
IntroductIon:
The Savannah River is a workhorse, providing drinking water for millions, 
supporting Georgia’s largest port and supplying critical water for countless 
industrial uses. But, this workhorse has problems—too much water is taken 
out of it and too many pollutants are dumped into it. The river has to dilute 
and carry away more than 6.8 million tons of pollutants annually, making 
it the fourth most toxic river in the U.S., according to a report by the non-
profit advocacy group, Environment America. Compounding this problem 
is the addition of massive withdrawals from the river to feed two proposed 
new nuclear reactors at Plant Vogtle near Waynesboro and the continued 
operation of Plant McIntosh, a coal-fired power plant in Rincon. When 
depleted of additional flows, concentrations of pollutants in the river will 
increase and the ripple effect will be felt all the way to Georgia’s coast.    

tHE rIVEr:
Flowing more than 300 miles along the Georgia-South Carolina state line, 
the Savannah River is Georgia’s second largest river basin. At the Georgia 
coast, it supports the fourth largest port in the United States. Up river, it is no 
less important, supplying drinking water for 1.4 million people, including its 
namesake city as well as Augusta, among other municipalities. Three federal 
reservoirs above Augusta provide recreational opportunities and hydropower for 
the region. Together Clarks Hill, Russell and Hartwell reservoirs attract 17.5 million 
visitors annually. Meanwhile, beneath the river’s surface is a treasure trove of biological diversity, including the federally 
protected Atlantic and shortnose sturgeons that spawn in the Savannah. The first river to be explored by Georgia’s 
founders in 1733; 280 years later it remains a vital part of the state’s economy and cultural and natural heritage.    
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Tonya Bonitatibus, Savannah Riverkeeper, 706-826-8991 or riverkeeper@savannahriverkeeper.org 
Sara Barczak, Southern Alliance for Clean Energy, 912-201-0354 or sara@cleanenergy.org 

tHE dIrt:
Healthy rivers depend on enough water to dilute the waste that those living and working 
along it dump into it. Therein lies the rub for the Savannah. Water is being pumped from 
the Savannah at a rate that results in unhealthy concentrations of pollutants that stress fish 
and other river fauna and can even impact drinking water supplies downstream. And, the 
biggest users of the Savannah River are nuclear and coal-fired power plants along its shores. 

With Georgia Power Company poised to build and operate two additional nuclear 
reactors at Plant Vogtle, a serious problem will be made worse. Already, Vogtle returns 
only one-third of what it withdraws for its two existing reactors. Adding new reactors 
will result in doubling the amount of water permanently removed from the river. If 
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) provides a permit for the withdrawal, it 

is estimated that Vogtle will prevent up to 84 million gallons a day (MGD) from flowing down river to reach the coast 
and Georgia’s biggest port. That’s enough water to provide for 1.1 million Georgia residents daily. Compounding the 
situation is a 130 MGD permit renewal for Plant McIntosh, an outdated 
Georgia Power Co. coal-fired power plant downstream, which has 
discharged water as hot as 121°F that can reduce the Savannah’s ability 
to assimilate waste and negatively impact oxygen levels in the river—a 
problem for fish and people. 

Failure to limit withdrawals from the Savannah can have dire 
consequences. Aside from stressing aquatic ecosystems, these upstream 
withdrawals add to the problem of saltwater intrusion at the mouth of 
the river, affecting the city of Savannah’s water supply.  

WHat MuSt BE donE:
To maintain a healthy Savannah River and reduce the possibility of saltwater intrusion into the City of Savannah’s 
water supply, EPD should deny approval of water withdrawal permits for both Plant Vogtle and Plant McIntosh. If 
permits are issued, EPD must evaluate the long-term sustainability of the Savannah and require Georgia Power Co. to 
reduce their withdrawals from the river and implement mitigation measures to restore the Savannah. 

Alternative cooling systems that withdraw less water are available and effective, and have the added benefit of being 
more reliable during drought conditions. Meanwhile, restoration efforts to re-connect the river with natural oxbow 
lakes, isolated by past man-made alterations, would greatly improve the river’s ability to assimilate waste and mitigate 
the impacts of these massive water withdrawals.
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