
INTRODUCTION:
It was lampooned in the media as the Deal Administration’s “Earth Day 
Surprise.” On a day when Georgians celebrated their land, water and 
air, Deal-appointee Judson Turner, Director of Georgia’s Environmental 
Protection Division (EPD), announced that his agency would no longer 
enforce a decade-old law that required a 25-foot no-build-zone or 
“buffer” to protect Georgia’s coastal marshlands from encroachments 
by developers. From there, the chasm between EPD’s mission (to protect 
Georgia’s natural resources) and its policies only widened. In July, a state 
court ruled that the authors of Georgia’s Erosion and Sedimentation 
Act intended for all of the state’s waters, including coastal marshlands 
and freshwater wetlands as well as streams, to be protected by 25-foot 
buffers. Turner responded by announcing that EPD would not abide by 
the court ruling and would not enforce the 25-foot buffer protections. 
These conflicts in interpreting Georgia’s laws now jeopardize millions 
of acres of coastal marshes and inland wetlands and sets the stage for a 
pitched legislative battle to clarify which waters deserve protection under 
Georgia law.

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia is responsible for the second largest amount of saltwater marsh 
in the United States and 33 percent of the remaining salt marsh on the 
Atlantic coast.  Stretching 100 miles from Savannah to St. Marys and 
four-to-eight miles wide at any given point, Georgia’s salt marsh systems 
keep coastal water clean and support a $400 million commercial and 
recreational fishing industry. Upstream from these critical coastal wetlands 
are millions of acres of freshwater wetlands and streams that also 
contribute to the health and productivity of coastal estuaries. 
Ranging from seepage areas in the mountains to forested swamps in 
the coastal plain, these wetlands and streams act as the sponges and 
kidneys of our state, storing water to lessen the impacts of floods, 
keeping flows up during periods of drought and cleaning the water 
that passes through them. A critical natural component for clean 
water, Georgia’s wetlands are one reason that more than 800,000 
anglers fish in Georgia’s waters annually, contributing more than 
$872 million to the state’s economy. 
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THE DIRT:
Georgia’s original buffer law, the Erosion and Sedimentation Act, was 
adopted in 1975 with the intent to “conserve and protect land, water, 
air and other resources of this State.” Since then, the law has been under 
continuous attack by powerful interests for which extracting revenue 
from an additional acre of land is more important than protecting the 
health of streams for downstream neighbors. 

Buckling to this political pressure, legislators have repeatedly amended 
and weakened the law while EPD has selectively applied the law. 

Today, the Act requires a 25-foot natural buffer around all waters of the 
state. No land-clearing or construction activity can take place within that “no-build-zone.” Failure to abide by 
these rules has resulted in creeks choked with mud, fish spawning grounds destroyed and streams polluted with 
chemicals and other contaminants from the developed landscape. 

For years, there have been questions about whether the state’s 
buffer requirements were intended only for creeks, rivers and lakes 
or whether they also applied to freshwater wetlands--those swamps, 
forested lowlands and other depressions that are just as critical to 
clean water. In July, the Georgia Court of Appeals answered that 
question, ruling that all state waters must be protected by buffers.  

EPD is now defying that court order, continuing its business as usual. 
In tandem with the Earth Day declaration that coastal marshlands do 
not deserve buffer protections, the Deal Administration has thrown 
down a gauntlet, leaving millions of acres of Georgia’s coastal marshes, 
inland wetlands and streams, and ultimately all Georgians at risk. 

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To protect Georgia’s waters, EPD must enforce the state’s buffer laws. 
The Georgia Court of Appeals ruling on July 16 must be allowed to 
stand, and Georgia’s elected officials must respond to it by drafting 
legislation during the 2015 legislative session clarifying that all 
of Georgia’s waters, including coastal marshlands and freshwater 
wetlands and streams are protected by a 25-foot natural buffer. 
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