
IntroductIon:
For more than a half century, Rayonier’s Jesup pulp mill has discharged 
noxious waste into the state’s largest river, the Altamaha, that fouls the 
river for miles, completely altering its character by turning the water dark 
brown and pulpy and emitting a rancid odor. Fisheries, including the river’s 
once prosperous commercial shad fishery, have been severely damaged. 
White sandbars are stained brown. Fishermen catch seemingly healthy fish 
only to find them reeking of nauseating pulp mill odors when they begin 
to clean them. After being listed among Georgia Water Coalition’s Dirty 
Dozen for the second year in 2012, Rayonier’s discharge got the attention 
of Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) which has now 
required the company to apply for a permit renewal for the first time in 
10 years. While the pollution continues, the permit renewal process offers 
hope for the river and its dependents. 

the rIver:
The Altamaha is Georgia’s largest river and the third largest contributor 
of freshwater to the Atlantic Ocean on North America’s eastern shore. 
It drains a 14,000-square mile basin stretching from north of Atlanta to 
Darien and is a place of unsurpassed beauty. Often called “Georgia’s Little 
Amazon,” The Nature Conservancy named it to its list of the 75 last great 
places on Earth. Formed by the confluence of the Ocmulgee and Oconee 
rivers, the Altamaha system provides drinking water for communities 
from metro Atlanta to Middle Georgia. The Altamaha itself fuels two 
major industrial complexes—a nuclear power plant near Baxley and Rayonier’s pulp mill near Jesup where the 
makings of flatscreen TVs, air & oil filters and disposable diapers are produced. Its freshwater flow supports 
commercial shrimp and crab harvests on the Georgia coast and makes possible the rich fisheries of Sapelo 
Island, Little St. Simons Island, St. Simons Island and the Sea Island Resort.
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the dIrt:
Rayonier has operated a pulp mill on the Altamaha at Jesup since the mid-1950s and 
the consequences for the river have been disastrous. A once-thriving commercial shad 
fishery has been greatly diminished. Anglers say fish caught from that area of the river 
are not edible because they reek of the mill. And, biologists suspect that the mill is 
responsible for making a long stretch of the river un-inhabitable for mussels, creatures 
that when found in abundance actually help keep rivers clean. 

Rayonier’s dark brown discharge discolors the river, staining white sandbars and 
carrying the mill’s noxious waste and fumes downstream. The plant’s 60 million gallon a day wastewater discharge 
completely changes the character of the river for some 50 miles to the Altamaha delta. In 2008, EPD and Rayonier 
entered into an agreement to fix this long-running pollution problem by reducing the color of the discharge by 50 
percent over a period of eight years. Five years later, the pollution continues with little improvement. Now, EPD is 
preparing a new permit for the facility that could correct the problem once and for all. 

According to Rayonier’s 2012 Annual Report, the company’s 
performance fibers business achieved record sales while total income 
at the company grew 15 percent to $411 million—a third straight year 
of growing profits. And, while the company has opened a $385 million 
conversion of the Jesup plant to a new acetate production line, the 
fouling of the Altamaha continues. 

Experts say that similar pulp mills are able to operate facilities like 
this with virtually clear wastewater discharges, yet Rayonier has been 
allowed to discharge effluent using decades old technology.

WhAt must Be done:
After years of failed attempts to eliminate Rayonier’s pollution, EPD now has the opportunity to correct the 
problem. Currently, state environmental regulators are developing a permit that will outline how much pollution 
the company can discharge to the river. 

The permit should include strict and enforceable limits for color, odor, chemical, and biological pollutants that are 
currently being discharged to the river. If the new permit fails to protect the river, Altamaha Riverkeeper will work 
with legal counsel from Greenlaw and Stack and Associates to force EPD to do its job right. 
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