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Objective: The objective of the Best Practices Greenspace and Flood 
Protection Guidebook is to provide guidance and outreach material to 
increase awareness of the connection between flood resilience and 
greenspace protection. Additionally, the guidebook should encourage 
innovative projects to allow communities to capture benefits from 
flood resilience planning beyond flood control and management.

Methodology: AMEC met with EPD to develop a list of stakeholders 
largely consisting of community leaders, floodplain administrators, 
etc. The compiled best practices were created based on the 
stakeholder interviews and case studies in Georgia, intended to 
inspire creative and multi - faceted local programs.  

The Georgia Environmental Protection Divisionôs Best Practices: Greenspace and Flood Protection Guidebook was produced in coordination with Tom Shillock, Glen Behrend, and Thomas Tkacs of the Georgia EPD.  
Authors of this guidebook include Kim Shorter, Tela Noreikas, Lee Walton, Paige Hatley, David Stroud, Ron Huffman, Lewis Hodg es, Elizabeth Cole, and Demi Patch of AMEC Environment and Infrastructure.

This document produced with funding from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Grant EMA -2013 -GR-5472
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Introduction

BEST PRACTICES: Introduction

Background 
The Georgia Environmental Protection Division (EPD) has developed this Guidebook to increase awareness of the linkages 
between flood resilience and greenspace protection. Designed for local elected officials, floodplain managers, recreational 
directors, land trusts, and other stakeholders, this Guidebook emphasizes innovative projects across Georgia where 
communities have captured multiple benefits from projects that increase their flood resilience. The objective is this Guidebo ok 
and supplemental training materials will inspire communities to look for linkages among existing programs and think creativel y 
about ways to better preserve their floodplains.

Permanently preserving a floodplain as greenspace can provide a number of benefits: improve floodplain connectivity, provide 
flood storage that can lessen future flood impacts, reduce flood insurance rates for eligible properties, reduce nonpoint sou rce
pollution, provide compatible recreational opportunities, provide wildlife habitat, preserve stream baseflow during drought times, 
educate the community on the importance of floodplain management, and even raise surrounding property values. Of equal 
benefit, greenspace acquisition may reduce flood damage claims in a more cost effective manner than some other flood hazard 
mitigation options.

Organization
This Guidebook describes Best Practices related to greenspace and floodplain protection. The list of specific sub - topics is show n 
in the table of contents. Generally, the organization of the Best Practices flows from conceptual planning to property acquis iti on 
to development of functional facilities and concludes with ongoing maintenance. A strong emphasis is placed on Case Studies 
within this Guidebook, as it is often easier to replicate a program that has been successfully implemented by another local 
government. At the end of this Guidebook is a consolidated list of website references that identify sources for additional de tai l 
beyond the limits of this format. 

Bottom Line
Most communities in Georgia want to increase greenspace and recreational opportunities. Most communities in Georgia also 
want to protect their communities and residents from harm and property loss associated with flooding. Permanently protecting 
floodplain areas and capitalizing on compatible greenspace uses can meet both goals. 

Collaboration is an ongoing theme throughout this Guidebook. Combining the expertise and funding available through 
greenspace managers, floodplain managers, and other stakeholders can yield projects like the impressive examples outlined in 
this Guidebook. 

Figure iii-1:  City of Atlantaôs Old Fourth Ward Park surrounds a 

retention pond constructed to alleviate urban flooding. The park 

has fostered redevelopment and hosts community events.
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1 BEST PRACTICES: Planning for Greenspace Acquisition

Planning for Greenspace Acquisition

Develop a Greenspace Plan.
Communities who have successfully acquired floodplain land for greenspace typically 
have a Greenspace Plan that documents the overall goals of the programs, their 
priority areas, and the types of uses that will be considered. This Plan is a long - term 
vision for the community and not to be confused with a site -specific master plan for a 
particular park or trail. The Greenspace Plan does not have to be long or formal but 
should create a shared vision. Considerations for a Greenspace Plan may include:

Develop Long - Term Goals and Strategies. Leveraging partnerships (Best 
Practice #2) is more effective when each partner shares a common vision for the 
future. As an example, the Oconee Land Trust worked with Athens -Clarke County 
and the Georgia Land Trust Service Center to acquire over 500 acres of land. If 
there is a plan for land acquisition, then a partner such as a land trust can more 
easily help to implement the vision. 

Focus on Floodplains . Floodplain land is relatively inexpensive and serves an 
important function in a community. Floodplains are typically a good starting point 
for a greenspace acquisition program. Cobb County started their program by 
focusing on floodplains for Noonday Creek, Noses Creek, and Sweetwater Creek. 
Now the County is adding trails to several of these floodplain areas. 

Accept Donations . Some communities expand their greenspace network by 
accepting ownership of floodplain areas from developers during the development 
process. This increases publicly available greenspace and removes the property tax 
burden on the developer. This process must be carefully coordinated with the 
Finance and Tax Assessors departments.  

Look for Interconnection Opportunities. Floodplains are natural ñconnectorsò 
that can form a linear network and bring together communities that are not 
connected by traditional transportation networks. For example, DeKalb County has 
used floodplains as a way to connect multiple county parks along Shoal Creek. 

Be Opportunistic. Even with a Greenspace Plan, it is important to be flexible and 
take advantage of opportunities that present themselves. For example, Augusta -
Richmond County takes advantage of hazard declarations to acquire repetitive loss 
homes with a long - term strategy of connecting these properties together. Cobb 
Countyôs program was initially focused on Noonday Creek but expanded to include 
Sweetwater Creek following the donation of a large tract of land. 

Put a Trail on It. We are becoming a more health conscious society and people 
are naturally drawn to water. Initiatives that provide linear trails for walking and 
biking have grown in popularity across Georgia with examples including the 
Columbus Chattahoochee RiverWalk , the PATH Foundation trails, and the Atlanta 
BeltLine . 

Augusta - Richmond County 
Community Greenspace Program. The 
Augusta -Richmond County program was 
established in 2000 and set the target to 
permanently preserve 20,000 acres of 
floodplains out of the overall goal of 
33,269 acres of permanent greenspace 
preservation. 

The heavy emphasis on floodplain 
preservation and use for trails and other 
passive recreation amenities 
complements local flood hazard 
mitigation efforts. The Greenspace 
Program was subsequently incorporated 
into the Augusta -Richmond County 
Comprehensive Plan.

Case Study: Augusta - Richmond 
County 

Figure 1-1: Augusta-Richmond Countyôs Jessye

Norman Amphitheater along the Savannah River.

Figure 1-3: Atlanta BeltLine trail along Tanyard Creek.
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Atlanta BeltLine Inc.ôs Vision for 
Atlanta. The Atlanta BeltLine utilizes an 
existing 22 -mile historic rail corridor that 
encircles the city of Atlanta as its 
foundation. The concept started in 1999 
as a masters thesis and has grown into 
the master plan shown in Figure 1 -2. 
This Plan envisions a network of public 
parks, multi -use trails and transit. 

The Atlanta BeltLine is the most 
comprehensive transportation and 
economic development effort ever 
undertaken in the city of Atlanta and 
among the largest, most wide - ranging 
urban redevelopment programs currently 
underway in the United States. 

Case Study: Atlanta BeltLine

Figure 1-2: The Atlanta BeltLine Plan.



2 BEST PRACTICES: Leverage Partnerships

Leverage Partnerships

Leverage partnerships to expand opportunities.

Identify internal coordination opportunities . A number of different departments 
and agencies in a local government touch floodplain management and greenspace 
protection. It can be easy to get engrossed with daily tasks and miss opportunities 
to collaborate. Collaboration often leads to more successful projects. Consider how 
interactions between the efforts of Planning & Development, Parks & Recreation, 
Public Works/Engineering, Stormwater, Transportation, Water Management, 
Floodplain Management, and Emergency Management may yield greater results. 
Cobb Countyôs trail system, as an example, included participation from Cobb County 
Water System, Transportation, and Parks and Recreation, as well as others.

Work with neighboring jurisdictions: Streams, and therefore floodplains, extend 
across community boundaries. When neighboring jurisdictions work together, it is 
possible to interconnect communities and provide continuous floodplain protection . 
The Big Creek Greenway trail that extends through parts of Forsyth County, 
Alpharetta and Roswell is a great example of this coordination. This project is a Case 
Study for Best Practice 6.  

Consider working with Land Trusts. Land trusts are nonprofit organizations that 
typically work with property owners to protect ecologically sensitive areas, like 
floodplains. Depending on the specific circumstance, a land trust may contribute 
acquisition assistance, technical expertise, or both. There are 50 land trusts that 
operate in specific areas within Georgia, of which 9 are classified as Accredited Land 
Trusts. Land trusts often secure conservation easements that restrict the type 
and/or amount of development. Athens -Clarke County is coordinating with the 
Athens Land Trust on a 500 -acre greenspace that includes streams, wetlands, and 
floodplain areas. Land trusts bring technical expertise and can be especially useful 
when the land does not need to be owned by the local government to accomplish 
the communityôs greenspace goals.

Partner with community groups. Community - focused groups such as non -profit 
organizations and Homeowners Associations can assist with property acquisition, 
funding, and maintenance activities. Community groups often have access to 
different grant and foundation funding than local governments. Community groups 
may participate in litter pickup events, support invasive species vegetation removal, 
and trail maintenance. The Adopt -A-Park concept could be used for minor trail and 
greenspace maintenance activities. 

