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Save the date

Christmas Bird Count

The Congaree Swamp
Christmas Bird Count
will be held Sunday, Dec.

14, beginning at 7 a.m.
Christmas Bird Counts,

conducted nationally

each year since 1900, are

the oldest citizen-science

project in the country.

A CBC is an all-day effort
to find and identify as many
wild birds as possible within a
15-mile diameter circle. This
effort, which now includes
almost 2,700 circles and more
than 83,000 participants
annually, is sponsored by the
National Audubon Society.

The Congaree Swamp CBC
(founded by Robin Carter
in 1993) includes almost
all the national park and
adjacent areas, from Gadsden
and Wateree in Richland
County to Fort Motte and St.

See Save the date, page 6
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Plastic pellets illegally
polluting Congaree River

On September 10, 2025, Congaree Riverkeeper, represented
by the Southern Environmental Law Center, told two major
plastic manufacturing companies it intends to sue in federal court
if their ongoing pollution is not remedied within 90 days.

The two companies, Alpek Polyester USA, LLC (Alpek)
and Eastman Chemical Company
(Eastman), operate a large industrial
plant on the banks of the Congaree
River near Congaree National Park.
According to the letter, the plant is
engaged in multiple forms of illegal
pollution: releasing large numbers of
plastic pellets—known as “nurdles”—
into the Congaree River; discharging
the toxic chemical 1,4-dioxane
without authorization; and violating
pollution limits in its discharge permit
designed to protect aquatic life.

Plastic pollution presents a major threat to the environment
and public health, according to numerous studies. Once
released into the environment, nurdles break up and multiply
into toxic microplastics that can build up in the bodies of fish,
wildlife, and people, causing myriad health risks ranging from
reproductive and respiratory harms to colon and lung cancer.

“Thanks to Alpek and Eastman, plastic pellets are going
right into the Congaree River, a popular fishing spot upstream
from Congaree National Park,” said Bill Stangler, Congaree
Riverkeeper. “Those who enjoy our waters and wetlands
shouldn’t have to worry about plastic pollution every time
they paddle, fish, or recreate along the Congaree.”

The letter also alleges that the plant is among the nation’s
largest dischargers of the chemical 1,4-dioxane, which has been
designated as a probable carcinogen by the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). The plant’s discharges of 1,4-dioxane

Nurdles

See Nurdles, page 7
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Government shutdown

In our previous newsletter, we discussed
competing administration, U.S. House and
U.S. Senate National Park Service budget
proposals. Since that time, disagreement over a
stop-gap House of Representatives continuing
resolution to fund the government until a budget
could be adopted precipitated a government
shutdown. Once the shutdown started, our
advocacy efforts focused on communicating
the impact of the shutdown on the park, its
staff and its visitors, both to the general public
(via social media) and members of the South
Carolina federal legislative delegation.

During the shutdown, the park’s trails and
campgrounds remained open, but the Visitor
Center closed and park staff and volunteers
were unavailable for face-to-face visitor services.
The unisex bathroom in the breezeway,
with its single toilet, was the only restroom
facility available to visitors to the park.

Several park workers were furloughed
and others came to work only a few hours
a week to maintain basic visitor services,
which were funded through the Federal Lands
Recreation Enhancement Act. Hours were
so limited though that it was not always cost-
effective for employees to come to work and
some of those activities were suspended.

The thousands of visitors to the park could
find basic trail information in the Visitor Center
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breezeway, but all their questions about trails
and trail conditions, paddling options, the
park’s resources, etc., went unanswered. In
talking with congressional staff, we emphasized
that these visitors provide up to $18 million

a year in economic benefits to the Midlands
and deserve a better park experience.

As the shutdown persisted, behavior that affects
the park’s resources and the visitors’ experiences
increased. Since visitors turn out in numbers, lines
at the single restroom could grow long. This was
only exacerbated on a recent visit after someone
had systematically vandalized the restroom.
Ranger John Torrence, rather than attending to
routine maintenance, had to spend his allotted two
hours putting the restroom back in working order.

