
INTRODUCTION:
Suburban Atlanta’s Newton County, like many communities on the fringes 
of the big city, saw aggressive population growth during the past three 
decades, and with this growth came water supply reservoir proponents 
convincing local authorities that their populace was in imminent danger of 
running out of water. The result: multi-million dollar investments in new 
reservoir projects that, as it turns out, aren’t really needed. Thus far, Newton 
County has invested $22 million in the proposed Bear Creek Reservoir, and 
current cost estimates suggest the total project will cost state taxpayers and 
local water customers another $114 million. But, the most recent population 
projections, coupled with improvements to existing water systems, show 
that the Bear Creek Reservoir may not be needed for decades—if ever. Yet 
proponents continue to push this project that could leave taxpayers and 
county water customers up the creek with big water payments.

THE WATER BODY:
A part of the larger Altamaha River basin, Bear Creek feeds the Alcovy River 
which joins the South River and Yellow River at Jackson Lake to form the 
Ocmulgee which eventually meets the Oconee in South Georgia to create 
the Altamaha. The diverse Alcovy is home to the northernmost tupelo gum 
swamp in the state and exciting rapids as it spills through the Piedmont to 
Jackson Lake. In addition to being a popular canoe and kayak destination, 
the Alcovy supplies water for most of Newton County as well as the towns 
of Social Circle and Monroe in neighboring Walton County. Bear Creek itself 
is a beautiful shoal-filled Piedmont stream. 

THE DIRT:
When Gov. Nathan Deal took office in 2011, he promised $300 million 
in state funds to help local communities meet their drinking water 
needs by building new water supply reservoirs, but now five years 
later, it appears many of those loans and investments made to local 
governments might have been better spent elsewhere. 

Such is the case with the state’s $21 million loan to Newton County 
to build the 1,244-acre Bear Creek Reservoir. Recent population 
projections by the governor’s office indicate that only 195,000 people 
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will live in Newton by 2050—down more than 160,000 from original projections. The Newton County Water and 
Sewerage Authority recently concluded that there was no urgency to build the reservoir and that funds could be 
better used to upgrade existing infrastructure. Consultants for the Authority estimate that local water rates will 
double if the Bear Creek reservoir is built. 

In August, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) withdrew Newton County’s 8-year-old permit application, 
citing the failure of the county to provide reports and data to prove the need for the project, among many other 
deficiencies. On October 20, the Newton County Commission voted to halt all spending for the project. 

The dramatic turnabout underscores the questionable need for many of the funds promised to local governments 
by Gov. Deal’s Water Supply Program. 

The person in charge of ushering Newton County 
through the federal reservoir permitting process is also 
the County Attorney, Tommy Craig. Craig, who has 
worked as a consultant on multiple reservoir projects 
in metro Atlanta, was paid $1.1 million in legal fees by 
Newton County in 2014, some of which was associated 
with the Bear Creek project. County records indicate 
that in fiscal year 2015, he was paid $1 million, including 
$192,000 for work on the reservoir.   

Craig has complained that the Corps was to blame for 
the delays in permitting the reservoir, but many Newton 
County citizens think the attorney/water consultant has 
a conflict of interest and is promoting a reservoir that 
is unneeded and will strap county taxpayers and water 
customers with long-term debt and higher water bills.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Given Newton County’s inability to justify a need for the Bear Creek Reservoir, the Corps should deny the county’s 
404 permit application.  And Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division should rescind the project’s 401 water 
quality certification and water withdrawal permits.

Newton County Commissioners should move forward with their plans to consider alternatives to costly reservoir 
projects to increase local water supplies. By implementing upgrades to existing treatment facilities, the county 
could increase water supplies by as much as eight million gallons per day.  To meet needs in the distant future, the 
county should consider purchasing water from neighboring counties where there are surplus supplies, including 
Walton County which will soon complete Hard Labor Creek Regional Reservoir. 

The county should request that the $21 million loan 
provided by the Governor’s Water Supply Program 
be used to fund these alternatives rather than Bear 
Creek Reservoir. Larry McSwain, Newton County Resident

678-410-9728, larryemc@yahoo.com 
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Top: The Alcovy River serves as the water source for Newton County resi-
dents. Above: Bear Creek would be inundated by the proposed reservoir.


