
IntroductIon:
Juliette is famous for fried green tomatoes and the movie of the same name 
that was filmed in the tiny hamlet along the Ocmulgee River in middle 
Georgia. Looming over Juliette’s bucolic landscape is Georgia Power Co.’s 
Plant Scherer, where massive unlined lagoons hold billions of gallons of toxic 
coal ash that threatens residential well water, the health of neighbors and 
local waterways. Until federal and state environmental regulators finally 
classify coal ash (the remains of coal burnt in the production of electricity) 
as hazardous waste and begin regulating it as such, this kind of threat will 
continue at Scherer and hundreds of other coal-fired power plants across  
the country.  

tHE rIVEr:
Formed by the Yellow, Alcovy and South Rivers that rise in metro Atlanta, the 
Ocmulgee begins its life at Lake Jackson, a man-made reservoir just north of 
Juliette formed by Lloyd Shoals Dam. From the dam it flows some 300 miles to 
its confluence with the Oconee River to form the Altamaha, Georgia’s largest 
river. On its journey through middle Georgia, it supplies drinking water for 
more than 1.3 million people, including the people of Macon, located just 15 
miles downstream from Plant Scherer. The river is also home to an effort to 
restore a population of Robust Redhorse, a rare fish that was rediscovered in 
the Altamaha River basin in 1991. A mecca for paddlers, boaters and anglers, 
communities along the Ocmulgee are now working to create a 54-mile long 
water trail stretching from Macon to Hawkinsville. Directly adjacent to Plant 
Scherer is 3,600-acre Lake Juliette which sits at the heart of the Rum Creek 
Wildlife Management Area.  
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tHE dIrt:
In operation since the 1980s, Plant Scherer is considered the dirtiest power plant in the 
nation. In 2010, the facility released 22.8 million metric tons of the greenhouse gas carbon 
dioxide—more than any other power plant in the U.S. That’s because the plant burns a lot 
of coal—about 11 million tons a year. In addition to releasing greenhouse gases, the power 
generation process annually creates some five million pounds of coal ash—a byproduct 
that contains toxic heavy metals including arsenic, mercury, and uranium. At any one time, 
more than five billion gallons of coal ash waste are stored at the plant in a 750-acre unlined 
impoundment that is separated from Lake Juliette by only a 100-foot tall dam. 

Recently, toxic metals have been found in drinking water wells in the vicinity of Plant 
Scherer and its ash ponds.  Many of these same metals are found in coal ash.  While there 

is no proven link between the metals in the ash and the metals in the wells, earlier this year, 123 residents filed suit 
against Georgia Power Co. claiming the plant’s pollution has harmed their health and property. Tests conducted at 
some wells in the area registered the highest levels of uranium and radon ever recorded in Georgia with some samples 
registering at more than 50 times what is considered safe. 

Despite the presence of this dangerous waste and links to human health 
and environmental problems, there are no state or federal limits on how 
much toxic heavy metals are discharged to Lake Juliette or the Ocmulgee 
River, nor are there requirements for Georgia Power to report heavy 
metal discharges, monitor groundwater, or safely line waste ponds to 
prevent heavy metal leaching. In fact, Georgia’s Environmental Protection 
Division, which is responsible for protecting local residents from the 
plant’s pollution, has not updated the plant’s permit to discharge 
wastewater to local streams since 2006. 

 

WHat must BE donE:
To protect human health and keep our rivers and streams clean, federal and state environmental regulators must 
implement stronger rules for handling coal ash waste. Because of the heavy metals contained in coal ash, it should be 
treated as hazardous waste and be disposed of likewise. Coal ash at Plant Scherer should be moved to lined landfills 
away from the Ocmulgee River and Lake Juliette to prevent continued leaching of contaminants into groundwater 
and contaminated groundwater should be cleaned. In the absence of federal coal ash regulations, Georgia should 
implement its own rules requiring adequate groundwater monitoring and reporting systems for both dry and wet 
storage coal ash facilities, and requiring all new coal ash ponds to install liners to keep heavy metals out of well water. 
Legislation has been introduced in the General Assembly, but the bill has been denied the hearing that it deserves, 
leaving Georgia rivers and communities like Juliette exposed to the toxic threat of coal ash.
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