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Georgia Water Coalition’s “Dirty Dozen” list highlights the 
worst offenses to Georgia’s waters. While the Dirty Dozen 
identifies some ongoing and serious pollution problems, it is 
not a list of the most polluted water bodies in Georgia. Nor is 
the list in any ranked order.

Instead, the Dirty Dozen shines a spotlight on pending threats 
to Georgia’s water as well as state and federal policies and 
failures that ultimately harm—or could harm—Georgia 
property owners, downstream communities, fish and wildlife, 
hunters and anglers, and boaters and swimmers. 

The problems run the gamut, from a coal-fired power plant on 
the Coosa River in north Georgia that kills thousands of fish 
each year to toxic waste sites fouling the well water of south 
Georgia residents. From pulp mill waste in Jesup that pollutes the Altamaha River to the trash from recreational 
tubers on the tiny Chattahoochee in Helen, the pollution problems outlined in this report represent an 
opportunity for Georgia’s ten million residents and its leaders to take action to ensure that the state’s future 
generations have enough clean water to grow and prosper.  

The heft of the problems highlighted in the Dirty Dozen can be traced to inadequate funding for Georgia’s 
Environmental Protection Division (EPD), a lack of political will to enforce existing environmental protections 
and ultimately misguided water policy and spending priorities that flow from the very top of Georgia’s 
leadership. 

For instance, a recently released audit of the state’s Solid Waste Trust Fund, a program designed to cleanup 
scrap tire dumps, showed that since 2010, the General Assembly has appropriated only 22 percent of the fees 
that are supposed to go into this program—fees that each citizen pays when they purchase new tires. From 
2010-2015, more than $29 million that was supposed to cleanup and protect our communities has instead been 
used to fund other portions of the state budget. 

Likewise, a state fund that is supposed to be used to cleanup hazardous waste sites has been robbed to the 
tune of almost $100 million in the past decade. 

Even the basic state appropriations to protect our water and 
our natural heritage have been stagnate. In 2015 the General 
Assembly allocated virtually the same amount to EPD as it did in 
2005, despite considerable population and economic growth. As 
a result, the agency continues to struggle with understaffing and 
recruitment issues.
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Meanwhile, recent court decisions and the politics of inaction 
at the Georgia General Assembly have left the state’s rivers, 
streams and lakes and our well water at risk. 

During the 2015 legislative session, a bill that would protect 
Georgia’s groundwater, the drinking water source for 20 
percent of Georgia’s population, passed the Senate but 
was bottled up and kept from a vote in the House Natural 
Resources Committee.

This legislative bottleneck was followed in July with a 
Supreme Court decision that leaves some of Georgia’s rivers 
and streams without one of the most basic clean water 

protections—mandated, undisturbed natural areas or “buffers” along their banks that help prevent pollutants 
from fouling our water. 

To ensure a clean water legacy for future generations of Georgians, these problems must be addressed in the 
2016 legislative session. 

At the executive level, Gov. Nathan Deal’s administration continues a pattern of misguided funding priorities 
and ill-advised water policy.  Since taking office in 2011, the Governor’s much bally-hooed Water Supply 
Program has directed $196.3 million to construct dams and reservoirs. In the case of Newton County’s Bear 
Creek Reservoir, the Governor promised $21 million in state loans to a project local leaders last month decided 
they don’t need after all. 

Despite these ongoing problems, members of the Georgia Water Coalition found something to celebrate in this 
year’s report: the decision by the Georgia Department of Transportation (DOT) to deny a petroleum pipeline 
company the authority to use imminent domain for a pipeline running from Augusta through coastal Georgia 
to Florida. DOT’s action to stop the proposed Palmetto Pipeline earned that issue special recognition as “Clean 
13,” giving us a baker’s dozen of issues for the 2015 report. 

The Georgia Water Coalition publishes this list as a call to action for our state’s leaders and its citizens to correct 
pollution problems, eliminate the wasteful use of our state and local tax dollars and restore our streams, rivers, 
lakes and coastal waters. 

The Georgia Water Coalition is a consortium of 228 conservation 
and environmental organizations, hunting and fishing groups, 
businesses, and faith-based organizations that have been 
working to protect Georgia’s water since 2002. Collectively, these 
organizations represent more than 250,000 Georgians.



INTRODUCTION:
In the mountains of north Georgia, the Chattahoochee National Forest 
spans 750,000 acres and preserves an oasis of rolling mountain peaks 
and clear, cold trout streams for hikers, hunters, cyclists, anglers, campers 
and more. The forest also provides acres of timber that by law must be 
harvested in a manner that protects the forest’s other uses and the plant 
and animal life the forest supports. But, a recent proposal to harvest trees 
along Union County’s Cooper, Coosa and Youngcane creeks fails on that 
account, allowing cuts on exceptionally steep mountain slopes that will 
lead to soil erosion and the transformation of clear flowing mountain 
water into mud-choked creeks. Federal laws prohibit timber harvesting 
practices in our national forests that damage creeks and rivers, yet with 
its Cooper Creek Watershed Project, the Forest Service appears to be 
flaunting these rules and moving forward with a risky harvesting project. 

THE WATER BODY:
Formed by springs along the flanks of the Blue Ridge Mountains and 
the Appalachian Trail, Cooper Creek flows to the Toccoa River, a popular 
whitewater canoeing destination, and eventually Lake Blue Ridge. Bryant 
Creek, one of Cooper Creek’s feeder streams threatened by this timber 
harvest is considered one of the state’s premiere brook trout habitats. 
Coosa and Youngcane creeks flow to the Nottely River and Nottely Lake. 
Both the Nottely and Toccoa are tributaries of the Tennessee River system. 
Together, the creeks threatened by this timber harvest drain some 34,000 
acres of National Forest land, supporting native populations of brook 
trout and nourishing old growth forests.

THE DIRT:
Up to 3,700 acres of land along Cooper, Coosa and Youngcane creeks 
could be threatened by the U.S. Forest Service’s proposed Cooper 
Creek Watershed Project. In most cases, the plan calls for half the 
timber to be harvested from these acres, and much of that will be 
taken from steep mountain slopes unsuitable for large-scale timber 
harvests. 

INTRODUCTION:
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Some 1,900 of the 3,754 acres set for cutting lie on steep slopes with a grade of 35 percent or greater. Georgia 
Forestry Commission guidelines advise against harvesting timber on such steep slopes where soil is most 
susceptible to erosion, but in this case the Forest Service appears prepared to ignore these industry standards. 

The National Forest Service Management Act dictates that the Forest Service can harvest timber only when it will 
“not irreversibly damage watershed conditions,” yet harvesting on these steep slopes will undoubtedly result in 
such conditions. 

Roads necessary to access this timber will also contribute to dirt washing into these creeks, portions of which have 
already been identified as “polluted” by state environmental regulators. Under the Clean Water Act, the Forest 
Service cannot cause or contribute to this pollution. 

Furthermore, more than 1,000 acres slated for harvesting lie within areas that the Forest Service’s own plan deems 
“unsuitable for timber production” because of conflicts with recreational uses of the forest. 

Finally, the Project calls for the use of chemical herbicides which in similar Forest Service projects have included 
glyphosate, a substance linked to cancer in humans. The use of these herbicides also destroys critical habitat for 
native bees, monarch butterflies and other important pollinators.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To restore and maintain the health of Georgia’s headwater 
streams that form the rivers that become our region’s 
drinking water and to protect other forest uses, the U.S. 
Forest Service should end commercial logging in the 
Chattahoochee National Forest.

The Forest Service has demonstrated a willingness to 
work with forest users to improve this project and others 
like it.  The Forest Service can improve the Cooper Creek 
Watershed Project by eliminating all harvests on steep 
slopes, avoiding cuts north of Duncan Ridge and around 
Bryant Creek, preserving old growth areas and removing 
from the plan all harvests in areas not suited for  
timber production. 

The Forest Service should also avoid the use of herbicides 
that could threaten human health and wildlife.

Colleen Kiernan, Sierra Club
404-607-1262, colleen.kiernan@sierraclub.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Some 1900 acres of steeply sloped terrain in the Chattahoochee Na-
tional Forest could be subjected to timber harvest. Above: Cooper Creek 
and its tributaries are high quality brook trout habitat.



INTRODUCTION:
Georgians have long agreed that the state’s rivers and streams should 
be protected by undisturbed natural areas or “buffers.” The science is 
clear: natural areas along rivers, streams and lakes keep our water clean 
and cool, and protect downstream landowners and the value of their 
property. That’s why the state has long prohibited construction within 
these streamside buffer zones. Now imagine a place where one stretch of 
a stream is protected by state law, but another reach of that same stream 
is not. It seems incomprehensible, but that’s exactly what’s taking place 
at many locations thanks to the state’s inequitable and confusing policy 
on determining streamside protection zones. Last summer, the Georgia 
Supreme Court upheld this policy, leaving many of the state’s waterways 
without the most basic clean water protections.  

THE WATER:
Georgia’s water is among the state’s most critical natural resources. Our 
state is home to 70,150 miles of streams and rivers, 425,000 acres of lakes 
and reservoirs, 429,924 acres of coastal marshlands and 4.5 million acres 
of freshwater wetlands. These places harbor 265 species of fish and 165 
species of freshwater mussels and snails. The state’s rivers and streams 
fuel business and industry, generate power and provide drinking water 
for Georgia’s 10 million residents. Additionally, they provide those same 
citizens with places to boat, swim, fish, hunt and peacefully rest.  

THE DIRT:
This summer the Georgia Supreme Court reversed lower court 
decisions and placed the protection of Georgia’s rivers, streams 
and lakes in question. The high court limited the methods used by 
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) to determine 
streamside protection zones to a single narrow test that leaves  
many of the state’s streams without protection. 

INTRODUCTION:
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All of Georgia’s waterways are protected by a 25-foot buffer or no build zone. On cold water trout streams in 
North Georgia that buffer is 50 feet. These protected areas help keep water clean, protect habitat for wildlife and 
prevent pollution from damaging the value of streamside property. 

At the heart of the legal confusion are two words: “wrested vegetation.” 
In north Georgia, where streams flow fast and stream banks are clearly 
defined, there is almost always a point where vegetation has been 
“wrested.” From this point where no plant life grows along the edge of the 
water, the buffer can be easily measured. 

But in some areas, especially in south Georgia, many streams do not 
flow with enough velocity to create a clear point where vegetation has 
been wrested. For instance, along the Satilla River near Woodbine, EPD 
inexplicably determined that the river was protected by a buffer in some 
places but not in others. 

As Justice Harold Melton wrote in his dissenting opinion of the court’s 
ruling: ““EPD’s extreme interpretation…is unreasonable and manifestly 
contrary to the statute, which is intended to ‘protect water quality and 
aquatic habitat’ of all state waters. Providing no buffer at all to state waters 
without sufficient wrested vegetation…cannot be considered reasonable.”

The high court’s ruling stemmed from an appeal by Georgia River Network 
and American Rivers of a permit for Grady County to build a 960-acre 
fishing lake in southwest Georgia. 

Two lower courts sided with the environmental groups, but the Supreme 
Court ruling reversed these decisions and maintained the status quo. Now, 
many rivers and streams are without legal protections and EPD is left with 
the difficult, and often arbitrary, task of determining buffer protections for 
streams that lack “wrested vegetation.”

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia’s General Assembly should heed the Supreme Court’s advice: fix an ambiguous and arbitrary law that 
leaves many of the state’s waterways without legal protection. There are other proven ways to measure a  
buffer in the absence of wrested vegetation such as using “the ordinary high water mark” or conducting a 
wetlands delineation. 

To protect all of Georgia’s streams and those 
citizens that own property along them, legislators 
must act and provide stream buffer definitions 
that protect all of the state’s waterways.

Chris Manganiello, Georgia River Network
706-549-4508, chris@garivers.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: No build zones, or natural buffers, along 
Georgia’s waterways help keep pollutants out 
of our drinking water sources. Above: Georgia’s 
stream buffer laws are intended to prevent 
scenes like this where cleared land erodes and 
spills sediment into our rivers. 



INTRODUCTION:
It’s been said that dilution is a solution to pollution—large bodies of 
water can handle more human pollution than tiny streams. That is one 
of the basic concepts of water protection, but earlier this year, Georgia’s 
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) and the Board of the Department 
of Natural Resources (Board) threw out that concept with the proverbial 
bath water. At the request of EPD, the Board in August voted to remove 
a 40-year-old state requirement to maintain adequate flows in the 
Chattahoochee River south of Atlanta to dilute the discharges from more 
than a dozen sewage treatment plants. Now, without conducting any 
studies to determine if lower flows are safe for downstream communities, 
EPD will hold back more water for metro Atlanta water supplies. It’s a deal 
that gives metro Atlanta a winning hand, while gambling with the future 
of downstream communities. 

