean a “site evaluation study? Posting the study would clarify this) !

• No “complete list of species” found in Fernbank Forest is posted. [By the way “compilation of 

a complete list of species” is unrealistic as there is no living community anywhere that has 
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been completely inventoried (E.O. Wilson, The Creation, Norton, 2010.] However, any lists 

you have, if made publicly available, would be useful educational tools for students and 

teachers. !

• No Master Plan is posted.!

• No Stewardship Plan is posted.!

• No list of 45 non-native, invasive species that have taken hold in Fernbank Forest is posted; 

[a list of local invasive plants would be an excellent teaching tool to have.] !

• No list of 23 scientific stakeholders is shown, but there are several key scientific stakeholders 

that we know who were not invited to your meeting.!

Posting of this information on your website would help fulfill several items on your 2012-2015 

Strategic Plan, specifically, (goals under “Raising Awareness and Increasing Prestige”)!

• ! “Increase awareness of natural history and all in encompasses.”!

• ! “Deepen the community’s involvement to ensure Fernbank remains relevant”!

• ! “Become increasingly viewed as a trusted scientific resource”!

Also, in your reply letter (presumably to demonstrate that the public had not been locked out of 

the forest) you highlight programs that have been offered in the forest. Your current website 

calendar which shows events offered from June through August lists 4 opportunities for the 

public to tour the forest with a guide: two bird walks (June 28, July 19) and two twilight tours 

(July 17, Aug. 22). The remaining weeks and hours of that three month period I presume the 

gates remain padlocked. Also attendance is limited for these tours and to attend you have to 

schedule ahead by phone (not as easy as you imply). Walk-ins are not accepted whether the 

tour is filled or not, and of course there is a charge for non-FMNH members. !

You mentioned in the DHCA meeting that there were also opportunities for volunteering to help 

remove invasive plants from the forest. The following description is taken from the FMNH 

website:!
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!
!

!
Several odd things about your website caught my attention. While it says, “Forest Restoration 

Volunteer” the primary objectives describe restoration efforts on the “Fernbank Museum of 

Natural History campus.” not Fernbank Forest. It goes on to describe removing invasive plants 

and replanting native plants in “forested areas behind the museum”. Specific responsibilities 

describe “Maintaining Volunteer Garden by Museum Terrace Overlook” and “Maintaining Trails 

throughout the Forest Overlook area”. This doesn’t sound like removing invasive plants 

from Fernbank Forest at all! It sounds like landscaping work around FMNH building and 

grounds. Even if it does include removing invasive plants in Fernbank Forest it is certainly not 

focused just on Fernbank Forest. If invasive removal work only gets done once a month on the 

second Saturday, do you think that is enough to maintain the forest??  !
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Forest Restoration Volunteer!

PRIMARY OBJECTIVES 
This position provides an opportunity to learn about current and future ecological restoration efforts on the Fernbank 
Museum of Natural History campus and help eradicate non-native invasive species. With this position volunteers will 
have the opportunity to learn about native woodlands and also assist with restoration activities such as removing 
invasive plant species and replanting native plant species in forested areas behind the museum.!

RESPONSIBILITIES!

! •! Become versed in the local ecology of Fernbank Forest and the Piedmont region of Georgia!

! •! Assist in restoration activities including removing invasive species (by hand and with tools) and planting native 
species!

! •! Maintaining Volunteer Garden by Museum Terrace Overlook!

! •! Maintaining Trails throughout the Forest Overlook area!!
TIME COMMITMENT 
Volunteers must work one 4-hour shift per month with the program each month. Volunteer Forest Restoration Days will 
take place from 8am - noon, generally on the second Saturday of the month throughout the year



In your DHCA presentation, you referenced hiring professionals to come in and do this work, but 

what professional company would be willing to hand remove invasive species on the scale 

needed for the 69 acre Fernbank Forest? How much would that cost and who would monitor the 

work to insure that native plants in the forest were unharmed? !

Or are you planning on using herbicides?!

