
IntroductIon:
On May 19, after four inches of rain fell in Cumming, a dam holding back 
the water of Little Ridge Creek at Lake Alice broke free, sending a torrent 
of water, sediment and trash rushing into Lake Lanier and turning the lake’s 
blue-green water bright red. A month later, homeowners in the cove impacted 
by the busted dam still found their waterfront property effectively unusable 
because of thick sludge clogging the water.  Tragic dam breaches like this have 
been repeated across the state. In fact, thousands of dams are deteriorating 
and only a fraction are regulated and inspected by the state.  These ticking 
time bombs threaten human life, downstream property, wildlife habitat and 
our drinking water supplies.  

the Water Body:
Lake Alice, a 10-acre lake, is located in the city of Cumming and is jointly-
owned by the city and a local family. Built in the 1930s when Cumming was 
mostly undeveloped, the dam holds back the water of Little Ridge Creek and 
impounds much of the rainwater run off from Cumming’s now extensive 
urban center. Those large commercial developments upstream, covering the 
land with asphalt and concrete, have resulted in larger than normal volumes 
of rainwater flowing into the lake and contributed to the failure of the Lake 
Alice dam. Below the dam, Little Ridge Creek empties into Lake Lanier which 
provides drinking water for more than four million Georgians, is visited by 7.5 
million people annually and contributes an estimated $200 million in annual 
recreational spending in the region.  
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the dIrt:
Unfortunately, Lake Alice’s aging dam is not alone as a hazard. Of the nearly 4,300 
dams inventoried in Georgia, the state can require maintenance by the owners at only 
484 of them – Category I dams in which failure of the dams would result in “probable 
loss of human life.” And, due to weakened dam safety rules adopted by the state in 
the 1980s, there are an additional 100 sites where a dam failure could result in the loss 
of human life that still go unregulated. 

In fact, the Association of State Dam Safety Officials’ data shows that less than a 
quarter of Georgia’s dams that have been inspected have been deemed in satisfactory 
condition. Common problems include trees growing on the face of the dam, rotting 
and rusted spillways and pipes, severe erosion, and seepage. The dangers posed by 

these dams are further increased as more of Georgia’s forests and fields are converted to buildings and pavement. Rain 
water rushes off these hard surfaces quickly and is propelled toward 
these dams like a ball fired from a cannon. A dam that could hold a 
slow steady flow of water after a 1950s thunderstorm can buckle under 
the stress of urban stormwater created by a 21st century thunderstorm. 

As Lake Alice illustrates, dam breaches threaten more than human 
life. Sediment released during catastrophic dam breaches impedes 
recreational uses, destroys fisheries, fouls our drinking water sources 
and reduces property values. 

 

What Must Be done:
To prevent future tragedies, Georgia must invest in the resources needed to adequately inspect all dams in the state 
and require their owners to fix their failing dams. Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division should inspect a larger 
percentage of dams, take enforcement actions requiring maintenance and provide education to all dam owners across 
the state. This can only be accomplished through legislation, rulemaking and adequate appropriations. Meanwhile, 
local governments should adopt post-construction stormwater ordinances that require the use of green infrastructure 
practices that allow rain fall to naturally soak into the ground, thereby reducing the volume and force of stormwater 
flows. 

For More Information Contact:


