
IntroductIon:
Do an internet search for “Sheep Wallow Road in Lumpkin County” and you’ll 
find dozens of photos and videos of off-road vehicles powering through 
rutted trails and muddy creeks. It may be all fun and games, but much of 
it is also illegal. Sheep Wallow is a Lumpkin County road that has not been 
maintained for more than two decades. In recent years it has attracted 
a growing number of motorized thrillseekers. Many don’t stop at the 
boundaries of the public road, but venture off cutting new trails on private 
property, running up creeks and creating mud slides on steep slopes. Mud 
from the road and illegal trails has fouled springs feeding Hurricane Creek 
and is choking the life out of the mountain trout stream. Unfortunately, the 
Sheep Wallow area is just one example of hundreds of miles of illegal off-road 
vehicle trails on both public and private lands in Georgia.  

the Water Body:
With its headwaters on the eastern flank of Sheep Wallow Mountain, 
Hurricane Creek runs through a corridor of mountain laurel and 
rhododendron, providing refuge for trout and a host of other fish including 
the federally endangered Etowah darter and the state protected holiday 
darter. It empties into the Etowah River in Lumpkin County, ultimately filling 
Lake Allatoona, which provides some 10 percent of metro Atlanta’s drinking 
water. The Etowah River basin is one of the most biologically diverse river 
systems of its size in the country, historically hosting 91 native fish species. 
Among those are the federally protected Cherokee, Etowah and amber 
darters, fish that are sensitive to large doses of mud and sediment in their 
streams.   

hurrIcane creek
Illegal playground for off-road vehicles sends 
mountains of sediment to trout stream   
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the dIrt:
From the sandbars of the Satilla River in south Georgia to the trout streams of the 
Etowah River in north Georgia, off-road vehicles have taken their toll on the state’s 
landscape. Both legal and illegal trails on public and private lands are either poorly 
maintained or not maintained at all. The result: tons of sediment being washed into 
our rivers and streams, slowly choking the life out of them. In 2008 during testimony 
before Congress, one retired U.S. Forest Service agent called irresponsible and illegal 
off-roading as the single greatest threat to the American landscape. 

At Sheep Wallow Road, off-road vehicle enthusiasts use an unmaintained county road 
to gain access to acres of steeply-sloped private property. In one spot, vegetation 
surrounding a mountain spring has been striped bare, leaving a swath of red-clay soil. 

Landowners have asked the county to close the road (it is impassable and does not lead to any homes or businesses), 
but county leaders have refused, claiming that closure would impact funds it receives from the Georgia Department of 
Transportation (DOT). 

In the Chattahoochee/Oconee National Forest, there are similar problems. 
The U.S. Forest Service has estimated that there are more than 500 miles of 
illegal trails in Georgia’s national forests. 

In an attempt to curtail trespass and protect water resources, the Georgia 
General Assembly in 2010 adopted a law that prohibits operating off-road 
vehicles in streams and rivers. Unfortunately, the young law is little known 
and has not been meaningfully enforced. 

  

What Must Be done:
Lumpkin County must close Sheep Wallow Road, restrict access to it and work with private property owners to put 
controls in place that will keep dirt and mud from washing into Hurricane Creek. 

In the Chattahoochee /Oconee National Forest, the Forest Service must adhere to its own Land and Resource 
Management Plan that mandates that the Service prevent sediment from reaching streams. This means cracking 
down on illegal trails and either closing or properly maintaining the more than 100 miles of legal off-road trails in the 
National Forest. 

At the state and county level, more robust enforcement of Georgia’s ATV laws will reduce trespass on private property 
and damage to land and water resources. 

And, for their part, ATV users must drive responsibly, keeping out of streams, respecting private property and staying 
on designated trails on public lands. 

For More Information Contact:


