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News
Save the date

Aquatic Critters Event

Ever wonder what’s in 
the water? Join our Aquatic 
Critters Appreciation Event on 
Saturday, April 4, to find out.

Congaree National Park’s 
waters contain a variety of  
aquatic wildlife that visitors 
never see or experience, such 
as Yellow Bullhead and Dollar 
Sunfish.

This tour will be led by 
Jason Bettinger, biologist 
with the S.C. Department of  
Natural Resources, and Justin 
Lewandowski, environmental 
health manager with the S.C. 
Department of  Environmental 
Services. 

Jason will organize a team 
to electrofish Tom’s Creek 
while Friends members 
will have the opportunity 
to assist Justin while he 
collects macroinvertebrates. 
We will take a couple long 
breaks in between sampling 

New anthology to benefit
Friends of Congaree Swamp

To celebrate Congaree’s vast, complex, and enchanting history, a 
diverse team of  creatives invited writers and artists to submit their 
work inspired by the park and their relationship to the physical 
space it occupies. Poets, essayists, painters, photographers, and 
more submitted their art and 
writing after spending time in and 
around Congaree, experiencing 
all its wonders and curiosities, 
and forming their own unique 
relationship to it. 

Many of  the works of  art and 
writing incorporate the important 
history of  the region as a place 
of  rest and refuge for Native and 
African Americans, as well as 
pieces that feature the unique 
biodiversity of  the Congaree 
Biosphere Region, named by 
UNESCO as a World Heritage 
Site, and Congaree National Park, 
which contains the largest intact 
expanse of  old growth bottomland hardwood forest remaining in the 
southeastern United States.  

The anthology will express the ways in which the landscape 
mirrors the resilience of  the people who inhabited this area from the 
pre-historic to the present.

Members of  the anthology team are Cassie Premo Steele, Catalina 
Zavala Olvera, Julie Hansard, Kat Martin, Maggie Olszewski, and 
Taylor Simon.

The book will be published by Liberation Is Lit, a Black woman-
owned nonprofit press in Columbia, and is currently moving into 
the production phase. All proceeds from the anthology, which will 
be published in 2026, the 50th anniversary of  the federal recognition 
of  Congaree as a National Monument, will go to benefit Friends of  
Congaree Swamp.

Old Growth
COM ING  SOON EARLY  2 0 2 6

An Anthology Inspired by  
Congaree National Park

Celebrate the natural wonder & 
cultural history of Congaree National 
Park through the words & art of poets, 
essayists, painters, & photographers 
inspired by this unique landscape.

All proceeds support  

FR I ENDS  OF 
CONGAREE  SWAMP,  
a nonprofit dedicated to:

Protecting 

& restoring 

the park’s 

ecosystems

Supporting 

research, 

education, & 

interpretation

Advocating 

for the park 

& engaging 

volunteers

L EAVE  YOUR  MARK  •  BECOME  A  BOOK  SPONSOR

Help bring this anthology to life and preserve 
Congaree. Donations made by February 20 
will be acknowledged by name in the book.

Donate Here

CongareeAnthology.com

See Save the Date, page 6
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Adopt-a-Stream Sampling

Friends of  Congaree Swamp recently began 
macroinvertebrate sampling after completing 
S.C. Adopt-a-Stream certification and obtaining 
a research permit from the National Park Service 
to collect, 
identify and 
return sampled 
organisms. 
Sampling 
takes place 
semiannually, in 
the winter and 
summer. 

In January, 
both our sampling 
sites on Tom’s 
Creek recorded 
an Excellent score, which requires collecting 
a wide spectrum of  the 20 different types of  
macroinvertebrates that contribute to the score, 
particularly those that are pollution intolerant.

 Interestingly, our sampling site on Tom’s Creek 
outside the park is in a portion of  the watershed 
listed by S.C. Department of  Environmental 
Services as impaired for bacterial water quality, 
but the site includes excellent habitat—an 
extended riffle with rocky stream bottom and 

plenty of  vegetation trailing in the water. We 
anticipated an Excellent score for Tom’s Creek in 
the park, since earlier Aquatic Critter Appreciation 
Events had found notable macroinvertebrate 
diversity just upstream.

McKenzie Creek in the park received only 
a Fair score in spite of  some favorable habitat, 
including gravelly riffles.  We recovered none of  
the macroinvertebrates that are listed as pollution 
intolerant to water quality, instead finding 
high counts of  a small number of  less sensitive 
macroinvertebrates, particularly aquatic worms, 
scuds and sow bugs. We anticipated a low score 
based on years of  water quality sampling at 
McKenzie Creek, but the macroinvertebrate results 
put the water quality problems at McKenzie Creek 
in even sharper relief.