The Southfork Conservancy partnered 
with the Atlanta Botanical Garden, Trees 
Atlanta, and the Piedmont Park 
Conservancy to participate in the Peachtree 
Creek Confluence Restoration 
project. Partially funded by the National 
Fish and Wildlife Foundation, this project 
will result in the removal of invasive species 
and the restoration of three acres of land 
bordering the headwaters of Peachtree 
Creek. Native species plants will be used to 
replace kudzu, privet, and other non -native 
invasive plants along 0.22 miles of the 
South Fork . 

Case Study: Southfork 
Conservancy

The City of Savannah approved a 
community gardens program in 2012 
using City -owned property within the 
floodplain.  The City recognized the 
recreational and educational 
opportunities provided by the gardens. 

The City partners with interested groups 
to develop these community gardens. A 
contract between the City and the 
community garden group defines the 
acceptable maintenance parameters in 
part to ensure the floodplain area 
remains protected .

Case Study: City of Savannah

Figure 2-1: Southfork Conservancy volunteers 

working along South Fork Peachtree Creek in 

DeKalb County.

Figure 2-2: The Starfish Community Garden in 

Savannah.
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3 BEST PRACTICES: Land Use and Development Codes

Land Use and Development Codes

Amend local codes to encourage permanent greenspace preservation.

Adopt an effective conservation subdivision ordinance. Conservation subdivision standards may be amended into a zoning 
ordinance as an overlay zoning district or integrated into local subdivision/development regulations. Figure 3-1 illustrates a 
ñconventional subdivisionò where portions of building lots (not structures) are located in the floodplain. In Figure 3-2, the ñconservation 
subdivisionò design maintains the same density but places homes on smaller lots and outside of the floodplain. The resulting 
configuration leaves undivided greenspace intact.  See the Newton County case study at the right, as well as the Resources page for 
more information. Provisions in effective ordinances include the following ñincentivesò:

ÅAllow conservation subdivisions ñby rightò in residential zoning districts and provide flexibility in development standards (e.g . 
minimum lot size, building setbacks, etc.) to reduce costs and processing time that would be required if an applicant had to 
rezone the property and/or request a variance.

ÅAllow the developer to choose the method for calculating the maximum allowed density: either a) multiply the minimum lot size
in the underlying zoning district by the size of the parcel, not counting areas considered ñunbuildableò (including the floodpla in) 
or b) submit a yield plan as though the site is to be developed as a conventional subdivision. One method may result in a few
more lots than the other.

ÅConsider density bonus provisions, such as a maximum 10% increase in exchange for creation of contiguous (not fragmented) 
greenspace, the addition of trails, or an increase in riparian buffer widths.

Amend standards to require a permanent easement for designated open space.  Many communities have open space 
requirements but do not couple these with permanent easement requirements.  Consider requiring permanent easements for Planne d 
Unit Developments (PUDs) which require minimum open space protection.  Consistent with a conservation subdivision approach, 
permanent easements should be required for ñprimary conservation areasò such as the floodplain, stream buffers, and wetlands to 
ensure these remain undisturbed.  Similar easement requirements should be applied to conventional residential subdivisions. 

Evaluate the feasibility of a Transfer of Development Right (TDR) ordinance. A TDR ordinance allows the transfer of 

development rights of one parcel to another, thereby shifting density from areas designated for protection (such as floodplai n a nd other 
sensitive natural areas) to areas more suitable for development. TDR programs are used in areas where there is significant 
development pressure and no alternate mechanism to exceed density levels. If a rezoning or variance is easier to obtain, a TD R 
program will likely not be used by a developer. See Resources page for more information. 

Newton County, Georgia created the Open 

Space Conservation Residential Overlay 

District  to allow ñconservation subdivisionò 

development in residential zoning districts.  

The overlay requires 1/3 of the project site 

to be conserved as open space, which is 

defined as minimally disturbed natural areas 

ñdesigned and located for the convenient 

access and enjoyment of all residents of the 

subdivision.ò The floodplain is required to be 

conserved, and no portion of any building lot 

shall contain land classified as 100-year 

floodplain. The common open space may 

be:

1. Dedicated to the County;

2. Owned and maintained by a 

homeownerôs association (HOA)*;

3. Owned and maintained by a private, 

non-profit conservation organization*; or

4. Owned and maintained by the residents 

of the subdivision (not a HOA)*. 

* Requires a conservation easement to 

protect the property in perpetuity, and a 

maintenance agreement that is acceptable 

to the County.

The Countyôs zoning ordinance includes a 

sample conservation easement as a 

resource for applicants.

Case Study: Newton County
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Figure 3-2:  Chattahoochee Hills (formerly Chattahoochee 

Hill Country) is the first Georgia Community to preserve 

greenspace through a TDR program.

Figure 3-1:  Conventional Development  (L) vs. Conservation Design (R).  A  ñconservation subdivisionò 

groups homes on smaller lots than otherwise allowed by the propertyôs zoning in order to maximize and 

permanently protect greenspace on the project site. Credit: LandChoices and Randall Arendt