THE RIVER:
Flowing 436 miles from its headwaters in the North Georgia mountains 
to its confluence with the Flint River in southwest Georgia, the 
Chattahoochee is the longest and most heavily used river in the state. It 
provides drinking water for approximately 4 million people, including 
about 75 percent of metro Atlanta’s population, and equally important, 
it dilutes the waste from metro Atlanta’s sewage treatment plants. 
After joining the Flint to form the Apalachicola, the river winds another 
106 miles to the Apalachicola Bay on the Gulf of Mexico. Dammed 
13 times, the Chattahoochee has been significantly altered and 
degraded by human activities, but remains noteworthy for the 
freshwater flows that sustain Florida’s most productive estuary in 
Apalachicola Bay and for its aquatic biodiversity. The Apalachicola-
Chattahoochee-Flint basin is home to the largest number of fish 
species among Gulf Coast drainages east of the Mississippi River.  
Since the early 1990s, it has been embroiled in an intense conflict 
between Georgia, Alabama and Florida over water quantity. 

INTRODUCTION:
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EPD Water Grab Threatens Health of 
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THE DIRT:
In the midst of a more than two-decade water war with downstream neighbors Alabama and Florida, Georgia’s 
EPD has brazenly and unilaterally acted to limit flows to downstream communities in Alabama, Florida and 
Georgia. This water grab set off a firestorm in places like LaGrange and Columbus, and has undoubtedly 
aggravated the ongoing water sharing negotiations between the states which are currently being overseen by a 
special mediator appointed by the U.S. Supreme Court. 

Since the 1970s, Georgia has relied on a 750 cubic feet per second (cfs) flow standard at the confluence of the 
Chattahoochee River and Peachtree Creek in Atlanta to protect the health of the river downstream from Atlanta 
where more than a dozen sewage treatment plants discharge to the river. That protection ended in August with 
the Board’s vote to eliminate the minimum flow requirement. 

The decision was made without any studies to determine how 
much water is needed in the river to maintain its health for fishing, 
swimming and boating. While the river’s health has rebounded with 
upgrades to metro sewage treatment plants, loss of flows could set 
the river back. Less water means higher concentrations of pollutants 
in the river—a scenario that could damage investments made in 
downstream communities where new state and county parks are 
beginning to welcome visitors back to the river after a more than 
50-year exodus caused by metro Atlanta’s failing sewer systems. 
Furthermore, the 3 million annual visitors to the Chattahoochee River 
National Recreation Area could be impacted; flows below 750 cfs 
often render the river impassable by boat, kayak or canoe. 

The state’s Chattahoochee water grab comes in the midst of intensive 
river management planning conducted by the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers and the inclusive and independent ACF Stakeholders, both 
of which based their plans on the 750 cfs standard.  

Thus, the DNR Board, a governing entity appointed by Gov. Nathan Deal, in one vote undid years of work by 
a federal agency and a diverse group of stakeholders and set in motion changes that could leave downstream 
communities with less water and more polluted water.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
It is not too late to ensure protections for the river and downstream communities. Before eradicating the 750 cfs 
minimum flow standard, EPD should conduct studies to determine what minimum flows will protect the river for 
swimming, fishing and boating and its other uses from Buford Dam to West Point Lake. 

Rather that taking unilateral steps to horde 
more water, Georgia water managers must 
work in good faith to develop a fair water 
sharing plan with Alabama and Florida. The 
ACF Stakeholders Water Sharing Plan provides 
a strong start to this effort. 

Kevin Jeselnik, Chattahoochee Riverkeeper 
404-352-9828, kjeselnik@chattahoochee.org 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Flows from Buford Dam at Lake Lanier regulate 
river levels in metro Atlanta. Above: Sewage discharges 
coupled with reduced flows threaten the health of the 
river for recreational users downstream from Atlanta.



INTRODUCTION:
On the Georgia Environmental Protection Division (EPD) Hazardous Site 
Inventory website, they appear on a map of Georgia as red dots—like 
cancers covering the state. The dots represent the more than 500 sites 
where toxic contamination is known to exist and poses a threat to water, 
air, wildlife and local residents. From St. Marys to Ft. Gillem and Rome 
to Augusta these sites are Georgia’s toxic legacy. Within these sites are a 
witch’s brew of toxins that cause cancer and other ailments in humans: 
PCBs, mercury, lead, benzene, cyanide…the list is endless. In Waycross, 
there are three sites on the state’s hazardous site list, plus one that has 
gained the attention of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 
so when an abnormal number of local children began contracting rare 
forms of cancer, local residents rightfully became alarmed. Unfortunately, 
the response by state and federal environmental and public health 
agencies has left residents with more questions than answers.  

