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ABSTRACT 

 
Coastal land tracts are being converted to development at an alarming rate in the 

United States. A prime example of this fact is the greater Myrtle Beach area in 
South Carolina where a single private land tract has remained undeveloped. This 
property was examined to comprehend how it has coped with the surrounding 

development and to provide support for retaining the stewardship attitude of the 
current landowner. The forest resources on the property were  measured to 

uncover current weaknesses in the natural ecosystem. Weaknesses identified 
included deer overpopulation, compromised soil and water, and high fire risk. The 
information collected in the field provided a foundation for management 

recommendations that could resolve environmental and social problems. The 
property was split into seven management areas to best fit the diverse ecosystem 

types. Recommendations were provided for each individual area as well as for the 
whole property. These recommendations aimed to protect the property from 
encroaching development, mitigate environmental damages, advise on expansion 

and examine income-generating opportunities. Options were designed to fit all 
stated needs and assist in the overall preservation of this va luable ecological 

resource. 



 

 

 

 

 

  

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

 

In coastal areas throughout the United States, properties are being acquired by developers 

at an alarming rate. Natural habitat loss in this case is a product of the enormous market premium 

for coastal housing. Underregulated states suffer disproportionately compared with those that 

comprehend that environmental losses cannot be recouped without considerable expense to the 

public. Coastal South Carolina provides one scenario of what can occur when private interests 

dominate the natural landscape. Myrtle Beach, South Carolina is a developed area of coastline 

where the intensity of development has been particularly high over the past few decades. In the 

40 miles of coastline that encompasses the greater Myrtle Beach area, only two coastal tracts 

remain undeveloped: one state park and one private tract -- comprising an estimated 2.5 miles of 

beachfront. This paints a distressing picture: in communities where there is intense interest in 

development, there is little open space set aside for recreation or wildlife habitat. While the state 

has set aside a meager tract for this purpose, no private landowners have left property 

undeveloped – with only one private tract setting aside most of its acreage to remain natural. 

This area must be examined in order to understand the motivations underlying coastal 

conservation and to help develop market strategies that create incentives to reduce development 

intensity. 

The single private tract, the Meher Spiritual Center, interrupts an otherwise unbroken 

coastline of heavy development. This property was donated in 1944 to an individual, Elizabeth 

Chapin Patterson, who developed the property as a spiritual retreat. Originally, the tract 

encompassed approximately 900 acres of land, but 400 acres were eventually sold in order to 

support the maintenance and operation of the remaining 500 acres (Shaw, 2003). The remaining 
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property contains approximately 350 acres of maritime forest, 60 acres of freshwater lakes, 40 

acres of dunes and beachfront, and 50 acres of wetlands and swamps. This diverse portfolio of 

land types creates numerous distinct ecosystems with a variety of vegetation and wildlife species. 

The beach adjacent to the property is entirely public and access is permitted on the grounds to 

anyone with a sincere desire for spiritual retreat. Ms. Patterson managed the property with the 

help of staff and volunteers until a non-profit institution was formed in the mid 1980’s to spread 

the management burden across a board of directors rather than a single individual.  

During the current ownership of the tract, little land manipulation has occurred relative to 

the overall size of the tract. Approximately 40 acres of the property have been developed to 

include cabins, roads and support buildings (e.g., kitchens). Even these developments have been 

ecologically friendly as the buildings are mostly constructed in a low impact style and all roads 

are unpaved. Due to these considerations, the development found on the property takes very little 

away from the natural resources throughout the area. In fact, so little active attention (i.e., direct 

management) has been paid to the forest, lakes, swamps and dunes that they have been permitted 

to progress with little human intervention. It is remarkable to find a coastal piece of property that 

not only has remained undeveloped, but has also been unaltered by forestry or agriculture. For all 

intents and purposes, the forested resources found on the property can be considered natural.  

Thus, the examination of this property will tell foresters, ecologists and land managers a great 

deal about how unmanaged coastal forests cope with nearby intense development pressure.  

The Meher Center property is firmly engulfed on all sides by high intensity residential 

and commercial developments. Examples of these developments include multi-story 

condominium units that support hundreds of seasonal and year-round occupants. On both sides 

of the property, new towers are currently being constructed, futher reducing coastal habitat and 
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degrading the aesthetic value of the beach itself. Further north, the property lies next to an 

intense commercial development that, to the west, includes a Super Walmart. To the east lies a 

high value subdivision occupied by multimillion dollar homes. The physical environment on the 

Meher Center tract is in stark contrast to this development as it has been altered very little by the 

owners since the 1940’s and even less prior to that by the native occupants of the land. As a 

product of its location and management, the majority of ecosystem changes on the property are 

either natural or resulting from influences outside of the system.  

1.2 Significance 

 
This individual piece of property is of great importance as it is a stronghold of 

conservation amid the hulking towers of progress. By understanding the decisions and chain of 

events that kept this land parcel natural in comparison to its neighbors’ land managers, foresters 

and coastal specialists in particular can gather some ideas about how to prevent loss of land area 

to development. The property also permits managers a glimpse of how forests are influenced by 

intense development in their immediate enivrons. By examining the issues facing the Meher 

Center, land managers will also learn a number of management techniques to protect properties 

from social and environmental threats.  

By avoiding development, this tract has become the sole coastal forest within a great 

distance. The property is providing valuable ecological services to the nearby community by 

sustaining wildlife habitat, improving air quality, sequestering carbon, filtering surface water, 

protecting nearby properties from storm damage, and influencing local climate. From a social 

perspective, the property also provides services to the local community, including aesthetically 

pleasing public beachfront, recreational walking trails, charitable donations to the nearby 

community, and attracting visitors from around the country. The aforementioned ecosystem 
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services have extraordinary value that has not been given a fair market value (in dollars). A time 

may come when these services are subsidized by public or private interests due to their rarity 

and, indeed, this property may be a prime example of how quickly natural resources can increase 

in value. 

The Meher Center parcel also has great value due to a rare arrangement of ecosystems: in 

particular, it is difficult to find other coastal areas with freshwater lakes so close to the ocean. 

The unique combination of ecosystems provides sufficient diversity to allow opportunities for 

wildlife generalists and specialists of many types. This unique arrangement should be studied to 

measure ecosystem values and to connect management activities with their resulting effects. 

Recommendations should be provided that strike a balance between meeting the goals of the 

property owner and preserving the integrity of the natural resources.  

1.3 Purpose 

 

This study serves to investigate a unique coastal tract, as well as to assist the landowner 

in maintaining the current stewardship attitude towards the land. A study design was created in 

order to match the size of the property with the resources of the consultant (Chapter 2). Once a 

realistic study was designed, as much data as possible was collected on the resources found 

throughout the property. Since the consultant for this project specialized in forest resources and 

the property is mostly comprised of forest, the study limited itself to examining only the forest. 

Once gathered, these data were presented to the landowner, including the consultant’s 

interpretations supported by his natural resource expertise (Chapter 3). In order to best assist the 

landowner, a forest management plan (Chapter 4) was then developed to provide 

recommendations for management actions based upon current conditions. If the landowner 
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wishes to gather further information on the wetlands, dunes and lakes, other experts should be 

brought in to focus upon these areas.  

This study focused on the many issues facing this ecologically sensitive area. It began by 

identifying current ecosystem weaknesses and recommending methods to rectify them through 

human intervention. The field data collection focused upon how isolated and conserved areas are 

altered by external forces in the absence of direct management. The management 

recommendations attempted to encourage the present stewardship attitude by suggesting 

conservation. The recommendations explored incentives that will assist the landowner in keeping 

the property undeveloped while not reducing  its economic value. The recommendations drew 

connections between management activities and their resulting effects on the natural resource 

holdings. The study examined strategies to retain the property under the current ownership since 

the owner already has an attitude of stewardship. At all costs, the recommendations provided the 

most sophisticated methods of protection from external sociopolitical threats. With the great 

wealth of information provided for the benefit of this property, there should be no doubt that the 

property’s managers have all the resources needed to preserve and improve the ecological value 

of their property.
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODS 

 

2.1 Study Area 

 
The study area is known as the Meher Spiritual Center (Figure 2.1), established in the 

early 1940’s as a spiritual retreat on the coast of South Carolina. Its 500 acres of forest, lakes, 

swamp and beach have been classified as protected lands under the Coastal Barrier Resources 

Act. Little work has been done to quantify or manage the na tural resources present on the land. 

Since the natural environment greatly influences the experiences of visitors coming to the 

property for rest, relaxation and retreat, it is important to gather information on how those 

resources could change over time. 

 While there have been no ongoing environmental studies on the property, there have been 

a few smaller studies that the landowner has commissioned over the past 20 years to better 

comprehend their resources. The original examination of the property was a land survey 

performed by one of the original staff, named Darwin Shaw, in 1948.  His survey divided the 

property (then nearly 850 acres) into 27 areas and described the tree species and major land 

features and identified appropriate uses for or capabilities of each unit (Shaw, 2003). There have 

been a number of environmental studies performed more recently due to an increasing interest in 

the health and well-being of the resources available to the landowner and their visitors. In the 

mid 1980s, an informal wildlife survey was conducted by a frequent visitor to the property. This 

survey noted a wide variety of animal and bird species commonly found on the property as well 

as their estimated abundances. More recently, the owners have worked closely with the South 

Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR) to quantify the deer population found on 

the property. SCDNR has also assisted the landowner in testing the groundwater quality by 

installing 12 wells that are checked every few years. Finally, a private consultant was brought in 



5

 

 

 

 

 

  

to examine two variables affecting visitors that were changing quickly due to nearby 

development: noise and air pollution. This study identified areas sensitive to air pollution and 

noise, mostly near the property boundary. While these studies provided the landowner with some 

information regarding specific aspects of their resources, the present study sought to provide a 

more holistic approach to the quantification of terrestrial resources found on the property.  

 
Figure 2.1: Property Boundary 

2.2 Study Design 

 

 Data collection methods for this study were based upon the methods employed by the 

North Carolina Division of Forest Resources for timber cruising as well as the USDA Forest 

Service for forest inventory and health monitoring. Health and inventory mensuration variables 

were selected on the basis of their value for forestry professionals and in academic studies. The 
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variables were also selected for their usefulness in providing foundations for practical land 

managment decisions. The attributes collected were divided into six categories: species range, 

forest structure, forest composition, forest health, wildfire risk, and other variables.  

For a forest covering over 350 acres, one consultant could not visit the entire area and 

measure all variables in a reasonable amount of time. In order to visit the entire area and gather 

accurate data from all corners, the tract was sampled using a point sampling method. Systematic 

sampling was chosen over random sampling as all areas could be accessed and measured evenly. 

The number of plots and their spacing is a product of the size of the tract. Such a large area (500 

acres) a spacing of 5 chains (330 feet or 100 meters) between plots and 5 chains separating 

transects is recommended (NCDFR, 2004). The plots were of variable diameter as determined by 

a 10 factor basal area prism (generally around 60 feet or 20 meters in diameter). The center of 

the plot was placed at each desired location and the variables were measured with reference to 

plot center. 

