32-6-75.3. 
(a)(1) For purposes of this Code section, the term: 
(A) 'Removal' or 'removed' means the elimination of trees or other vegetation from a viewing zone. 
(B) 'Trimming' or 'trimmed' means the pruning of excess limbs or branches from trees or other vegetation which are not removed from a viewing zone. 
(C) 'Viewing zone' means a continuous 500 foot horizontal distance parallel to a state right of way and adjacent to or otherwise within the line of sight of an outdoor advertising sign. 
(2) The General Assembly finds and declares that outdoor advertising provides a substantial service and benefit to Georgia and Georgia´s citizens as well as the traveling public. Therefore, the General Assembly declares it to be in the public interest that provisions be made for the visibility of outdoor advertising signs legally erected and maintained along the highways in this state to provide information regarding places offering lodging, food, motor vehicle fuels and lubricants, motor service and repairs, or any other services or products available to the general public. Recognizing, however, that the beautification of this state and the health of its environment are absolutely essential and equally as important to the traveling public, the General Assembly finds and declares that these needs must be balanced. 
(b)(1) So as to promote these objectives and in accordance with the provisions of this Code section, the commissioner shall provide by rule or regulation for the issuance and annual renewal of permits for the trimming and removal of trees and other vegetation on the state rights of way within viewing zones with respect to outdoor advertising signs legally erected and legally maintained adjacent to said rights of way. Such rules and regulations shall include, without limitation, standards for survival of vegetation trimmed or planted. 
(2) So as to ensure that no vegetation maintenance permits are issued for the purpose of creating new outdoor advertising signs, no owner of outdoor advertising signs erected after January 1, 1999, or such owner´s agent, will be eligible to make application for vegetation maintenance for a period of five years from the date a new sign is permitted. 
(c) Application for a tree or vegetation trimming or removal permit and the annual renewal thereof shall be made upon the forms prescribed and provided by the department and shall contain the signature of the applicant and such other information as may be required by the department´s rules and regulations. 
(d) An application fee shall accompany the application for each vegetation maintenance permit and both the application and fee shall be submitted to the department. There shall be an annual renewal of the permit for activities in the original scope of the permit. The department shall promulgate rules and regulations setting forth the application fees and renewal fees. Such application and renewal fees shall be established by the department in reasonable amounts in order to fully recover the costs of administering the vegetation maintenance program. 
(e)(1) The department shall evaluate each application for a permit under this Code section and require as a condition of granting any permit under this Code section that the value of the landscaping to be either provided or paid for by the applicant is not less than the department´s appraised value of the benefit to be conferred by the state upon the applicant by allowing the trimming or removing of trees or other vegetation as requested, which shall be the value of the trees or vegetation to be trimmed or removed; provided, however, that a permit may be granted to an otherwise qualified applicant in a case where the value of the landscaping to be either provided or paid for by the applicant is less than the department´s appraised value of the trees or other vegetation to be trimmed or removed if, in addition, the applicant pays to the department an amount equal to the amount of the difference between the value of the landscaping to be either provided or paid for by the applicant and the department´s appraised value of the trees or other vegetation to be trimmed or removed. 
(2)(A)(i) No trees or vegetation shall be trimmed or removed under this Code section other than within a viewing zone. 
(ii) No removal of any hardwood tree having a diameter outside bark of more than 8 inches at a height of 6 inches above ground level or any historic or endangered species tree or any tree planted as part of any local, state, or federal government project shall be permitted under this Code section. 
(iii) All hardwood trees having a diameter outside bark of 8 inches or less at a height of 6 inches above ground level may be removed from within a viewing zone. 
(iv) All nonhardwood trees may be removed from within a viewing zone for a combined total of 250 feet horizontal distance parallel to the right of way. 
(v) All nonhardwood trees having a diameter outside bark of less than 12 inches at a height of 6 inches above ground level may be removed from within a viewing zone. 
(vi) Pine trees having a diameter outside bark of 12 inches or more at a height of 6 inches above ground level shall not be removed from a viewing zone in such numbers as to reduce stocking to less than the minimum standard for full stocking for such trees, as determined by the Georgia Forestry Commission, over an area having a combined total of not less than 250 feet horizontal distance parallel to the right of way. 
(vii) The provisions of divisions (iv) and (vi) of this subparagraph notwithstanding, in the case of any outdoor advertising sign erected on or before April 20, 1998, and which is less than 35 feet in height as measured from the top of the sign to the ground directly beneath or to the road level, whichever distance results in the best view or the greatest elevation, or which is subsequently lowered to such a height, the horizontal distance of the area within the viewing zone from which all trees, other than hardwoods having a diameter outside the bark of more than 8 inches at a height of 6 inches above ground level, may be removed shall be increased to 350 feet. 
(B) Pruning or trimming of trees under a permit shall conform to industry standards as defined by the National Arborist Association, International Society of Arboriculture or ANSI A300 pruning standards as of January 1, 1999, or such later edition as may be adopted by rule or regulation of the department. 
(3) An applicant´s record of conduct regarding disturbance of trees or other vegetation on state rights of way shall be considered by the department as part of the evaluation process for any permit or permit renewal application. 
(4) Prior to approving any permit application to remove allegedly diseased trees, the department shall verify that such trees are in fact diseased. Such determination shall be made by the department´s landscape architect. 
(5) A performance bond in an amount adequate for the requirements of the permit as determined by the department shall be required of each permittee. 
(f)(1) No trees or other vegetation on state rights of way shall be trimmed, killed, or removed by any person other than in accordance with a permit issued under this Code section by any person other than the department or an authorized agent or contractor thereof. 
(2) No outdoor advertising sign to which a permit under this Code section is applicable shall be unused for advertising for a period of six consecutive months or more. 
(3) On and after July 1, 1999, no outdoor advertising sign to which a permit under this Code section is applicable shall be maintained in such a condition of disrepair as to be unusable for advertising. 
(4)(A) In cases where the department has reasonable cause to believe that a violation of this subsection has been committed by any person, the procedures provided under Code Section 32-6-95 shall apply the same as in cases wherein the department believes that a sign is being maintained in violation of this part. 
(B) Following notice, hearing, and a finding that a person has committed a violation of paragraph (1) of this subsection, a civil fine of not less than $10,000.00 nor more than $20,000.00, and restitution in an amount equal to the appraised value of the trees or vegetation, or both, which were unlawfully trimmed or removed, shall be imposed on such person. 
(C) Following notice, hearing, and a finding that a permittee under this Code section has committed a violation of paragraph (2) of this subsection, an order directing the removal of such unused sign, at the expense of the permittee, shall be issued. 
(D) Following notice, hearing, and a finding that a permittee under this Code section has committed a violation of paragraph (3) of this subsection, an order directing the removal of such unusable sign shall be issued. 
(E) The department or its authorized agents shall be authorized to enter upon private lands and disassemble and remove signs without civil or criminal liability therefor pursuant to an order issued in accordance with this paragraph and as provided by Code Section 32-6-96 for disassembly and removal of illegal outdoor advertising signs. 

