
INTRODUCTION:
Since the mid 1950s, Georgia Power has sucked millions of gallons of 
water a day from the Coosa River at Plant Hammond near Rome, used 
it cool the plant’s coal-fired power generators and then sent most of it 
back to the river as hot water. Now, more than 40 years after the passage 
of the Clean Water Act and more than a decade after state tests showed 
the Coosa was suffering from depleted oxygen—one consequence of the 
hot water discharge—Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) 
has still not required the company to install a cooling system that would 
dramatically reduce water use at the plant and restore healthy oxygen 
levels in the river. A cleanup plan that was originally proposed in 2003 has 
never been implemented and EPD now says it will not be ready until 2016. 

THE RIVER:
The upper Coosa River basin is considered North America’s most 
biologically unique river basin with 30 endemic aquatic species, and the 
Coosa River in particular is unique because it is one of only a handful of 
locations in the country where land-locked striped bass still spawn. The 
Coosa River in Georgia also feeds Weiss Lake in Alabama, a 30,200-acre 
Alabama Power reservoir that is the economic calling card for Centre, 
Alabama and Cherokee County. Tourism associated with the lake is the 
county’s primary industry, with an economic impact of $250 million 
annually. More than 450,000 people visit the lake each year and some 
4,132 lake-related jobs generate more than $36 million in wages.

THE DIRT:
Power generating facilities are the biggest users of water in Georgia, 
and Plant Hammond on the Coosa is one of a handful of coal-fired 
power plants in the state that still rely on out-dated “once-through” 
cooling systems. These systems require a massive amount of water to 
cool the plant’s operating system. While little water is “consumed” 
in the process, after coursing through the plant, the water is pumped 
back to the river at an elevated temperature. 
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The 590 million gallon a day (MGD) withdrawal and discharge at Plant 
Hammond is a double whammy for Coosa River fish. The plant’s intake 
structure sucks fish and their eggs to their death while the warm water 
discharge deprives surviving fish of oxygen. To put the facility’s massive 
withdrawal in perspective, during periods of drought, flows on the 
Coosa just upstream from Plant Hammond routinely dip below 590 MGD, 
and local anglers tell stories of the river flowing upstream at the plant’s 
intake. Studies of fish impingement at power plants in Alabama show 
that more than 600 fish a day can die at a single power plant intake. 

Yet despite these impacts which have been ongoing for a half century and despite tests that show the oxygen 
levels in the Coosa are unsafe for fish and other wildlife, EPD has not yet required Georgia Power to update its 
antiquated cooling water system. 

The state agency first took action to correct the problem in 2003, releasing a proposed cleanup plan that would 
have required Georgia Power to install new cooling technology That change would have dropped the water 
withdrawal to 30 MGD and dramatically reduced the thermal impact to the river. 

Objections from Georgia Power and other entities – as well as questions about EPD’s monitoring data – scuttled 
that original plan. Instead, EPD embarked on a multi-year data collection program. That program ended in 2008, 
and a new cleanup plan based on this data was supposed to be finalized there after. 

Since then, EPD has repeatedly delayed completion. Planned for release as early as 2012, EPD now estimates 
that the cleanup plan will be ready for review in late 2015 after “complex” modeling is completed. Meanwhile, 
the state permit that allows Georgia Power to discharge the warm water to the river remains outdated and 
inadequate. Even though the permit is so flawed, EPD allows the company to continue operating under it. 

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To restore the health of the Coosa and stop the ongoing death of fish at Plant Hammond’s water intake, EPD  
must expedite the long-delayed Coosa River cleanup plan and ultimately require Georgia Power to install new 
cooling technology. Furthermore, EPD must issue an updated operating permit for Plant Hammond that requires a 
study of the plant’s water use and results in measures to permanently protect the river from the large withdrawal 
and dangerous discharges.

Georgia Power, which itself recognizes the need for new cooling technology and plans to construct a cooling 
tower at the facility in 2019, should begin that project immediately, bringing relief to the Coosa sooner, rather 
than later.
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