 Once the initial study design was determined, the plots were then located and placed with 

the assistance of geospatial analysis. The study area was examined in order to place sample plots 

by use of a geographic information system without the need to visit the property. There were also 

supporting data to assist in contextualizing the property provided by a previous geographic 

information system analyst who assisted the landowner.  These supporting data included roads 

and trails, aerial photographs, buildings and water features (Jackson, 2007). Using an analysis 

package called Hawth’s Tools (Beyer, 2004), the plots were placed on East-West transects at an 

increment of 5 chains, with 5 chains separating each transect. The plots were then reduced by 

location using recent aerial photography to make sure that each plot fell within forestland rather 

than lakes, wetlands or dunes. This initial reduction left 139 plots to examine during the 
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fieldwork. These plot locations were uploaded to a GPS unit utilizing the DNRGarmin 

application (MNDNR, 2006) for easy location in the field.  

2.3 Field Methods 

 

Data were gathered at 117 of the initial 139 plots covering the 400 acres of forest found 

within the property boundary. All 139 of the initial plots were visited, but only 117 of the plots 

were deemed to fall in the forest landcover type (i.e., plots containing trees 15 feet [5 meters] 

high shading greater than 10% of the land area), rather than in transitional areas between forest 

and other land cover types. During the fieldwork, approximately 6 plots were completed per day. 

At each of these sample plots, 30 variables were measured encompassing the 6 themes 

mentioned above. These data were gathered with a variety of forestry tools commonly e mployed 

by professional foresters.  

 At each plot, the consultant noted all of the dominant understory and overstory tree 

species that fell within the variable diameter plot. If a softwood species was present, he would 

note the species, height and age of the nearest individual to plot center for use in determining site 

index. Softwood species were chosen due to the ease of determining age by an increment borer. 

Heights were determined within a precision of 0.1 feet via laser hypsometer. Basal areas of 

hardwoods and softwoods was gathered via a 10 factor basal area prism. Tree diameters were 

measured at every 5th plot. An average merchantable height for both hardwoods and softwoods 

was determined with a Biltmore stick for use in calculating timber volume via a ―quick cruise‖ 

computation (NCDFR, 2004). Canopy layers were counted by identifying the number of green 

branches directly over plot center. Canopy cover was estimated by approximating the quantity of 

sky covered by foliage to the nearest 10%. Successional stage was determined by identifying the 

dominant stage of development within the plot, as follows - stage 1: initialization, stage 2: 
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aggradation, stage 3:   mature pine, stage 4: mature hardwood, and stage 5: stable equilibrium 

forest. The number of species found within the plot was noted as well as the predominance of 

either hardwood or softwood trees (i.e., hardwood dominant if >50% are hardwood trees).  Forest 

health was then noted by examining trees within the plot for signs of insect infestation, disease, 

fungus, Spanish moss (Tillandsia usneoides), and animal browse. The presence or absence of 

lichens was also noted as a correlate of air quality (USDA, 1998). A measure of soil erodability 

was estimated on a scale ranging between 1 (not erodable) and 10 (highly erodable). Qualitative 

and quantitative characteristics of wildfire risk were then noted including horizontal and vertical 

continuity of fuel, fuel type and fuel depth (i.e., load). Finally, an informal measurement of noise 

was taken -- the consultant listened for noise from outlying roads as well as for ocean sounds. All 

of the above variables were noted in weatherproof notebooks for later entry into a computer 

database. 

2.4 Laboratory Methods 

 

Once the fieldwork was completed, the information gathered at all 117 plots was entered 

into a geographical information system in order to interpolate the plot data over the entire extent 

of the property. The geographic information system used for analysis consisted, in its most 

rudimentary form, of a polygon shapefile representing the property boundary and a point 

shapefile representing the sample plots. (Figure 2.2) The sample plots were reduced again from 

the initial 139 plots to the final 117 plots. A table was then constructed in support of the 

geographical information to contain the attribute data recorded for each variable examined in the 

field. Data entry was completed for the day’s plots by the end of each day. A line shapefile was 

also digitized to provide a barrier for the interpolation due to the consultant’s finding that the 

forest populations on the north and South sides of the major lakes did not intermingle. (Figure 
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2.2) The forest attributes were then interpolated between the points to provide an estimate of 

each variable in the locations not visited during field sampling. The interpolation employed was 

not perfectly accurate as there was a high degree of spatial variability for many of the attributes 

that were examined. These interpolations did, however, ease in the interpretation of the tre nds 

and patterns found in the collected plot data. Some time was spent determining the interpolation 

so that the most appropriate method was used for this application. The interpolation implemented 

in this study was the inverse distance weighted model, app lying the greatest weight closer to the 

sample plots. Standard suggested settings for the interpolation were used. and a reasonable 

threshold was identified to create binary variables of absence and presence such as species range. 

Each variable was interpolated over the entire extent of the property to visualize the trends in 

each over space. The resulting maps of each variable could then be examined to determine 

current trends and problems that could be rectified through recommended management practices.  

 
Figure 2.2: Plot and Barrier Locations 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS AND INTERPRETATIONS 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

 Patterns emerged once the attribute data from all 117 sample plots were interpolated 

across the property area. The variables were divided into 6 cateogries in order to better 

understand how they each describe the study area. The first variable grouping included 17 tree 

species that were identified throughout the property. Plotting these species across space allowed 

for an understanding of species range and provided proxy revelations for each species’ 

environmental context. The next variable grouping included attributes regarding the structure and 

architecture of the forest. This group offered information regarding past and future disturbances 

and helped to divide the property into areas for forest management recommendations. The next 

group of attributes included measures of forest composition. The composition group helped give 

―big picture‖ information regarding trends across the entire forest. Forest health was examined 

via a select group of real and proxy variables to identify threats to the forest population. A 

number of measurements regarding wildfire risk were also gathered to identify high risk areas to 

consider for fire prevention. Lastly, a number of other attributes were noted purely for 

educational purposes for the owners and visitors. All of these groups combined to provide a 

foundation for forest management recommendations -- activities that could improve the value of 

the terrestrial ecosystem. In addition to the raw data gathered regarding forest attributes, other 

inferences and interpretations regarding the current state of the forest were supported by the 

consultant’s experiences being in the field on the property for 6 weeks. 

3.2 Species Range 

 
 In the field, the consultant noted the 17 most frequent and dominant trees in the forest. 

These 17 species included: Black Oak (Quercus velutina), Eastern Red Cedar (Juniperus 
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virginiana), Swamp Chestnut Oak (Quercus michauxii), Bald Cypress (Taxodium distichum), 

Flowering Dogwood (Cornus florida), American Holly (Ilex opaca), Laurel Oak (Quercus 

lauriflora), Southern Live Oak (Quercus virginiana), Loblolly pine (Pinus taeda), Longleaf Pine 

(Pinus palustris), Southern Magnolia (Magnolia grandiflora), Red Maple (Acer rubra), Dwarf 

Palmetto (Sabal minor), Yellow Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), Sweetgum (Liquidambar 

styraciflua), Turkey Oak (Quercus laevis), and Water Oak (Quercus nigra). (Appendix A) 

Species range maps could easily be determined for the property as the absence or presence of 

these species was noted at all sampling locations. For the identified species, there was only one 

difficulty for the consultant: distinguishing longleaf and loblolly pines in some areas since needle 

lengths, pine cone size, and bark type appeared in many individuals to be intermediate between 

the characteristics of the two species. Staff members on the property mentioned that historically 

there had been an industrial forestry operation nearby that had planted a large number of 

longleaf- loblolly hybrids that could have cross-pollinated with the natural population on the 

property (McBride, 2007). The range maps are to be considered approximate since a number of 

species not found in plots were often found interspersed between measurement locations (e.g., 

Dwarf palmetto).  

 Besides the useful information of knowing where to go on the property to locate a certain 

species the range maps also lend proxy inferences regarding the conditions in which the species 

grow. After being in the field for over a month, the consultant began to draw connections 

between certain species and their habitat types. Species ranges were used to separate 

management areas (Figure 4.1). To begin, Turkey Oak (Figure A.16) was only found in 

extremely dry, sandy (i.e., xeric) sites. Sweetgum (Figure A.15) and Swamp Chestnut Oak 

(Figure A.3) were excellent indicators of low, swampy (i.e., hydric) forest sites. Laurel Oak 
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(Figure A.7) is found only in a constrained (north to south) belt of a sandy ridge. These species 

ranges were quite helpful in determining some major areas for the resulting forest management 

recommendations. 

 The species ranges also demonstrated some shifts in the trends of species abundance that 

are rapidly occurring. First, the most moisture-dependent species, such as bald cypress, are 

struggling as the hydric areas of the forest generally look to be drying out. It should be noted that 

the sampling was done in the early summer with no rainfall during the entire sample period 

(which proved to be the beginning of a more extended drought). The hydric areas of the property 

are located in the northernmost section, with some swampy areas still retained. The swamp areas 

in the northeastern section have drained some by drainage d itches installed by the landowners to 

reduce the risk of mosquito-borne diseases. The pond area supporting bald cypress on the 

northwestern border of the property, however, was drained due to activity on part of the 

neighboring property. The development that has occurred to the west of the property has lowered 

the elevation of ground level to 15-20 feet (5-7 meters) below that of the pond area. Thus, the 

groundwater from the Meher Center has drained off-property into the neighboring development. 

As the property continues to dry there will be a further shift to drought-tolerant species (e.g., 

loblolly pine) and away from species that require hydric conditions (e.g., bald cypress).  

 One other major shift to note is a shift in dominance occurring in species presence. The 

consultant noted an impressive abundance in the understory of a single species, American Holly 

(Figure A.6) in the dense woods found in the northern area of the property. As Holly normally 

does not grow very large or in abundance in competitive old-growth systems such as the one 

found on the property, it was extraordinary to see the species so prevalent and so large -- in some 

cases, individuals attained a height of 30 feet (10 meters). As the understory was drastically 



3

 

 

 

 

 

  

stripped in many cases, the only reasonable explanation could be a severe level of animal browse 

(here, deer) altering the species found on the property. This notion was corroborated through 

other forest attributes relating to species composition, as well as an examination of anima l 

browse for forest health purposes. The deer not only altered species abundance in many areas, 

but also composition and structure. The effects of deer browse turned out to be one of the most 

serious issues facing the forest on the property and these effects should be remedied through 

management decisions.  

3.3 Forest Composition 

 

 Apart from the species information determined with the help of their ranges, some 

information was gathered on the composition of the trees found on the tract. The species richness 

(i.e., number of species) was noted at each site to see where the species are concentrated. As can 

be seen in Figure B.1, the species richness is highest on the north shore of Long Lake. This 

location coincides with the highest concentration of the property’s development. In the 

developed areas, the greatest number of species is present since these trees are maintained by the 

staff and many have been planted for the enjoyment of the visitors. In the undeveloped areas, the 

highest species richness occurs along a North-South transect through the hydric area in the 

northern portion of the property. This line also approximately coincides with a drainage ditch 

that has been on the property since before the current owners bought it. This drainage ditch 

carries water from the swampy area of the property into Long Lake and the additional moisture it 

brings may help to support a greater wealth of tree species. Overall, most areas on the property 

maintain more than 5 tree species and thus should be considered valuable as habitat and food 

source for local wildlife. It should be noted that the least diverse area on the property is that 

south of the lakes, as that area is often disturbed when hurricanes cause the ocean to surge over 
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the dunes and wash out that area (McBride, 2007). Thus, only species with a high soil salt 

tolerance, such as Eastern Red Cedar, can survive there (Williams, 1998). 