State Water Plan

The 2025 State Water Plan was recently released 
by S.C. Department of  Environmental Services, 
incorporating input from the eight River Basin 
Councils and WaterSC, a committee appointed by 
Gov. Henry McMaster. 

Congaree Riverkeeper Bill Stangler served on 
the Broad River Basin Council and WaterSC, 
while I served on the Santee River Basin Council, 
the last council to convene, completing its work 
only weeks before release of  the State Water Plan. 
The work of  the river basin councils was overseen 
by S.C. Department of  Environmental Services 
and their consultants, CDM Smith.

The river basin councils received extensive 
orientation on South Carolina’s surface water 
and groundwater resources and management, 
current and future water demand, and assessment 
of  water availability. The councils then developed 
recommendations on drought response and water 
management strategies and prepared basinwide 
plans. Since the plans were prepared over a 
period of  years, many of  the recommendations 
from earlier councils could be reviewed by later 
councils, and hence are common to several of  the 

Crayfish and Stream Salamander

See Grego, page 7
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Congress retains Park Service funding
The U.S. Senate and House 

of  Representatives recently 
passed the FY 2026 Interior, 
Environment and Related 
Agencies Appropriations 
Bill. The bill essentially funds 
the National Park Service at 
previous years’ levels ($2.88 
billion), setting aside the 
draconian cuts proposed by 
Secretary of  Interior Doug 
Burgum.

The administration’s actions 
last year resulted in a 25 percent 
loss of  NPS staff, and Secretary 
Burgum indicated that more 
reductions could be coming. 
Congress included language in 
the bill that made it clear that 
restored funding levels should 
also restore staffing, both at the 
parks and administrative units:

“The National Park Service 
shall maintain staffing levels 
in order to fulfill (its) mission 
... to protect natural and 
cultural resources, provide 
and maintain appropriate 
access and recreation for 
visitors, provide safety 
precautions for visitors and 
staff, maintain physical 
and natural infrastructure, 
provide information and 
respond to stakeholders and 
the general public, conduct 
tribal consultation, provide 
for administrative support, 
administer historic and other 
preservation programs, and 
carry out other activities 
in support of  effectively 
operating the National Park 
System and carrying out 
programs administered by 
the National Park Service 

in a timely manner.”
 Unfortunately, stronger 

language explicitly preventing 
further Reductions in Force 
(RIFs) and reorganizations was 
removed from the bill, though 
Congress must be notified of  
any such actions.

Friends of  Congaree Swamp 
was asked by National Parks 
Conservation Association to 
advocate against an amendment 
by Sen. Mike Lee, R-Utah, 
that would remove language 
ensuring National Park Service 
lands would stay in National 
Park Service hands. Despite 
widespread opposition to Lee’s 
amendment, the protective 
language was stricken from the 
bill.

In addition, the bill included 

strong support for Land and 
Water Conservation Funds and 
the Legacy Restoration Fund, 
part of  the Great American 
Outdoors Act. 

Friends of  Congaree Swamp 
has advocated for LWCF 
appropriations for Congaree 
National Park land acquisition 
in the past, and the Legacy 
Restoration Fund includes $4 
million for road maintenance 
in four National Park Service-
managed sites in South 
Carolina, including Congaree 
National Park. The bill included 
explicit language requiring the 
Secretary of  Interior to identify 
projects for funding in a timely 
manner and earmarking the 
funds for conservation-oriented 
projects.

 Annual meeting March 8
Just a reminder, the 

Friends Annual Meeting and 
Oyster Roast is scheduled 
for Sunday, March 8 at the 
park. It’s the day the time 
changes, so don’t be late.

Registration will start at 
2 p.m., followed by natural 
and cultural resources 
hikes. We’ll reconvene for 
the business meeting. After 
the meeting, the Oyster Bar 
will serve roast oysters and 
Friends members will provide 
beverages, chili, vegetarian 
selections and desserts.

Directions: From I-77, 
follow Bluff  Road east for 
8.1 miles, then turn right 
onto Old Bluff  Road at 

the fork. Follow Old Bluff  
Road 4.4 miles then turn 
right onto National Park 
Road. Alternatively, use your 
navigation app for directions 
to 100 National Park Road, 
Hopkins SC 29061. 

Plan to park at the Visitor 
Center parking lot and walk 
to the Learning Center from 
there. If  you need to park 
closer to the event, follow 
the road past the Visitor 
Center parking lot until 
it becomes a gravel road. 
Follow the gravel road past 
the maintenance shed, then 
turn left toward the Learning 
Center and look for parking 
on the side of  the road.
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Symposium explores 50 years of research
More than 160 people 

attended the 2026 Congaree 
Research Symposium on 
January 30 at the University 
of  South Carolina’s Pastides 
Alumni Center. 