Biweekly meetings with Friends groups
across the country continue to be helpful, both
in messaging and providing support for park
staff and their families while not violating
strict ethics rules for both Friends groups and
park staff. The potluck at Hunter-Gatherer (see
page 7) originated with an idea from Channel
Islands Park Foundation. Several Friends
groups already have held such events and we
discussed possibilities under current ethics rules
to support additional events in cooperation
with new sponsors. Friends of Congaree
Swamp was exploring a few such possibilities
prior to the recent end of the shutdown.

With the shutdown ended through January,
legislation for the upcoming year should include
passage of the bipartisan Senate bill, which would
restore full funding to the National Park Service.

2026 Congaree Research Symposium

When we last reported on the 2026
Congaree Research Symposium, we shared
the unfortunate news that park staff would be
unable to participate in either the organization
or programming. Through the summer, we
continued our planning and are now ready to
accept registration for the symposium. It will be
held Friday, January 30, 2026, at the University
of South Carolina’s Pastides Alumni Center.

This year’s theme is “50 years of Research at
Congaree National Park,” since the symposium
coincides with the 50-year anniversary of the
passage of congressional legislation that created

See Grego, page 7
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Wateree Station

Wastewater discharges still a concern

In our Fall 2021 newsletter,
Friends of Congaree Swamp
discussed concerns with
Dominion Energy’s Wateree
Station coal power plant’s
permit to discharge wastewater
into the Wateree River. We
provided public comments
and signed on to comments
prepared by Southern
Environmental Law Center.

Several internal processes
discharge wastewater,
including cooling tower
blowdown, combustion
residual leachate, flue gas
desulfurization wastewater,
bottom ash purge water and
boiler tube rinse water. All
these internal wastewater
streams are eventually
discharged to the Wateree
River through a main outfall.

A new renewal application
has been filed and we have
again prepared comments.
You have likely heard of plans
to retire Wateree Station,
though such plans are only
tangentially referenced in
the permit materials.

Prior to our September
2021 comments, an April
2019 U.S. Court of Appeals
ruling had struck combustion
residual leachate from
regulation under ELG
(Effluent Limit Guidelines).

In August 2020 and then
again in April 2024, the EPA
(Environmental Protection
Agency) modified the ELG rule,
eventually ending discharge

of coal ash constituents,
including combustion residual
leachate wastewater, flue gas
desulfurization wastewater, and
bottom ash transport/purge
water. EPA intends to change
this guidance but the April 2024
rule remains in place for now.

We strongly supported S.C.
Department of Environmental
Services’ enforcement of the
April 2024 EPA guidance
for this permit, which will
end discharge of combustion
residual leachate, flue gas
desulfurization wastewater
and bottom ash purge water
by January 1, 2030.

Dominion Wateree Station
has requested participation in
a Voluntary Incentive Program
with a later compliance date
and stricter limits for analytes
under the 2020 EPA ELG
rule, which would ultimately
be more permissive than
limits under the 2024 EPA
ELG rule, since contaminants
could still be discharged
beyond January 1, 2030,
including arsenic, selenium,
bromide, and mercury.

Further, the stricter limits
under the Voluntary Incentive
Program will be delayed till
December 31, 2028, and hence
only more “restrictive” for one
year as compared to limits
under the 2024 EPA ELG rule.
Both options are presented
in the permit rationale, and
we supported the option that
eventually ceases discharges.

The previous permit did
not permit the discharge of
internal boiler tube rinse water,
which includes copper and
iron. An upstream tributary,
Colonels Creek, is listed by
DES as impaired for copper.
DES argues that discharge
of the rinse water would
not violate antidegradation
conditions upon Wateree
River water quality since the
discharge would be heavily
diluted by the river’s flow.

A review of the Toxic
Release Inventory indicated
that the plant released,
primarily airborne, over 5 tons
of copper in 2022, over 10
tons of copper in 2023, and
over 15 tons of copper in 2024.
Given the previous policy of
“no discharge,” the listing of
Colonel’s Creek for copper,
and the increasing amount
of copper released in recent
years by Dominion Wateree
Station, we argued DES should
not allow these discharges.

We were pleased to see that
mercury at the main outfall
will be changed from “monitor
and report” to daily and
monthly limits, particularly
since the Wateree River is
listed as impaired for mercury
for fish consumption.

A public hearing was
held on November 18, and
we may adjust our final
set of comments based
upon that hearing.

Fall 2025



Two from Congaree awarded NPS honors

Each year, the National Park Service honors

exemplary work conducted in natural and cultural

resource stewardship and management. These
awards recognize employees who go above and
beyond day-to-day duties to solve problems or
create new opportunities or projects with creative
thinking and action. Award recipients will be
recognized at the 2025 National Service Awards
Ceremony for their work completed in 2024.

Natural Resource Stewardship

Gregory Hauburger, superintendent of
Congaree National Park, has won the Director’s
Natural Resource Award

for Superintendent of the
Year in recognition of his
outstanding contributions to
natural resource management
during the award year 2024.

Greg exemplifies
commitment and innovation
in his role, tirelessly

advocating for natural Hauburger

resource stewardship and
fostering sustainable management practices
that balance the needs of the environment with
those of park visitors and stakeholders. His
hands-on leadership approach, evidenced by his
involvement in projects ranging from prescribed
fire operations to habitat improvement efforts,
inspires his team to achieve remarkable results.
Notably in 2024, under Greg’s guidance,
Congaree successfully conducted its largest
prescribed burn on 965 acres and is making
significant strides toward reintroducing the

federally listed red-cockaded woodpecker through

habitat restoration initiatives. His effective
collaboration with federal and state agencies and

his budget-conscious management ensure that
Congaree’s natural resources are preserved and

enhanced, setting a model for other national parks.

Greg’s unwavering dedication and innovative
approach have not only transformed natural
resource management at Congaree but
also have the potential to inspire similar
efforts across the National Park Service.

Natural Resource Management

Theresa Yednock, a biological science
technician, has displayed exceptional dedication
and expertise at Congaree National Park where

she has been instrumental in
managing and restoring the
park’s unique ecosystems.
Theresa took charge of
combating invasive species
that threatened the rare
longleaf pine forests, rallying
support and championing

ongoing restoration Yednock
initiatives. Her leadership
has resulted in the establishment of effective
programs for invasive species management,
pest management, and prescribed fire.
Theresa’s profound knowledge of natural
resource management, particularly regarding
prescribed burning and firefly conservation,
enhanced Congaree’s ecological health and
visitor experiences in 2024, including the
renowned synchronous firefly viewing event.
Her tireless advocacy for every element of
the park’s biodiversity has solidified her
reputation as a leading voice in conservation
efforts, making her a deserving awardee for
the Natural Resource Management award.

Hunting butterflies

The Fall North American Butterfly Count was held Sept 20.
Long-time organizers David and Marty Kastner with the
Midlands Chapter of the Carolina Butterfly Society work
together to find butterflies along a powerline cut.
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Congaree Research Symposium
Friday, January 30, 2026

Friends of Congaree Swamp are hosting a research symposium focused on celebrating
50 years of environmental and cultural research involving Congaree National Park. This
event will take place at the University of South Carolina Pastides Alumni Center Ballroom.

Event Reqistration: www.friendsofcongaree.org

coop

Comnall ol Cawprnmesls

9:00-9:15 AM Welcome
Opening remarks and World Wetlands Day commemoration
John Grego (Friends of Congaree Swamp), Kim Connolly (University of Buffalo)

9:15-9:45 AM Five Decades of Research at Congaree Swamp
John Cely (Friends of Congaree Swamp)

9:45-11:00 AM  Session 1 — Upland and Bottomland Forest Ecology
Chair: John Kupfer
David Stahle (University of Arkansas)
Dendrochronology of Baldcypress in the Deep South
Kimberly Meitzen (Texas State University)
Floods, Forests, & People: A Spatial and Temporal Perspective
on Environmental Change and Riverscape Conservation
Joe O’Brien (USDA Forest Service)
TBA

11:15-12:30 PM  Session 2 — Cultural Interpretation, Social Practices and Land Use
Chair: Tameria Warren

Aby Sene-Harper (Clemson University):
African American Cultural Resources of Congaree National Park:
An Ethnographic Overview

Rhonda C. Grego (Midlands Technical College-Retired)
Edward C. L. Adams and Tales of the Congaree:
A Review of Recent Scholarship

Neal Polhemus (University of South Carolina)
Status and Inventory of Old-Growth Bald Cypress in Congaree National Park

12:30-2:00 PM  Lunch & Poster Session (Lunch Included with Registration)

2:00-3:45 PM Session 3 — The Meaning of Wilderness and Traditional Landscapes
Chair: Greg Cunningham

Jess Riddle (City of Atlanta):
Are there other Congarees? Exploring the old growth bottomlands
for forest giants

Mark Kinzer (National Park Service-Retired)
The Wilderness Act and the Congaree National Park Wilderness

Albert Way (Kennesaw State University)
Burned to Be Wild: A History of Fire in the South’s Longleaf Pine

4:00-5:00 pm Session 4 — Future Challenges to Congaree National Park
Chair: Neal Polhemus
Bill Stangler (Congaree Riverkeeper)
Eboni Preston (National Parks Conservation Association)
Bob Janiskee (University of South Carolina)

Fall 2025



Save the date

continued from page 1

Matthews in Calhoun County.
When weather and

floodwaters cooperate, the

Congaree Swamp CBC often

has among the highest counts in

the country of several species.
Last year, we had the highest
count of Barred Owls in the
country, and the second-highest
count of Pileated Woodpeckers!
If you are a novice, an
expert birder will lead you
around the boardwalk in
the morning, which is one
of the park’s best sites for
interesting wintering species
and permanent residents,
including Winter Wrens, Blue-
headed Vireos, White-breasted
Nuthatches, Brown Creepers,
Red-headed Woodpeckers, and
Rusty Blackbirds. Experienced
birders can participate in one
of our many parties spread
throughout the circle.
Parties assigned to the
main trail system will meet
at the Visitor’s Center
parking lot at 7 a.m.

Hampton Baldcypress hike

Join us Saturday, Jan. 17,
for a hike to visit the legendary

Brown in the 1950s of Harry
Hampton standing by a large
virgin Baldcypress. I first saw
it in the 1956 spring issue of
South Carolina Wildlife magazine
and I can blame the photo and
this tree for my obsession with
Congaree National Park.

It took some years before I
actually stumbled across the
“Harry Hampton” cypress—I
must have walked all around
it all those years—but as
soon as I finally saw it, I
knew it was “the tree.”

Bring water, snacks, and
comfortable hiking footwear.
Round-trip walking distance
is about four to five miles.

Contact John Cely at
cowasee@gmail.com or
(803) 686-0569 to sign up.

Great Backyard Bird Count

Join Friends of Congaree
Swamp for a Great Backyard
Bird Count walk at Congaree
National Park on Sunday,

Feb. 15. We’ll meet at
8:30 a.m. at the Harry
Hampton Visitor Center.

Great Backyard Bird Count
activities at Congaree National
Park were initiated by the late
Robin Carter and we are happy

Harry to continue
Hampton Robin’s
Baldcypress. tradition. Our
Meet at the numbers will
Visitor’s contribute
Center at 8:45 to all count
and we’ll get observations
underway made at the
by 9. park Feb.
For me 14-17.
the most The hike
iconic of will cover

all Congaree photographs
is the one taken by Gordon

portions of
the Boardwalk, Sims Trail

and Weston Lake Loop Trail.
The emphasis will be on
engaging birders of all abilities
in observing and identifying
winter birds at the park.
Participants should bring
binoculars and wear good
walking shoes and weather-
appropriate clothing.
Water and snacks are also
recommended.

To sign up for either or
both of the bird counts,
contact John Grego at
friendsofcongareeswamp(@
gmail.com or (803) 331-3366.

Information cards

Midlands Nature and Bird
Alliance approached Friends
recently about a collaborative
opportunity involving free
seasonal information cards
that could alert park visitors
to the most common birds,
trees, flowers, insects, reptiles,
etc., to be seen along the
Boardwalk Loop Trail.

The park’s wilderness status
makes it difficult to place
interpretive signs along the
boardwalk and visitors are
often in the dark about the
boardwalk’s natural resources.

We collaborated on species
lists for each season, based on
iNaturalist sightings and the
Friends’ Facebook album index.