 Beyond species richness, the predominance of hardwoods versus softwood trees was 

recorded to help understand the progression of the forest in terms of succession. (Figure B.2) The 

forest found on the tract is dominated by hardwoods with areas of recent disturbance having 

more pines. This dominance is likely due to the relative age of the forest in terms of forest 

succession. The pines that remain are aging and will require disturbance to be replaced (i.e. gaps 

created by wind will provide light for pine seedlings). More information regarding forest 

succession was gathered in attributes relating to forest structure.  

3.4 Forest Structure 

 

 Forest structure was examined through a number of variables relating to density and 

canopy characteristics. Basal area was used to determine a cross-sectional area of wood present 

at each sample plot measured in square feet. (Figure C.1) This measure expresses tree density 

and was limited to overstory trees larger than 4 inches in diameter at breast height (4.5 feet or 1.5 

meters from the ground). According to the interpolation of plot data, the greatest cross-sectional 

area of wood is found in the dense woods on the northern area of the property. The effects of 

animal browse are not evident in this measure of density since it is sensitive only to large, 

inedible individuals.  

 Besides this measure of tree density, canopy variables reveal a great deal about forest 

structure throughout the tract. The forest is entirely closed canopy except for the xeric areas 

found in the southwestern portion of the property. The number of canopy layers present at each 

sample plot indicates the complexity of the vertical structure of the forest. As can be seen in 

Figure C.2, the xeric sites in the southwestern portion have the fewest canopy layers, while the 
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hydric forest in the northern portion has more layers. This relationship is corroborated by the fact 

that greater quantities of water are required to support a greater leaf area. (Jose and Gillespie, 

1997) Thus, canopy layers may be used to help divide the property into management areas since 

more canopy layers indicate more hydric environments. Canopy cover (Figure C.3) is closely 

related to the number of canopy layers and follows a similar pattern.  

 A number of general trends in structure are beginning to emerge on the property. First, 

the forest has been unmanaged for such a long time (at least 60 years) that signs of age are 

beginning to show. Mixed forests in the Southeastern United States progress through succession 

and reach equilibrium once hardwoods dominate the overstory and then die to create new gaps 

for pines to recolonize. On the Meher Center property, pines are present in most areas, but in 

very limited abundance. Most of the pines on the property were nearing the end of life as the 

forest matures into hardwood dominance. The current stage of succession was noted at every 

sample location. (Figure C.4) Enough time has elapsed since the last disturbance that the stand 

structure is not complex due to its being nearly even-aged. There were a few areas where 

disturbance has altered the structure, notably south of the lakes and in the northwest corner. 

These areas were the only places where colonization and aggradation are currently occurring, 

though this inventory will constantly change as trees die or are killed. The major disturbance 

currently in the forest was a product of the deer drastically altering the structure by removing all 

greenery below the deer browse line, about 6 feet off of the ground. This could pose a serious 

threat to the forest as there will be few seedlings to replace any loss of current overstory trees. 

Overall, the structure of the forest is ripe for disturbance and will likely change drastically after 

the next major hurricane or ice storm hits the region.  
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3.5 Forest Health 

 

 Examining the health of the forest on the property was of utmost importance as its well-

being is key to the success of the property owners’ purpose—maintaining a suitable retreat 

atmosphere. The overall health of the forest was assessed by a variety of variables relating to the 

health of individual trees and the state of some indicator species found in Southeastern forests. 

First, the presence or absence of tree pest insects was noted (Figure D.1). On the whole, there 

were few signs of pest insects. As softwood species are generally more susceptible to widespread 

insect outbreaks, the current, mainly hardwood, forest is not threatened due to the relative lack of 

pines. Historically, there have been outbreaks of Southern Pine Beetle (Dendroctonus frontalis 

Zimmermann) on the property, and these have been approached in the recommended fashion by 

cutting and removing the affected trees (McBride, 2007). 

 Tree diseases were also examined for during the survey and few serious cases were 

found. (Figure D.2) A number of incidences of fusiform rust were found in older pines -- most of 

which were already near the end of life. Leaf spots were moderately common in hardwood trees 

but do not seriously influence tree growth as new leaves regenerate every season. Only a few 

serious hardwood diseases were spotted, notably ―alcoholic slime flux‖ caused by bacteria in the 

oaks. As these are isolated cases, there is little need to consider management actions to treat for 

disease. 

 The most prevalent forest health problem found on the Meher Center was animal (i.e., 

deer) browse. The population of deer found on the property, last measured in 2007 by the South 

Carolina Department of Natural Resources, was estimated at over 100 (McBride, 2007). This is a 

large number for a single species of herbivore to be found within only a 500 acre range. The deer 

are limited to the property by fences built at the request of the residential neighbors to prevent 
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browse on their premises. This limitation of range has forced the deer to browse on the less 

desirable forest species rather than the preferred edge species generally found in manicured 

gardens. Browse is prevalent throughout nearly the entire property (Figure D.3) except for the 

developed area due to human traffic and for the western edge due to regeneration from storm 

damage and possible predator presence (as demonstrated by tracks). The scope of the browse is 

not as disturbing as its impact - in many areas all green plants within the reach of the deer (i.e., 6 

feet or 2 meters high) have been destroyed. This may not pose much of a problem currently, but 

when the forest needs to regenerate due to disturbance or tree mortality, there will be no 

seedlings to fill in the gaps. As mentioned above, the deer are altering species presence, 

composition, and structure -- all of which will become apparent once gaps open in the canopy. 

Deer browse has also skewed the presence of American Holly (Figure A.6) in many areas since it 

is one of the few species unpalatable to the deer. Forest management recommendations will need 

to reflect the widespread problem of deer browse to ensure tree species conservation for the 

future of the property. 

 A number of indicator species were also noted during the inventory. Fungi, lichen and 

Spanish moss presence were recorded at each location. (Figures D.4 - D.6) The fungi found were 

all located in hydric areas and appeared to be fungi that affected trees secondarily (post-mortem) 

rather than being the primary cause of death. The presence of lichen was also noted for its value 

as a proxy of air quality. (Figure D.5) According to the USDA Forest Service, ―Lichen 

communities are excellent indicators of air quality, particularly long-term averages of sulfur 

dioxide‖ (USDA, 1998). The lichens found on the property are most notably absent south of the 

lakes and near the northern border of the property. The absence south of the lakes is likely due to 

the youth of the trees established in that area -- it is a habitat so immature that lichens have not 
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had a chance to establish themselves. The northern area of the property, however, would provide 

excellent habitat for numerous lichen species, yet here they are conspicuously absent. This 

absence is likely due to air pollution originating from the nearby state highway bordering the 

property. This proxy information will be helpful to the managers when considering impacts to 

buildings near the northern edge of the property. Spanish moss presence was also noted since it 

is a parasitic organism that can kill some trees by blocking access to light. Though Spanish moss 

is present in many of the areas of the property (most notably the driest and most open areas),  

there is not a sufficient quantity present to raise concern over the health of its host trees. Overall, 

apart from the issue of deer browse, the forest found on the property is quite healthy.  

3.6 Wildfire Risk Variables 

 

 One area of concern for any landowner with forested property is the risk of wildfire. A 

few variables were noted at each location to determine an overall picture of fire risk on the 

property. First, the continuity of fuels both horizontally (Figure E.1) and vertically (Figure E.2) 

was estimated on a scale from 1 (low continuity) to 5 (high continuity). Fuels are horizontally 

continuous in nearly every area of the property except for the xeric area and some parts of the 

developed area. Horizontal continuity alone is no cause for alarm as a fire could stay on the 

ground and cause little damage so long as there were little vertical continuity. Unfortunately, the 

vertical continuity is also quite high, especially in the deep forest area to the northeast and south 

of the lakes. Luckily, these areas are both quite hydric and thus the soil moisture may aid in 

reducing the risk of ground-to-crown fire. 

 It should be noted that the effects of deer browse can also be seen in one of the key 

wildfire variables: vertical fuel continuity. Here, the effect of deer browse, unlike many of the 

other effects on structure and composition, is beneficial rather than detrimental. By reducing the 
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quantity of vegetation present below 6 feet high, the deer are effectively reducing the vertical 

continuity by a considerable amount as fire may no longer be able to bridge the gap between the 

ground and the overstory. As ground fires pose less of a risk for catastrophic damage, the 

landowner enjoys one of the hidden benefits of an overabundance of deer.  

 Fuel load was determined by measuring the depth of the fuel layer found at the plot 

center. This measurement was then separated into four classes: 0-1 inches, 1-3 inches, 3-5 inches 

and 5+ inches. (Figure E.3) According to the interpolation, the fuel load is highest along the 

northwestern border of the property. As over 90% of wildfires are caused by humans, the forest 

management recommendations should reflect enclosing this high-risk area. 

 The three key fire variables, horizontal and vertical continuity and fuel load, were 

combined arithmetically into an overall measure of fire risk. (Figure E.4) The equation used for 

this combination was (vertical continuity + horizontal continuity) * fuel load. The resulting map 

indicates three major risk areas for fire that should be considered in the forest management 

recommendations. 

3.7 Other Variables 

 

 A number of other informational variables were noted at each plot for the benefit of the 

landowner. Ages and heights of the nearest dominant pine tree to plot center were recorded to 

calculate site index. (Figure F.1) Site index is a measure of how tall trees can grow given a 

certain age, in this case the height at 50 years of age. According to the interpolation (achieved by 

combining adjusted loblolly and longleaf pine site indices), pine trees grow best in the 

southeastern corner of the property, likely due to optimal soil and water conditions found for 

pines in that area (i.e., sandy loam soils and hydric conditions). In the hydric areas, there is also a 
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greater quantity of organic matter due to the variety of broadleaf species supported by the high 

water availability.  

 Apart from the site index itself, the collection of tree ages and heights also demonstrates a 

few interesting patterns on the property. Pine trees (Figure F.2) are grouped in a number of areas 

on the property by age likely due to local disturbance. Common tree ages included 

approximately 30, 60 and 90 years, with the oldest group around 150 years of age. The current 

land managers noted that ice storms and hurricanes occurred around 30, 60 and 90 years prior to 

the survey, likely accounting for these age groupings (McBride, 2007). Tree heights (Figure F.3) 

provide information that may be interesting to curious visitors who would like to know where the 

tallest trees on the property are located. The tallest trees are located in the hydric areas of the 

property, as expected due to the water requirements for tall trees. (Buckingham and Woods, 

1969) 

 A qualitative measure of erosion potential was recorded at each sampling location 

combining topography and soil moisture. (Figure F.4) Only one area raised concern with respect 

to erosion: the ridge area north of the lakes where most of development is found. This 

information should be noted when future development is considered, though the current level of 

groundcover is stabilizing the ridge quite effectively.  

 The last variable measured was for the information of staff and visitors: the types of 

external noise that could be heard at each location. (Figure F.5) The consultant used his own 

hearing to detect ocean sounds or road noise at each location. He found few areas that lacked 

either type of noise, almost exclusively in the southeastern corner of the property. Road noise 

can be heard in nearly every area of the property as there is a major highway to the North, and 

major beach access road to the West. Ocean sounds can be heard to just north of the property’s 
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developed area and help to create a pleasant atmosphere for visitors staying in those buildings. 