The symposium’s theme, 50 
Years of  Research at Congaree 
Swamp, was chosen to 
celebrate the legislation creating 
Congaree Swamp National 
Monument in 1976.

Friends 
of  Congaree 
Swamp hosted 
the program, 
with support 
from sponsors 
Carolina Outdoor 
Adventures, 
Congaree 
Biosphere 
Region, Central 
Midlands Council 
of  Governments, 
and USC 
Department of  
Geography. Souvenir posters 
of  the program, featuring the 
original Congaree Action Now 
brochure cover as a backdrop, 
were available at the registration 
table. REI provided three Flash 
22 daypacks as door prizes.

We welcomed participants to 
the symposium and noted the 
absence of  Congaree National 
Park staff  in the planning, 
delivery and participation in 
the symposium.  Park staff  
participated in the initial 
planning but had to withdraw 
based on administration 
directives that National Park 
Service staff  outreach should 
focus on visitor-centered 

services physically at the park. 
Former USC Law School 

faculty member Kim Diana 
Connolly shared a World 
Wetlands Day message in 
her capacity as co-chair of  
the World Wetland Network. 
John Cely spoke on 50 
years of  change at Congaree 
National Park, noting the 
impacts of  invasive plants 
and animals, Hurricane Hugo 

and other natural events. 
Some changes have been 
beneficial, including 
increased beaver activity 
and flourishing switchcane. 
John is most concerned 
about effects of  Emerald 
Ash Borer upon one of  
the park’s most important 
canopy trees, Green Ash.

The next three sessions 
were organized around 
three themes in the park’s 
Foundation Statement: 
Upland and Bottomland 

Forest Ecology, Cultural 
Interpretation, Social Practices 
and Land Use, and The 
Meaning of  Wilderness and 
Traditional Landscapes. We 
would like to thank USC 
Professor Ray Torres, who 
stepped into a speaking role on 
short notice to help us manage 
a couple last-minute speaker 
cancellations. 

We hosted a poster 
session during lunch, with 
eight different projects 
presented either as posters 
or video presentations. The 
symposium closed with a 
panel on Future Challenges 
to Congaree National Park, 

with Congaree Riverkeeper 
and representatives from two 
organizations, National Parks 
Conservation Association and 
National Parks Traveler, that 
have been particularly active in 
highlighting the impact of  the 
current administration’s policies 
on our national parks. We had 
extensive audience participation 
after the panel discussion. 

Video recordings will be 
available on our website in a 
few weeks.

We would like to thank 
organizing committee members, 
including board members and 
USC faculty John Kupfer, 
Tameria Warren and Neal 
Polhemus, and U.S. Forest 
Service employee (and former 
CONG chief  of  Interpretation 
and Visitor Services) Greg 
Cunningham, all of  whom 
helped organize the 2021 
Water/Ways Symposium, 2022 
Congaree Research Symposium 
and 2024 Congaree Research 
Symposium. 

The 2028 symposium will 
surely include a focus on the 
upland forests surrounding the 
park, in part because a couple 
of  our cancellations in 2026 
were based on this theme, but 
primarily because so much 
interesting effort has taken place 
on both sides of  the Congaree 
River to preserve and restore 
upland ecosystems. 

We look forward to a time 
when park staff  can again 
participate in a full range of  
research outreach activities 
and can work with us on the 
symposium.

Congaree Riverkeeper 
Bill Stangler addresses 
the audience.
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Weather challenges Christmas Bird Count
A strong cold front moving 

through in the mid-morning of  
Dec. 14 posed some challenging 
conditions for the 34th Congaree 
Swamp Christmas Bird Count. 
Rain was intermittent, but 
strong winds and scudding 
clouds hampered birding for 
much of  the day.  Even when 
conditions were good, results 
could be uneven; pre-dawn 
owling was typical for Great 
Horned Owl and Eastern 
Screech Owl, but Barred Owl 
were largely silent.

We had great coverage 
this year, though the weather 
conditions affected both 
the number of  species and 
individual species counts. The 
lack of  holly berries (John 
Cely recently noted that he has 
never seen a comparable failure 
of  holly berry mast) affected 
species like American Robin, 
Blue-headed Vireo, Hermit 
Thrush and blackbirds. 

Though many counts 
of  our target species were 
well below normal, we still 
posted respectable counts for 
Pileated Woodpecker, Eastern 
Phoebe and Ruby-crowned 

Kinglet, though only Pileated 
Woodpecker will be competitive 
nationally. 