Actually, there was no empirical evidence (at least looking in from outside the gates) that there 

is any work being done to remove invasive plants, repair erosion sites along the trails, or 

anything else. During the birdwalk last month (6/28/14), it became obvious that little if anything 

has been done since Fernbank, Inc. took over the lease and padlocked Fernbank Forest. The 

trails are covered with debris, including some fallen limbs and, worse, places where English ivy 

is now encroaching onto the trails. Ivy is returning to places where it had previously been pulled 

by high school volunteers and Fernbank Science Center Staff. Debris is clogging the drain at 

Huntemann Pond, and a large oak tree has fallen into the pond. The crown of the oak is lying 

across the cable fence around the pond. Small tulip poplar saplings are now growing through 

the pond fence which obscure clear viewing of the pond from the teaching station. !

In other words, there is an abundance of visible evidence that nothing is being done to maintain 

Fernbank Forest, much less to “restore” it. This tangible evidence on the ground is very 

convincing in contrast to your verbal assurances that work is well underway. !

If a picture is worth a 1,000 words, compare attached photos taken during  2012 before you 

closed the Forest with those taken recently on the June 28, 2014, birdwalk in the forest.  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Here are some photos taken about 2 years ago of Huntemann Pond before Fernbank, Inc. 

took over Fernbank Forest:!

!
!
View from the north side 

showing condition of the 

pond about 2 years ago.!

!
!
!
!

!
!
!
!
View from trail above the west side of Huntemann Pond 

showing cable fence and condition of the trail 2 years 

ago.!

!
!
!
 !

!
!
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!
And here are some pictures of Huntemann Pond taken during the July birdwalk:!

!
!
!
View from teaching station at Huntemann 

Pond. Note weeds in trail on east side of 

pond. A large red oak has fallen into the 

pond. (photo taken 7/28/14)!

!
!
!
!

!
!

!
!
!
!
View of trail on west side of Huntemann Pond. 

Note weeds and debris on trail and ivy 

growing on iron fence. (photo taken 7/28/14)!

!
!
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!
!
!
!

!
View on west side of Huntemann Pond 

showing dead limbs and debris accumulating 

in overflow and spillway. (photo taken 

7/28/14) !

!
!
!
!
!

!
!
!
Birdwatchers on Forest trail. 

Picture shows English Ivy now 

growing over the trail and up 

the trunk of a tree along the 

trail. (photo taken 7/28/14)!

!
!
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!
Here, in retrospect are a few vexing questions:!

1) The decision was made several years before February 2012 arrived that Fernbank Inc. 

would not renew the long term lease on Fernbank Forest according to several published 

accounts. That means there were several years of lead time to conduct studies, 

develop plans, and carefully coordinate the transfer of responsibilities for Fernbank 

Forest with Fernbank Science Center and DeKalb County School System. The transfer, 

if properly planned, could have been seamless and perhaps programs for school children 

and access for the public could have been continuous. That did not happen. Neither did you 

make efforts, so far as we can determine, to find funding to keep the Forest open to the 

public, to maintain the Forest,  or develop programming for school children who could 

benefit from education programs in the forest as they had been doing for 48 years. From our 

outside perspective, it appears you just wanted to remove FSC from the Forest with little 

regard for the consequences or plans for the future of the forest. WHY???!

2) We had hoped that (based on what had been done with the Olmstead Linear Park Alliance 

in Deepdene Park) once Fernbank, Inc. regained control of the forest, you would get the 

paved trails (which are now 50 years old and in serious need of repair) resurfaced, fix some 

of the erosion problems and repair the overlook that needs lots of work. Why hasn’t any of 

that been done in the past 2 years?!

3) We had hoped that you would see the benefits of a continued alliance with Fernbank 

Science Center to work with your staff, jointly conduct educational programs in the forest 

and continue to use the FSC gate access for schoolchildren to have programs in the forest. 

Why did that not happen? !

4) Why did you decide to just padlock the gates for the past 2 years??? Don’t you realize that it 

is destroying your credibility in the community?!
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It has been over 2 years now, Susan, since you closed the gates to Fernbank Forest and 

padlocked them. Educational programs in the forest are so rare they are almost nonexistent. 

The public is, for the most part, excluded. You have made promises since the gates were 

closed, but—in reality—nothing is happening. !

It has been over two years and our children are growing older each day !

It’s time to follow the wishes of Emily Harrison written into the documents creating Fernbank, 

Inc. !

It’s time to listen to your community; to work with us, and…!

Once again - Open Fernbank Forest! !

!
Al Tate!

Noemi Vega!

Everado Vega!

Rebecca Anderson!

!
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