Friends provided most of
the photographs, while Bailey
Parker, Clay Parker and
Grant Foster from Midlands
Nature and Bird Alliance
formatted and printed the cards.
Printing costs are split evenly
between the two groups.
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Friends thanks park staff
More than 50 members of Friends of Congaree Swamp
participated in a potluck supper recently at Hunter-Gatherer to
show our appreciation and support for Congaree National Park
staff; including Eastern National employees, and their families.
At right, Greg Hauburger, center in striped shirt, mingles with
some of his staff and their families.
Friends thanked park staff for their irreplaceable work to protect
the park’s natural and cultural resources and explained the actions
members can take to support the park during the shutdown.
Thanks to Hunter-Gatherer for donating the event space and
an anonymous donor for covering the cost of a bartender. Mary
Bull, Bill Stangler, Kathy Vause and Valerie Marcil and Henry
Nechemias helped with clean-up and recyclables.

Nurdles

continued from page 1

are unauthorized, according
to the letter—as are its routine
violations of pollution limits for
“biochemical oxygen demand,”
which were set to protect
aquatic life in the Congaree.
“What we see at the Alpek-
Eastman Plant is a ‘who’s who’
of illegal pollution: plastics

littering the area that can
lodge in fish and people; large
discharges of a toxic chemical;
and high levels of organic
pollution,” said Carl Brzorad, a
staff attorney at SELC. “We’re
prepared to take this to federal
court if Alpek and Eastman
don’t clean up their act.”

The letter states that the
pollution at the plant violates

the federal Clean Water Act
and Resource Conservation
and Recovery Act, noting
that these violations are
subject to penalties of up

to over $90,000 per day.

If these violations are
not addressed, the letter
says, the groups will file a
citizen suit in federal court
to stop the pollution.

Grego

contitnued from page 2

then-Congaree Swamp National
Monument in 1976. The
conference’s main sessions are
inspired by the Significance
Statement in the Park’s 2014
Foundation Document:

» Protection of the
nation’s largest remaining
tract of Southern old-
growth bottomland forest
and significant expanse of
associated floodplain

» Preservation of a
unique regional cultural
history, archeological sites
and landscape features that
document evolving agricultural,
commercial, and social practices

» Preservation of the
wilderness character...
with opportunities to
experience solitude,
challenge, and adventure
unique to this landscape.

In addition to the three main
sessions, the symposium will
feature an opening perspective
on the history of research at
the park, a closing panel on
the near and long-term future
of the park service, and a
poster session. Sponsors to
date include Carolina Outdoor
Adventures, Central Midlands
Council of Governments,
USC Geography and REI.
The symposium program and
registration information appear
on page 7 of this newsletter.

Remembering Jerry Bright

The Friends mourn the
passing of longtime member
Jerry Bright of Columbia and
extend our condolences to
his family. Jerry loved being
outdoors and was a frequent
participant in Friends’ events
in Congaree Swamp.

We thank Jerry’s family for
guiding memorials to Friends of
Congaree Swamp, and thank the
following individuals for their
thoughtful memorial donations:
Jim & Gudrun Brantley, Michele
Devon Bachman & Margaret
Devon Coxall, Lisa Gayle, Carol
Gist, John & Rhonda Grego,
Ann Humphries, David & Betsy
Humpbhries, and Stuart White.
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Join Friends of Congaree Swamp today!

Yes, | want to support conservation of Congaree Swamp for future generations. Enclosed is my tax-deductible
contribution of $ . (Please make checks payable to Friends of Congaree Swamp.)

Individual $25 Name(s)

Family $40* Mailing address
__ Advocate $50 Cit State Zi
____ Nonprofit $50 Y i
Partner $100** Phone Emal
Benefactor $500 Please keep your information current to receive special notices about field trips,
Patron $1000 events, scheduling changes and acknowledgements in addition to a quarterly

Corporate $1000 newsletter.

*For a contribution of $40 - $99, you may choose one of the following gift options:
Baseball cap maroon tan tan visor
Bandana imprinted with map of Congaree National Park teal red forest green

**For a contribution of $100 or more you may choose either a copy of The Natural History of Congaree Swamp
or one of the six gift options listed above. I do NOT wish to receive a membership gift

| would like to donate an additional $

Thank you for supporting Friends of Congaree Swamp!

Friends of Congaree Swamp, P.O. Box 7746, Columbia, SC 29202-7746
FOCS is a nonprofit 501(c)3 organization, EIN 56-2057087




