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Ogeechee Riverkeeper, in partnership with the University of Georgia’s Chatham 
County Extension Office, launched our first Master Naturalist program in fall 
2025. The hands-on environmental education program was designed for students 
to explore the habitats and ecosystems in Georgia—and better understand 
the human impacts on these environments. Twenty eager participants—from 
graduate students to retirees and everyone in between—signed up for our 10-
week program (and we even had a waitlist!).

Orientation
We kicked things off with orientation and a visit to the Savannah Wildlife Refuge. 
Participants had the chance to learn more about Ogeechee Riverkeeper’s mission 
and goals, understand the scope of the program, and get to know each other over 
lunch.

Weeks 2-4
The Master Naturalists learned about the environmental benefits of prescribed burns 
by experiencing one facilitated by the Georgia Department of Natural Resources. 
Other topics included native birds and fish, and a session on beekeeping during a 
visit to Oatland Island Wildlife Center. 

Weeks 5-7
Perhaps the most popular weeks of the program included a session on freshwater 
ecology and guided kayak paddle at George L. Smith State Park, a lecture by renowned 
naturalist John “Crawfish” Crawford, and a medicinal herb walk at the Savannah-
Ogeechee Canal. Participants were also able to take the optional Adopt-A-Stream 
training to become certified in water quality monitoring.



Weeks 8-10
The final weeks of the program focused on the breadth of water quality issues in 
the Ogeechee River Basin. Participants learned about PFAS at the UGA Marine 
Extension Science Research Center on Skidaway Island and how wastewater is 
treated in urban areas. The program concluded with a hands-on session on beach 
ecology on Tybee Island.

Graduation
Students received their certificates during a ceremony at Ogeechee Riverkeeper’s 
annual Oysters for the Ogeechee event at Love’s Seafood. Nineteen of the twenty 
participants completed the requirements to become Master Naturalists. 

Continued Engagement
The 2025 Master Naturalist cohort continues to engage with Ogeechee Riverkeeper 
by taking samples to help us monitor water quality, volunteering at our events, 
and sharing what they learned with students of all ages. ORK also hosted a reunion 
event for program graduates in April that included a guided kayak paddle on the 
Ogeechee River and a presentation on local flora and fauna by class favorite lecturer 
John Crawford.

20 participants
19 earned Master Naturalist certifications

14 partners engaged
13 topics covered

11 locations in 4 counties visited
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“Thank you all for bringing such meaning and purpose to our Master Naturalist course! Every 
topic you chose, every speaker you brought in or brought us to, and every bit of effort you put into 

the program was truly appreciated. Your passion, organization, and generosity of knowledge (and 
time) made this experience not only informative, but inspiring. I am grateful for the time and heart 

you poured into creating something so memorable and impactful.”