This measure was by no means a follow-up to the prior noise study performed on the property, 

but should provide some useful qualitative information for the landowner and visitors.  
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CHAPTER 4 

MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

4.1 Management Context 

 

 High quality management recommendations not only require detailed information 

regarding the natural resource holdings, but also require detailed knowledge of the social, 

economic and political contexts in which the manager is operating. The Meher Center is unique 

in this regard as the property sits at a delicate intersection not only environmentally, but also 

within the human world. The property is located within a burgeoning community rife with 

development, expansion and economic promise. As such, most of the land base along the coast 

has been converted from wetlands and forest to either residential or commercial property leaving 

the Meher Center as the only significant privately owned land portions in the area. Since its 

current landowner maintains an attitude of responsible stewardship over the land, they must be 

assisted in maintaining control of their property as a change in ownership would likely result in 

immediate conversion to development. The Board of Directors understands this imminent threat 

and communicates it clearly in their strategic planning statement: 

―The Meher Center is likely to face continuing and increased developmental and 

legal challenges, and will need to rely on strong and supportive relationships with 
key individuals and groups within the community including at local, city, county, 

state and national levels. The Meher Center is an oasis of pristine ocean front 
undeveloped land in the midst of burgeoning and intense coastal development and 
rising real estate values... Furthermore, the legal contexts that protect the Meher 

Center from taxation, encroachment, eminent domain for public access roads, etc. 
are always changing. The Meher Center must keep alert to changes and trends that 

might affect its tax status or the ways that it functions.‖ 
 
It is very encouraging that the managers realize the threat that they are facing because most 

natural tracts are lost to development when their owners do not understand their rights or 

opponents. Any management recommendations that could protect against disenfranchisement 

should be highly prioritized. 
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 As mentioned above, the Meher Spiritual Center is exempt from property and income tax 

due to its status as a non-profit religious organization. Without this status, the Corporation could 

not maintain ownership due to the high property taxes that would be required for such a valuable 

piece of property. As of the last assessment (2005), the 500 acre property with 11 buildings was 

valued at $122,689,600 (Horry, 2008). This value is highly influenced by the stretch of beach 

front property along the southern border of the property, nearly 1.25 miles. Without its non-profit 

status, the annual property tax would total approximately $864,000, on par with the current 

operating budget of the Center. With the non-profit protection, property tax is reduced to $60 per 

year. Thus, the Center’s non-profit status is of key importance to the continued ownership of the 

property and it must be kept in mind in all management recommendations.  

 Apart from the non-profit protection currently afforded to the landowner, the property has 

also been granted protection under the Coastal Barrier Resources Act (CBRA). The CBRA was 

developed to discourage development in coastal areas due to the loss of lives and resources that 

occur in these ecologically sensitive areas during hurricanes. The CBRA act discourages 

development by removing federal subsidies for important infrastructure such as public roads and 

sewers. CBRA also discourages habitation of coastal areas by removing the inexpensive federal 

flood insurance that is available elsewhere to coastal landowners. These actions are meant to 

reduce the risk of development by increasing the cost for developers to build roads and 

increasing the cost of insurance for residents. In fact, ―Without flood insurance, lenders will not 

issue a mortgage for properties in a flood zone‖ (Salvesen, 2005). Unfortunately, these 

protections may be overcome in two ways. First, when market demand for coastal properties is 

extremely high, prices escalate enough that property owners can afford the additional $10,000 

per year to buy private flood insurance. The lack of subsidies may also be overcome if the local 
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and state governments decide to subsidize public infrastructure regardless of matching federal 

funds. This presents an uneasy situation to the Meher Center Corporation since they have 

foregone federal flood insurance and subsidies for sewer lines in return for assurance of 

additional protections against development, yet may not be receiving that assurance. The demand 

for coastal property near the Meher Center is so intense that it is likely that private developers 

and the local government would collude to overcome the CBRA protection were the property to 

change hands. Though the CBRA may not protect from the threat of encroachment by private 

developers, it should assist by reducing the threat of eminent domain. Generally, public roads are 

only built by the state when there are matching funds from the federal government. Disallowing 

the federal subsidy may help to stave off the building of public beach access roads built through 

the property. 

 Due to the property’s purpose as a retreat facility, all management recommendations 

should be sure to avoid destructive practices that cannot be completed or mitigated within the 

short, informal seasonal lull in visitation during the winter (though, in fact, visitors may still be 

present any day of the year). This eliminates one of the primary uses of forestland -- timber 

harvest. Clear-cutting of timber would be out of the question due to its effects on the aesthetic 

qualities that are necessary for the enjoyment of the visitors. Selective cutting is also out of the 

question both for its impact on the aesthetics and its impacts both during (e.g., logging 

machinery noise) and after (e.g., environmental impact) the harvest. Prescribed burning is also 

not to be recommended due to the large number of neighbors within a short distance (leading to 

problems with smoke management). Also eliminated from consideration (in order to avoid 

backlash from Center visitors) are hunting leases unless severely restricted to the seasonal lull. 

Unfortunately, by removing these major forestry tools from consideration in the management 
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plan, the property is left without major income generators from the land base and only tools of 

restoration remain. Some restoration tools that could be employed include reforestation (i.e., 

planting), reduction of unwanted and invasive species, and cost-sharing programs to support 

these efforts. Despite severe limitations on the practices allowed on the property, land 

management recommendations will surely be helpful for the Board of Directors as some Board 

members may be unfamiliar with issues relating to the physical and social environment.  

4.2 Management Goals 
 

 The Meher Center is currently undergoing a detailed review process of its management 

aims and is subsequently developing a new 10-year plan. Since the Board of Directors has many 

new members, there is a great impetus to get difficult management decisions right the first time. 

The management goals of the property range in scale and scope. One of the purposes of the 

Meher Center as dictated by its charter serves as a guide for the overall land management: 

―Maintain a spiritual retreat for rest, meditation, and renewal of the spiritual life.‖ This s ingle 

aim has been interpreted in a number of ways. From a natural resource standpoint, this aim 

dictates that the managers maintain the pristine quality of the land. At the same time, this goal 

stipulates that the property be managed to encourage visitation and maintain the resources 

currently available to visitors. In many cases, these two major aims conflict -- most noticeably in 

the development of further facilities for visitors (i.e., more cabins, kitchens, performance space). 

These two aspects will need to be balanced to provide the best overall experience for the visitor.  

 Beyond the basic maintenance of ownership mentioned above, the consultant has 

examined the issues currently being discussed with regard to the 10-year plan. Four of the plan’s 

8 issues resonate with land management: 

Goal 1 

―To protect the Meher Center’s physical property (structures and ground) by:  
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• Minimizing fire and other safety hazards  
• Protecting against aging/natural deterioration of buildings  
• Minimizing environmental stresses  
• Mitigating impact of development of surrounding properties  
• Ensuring appropriate development and utilization within the Center‖ 
 
Goal 2 

―To ensure continuing availability to increasing numbers of visitors while 
maintaining the Meher Center’s unique fragrance.‖ 

 
Goal 7 
―To ensure that the Meher Center is protected from any developmental or legal 

actions that would undermine its integrity and mission.‖ 
 

Goal 8  

―To ensure the Meher Center’s financial stability in order to meet current and 
future needs.‖ 

 
By combining these stated goals with the goals and restrictions implicit in the property’s context, 

the following aims were generated by the consultant to be addressed by the management plan:  
1. Protection from encroaching development 
2. Landscape restoration and environmental mitigation 

3. Preparation for an increase in the number of visitors 
4. Provide additional income 

  
4.3 Management Recommendations 

 

4.3.1 Landscape Restoration and Environmental Mitigation 
 

 As the field study was primarily a forest inventory and health assessment, the first goal to 

be addressed is that of landscape restoration and environmental mitigation. To begin, the Meher 

Center was divided into seven management areas according to the resource information gathered 

during the forest inventory. (Figure 4.1) Three classes of variables were employed to assist in 

this division, namely, species types, canopy characteristics, and disturbance. A variety of proxy 

measures for habitat type could be drawn from these three categories. For example, Turkey Oak 

was used to indicate the xeric area, Area 5, as it was only found in that kind of environment on 

the property. Information on succession was used to indicate the major disturbed area of the 

property, Area 3. The number of canopy layers and certain species types were used to divide the 
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three hydric areas of the property (Areas 1, 2, and 4). Laurel Oak was used to indicate the sandy 

ridge area (Area 6) since it was primarily found on that habitat type. All area south of the lakes 

on the property were classified as transitional forest (Area 7) since these habitats are periodically 

destroyed by ocean swell that crosses the dunes during strong storms. As each of these areas is 

distinct from an ecological standpoint their restoration and management should be performed on 

a case by case basis. 

 
Figure 4.1: Management Areas 
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4.3.1.1 Area 1: Dense Hydric Forest  
 

The first area, located in the northernmost corner of the property is a 14.9 acre site 

classified as dense hydric forest. The dominant species in this area are Swamp Chestnut Oak, 

Pine, Sweetgum and Palmetto. The species richness (i.e., number of species) in this area is 

relatively low as it is highly mature and thus many species have been outcompeted by the 

dominant overstory individuals. It is a late successional site with gaps opening in some areas and 

pines starting to regenerate. This area has the densest canopy with average canopy layers around 

10 and average canopy cover around 80%. Along with a dense canopy, there are a number of 

understory species that contribute to a complex vertical structure. There is little to no 

groundcover as the photosynthetically available radiation (PAR) is almost entirely taken up by 

the canopy. Any groundcover that has succeeded in initiating has been removed by the high level 

of deer browse in the area. The area has some of the highest basal area (horizontal wood density) 

on the whole property, around an average of 120 square feet per acre. There are numerous 

individuals of enormous diameter, including two or three larger than 50 inches in diameter at 

breast height (DBH). Trees found in this area are quite old, with pines around 130 years and 

hardwoods exceeding that age. The trees in this area are also the tallest on the property with most 

dominant pines exceeding 120 feet and dominant hardwoods exceeding 90 feet. The trees 

themselves are quite healthy, with little to no evidence of insects, fungus, disease, or Spanish 

moss. The two health issues of concern in this area are deer browse and air quality. There is low 

potential for erosion despite the high soil moisture due the area’s topography. This area’s 

distinguishing feature is the degree of soil moisture – the water table even reaches the surface in 

some locations within this area. It is a swampy area where species are sensitive to any change in 

the water content of the soil. If the soil moisture were to decrease, fire risk would also be 
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relatively high due to the extremely dense vertical structure of the area. It is estimated that this 

area has remained undisturbed for over 150 years as most dominant individuals exceed this age. 

This area was likely undesirable for farming as the soil moisture is too high for success in crop 

germination. 

The area is so enormously productive for vegetation due to its high fertility and soil 

moisture content. Complex canopies and large trees (both in height and diameter) can only be 

supported where there is a large quantity of available water (Jose and Gillespie, 1997).  

The major management decisions applied to this area should address soil moisture 

relations with the surrounding areas to prevent soil drying. The two drainage ditches dug in the 

1940’s to reduce the threat of mosquito-borne diseases extend into this area and reduce the soil 

moisture to the current level where trees species may germinate (otherwise, the soil would be too 

wet for many species). Little active management should be applied to this area apart from soil 

moisture monitoring over time. The property owners should work to prevent any changes in the 

topography near this area by neighbors as the water table could be altered in a similar manner to 

Area 3.  