 A couple of  our “stake-out” 
locations in Calhoun County 
continue to produce rarities. 
Three Henslow Sparrows were 
photographed at Dick Watkins’ 
property on the Congaree River 
bluffs, and Common Ground 
Dove were found under the 
feeders on Hank Stallworth and 
Ann Nolte’s Singleton property.

It’s been years since we 
observed Red-cockaded 

Woodpecker—not 
since the colony at 
then-Congaree Swamp 
National Monument was 
extirpated. 

Back when Laurel 
Barnhill and Sudie 
Thomas participated 
in the count, they had 
reached out to the Salley 
family about the Red-

cockaded Woodpecker on their 
property, but it wasn’t until this 
year that schedules meshed, 

and Mark Salley recorded four 
Red-cockaded Woodpecker (our 
previous record was three) on 

his family’s property. 
Thanks to Dick Watkins for 

coordinating with the Salleys. 
We didn’t observe any Red-
cockaded Woodpecker at 
Congaree National Park’s two 
new sets of  cavity trees, but that 
could change by next year.

I’d like to acknowledge 
two long-time participants in 
the count who passed away 
this year. Dr. Richard Sasnett 
covered the Totness property in 
Calhoun County with George 
McCoy. They would also travel 
a portion of  the Congaree 
River by boat, and visit a pond 
or two in Richland County to 
supplement their count. 

Lex Glover studied Painted 
Bunting on the Singleton 
property in Calhoun County 
as part of  his work with 
S.C. Department of  Natural 
Resources. Through his 
relationship with the property 
owners, including Ann Nolte 
and Hank Stallworth, he would 
cover both the Sebrell and 
Singleton properties, always 
sharing a wonderful and 
surprising list of  species.

Henslow Sparrow (Photo by Ron Ahle)

Ruby-crowned Kinglet

Blue-headed Vireo
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Dawn Chorus Walk

This year’s Dawn Chorus 
Walk will be held Sunday, May 
3, beginning at 5:30 a.m.

Robin Carter, who passed 
away in 2008, started the dawn 
chorus event at Congaree 
National Park in 2005. It is 
one of  many birding events 
Robin initiated at the park and 
celebrates Robin’s legacy on 
International Dawn Chorus 
Day. 

Participants will meet at the 
Visitor Center. The early start 
will provide an opportunity to 
listen for the pre-dawn sounds 

of  owls, nightjars, 
and migrating 
thrushes before 
the dawn chorus 
starts in earnest. 
Bird song experts 
will be on hand to 
help you identify 
what you hear, or 

you can just listen and take in 
the experience. 

Birds observed during the 
Dawn Chorus will be included 
as part of  a Spring migration 
count day at the park; stick 
around if  you would like to 
help out!

The Dawn Chorus hike 
will be followed by breakfast 
at 7:30 a.m., organized and 
prepared by Friends members. 

to review our collected fish, 
macroinvertebrates, amphibians, 
etc. 

Meet in the South Cedar 
Creek parking lot at 8:30 a.m. 
and we will carpool to Red 
Bluff  Road at Kingville.  After 
a brief  hike to Tom’s Creek, 
participants should be prepared 
to negotiate wet spots and side 
channels during sampling. 

Bring water and insect 
repellant; long pants are 
recommended. If  participants 
wish to assist with sampling, 
waders would be helpful; 
otherwise, bring footwear you 
don’t mind getting wet. 

This event is limited to the 
first 25 people to sign up. 

Columbia Fireflies

Columbia Fireflies baseball 
reached out to Friends of  
Congaree Swamp for a special 
promotion. On Earth Day, 
Wednesday, April 22, Friends 
of  Congaree Swamp members 
can purchase reserved seats to 
watch the Fireflies play ball.

We will have the 
opportunity to promote 
Friends of  Congaree Swamp 
by staffing a table during 

the game, while videos and 
announcements during 
the game will highlight our 
organization. Details on 
participation will be shared 
closer to the date.

Botany Hike

We will host a botany 
hike on Sunday, April 26, 
to support Columbia’s 
participation in City Nature 
Challenge, an international 
event to collect biodiversity 
data in metro areas.  Started 
in 2016, City Nature 
Challenge has become the 
largest annual observation 
recording 
event on 
iNaturalist. 

Keith 
Bradley, 
a botanist 
with the S.C. 
Department 
of  Natural 
Resources and an affiliate 
faculty member at the 
University of  South Carolina, 
will share his knowledge of  
spring flora on this hike.

