
INTRODUCTION:
In the City of Waycross, toxic plumes of groundwater and contaminated 
soils occurred within a cluster of at least three industrial sites, including 
CSX Railroad’s Rice Yard, Atlanta Gas Light, a long-abandoned coal gas 
plant, and the Seven Out industrial waste facility, a U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) Superfund site. City parks and surrounding 
neighborhoods are nearby. Many local residents suffer a variety of 
illnesses and are apprehensive about their proximity to these historically 
toxic areas and the potential for contamination of their property. 
Decades of unsophisticated waste management at these sites has brought 
attention to these industries and may have created a toxic stew that 
polluted nearby creeks, wells, soil and air. The threat of a poisonous 
chemical legacy has taken a toll on the health and wellbeing of the local 
residents, with worries about their drinking water and exposure in the 
creeks where they fish and swim. 

THE RIVER:
Situated adjacent to neighborhoods of in-town Waycross, this toxic 
hotspot is drained by streams and canals that flow through the city to 
Tebeau Creek and on to the Satilla River. These urban drainage ways 
can spread contamination downstream, providing multiple avenues 
for residents to come in contact with contaminated soil, air and water. 
Children play in canal waters at a nearby city park.  A thriving sport and 
subsistence fishery on the Satilla offers yet another pathway for humans 
to be poisoned by widespread pollution – by eating contaminated fish. 
A blackwater river lined with sugar-white sandbars, the Satilla 
is a southeast Georgia treasure, flowing 260 miles through the 
coastal plain and skirting the towns of Waycross and Woodbine 
before emptying into the Atlantic Ocean at St. Andrew Sound and 
Cumberland and Jekyll Islands.
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THE DIRT:
Waycross sits on the sandy soils of Georgia’s Coastal Plain. This landscape promotes a significant connection 
between shallow groundwater and flows in streams and rivers, which creates multiple pathways for pollution to 
leave toxic sites and impact local residents. Thus, concern is growing among the nearby residents that the local 
water is dangerous to drink. 

The list of known toxins in soil and groundwater at these sites includes arsenic, barium, cadmium, chromium, 
mercury, lead, benzene, toluene, cyanide, vinyl chloride, Dichlorethylene (DCE), Trichlorethylene (TCE) and oil. 
Many of these contaminants have been found near the Waycross Canal, but levels of contamination in sediment 
and in water entering the canal are not known. Some contaminants may have been spread by the canal system 
through neighborhoods and into the Satilla River, and local residents suspect these toxins are responsible for a 
cluster of diseases, including neurological illness and cancer in nearby neighborhoods. 

Also troubling for local residents is the Georgia Environmental Protection Division’s (EPD) tepid response to their 
concerns. When federal regulators and local residents recommended EPD examine contamination at CSX’s rail 
yard, the state agency tested only three private wells and soil at three homes—a sampling that produced limited 
and unreliable data. A more robust second round of sampling showed contamination by various chemicals.  

Additionally, recent high rainfall in the Waycross is suspected of moving large amounts of contaminated 
groundwater and soil from these sites into the stream system. Wind may have distributed contaminated dust over 
a wide area before cleanups were ever begun.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To protect the health of Waycross residents, EPD must initiate a more robust analysis of contamination in the 
vicinity beyond the boundaries of these historically toxic sites. In particular, the potential for toxic soils to migrate 
by wind and water on residential areas for a period of years may be associated with the perceived cluster of 
diseases. This connection must be acknowledged and checked, and if necessary, move people out of danger or 
otherwise eliminate contact with contamination. 

EPD must thoroughly test the city’s streams or canals, the residential drinking water supply, and soil and air offsite, 
especially near the interface of the 850-acre rail yard with the Waycross Canal. Testing should be conducted on the 
sediment in the canal and soils in residential neighborhoods along the canals.  Due to the volatility of many of these 
organic chemicals, both air and water, should be tested in residential areas to determine the extent that toxins have 
migrated into local waterways and neighborhoods. This EPD initiative must include an evaluation of the cumulative 
effects of the toxins, regardless of their source, on the health of the community and natural systems.

EPA should place contaminated sites in this area on the National Priorities List of Superfund Sites in order to 
elevate this location as a whole for federal priority enforcement actions and long term cleanup funding.

Ashby Nix, Satilla Riverkeeper, 912-510-9500, riverkeeper@satillariverkeeper.org
Joan McNeal, Silent Disaster Group, 912-281-6897, jtm@silentdisaster.org
Stephanie Stuckey-Benfield, GreenLaw, 404-659-3122, sbenfield@greenlaw.org
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