To enhance native species survival, it is recommended that the deer population be 

reduced to allow regeneration of shade tolerant species whose seedlings have been devastated by 

browse. Also, the prevalent American Holly could be reduced; its prevalence has increased in 

large part due to its immunity to deer browse.  

The other major issue to address in this area is air quality. Despite being one of the oldest 

areas on the property, there is little to no lichen presence due to the air quality impacts of nearby 

Highway 17. Any follow-up to the previous air quality study should focus intensely on this area 

since there could be reductions in plant survival due to increased levels of particulate matter and 
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ozone -- both of which have negative impacts on plant health. To summarize, management 

options that would help the viability of Area 1 include: 

1. Monitor soil moisture and prevent nearby topography alterations 
2. Reduce deer population 
3. Reduce American Holly 

4. Monitor air quality 
 

4.3.1.2 Area 2: Medium Hydric Forest 
 

 The second area, to the West of Area 1, is a 37.2 acre site similar in character to the first. 

The dominant species in this area include Pine, Red Maple, Sweetgum and Water Oak. The 

species richness is lower on average in this area that in any other -- indicating a highly mature 

and specialized ecosystem. This area is more dominated by Pines than Area 1, which results in a 

canopy that is less dense overall -- about 6 layers and 65% cover, on average. The basal area was 

lower on average (approximately 100 square feet per acre) in this area due to roads, structures 

and fire trails that interrupt the overall horizontal continuity. The understory is sparsely occupied 

by juvenile American Holly and Maple along with invasive shrubs (unidentified) on the 

westernmost edge. Groundcover was more intact in this area due to a reduced level of deer 

browse. Trees in this area are quite large and old -- with pines exceeding 140 years and 100 feet 

in height. Diameters of trees in this area are also very large, with pines ranging between 22 and 

30 inches and hardwoods up to 38 inches. Trees have the potential to grow quite large in this 

area since the soil moisture is at an optimal level -- not allowing the water table to reach the 

surface. Maintaining the old drainage ditch will help to keep the water table at its optimal level in 

this area. The area is low and flat allowing soil to form without risk of erosion. The health of the 

forest in this area is quite good, with little to no insects, fungi, or disease and less deer browse 

than elsewhere. The air quality in this area may have some of the same problems as those in Area 

1 since there is a distinct absence of lichen near the property boundary. American Holly is also a 
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problem species in this area as it has been avoided by the deer population and has grown quite 

large in some cases (over 25 feet or 8 meters tall). Like Area 1, the site is largely occupied b y 

mature hardwoods with a dense understory. The wildfire risk is moderate to high in this area as 

the vertical and horizontal continuity of fuels is high. However, the ground fuels and soil are 

quite damp in this area so the wildfire risk is probably lower than that of other areas. 

 The two major management issues in this area are identical to those in Area 1. The first 

recommendation is to monitor air quality along the northern edge of this area since Highway 17 

is likely affecting the viability of forest within 150 feet (50 meters) of the property boundary. 

The air quality may also be of concern to those staff members working in the Gateway building 

near the entrance to the property. It is also recommended that the population of American Holly 

be reduced in this area. If the population is not reduced, then this species could increase in 

dominance over time since it is one of the only tree species that the deer find unpalatable. To 

summarize, management options that would help the viability of Area 2 include : 

 1. Monitor air quality within 150 feet of property boundary 

 2. Reduce American Holly 
 

4.3.1.3 Area 3: Disturbed Forest 
 The third area constitutes a site of 40.3 acres in size that is different in quality from all 

other areas due to the level of disturbance in the forest. The dominant species in the area include 

Pine, Cypress, Maple and Oak - with some rather large Pine and Cypress individuals interspersed 

throughout. The area is low in species richness as it was once so wet as to reduce the viability o f 

numerous plant species. The degree of moisture permitted the Cypress to flourish with little 

competition from other hardwood species. The low viability conditions have created a more open 

canopy with 3 canopy layers and 45% canopy cover on average. This area also has a low average 

basal area relative to the rest of the forest, around 85 square feet per acre. The canopy is 
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dominated by Pine and the understory is composed primarily of Cypress and Maple. There is 

little groundcover in much of this area due to the extremely high soil moisture. Pine trees found 

in this hydric area can grow to over 100 ft in height with hardwoods topping out in the 70-80 

foot range. Pine tree diameters are also large in this area, ranging between 24 and 36 inches. 

Trees are healthy with low prevalence of insects, fungi, disease (a few areas had relatively 

harmless leaf spots), and deer browse. Deer browse is low in part due to the presence of predator 

species. Tracks of large cats and foxes were seen in sandy trails and numerous animal dens were 

spotted in the root bowls of uprooted trees.  

 Due to recent disturbance, there are two major age classes in the area – tress that are 

approximately 25 years old and those that are over 100 years old. This age differential is 

probably the result of recent disturbance, likely wind damage, which toppled many dominant 

Pine and Cypress trees for two major reasons. First, the recent reduction in soil moisture has 

caused the shallowly rooted trees to become easily overturned, and second, the reduc tion in the 

neighboring vegetation has made this area vulnerable to westerly winds. The disturbance has 

restarted the successional cycle in some areas by allowing gaps to open in the canopy that 

provide enough light to support large numbers of Loblolly Pine seedlings. The soil moisture in 

Area 3 has decreased in large part due to the reduction in the elevation of the level of the 

neighboring property. As the elevation of this area is low and the topography is flat, the 

reduction in elevation of the neighboring property (about 10-15 feet below the Meher Center) has 

also reduced the water table depth on that property -- subsequently leaching water out of the soils 

in Area 3. Thus, Area 3 should be considered highly sensitive since drying soils will permit more  

dominant trees to be felled by strong winds. The area is also at the highest risk for wildfire due to 

the amount of fuel provided by the recently wind-thrown trees.  
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 The area was once the most moisture-rich maritime forest found on the property. The 

level of soil moisture was so high that numerous tree species were excluded due to impacts of the 

high water table on seed germination. This robust level of soil moisture has been upset by 

exogenous influences.  

It is recommended that the managers begin to monitor soil moisture in the area to make 

sure that these external influences are not causing irreperable damage. Fire trails should be 

maintained on at least a yearly basis in order to protect the developed portion of the property. 

This area is a sensitive habitat for the only deer predators (besides alligators) found on the 

property. These natural predators should be permitted to range throughout the property since they 

do not conflict with any management goals due to their aversion towards humans. The 

population of predators could increase over time, thereby providing a natural check on the deer 

population once it is reduced to a more appropriate level. To summarize, management options 

that would help the viability of Area 3 include: 

 1. Monitor soil moisture and measure damage exacerbated by neighbor’s actions  

 2. Maintain fire trails annually 
 3. Permit small predator species open access to this area 

 
4.3.1.4 Area 4: Open Hydric Forest 
 

The fourth area, located south of Area 2 is a 28.7 acre site classified  as medium hydric 

forest. The dominant species in this area are Water Oak, Pine, Sweetgum and Maple. The species 

richness (i.e., diversity) in this area is low near to the drainage ditch due to a dense canopy 

intercepting all available light. The richness is higher close to the eastern edge of the property 

due to gaps created by fire trails and the neighboring property. This area has a moderately dense 

canopy with an average of around 5 canopy layers and 55% canopy cover. The area represents a 

transition between the hydric forests of Areas 1 and 2 to the sandy ridge ecosystem of Area 6. 
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Area 4 can be divided in half with the western portion similar to the dense forest and the eastern 

portion containing a more park- like oak habitat. The current successional stage in this area 

ranges from mature hardwoods to young pines in the disturbed portion. There is little 

groundcover due to the combination of deer browse and canopy closure. Area 4 has a moderate 

basal area with an average of 100 square feet per acre (around 120 sq ft in the West and 80 sq ft 

in the East). The individuals in this area are more moderately sized due to drier soils and a 

slower rate of litter decomposition. Both hardwoods and pines range in diameter between 8 and 

18 inches due to a possible recent disturbance. There are a number of young pines in the area, 

around 30 years in age indicating that a disturbance occurred around 1978. Staff members recall 

a hurricane around that time that could have damaged the area (McBride, 2007). The trees are 

healthy, with no insect or disease presence, though there are some secondary fungi (i.e., resulting 

from, not the cause of, mortality) due to the damp conditions in the area. Deer browse is of 

serious concern in Area 4 since the deer have devastated the understory in recent years. The deer 

have left only American Holly to regenerate in many areas so action is needed to restore the 

natural dominance of key pine and hardwood species. This area’s distinguishing feature is 

aesthetics - there are numerous park- like areas that are quite pleasing to the eye. The walking 

trail system winds through the area and there is a gazebo in one location where one can sit and 

enjoy the forest insect- free. The westernmost portion of this area may have been farmed by prior 

owners (McBride, 2007). There is evidence of some surface features that may be row crops, but 

these feature only occupy a small portion of the area, approximately 5-10 acres. This area has 

since been regenerated naturally in pine and hardwoods and the pines are now at the end of life. 

There is a moderate to high risk of wildfire in this area due to a high continuity of fuels both 
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vertically and horizontally. The major road that intersects and bounds this area would be of use 

in protecting the developed portion of the property in case of fire. 

The major management decisions applied to Area 4 should address the shifting species 

dominance caused by the deer population. To enhance native species survival, it is recommended 

that the deer population be reduced to allow regeneration of shade-tolerant species whose 

seedlings have been cleared by browse. Pine species would also benefit greatly from reduction of 

the deer population since pines are quite palatable to deer. American Holly should be reduced 

since its prevalence has increased in large part due to its immunity to deer browse.  

Wildfire risk is the other major issue to address in Area 4. In order to protect the nearby 

developed portion of the property, the major dirt roads in this area and in Area 6 should be 

maintained as they provide fire breaks in addition to vehicle access. Lastly, visitors should be 

encouraged to use this area for walking as it is quite aesthetically pleasing and less intimidating 

than other areas of the dense hydric forest. To summarize, management options that would help 

the viability of Area 4 include: 

1. Reduce deer population 

2. Reduce American Holly 
3. Maintain roads as fire breaks 
4. Encourage visitors to enjoy this area 

 
4.3.1.5 Area 5: Xeric Forest 

 
 The fifth area constitues one of the most unique ecosystems located on the property due 

to its highly sandy soil. It is a 53.5 acre site dominated by Longleaf Pine, Turkey Oak and Live 

Oak. The species richness is quite low in this area due to the low capacity of the soils to support 

vegetation. The structure of this forest is not very complex and it is sparsely populated. The 

average basal area in this area is 80 square feet per acre, the lowest of any area on the property. 

Some of the only open canopy forest on the property is located in this area -- with an average of 
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2 canopy layers and 40% canopy cover, there is plenty of light available for any low lying 

vegetation. The area is quite mature and late in the successional process with some areas even 

restarting the cycle of succession. There is little understory vegetation as successful individuals 

quickly reach dominant height due to plentiful available light. The groundcover in this ecosystem 

is unique -- ground mosses and lichens. These lichens can only grow when the soil is undisturbed 

and unoccupied for long periods of time. These lichens encourage soil enzymes and litter 

decomposition in a way that encourages soil genesis (Sedia and Ehrenfield, 2000). Due to a 

distinct lack of soil moisture and nutrients, the dominant height of the trees  is much lower -- 

about 50 feet in pine and 35 feet in hardwood. The trees in this area live to become quite old 

since there appears to have been little competition or disturbance for a long period of time: pines 

are about 100 years old and hardwoods over 200 years old. The tree diameters are smaller than in 

most other areas due to low water availability, with pines and hardwoods in the 6 to 15 inch 

range. Despite the relative lack of water, trees in this area are quite healthy with only leaf spots 

and deer browse as problems. Deer browse is not as serious in this area because the habitat is so 

open that deer are apparently not comfortable with the lack of cover. Spanish moss grows well in 

this area due to the highly open canopy allowing plenty of breezes to provide the airborne 

nutrients required for its proliferation. Spanish moss should not be considered a threat to the 

health of the trees and it adds a beneficial aesthetic touch to this area. Trees have a low potential 

for growth here due to low water availablity. The elevation in this area begins to rise towards the 

ridge to the south, but only by a few feet. It is probable that this area was most recently dunes or 

beach adjacent to some sort of inlet. Once the water retreated due to the buildup of dunes further 

south, this area was colonized by drought-tolerant species such as Longleaf Pine and Turkey 

Oak. This is an extraordinarily sensitive area since the process of change that is occurring 



7

 

 

 

 

 

  

requires hundreds of years without major disturbance. Trees are not likely to be toppled in storms 

as their root systems extend deep into the soil in order to gather sufficient water. There is not a 

high risk of wildfire in this area due to the wide spacing of dominant trees and lack of 

groundcover. Thus, the only likely distubance in the area would be human activity.  

 This area calls for management recommendations that are quite distinct from all other 

areas. First, the Center staff should do their best to warn visitors to stay on designated paths so as 

to avoid disturbing the ground lichens resonsible for making the soils more fertile. The staff 

themselves should avoid any active management in this area since it provides excellent habitat 

for birds and mammals as noted by the consultant during his observation of birdcalls and animal 

tracks. One active management activity that could be useful in this area would be the restoration 

of Longleaf Pine which is well-suited to this habitat. Longleaf Pine has become rare in the 

natural setting due to the decreased occurrence of wildfire throughout most of its range. An 

unexpected finding was that Longleaf Pine is currently regenerating naturally in Area 5 although 

the consultant had believed that fire was a necessary component of the Longleaf Pine’s 

germination. Longleaf Pine is believed to be viable in this area due to the extremely low level of 

competition. Longleaf Pine is one of the only species that can survive in such an arid and sandy 

environment. If the managers desired, they could plant Longleaf Pine seedlings in specified 

locations in Area 5 (to help it proliferate). Cost-share funds at a rate of 40%  are available 

through the South Carolina Forestry Comission to help defray the costs of purchasing and 

planting seedlings (in addition, volunteers could easily be used to p lant trees, thereby saving 

money).  

Overall, apart from possible restoration efforts, Area 5 should be disturbed as little as 

possible. To summarize, management options that would help the viability of Area 5 include:  
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 1. Educate visitors not to disturb this area 
 2. Set this area aside for wildlife habitat and do not actively manage  

 3. If desired for conservation, restore Longleaf Pine  
 

4.3.1.6 Area 6: Sandy Ridge Forest  
 

 The sixth management area determined for the property is the largest at 109.3 acre s. It is 

located primarily along the ridgeline that runs West-East along the vertical center of the 

property. The dominant species in this area are Laurel Oak, Red Cedar, Live Oak and Pine. This 

area is also notable as it contains the majority of the stand ing structures found on the property. 

As a byproduct of the development, many of the locations in this area are very species-rich 

because numerous trees have been cultivated for the enjoyment of the visitors. The structure of 

the forest in this area is more open than Areas 1-4 due to sandy soils containing a lower level of 

soil moisture. The lower soil moisture supports an average of 4 canopy layers and 50% canopy 

cover throughout the area.  This area has an average basal area of 90 square feet per acre which 

is low for a natural hardwood stand. Groundcover and understory vegetation are considerably 

less dense than Areas 1-4 primarily due to deer browse and slow regeneration speed. Dominant 

trees in this area are of average height, with pines reaching 80 feet and hardwoods reaching 60 

feet. There are a few very old trees in Area 6, including Live Oaks estimated to be over 250 

years old and a Longleaf Pine dated at over 200 years old. The diameter range in this area is 

moderate with pines and hardwoods ranging between 10 and 20 inches. Unfortunately, Area 6 is 

currently coping with more health problems than the other areas on the property. Signs of insects 

were seen on Lone Pine trees that are nearing the end of life. These trees may be lost within the 

next 10 years, but were already quite advanced in age. There is not a great enough density of 

these trees to cause alarm about beetle infestation – there are just a few scattered pines. There is 

a high prevalence of fungi in this area - likely saprophytic (living on dead material) since they do 
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not appear to be the primary causes of mortality in the hardwoods they infect. Spanish moss is 

quite prevalent and could pose a threat to some individuals (most notably in the easternmost 

section near the cluster of buildings). The relationship between Spanish moss and these 

individuals should be monitored over time to ensure that the trees are not being denied too much 

light. Area 6 is of special concern in terms of wildfire since nearly all of the buildings are within 

it. However, there is little risk to most of the buildings since the roads provide excellent fire 

breaks and vegetation is generally sparser and more open near to the buildings. Roads and 

firebreaks should be kept up annually to reduce the threat of catastrophic damage to buildings. 

 The distinguishing feature of Area 6 is its elevation: it encompasses a ridge that is 10-20 

feet higher than the rest of the property. This ridge protects the developed area to some extent 

from ocean surge; the ridge, the lakes, and the forest that precede this area absorb the majority of 

the energy from large storms. The ridge, coupled with all areas south of it should be considered a 

―coastal barrier‖ as recognized by the Coastal Barrier Resource Act. This area is sensitive to 

erosion due to steep slope and sandy soils. In most areas, this erosion threat is offset by 

stabilizing groundcover. It is believed that this area was once the dune line that protected the 

interior swamp portion of the property from ocean swell. This area has had sufficient time -- on 

the order of hundreds of years -- to develop through a stage similar to Area 5 and end up with the 

current species associations. Thus, this area provides a model for what Area 5 could look like in 

a few centuries. 

 Most of the management recommendations for this area involve maintenance and 

monitoring. First, the Spanish moss should be monitored on large ornamental trees to ensure that 

it is not dominating these prized individual trees. Second, the ridge should be monitored for 

erosion risk by ensuring that proper soil-stabilizing groundcover is not consumed by the deer 
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population. Because a number of the buildings are located near the edge of the slope, this point 

should be carefully monitored for erosion to ensure building safety. Third, the fire breaks and 

roads should be maintained on an annual basis to reduce the risk of damage from wildfire. It is 

also recommended that the managers balance their utilization of this area with the continuing 

development of the ecosystem. Additional buildings should be small to allow as much continuity 

as possible in what remains of the Laurel Oak forest. The Laurel Oak forest will continue to 

increase in fertility over time and could eventually become more productive and naturally 

support a greater wealth of native species.  

To summarize, management options that would help the viability of Area 6 include: 

 1. Monitor Spanish moss 

 2. Monitor slope-stabilizing groundcover 
 3. Maintain fire breaks 
 4. Balance utilization with ecosystem development 

 
4.3.1.7 Area 7: Transitional Forest 

 The final forest management area on the property includes all forest south of the lakes -- 

an area greater than the 54.0 acres highlighted in Figure 4.1. The dominant species in this area 

are Red Cedar, Pine and Red Maple. The species richness in this area is low due to the conditions 

imposed by perdiodic damage from hurricanes. The forest structure is extroadinariily dense since 

numerous species are in the second phase of succession and are currently competing for 

resources. The canopy is completely closed with an average of 85% canopy cover, though there 

are few canopy layers -- 4 on average. The understory is rich with vegetation, including various 

shrub species that have not yet been suppressed by the dwindling amount of available light. 

Groundcover is also plentiful as deer browse, though present, is having less impact in this area. 

The dominant pines and cedars are quite young, about 30 years old, and subsequently the 

dominant tree height is low: around 45 feet in pines and 30 feet in hardwoods. Tree diameters are 
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small, ranging between 6 and 16 inches, due to the age of the current regime. The basal area is 

high (110 square feet per acre) due to intense competition for resources. Trees are of low quality 

and low health in this area due to wet and salty soils. Due to the general dampness of this 

section, fungi are quite prevalent. There is a notable lack of lichen and Spanish moss due to the 

instability and cyclic destruction of this ecosystem. The lack of lichen does not imply that there 

is low air quality, rather that there has not been sufficient time for them to colonize. Trees will 

not be able to grow very tall here as they are repeatedly battered by ocean swells that carry over 

the dunes during strong storms and hurricanes. This is a low and flat area that gives way to dunes 

to the south and lakes to the north. Ordinarily this area would be productive due to the stability 

of soils and high soil moisture content, but the salt brought occasionally by the ocean suppresses 

the ability of most species to grow. Only the salt-tolerant species like Red Cedar and Loblolly 

Pine have had much success in colonizing the area post damage (Williams et al., 1998).  The 

latest recolonization would indicate that the last catastrophic event occurred around 30 years ago.  

Because Area 7 protects the rest of the property from ocean swells and offshore storms, it should 

be maintained as a barrier without any active management. The area is not particularly valuable 

from a forest standpoint since disturbances occur so frequently. Despite the impressive fuel 

continuity and load, there is low risk for wildfire due to the moisture of soils and fuels.  

 Area 7 is of little value from an ecosystem services standpoint due to the low diversity 

and frequent disturbance of its component forest. This area is, however, extraordinarily valuable 

from a social standpoint for a number of reasons. Most apparent is the parcel’s value from a 

residential development perspective. This area is therefore the most likely to be threatened by the 

desire for expansion and gain by local developers and government agencies. The majority of the 

assessed value of the Meher Center property is due to the coastal portion, and therefore it must 
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be protected most carefully. Despite protection afforded by the Coastal Barrier Resources Act 

(CBRA), this area is still highly under threat. Since the CBRA simply removes public funds and 

federal insurance protection from the property, there is still the option for developers to fund any 

projects purely from private sources. In many other instances, the limitations imposed by 

CBRA’s measures have provided little protection to qualifying land parcels (Salvesen, 2005). At 

the next level of protection, the property needs to reduce the threat o f a take-over by eminent 

domain by placing all of the land area south of the lakes into a conservation easement. 

Conservation easements can be granted by private or public land trusts that have interests in 

preserving land areas. A conservation bank, such as South Carolina Conservation Bank, is 

recommended for the Meher Center since it would provide secure protection from future 

development of the area. By putting Area 7 into a conservation easement, the Meher Center 

would forego its development rights in that area in return for the increased protection. Generally, 

conservation easements are used to decrease tax liability. As the Meher Center currently is tax-

protected due to its status as a non-profit institution, this rationale may not be an incentive to 

give up development rights. However, by foregoing the right to develop this land portion in 

perpetuity, any future landholder would be limited by the same agreement. This would 

drastically decrease the threat of developers and government officials taking any part of the 

property since there could no longer be any development approved for this site. Eminent domain 

may still supersede any conservation easement, but partnering with a land trust significantly 

increases the legal strength of an opposition to takings. Giving up development rights in Area 7 

would still allow the Center to maintain its current road access and parking lot near the beach. As 

there is no other developed portion of Area 7, there should be little concern over giving up 

development rights. It is also possible that the managers could be compensated for their donation 
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by applying to the South Carolina Conservation Bank for a grant. By putting the area south of the 

lakes into a conservation easement, the Meher Center could also possibly reduce the risk of 

eminent domain for additional road access to the beach.  

The single management recommendation for this area is: 

 1. Put Area 7 into a conservation easement 

 
4.3.1.8 Overall Restoration and Mitigation 
 

 Most of the 7 management areas share a few recommendations, . most commonly those 

relating to restoration and mitigation. First, soil moisture and air quality  conditions should be 

monitored in a number of areas throughout the property. This can be accomplished with the 

assistance of the state Department of Natural Resources, an interested academic institution, or a 

private consultant. Records should be kept over time to ensure that current conditions do not 

deteriorate in the future. 

 Two major species—one animal and one plant--found on the property need to be reduced 

to improve the viability of the forest: white-tailed deer and American Holly. Holly can be 

removed by hand, the trees felled and left to return some nutrients stored in the tree back into the 

soil. Chainsaws may be used, but only when the visitor population is low to prevent disturbing or 

upsetting the guests. The deer population presents more of a challenge in reduction because the 

species is pleasing to visitors and staff alike. There are a number of options for reducing the 

overall population of white-tailed deer. The first is sterilization; this can be performed by the 

South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR) or a local division of the Fish and 

Wildlife Service (FWS). Sterilization is by far the most costly option since it involves sedating 

individual deer to introduce a sterilizing drug. However, this technique to reduce the population 

will require approximately two deer generations (30-40 years) before the population is 
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significantly reduced. Since the forest is already suffering drastic reductions in groundcover and 

understory individuals, it is recommended that a more rapid route be taken to restore order to the 

ecosystem. Deer relocation is a rapid, non- invasive method of reducing the population, but it is 

costly. Also orchestrated by SCDNR or the local FWS, this method would involve sedating deer 

and moving them to a new location. Deer culling presents a more invasive, but more rapid and 

cheaper alternative to either of these techniques. However, since the visitors  and staff would be 

sensitive to hunters on the property, it is recommended that the most discreet route possible be 

taken. Culling may either be organized through the SCDNR or local FWS, or with one or more 

trusted hunters. The managers would be required to pay a fee for the services of the DNR or 

FWS, but would not have to pay private individual hunters for their services. To reduce impact 

on the visitors, the culling should occur during the visitation off-season and should be conducted 

as a bow hunt, rather than by use of firearms. Any deer killed on the property may be donated to 

the South Carolina chapter of Hunters for the Hungry to put the resource to best use. If the 

managers are interested, the consultant can provide the name of one experienced and trustworthy 

hunter who could discreetly reduce the white-tailed deer population and thereby reduce its 

impact on the forest. 

 The other major natural resource issue on the property is the threat of wildfire. The 

Meher Center is especially concerned about fire risk not only due to the forest’s impact on 

visitors’ enjoyment, but also due to the proximity of the forest to nearby urban centers. Thus, the 

managers have already worked to ensure safety for visitors and neighbors by seeking the advice 

of the local divisions of the Forest Commission and SCDNR. The local Forest Commission 

currently clears the network of fire trails on an annual basis and this practice should continue 

with the same regularity. The managers wisely took the advice of the Forest Service to isolate the 
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northern portion of the property from the South by removing groundcover and understory 

vegetation in the two land areas adjacent to Gator Lake. The managers should  continue a 

working relationship with the local Forest Commission to ensure that the latest fire management 

practices are available for the property.  

4.3.2 Protection from Encroachment 

 
 The issue of foremost concern to the Meher Center should be the protection of the 

continued ownership of the property by the Meher Center Corporation. As the Center is 

supposed to provide a home for visiting spiritual pilgrims in perpetuity, this issue is of special 

importance since it will arise repeatedly over the coming decades. The current Board of 

Directors has done admirable work in exploring the available protections to assist in retaining the 

property. The Meher Center’s status as non-profit religious organization and the Coastal Barrier 

Resources Act afford protection from the public sector in two important ways. The non-profit 

status waives the enormous tax burden on the valuable property so that it can be maintained 

without the need for raising an extraordinary sum of money each year to pay the property tax. 

The CBRA protection reduces the threat of eminent domain or other public takings as federal 

funds for infrastructure are removed. Since public projects rarely occur without the need for 

matching federal funds, roads and other infrastructure are not likely to be approved on the 

property. The current protections on the property should be maintained as a highest priority to 

help stave off encroachment from public interests.  

 Increased utilization of the property also helps to defend against public interest. To 

increase utilization while minimizing environmental impact, the managers must come up with 

activities that use the land area without disturbing it. The property already has a system of trails 

and gazebos throughout the property for the enjoyment of the visitors. Visitors should be 
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encouraged to use these resources so that they serve the ir purpose in showing use in many 

isolated areas of the property. Tree identification signs could easily be installed by volunteers on 

individual trees close to the walking trails. It is recommended that a program be implemented to 

lead nature walks throughout the property once or twice per week to show an active and 

scheduled use of these areas. A volunteer could lead these walks and staff could provide 

recommendations and resources on how to safely lead guests through all areas. By showing a 

consistent use of the more isolated parts of the property the managers could combat claims 

regarding the lack of use of certain areas of the property.  

 Utilization could also be increased through educational partnerships. It is recommended 

that the property partner with an academic institution that specializes in maritime forests. This 

partnership could provide valuable information regarding the natural resource holdings and their 

value to the greater community. Having long-term research studies present on the property would 

also assist in any argument against land takings as the university would have a vested interest in 

their research area. As identified in Goal 7 of the current strategic planning effort, the Meher 

Center needs to form partnerships with other organizations to strengthen its support network -- a 

university partnership would certainly help to accomplish this goal.  

 The remaining area of concern for the managers is that of private interest in the property. 

As described regarding Area 7, the majority of private interest in the property will stem from the 

1.25 mile of developable land along the beachfront. Unfortunately, this area is underutilized as it 

is the most isolated and least hospitable on the property. Due to the dense and swampy nature of 

the transitional forest south of the lakes there is little interest in walking or any other activities in 

the area. As the owners can show little active use of this area there is a constant threat of it being 

claimed by local government officials on behalf of specia l interests (i.e., developers) to increase 
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the tax revenue of the city/county. The managers should focus on this area’s function as a coastal 

barrier and, since it provides few ecosystem services beyond protection, it should simply be set 

aside for conservation purposes. As described above, all land area south of the lakes should be 

put into a conservation easement with a private land trust (such as the Lowcountry Open Land 

Trust) to protect it against claims by private interests and their supporters in the local 

government. The managers also need to form partnerships with supportive local government 

officials and lawyers to strengthen their support network should they need to call for assistance. 

This property is simply too valuable ecologically to the surrounding area to be lost to 

development. Luckily, the owner is quite aware of the external threats and is wisely preparing for 

their onslaught. 

4.3.3 Expansion and Development 
 

 Even if the external threat of property loss is avoided, the owners must do the ir part to 

minimize habitat loss resulting from internal development. Currently, the buildings on the 

property present little interruption to most of the forested landscape apart from the major east-

west ridgeline just north of the lakes. Most buildings are small, of simple construction, and meld 

with the physical environment of the Center quite well. There is some impact on soils in the 

developed areas due to septic systems, but due to the low use pattern of the septic systems and 

compared with the impact of excavating to install a sewage system, this current system is more 

environmentally friendly. The roads on the property are relatively low in impact as they remain 

unpaved.  The only major impact of the roads has been on a few prize trees directly adjace nt to 

these roads: soil compaction has damaged root systems of a few stately Longleaf Pines in the 

eastern portion of the property, thereby resulting in tree mortality. Apart from these current 
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issues, the developed portion of the property is of small enough scale to allow the majority of the 

environment to thrive and progress unmolested.  

The managers are currently considering a plan to expand the development on the property 

to support a projected increase in the number of visitors. Unfortunately, the magnitude of the 

increase and its estimated duration are not well known at this point. The managers must decide 

upon what timescale they would like to operate for their management decisions. Over the short 

term (i.e., the next 10-20 years), the property could support an expansion beyond the current 70 

beds of approximately 5-10 beds to balance increased visitation with the increased maintenance 

costs of new cabins. The property also hosts occasional events such as a New Year’s celebration 

and summer camp that expand the visiting population well above 70 or 80 people staying 

overnight on the property. The managers have considered building a large, dormitory style 

building to support these large events. This large building would generally be empty for the 

remained of the year -- all but approximately 2-3 weeks of consistently heavy use. Due to the 

need for frequent maintenance on all structures made necessary by a damp, warm and otherwise 

harsh climate (for structures), this building would likely cost more in maintenance costs than it 

could ever recoup in cabin fees, etc. Such a building would be quite expensive relative to the 

current operating budget of the Meher Center Corporation and would require significant 

investment by private donors. Board members have cited potential donors who are prepared to 

support the project despite current financial needs to expand the endowment, raise worker wages 

and create staff pensions. Donors generally like to have a physical manifestation of their 

generosity, such as a building, but the managers should remind donors of the current financial 

needs facing the Corporation. Expansion of the endowment could potentially account for all 

financial needs and thus should be made a priority in future financial planning. To make the 
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ownership of the property sustainable over the long term, the managers must raise worker wages 

to attract the next generation of staff members. The endowment must also grow to support 

current maintenance and operations before they start to eat into the investment capital. Once 

these financial needs are met, then the managers may wish to consider development projects.  

Creating a new large building on the property would surely attract the attention of the 

local government officials involved in building oversight. An additional entrance to the property 

has been suggested in one building scenario to provide access to more isolated locations on the 

property. This would also require coordination with the local government and could possibly 

open the property to the beach access road that the owners are trying to avoid. As the managers 

do their best to maintain a low profile with the local government, the consultant does not 

recommend a large building project on the property.  

The managers must also recall the value of the property as an undeveloped, natural 

ecosystem. As the surrounding area swells with commercial and residential development, the 

Meher Center property is quickly becoming the only undeveloped area in the coastal region. The 

consultant believes that this natural resource will become increasingly attractive to visitors as 

healthy landscapes decrease in visibility in many people’s lives (much like natural parks, etc). As 

a rule of thumb, when resources dwindle in quantity their value increases. By examining the 

property’s worth over the coming century, rather than decade, the managers may realize that 

their property will be more attractive to visitors with development kept at a minimal level. The 

nearby Myrtle Beach community has a large quantity of hotels and res taurants to support any 

increased visitation of the property without the need for further cabins or kitchens to be built on 

the property. It is recommended that the Board of Directors carefully reconsider any upcoming 

development. 
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Should the Board decide to approve a building project despite this recommendation, there 

are a number of items to keep in mind. Rather than building a large, dormitory style building, the 

consultant recommends one or two additional cabins similar to the recently constructed ―Laure l 

Oak Lodge.‖ This cabin not only conforms to the most recent building codes, but also meshes 

well with the surrounding environment. An expansion of this magnitude would be incremental 

and would not likely attract as much attention from the local government as a large expansion.  