Meet at the Congaree 
Ferries historical marker 
pullout (opposite the Fork 
Swamp Trail access road on 
U.S. 601) at 9:30 a.m. This 
is a short hike on the trail 
to Sampson Island, with tall 
undergrowth possible on 
the portion of  the trail that 
traverses a powerline cut. 

This outing will be limited to 
20 participants. 

Save the date
continued from page 1

To sign up for any or all of  
the hikes, contact John Grego 
at friendsofcongareeswamp@ 
gmail.com or (803) 331-3366.

Dollar Sunfish

Nightjar

mailto:friendsofcongareeswamp%40gmail.com?subject=
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basin councils. 
Some of  the more 

interesting and progressive 
recommendations from the river 
basin councils are presented 
below with italicized notes on 
their significance.

•	 “Water law and 
implementing regulations 
should not distinguish 
between registrations and 
permits. All water users 
that withdraw above the 
identified threshold should be 
required to apply for a water 
withdrawal permit. Current 
law allows for agricultural 
surface water users and 
all groundwater users 
withdrawing water outside 
of  Capacity Use Areas to 
register their water use rather 
than apply for permits.” The 
suggestion that all surface water 
users and groundwater users be 
treated equitably will always stir 
the pot.

•	 “Improve the current 
laws that allow for regulation 
of  water use so that they are 
enforceable and effective. 
The current water law, which 
grandfathers most water users, 
needs to be improved to support 
effective management of  the 
state’s water resources.” Water 
regulations that affect only a small 
percentage of  water users are 
inherently ineffective.

•	 “The South Carolina 
Surface Water Withdrawal, 
Permitting, Use, and Reporting 
Act should allow for reasonable 

use criteria to be applied 
to all (new) surface water 
withdrawals, like those that 
currently exist for groundwater 
withdrawals.” Too many users 
do not have to demonstrate that 
their surface water withdrawals are 
reasonable and necessary and will 
not unduly affect water rights of  
downstream users.

•	 “Incorporate future climate 
projections into modeling 
analyses.” Climate change 
discussions were not on the table.

•	 “Fund and establish 
an automated monitoring 
network of  weather and climate 
monitoring stations (also 
called a mesoscale network).” 
Similar to recommendations to 
improve statewide networks for 
groundwater monitoring, surface 
water monitoring and drought 
monitoring. 

•	 “SCDES should require 
high use industrial water 
users (three or more million 
gallons per month) purchasing 
from a municipal supply to 
report their monthly water 
usage, aligning with existing 
SCDES water use reporting 
requirements.” Some large 
industrial water users can avoid 
reporting associated with surface 
water withdrawals by instead 
purchasing from public water 
utilities.

The S.C. Water Plan 
summarizes the work of  the 
councils, filtered through 
WaterSC’s perspective. 
Unfortunately, WaterSC 
reached consensus on very few 
recommendations. The chapter 
listing their recommendations, 

which should be the highlight 
of  the state water plan, runs a 
paltry three pages, and most 
of  the recommendations are 
innocuous (e.g., “recognize 
the essential connections 
between water quality and 
water quantity for making better 
decisions for the future of  water 
planning in our state”). 

Strong statements in support 
of  water re-use and drought 
monitoring are present, but the 
bold and targeted proposals 
in the river basin reports are 
absent. Rather than specific 
policy proposals, WaterSC 
provided a vague statement 
confirming SCDES’s authority 
to regulate and advocate for 
SC’s waters.

“The State of  South Carolina 
has the obligation to ensure 
waters of  the state are used 
responsibly and the health 
of  these waters is adequately 
maintained for residents. To the 
extent SCDES has the authority 
to apply judgment, it should 
utilize this authority and where 
it does not, SCDES should seek 
legislative authority to fulfill 
this responsibility, including 
a periodic review of  water 
permits and registrations.”

Fortunately, many, but not 
all, of  the recommendations of  
the river basin councils appear 
in the plan. Though WaterSC’s 
recommendations do not 
provide a path forward, the 
recommendations of  the river 
basin councils should provide 
inspiration for further advocacy 
on behalf  of  South Carolina’s 
water resources.

Grego
continued from page 2
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Join Friends of Congaree Swamp today!

Yes, I 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.)

*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 

I would like to donate an additional $               .

Name(s)

Mailing address

City   State Zip

Phone   Email

 Individual $25
 Family $40*
 Advocate $50
               Nonprofit $50
 Partner $100**
 Benefactor $500
 Patron $1000
 Corporate $1000 

Please keep your information current to receive special notices about field trips, 
events, scheduling changes and acknowledgements in addition to a quarterly 
newsletter.

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