There are three recommended sites for new cabins. The first is quite close to the current 

developed area: a spot cleared in recent years due to a pine beetle infestation. This large, cleared 

area would serve as an excellent location for a new building as it is already cleared of standing 

vegetation. There is also parking and road access directly adjacent to this area for easy 

accessibility. This is by far the most attractive location due to its limited impact on the current 

physical environment. The second possible location would be in management Area 2 close to 

Highway 17. There is currently a defunct building, the ―Old Pine Lodge‖ that has fallen out of 

use due to high maintenance costs. This building could easily be retrofitted to  meet the current 

needs of the property without the need to clear further forest. There is already road access to this 

site and limited parking. There is a fair level of traffic noise in this location, but if the building 

were used sparingly it could certainly help during the 2-3 weeks per year when additional 

capacity is required. The last possible building location should be considered only if there is an 

impending threat of eminent domain. This location resides in management Area 6 along the 

Hickory Ridge area of the property. This area could be used to prevent public road access to the 

beach that could be put through the left shoulder of the property. As this area is undisturbed and 

very quiet compared to the rest of the property, it is recommended that this area only be 
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considered under threat of eminent domain. The area otherwise provides habitat to numerous 

species of birds and gives the alligator population an isolated area away from human interaction.  

Expansion is a sensitive issue for the managers as it brings together two conflicting goals: 

providing access to increased numbers of visitors (Goal 2) while preserving the ecological value 

of the physical environment (Goal 1). To date, the managers have proved themselves quite 

competent at making complex decisions and have done an admirable job in soliciting input from 

their constituent visitors. The recommendations above serve to temper the current excitement 

and enthusiasm for expansion with its social and ecological consequences.  

4.3.4 Income and Future Considerations 

 
 Any landowner would appreciate income from property that they currently hold to defray 

maintenance costs. Due to the restrictions in managment imposed by the purpose of the Meher 

Center, most of the income opportunities available to forest managers are not recommended. 

Timber harvest and hunting leases are not recommended due to their invasive and disturbing 

nature to those visitors on retreat. As these two practices are the major revenue generators for 

forestland owners, the Meher Center must be more resourceful in identifying income-generating 

opportunities. One way to collect funds from the government is to impose a program of 

restoration such as the recommendation in management Area 5 to restore the Longleaf Pine. Any 

costs that go towards such an effort can be funded, in part, by the state Forest Commission’s 

cost-share program. The funds for cost-sharing come from the Conservation Reserve Program 

and would cover approximately 40% of restoration costs. If the Center could buy Longleaf Pine 

seedlings and have volunteers plant them, they could collect 40% of the cost of seedlings and 

planting and possibly make a small amount of money due to savings from volunteer planting. 

The consultant would be happy to teach volunteers how to quickly and effectively plant 
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seedlings and could point the managers to a local state forest nursery for the highest quality 

Longleaf Pine seedlings. The cost-share option would require a fair bit of effort for only a small 

payout, but it could help defray any costs of restoration created by new projects on the property.  

 The other possible income generator for the property is a product of the conservation 

easement suggested above. If the managers were to put the land area south of the lakes into a 

conservation easement, they could apply to the South Carolina Conservation Bank for a grant to 

support their operations. The Meher Center fits the required eligibility criteria perfectly:  

―A not- for-profit charitable corporation or trust authorized to do business in SC 
whose principal activity is the acquisition and management of interests in land for 
conservation or historic preservation purposes and which has tax-exempt status as 

a public charity under the Internal Revenue Code of 1986.‖ 
(http://sccbank.sc.gov/entities.html) 

 
Not only is the Center a tax-exempt non-profit, but within their holdings are numerous historic 

buildings that have been maintained since the late 1940’s and early 1950’s. The Old King’s 

Highway -- an original road dating back to the formation of the United States -- is also located on 

the property. As the managers are interested in conservation and historic preservation, they have 

a high likelihood of receiving funds from this source. Once the land from Area 7 has been placed 

into the Conservation Bank, the threat of its development will be entirely eliminated as 

development will never again be permitted. As part of the application requirements, the above 

management recommendations may contribute to the management plan required for eligibility. 

Depending upon the judgement of the Conservation Bank, one time grant receipts are on the 

order of $500-$5,000 per acre, or $100,000-$1,000,000 for the acreage in Area 7 plus lakes. The 

consultant believes that the value of the property is such that the Meher Center would receive 

funds closer to the high end of this figure. This quanitity of money is on the order of the current 

operating budget of the Meher Center Corporation and could be used to grow the endowment, 

http://sccbank.sc.gov/entities.html
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raise worker wages and create a worker pension plan. This windfall could also provide the 

Corporation with funds to hire a Director of Development to assist in expanding the endowment 

and soliciting donations in the most effective manner possible. This option presents a far more 

significant income opportunity, and though it is a one-time opportunity, it may free the Center to 

implement programs that it could not previously undertake due to lack of funds.  

 Looking ahead to the future presents a challenge for this property and its owners. Due to 

the sensitivity of the physical environment and the constant threat of encroachment, the 

managers have a challenge ahead of them to maintain the property in its current state. The 

management recommendations above provide a framework for aspects of strategic planning that 

focus upon the physical environment of the property and what it has to offer. As the managers 

have likely realized, the physical environment on the property cannot simply be ignored and 

expected to flourish and thrive -- primarily due to the increasing pressure on the property by the 

external forces of development in the surrounding community. Managing a preserved forest 

requires increasing vigilance and awareness of the threats to ecosystem health and soiciopolitical 

forces operating upon the property. Most of the recommendations above imply a continued effort 

extending into the future, and if these recommendations are followed, the physical environment 

on the property will thrive and some of the sociopolitical threats may be defused. Fortunately, 

the Meher Spiritual Center property is managed by a Board of Directors teeming with talent, 

awareness, intelligence, and resourcefulness.  
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY 

 
 The purpose of the study was to gather as much information as possible regarding the 

forest resources within a coastal tract and to provide subsequent managment recommendations to 

assist in the owners’ goals. The sampling design was created with the intent to visit all areas of 

forest on the tract and all areas that were accessible were measured. The data were fed into a 

geographic information system for ease in visualization and analysis. The results were then 

applied to the real world by formulating management recommendations for the landowner based 

upon weaknesses present in any aspect of the ecosystem that was measured.  

 The field study uncovered a number of issues that should be monitored or resolved 

through intelligent management decisions. First, the white-tailed deer population that has 

become trapped on the property is continuing to grow and damage the vegetation on the 

property. The deer have been enclosed figuratively by intense development all around the 

property and literally by fences built to appease neighboring landowners. The deer population is 

too large for the property to support and deer prefer transitional areas such as lawns and gardens 

for their forage. If the deer population is reduced, much of the forest will regain the ability to 

regenerate key tree species. 

 Two other resources are currently under threat due to external influences: soil moisture 

and air quality. Due to the proliferation of intense development immediately surrounding the 

property, large alterations to the physical landscape have resulted in soil drying in management 

Area 3. Areas 1 and 2 also are experiencing a decrease in air quality due to their proximity to 

busy Highway 17. These external drivers of change may be difficult to combat due to their 

considerable private (Walmart) and public (highway) backing. As little may be done to prevent 
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these losses, the areas should be monitored over the coming years to note the damages caused by 

outside parties. 

 The study also identified the areas of highest wildfire risk on the property. Even though 

the managers maintain an excellent series of fire trails to reduce the risk of fire spread it is useful 

to know what areas represent the largest threat of a catastrophic fire. One of the highest risk areas 

was in management Area 4, which should be monitored on a seasonal basis. This threat must be 

addressed in order to protect both the natural resources and developed areas found on the 

property. 

 Based upon these findings, a series of management recommendations were devised. 

Resource monitoring (i.e., air, soil) should continue at a minimum of every decade to ensure that 

resource health is not diminishing rapidly. The managers should continue to partner with the 

South Carolina Department of Natural Resources to monitor the deer population and to facilitate 

culling to a more sustainable population size. The number of American Holly trees must also be 

reduced over the coming years to prevent its species dominance throughout the hydric areas of 

the property. Fire fuels should be monitored and the managers should continue to partner with 

the South Carolina Forest Commission to maintain fire trails and a fire management plan.  

 In addition to the natural resource issues present on the property, the Meher Center has a 

number of sociopolitical threats to address. The managers must work diligently to uphold their 

current status as a Coastal Barrier Resource Area and their current status as a non-profit 

organization in order not to lose control of the property. Current financial needs regarding 

existing operations needs to be addressed prior to any consideration of further development. If 

and when expansion does occur, the managers need to balance their plans for utilization with the 

sensitivity of the natural environment. The managers are encouraged to create plans that take a 
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long-term perspective into account rather than simply focusing upon the next 5 to 10 years. They 

are also encouraged to conserve the southern portion of the property by putting it into a 

conservation easement with a private land trust. The managers can obtain cost-share funds for 

restoration projects (such as Longleaf Pine restoration) from the South Carolina Forest 

Comission. They are also strongly encouraged to apply for a grant from the South Carolina 

Conservation Bank for funds to maintain the Center’s historic build ings and valuable wildlife 

habitat. The grant funds provided in return for the conserved property should constitute a 

significant incentive to set land aside in conservation. The protections afforded to the property 

through conservation should also be seen as a significant windfall to repay the loss of 

development rights. Significant improvements in the natural and sociopolitical aspects of the 

property could be realized if the above management recommendations translate into informed 

decisions. 
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APPENDIX A: SPECIES RANGE MAPS 

 
Figure A.1: Black Oak Range 

 

 
Figure A.2: Eastern Red Cedar Range 
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Figure A.3: Swamp Chestnut Oak Range 

 

 
Figure A.4: Bald Cypress Range 
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Figure A.5: Flowering Dogwood Range 

 

 
Figure A.6: American Holly Range 
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Figure A.7: Laurel Oak Range 

 

 
Figure A.8: Southern Live Oak Range 
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Figure A.9: Loblolly Pine Range 

 

 
Figure A.10: Longleaf Pine Range 
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Figure A.11: Southern Magnolia Range 

 

 
Figure A.12: Red Maple Range 
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Figure A.13: Dwarf Palmetto Range 

 

 
Figure A.14: Yellow Poplar Range 
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Figure A.15: Sweetgum Range 

 

 
Figure A.16: Turkey Oak Range 
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Figure A.17: Water Oak Range 
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APPENDIX B: FOREST COMPOSITION 

 
Figure B.1: Tree Species Richness 

 

 
Figure B.2: Hardwood vs Softwood Predominance  
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APPENDIX C: FOREST STRUCTURE 

 
Figure C.1: Total Basal Area 

 

 
Figure C.2: Number of Canopy Layers 
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Figure C.3: Percentage Canopy Cover 

 

 
Figure C.4: Stage of Succession
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APPENDIX D: FOREST HEALTH 

 
Figure D.1: Insect Presence 

 

 
Figure D.2: Disease Presence 
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Figure D.3: Deer Browse Impact 

 

 
Figure D.4: Fungal Presence 
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Figure D.5: Lichen Presence 

 

 
Figure D.6: Spanish Moss Presence 

APPENDIX E: WILDFIRE 
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Figure E.1: Horizontal Fuel Distribution 

 

 
Figure E.2: Vertical Fuel Distribution 
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Figure E.3: Fuel Load 

 

 
Figure E.4: Fire Risk
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APPENDIX F: OTHER  

 
Figure F.1: Pine Growth Potential 

 

 
Figure F.2: Pine Tree Age 
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Figure F.3: Pine Tree Height 

 

 
Figure F.4: Erosion Potential 
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Figure F.5: Noise Types Heard  