THE WATER:
The list of waterways polluted by the state’s hazardous waste sites runs 
the gamut—from small streams to rivers and from underground wells 
to coastal estuaries. Toxins seep into shallow aquifers that thousands of 
rural residents depend upon for their water supplies. Contaminants wash 
into rivers and estuaries where they are taken into the natural food chain 
tainting the fish and shellfish that we eat. Other contaminants volatize 
and become airborne, seeping into homes and businesses.  

THE DIRT:
When Georgia Department of Public Health (GDPH) officials 
in September told Waycross residents that a recent rash of 
childhood cancers could not be linked to environmental causes the 
announcement did little to ease concerns of local residents. The “no 
cancer cluster” conclusion was accompanied by the agency urging 
residents to test their well water for contamination. The mixed 
message left Rep. Jason Spencer (R-Woodbine) saying,  
“It raised more questions than answers.”

INTRODUCTION:
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Twenty children in Ware County (Pop. 35,709) have been diagnosed with rare forms of cancer in a little over three 
years. A 2014 GDPH report concluded that the childhood cancer rate in Ware County was significantly higher than 
the state average. And so the saga of illness and contamination in Waycross and elsewhere continues. 

Unfortunately, at many hazardous waste sites, cleanups are delayed or 
inadequate as state and federal agencies balance the financial interests 
of corporate owners of these contaminated properties with the need to 
protect the public. Too often, the financial interests rule the day, resulting 
in incomplete cleanups.

In a recent letter to EPA regarding a toxic site in Brunswick, EPD Director 
Jud Turner objected to the proposed federal cleanup plan as inadequate: 
“First, the remedy proposes to leave the toxic contamination in place but 
does not require long term monitoring of groundwater, surface water or 
sediment to insure that those contaminants do not mobilize to other media. 
Second, EPD has concerns that the proposed remedy does not adequately 
account for community concerns or climate change under federal law.”

Director Turner goes on to note: “Recently both the City of Brunswick and 
Glynn County passed resolutions urging the state and federal governments 
to remove all contaminated soil.”

Turner’s letter could apply to countless other sites around the state—even at sites  where the state, not federal 
agencies, is charged with insuring complete cleanup plans. 

Unfortunately, state legislators are hamstringing cleanup plans. In the last decade, nearly $100 million that was 
supposed to be used to cleanup hazardous waste sites has been used for other parts of the state budget.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Local communities and their leaders must demand full and complete cleanups from EPA and EPD and the parties 
responsible for the contamination. Temporary bandages on open, gaping toxic wounds is not enough. 

EPA must work to establish a joint strategy with EPD that addresses the severe public health impacts of this 
continuing and worsening contamination. 

Cleanup plans for each site, and for those communities with multiple, pollutant sources must be proposed by the 
agencies and reviewed by the affected public.  These plans must provide for complete cleanups, and federal and 
state agencies must ensure that they are fully implemented. 

The Centers for Disease Control and the Georgia 
Department of Public Health must respond to local 
government and citizen complaints and concerns 
about illnesses possibly stemming from polluted 
sites and provide the environmental agencies with 
ranked priorities for work on each site, based on 
health impacts they find at these locations.

Megan Desrosiers, Executive Director  
One Hundred Miles 
912-223-8608 megan@onehundredmiles.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: A rash of unusual childhood cancers in Ware 
County has made some residents suspicious about 
the safety of their water supplies. Above: One of 
several hazardous waste sites in Waycross that lo-
cal residents believe are linked to a rash of health 
problems among local residents. 



INTRODUCTION:
When visitors come to Georgia, they think of peaches, peanuts…and 
water. The state’s $53.6 billion tourism industry is driven in large part by 
both visitors and residents boating, swimming and fishing on Georgia’s 
rivers, lakes and coastal waters. Georgia’s Department of Natural 
Resources estimates that ecotourism brings some $7 billion annually 
to Georgia’s economy. Unfortunately, on some of Georgia’s rivers, 
communities are struggling with river users “loving the rivers to death.” 
Recent efforts to develop boating trails and tube, canoe and kayak rental 
businesses on rivers like the Etowah, Ocmulgee and Chattahoochee have 
led to increased amounts of litter left by careless river revelers. No where 
is this problem more pronounced than on the Chattahoochee River in 
Helen where summer weekends see thousands of tubers drifting through 
the heart of the city. These colorful flotillas of fun sometimes leave behind 
an equally colorful flotsam for downstream property owners and other 
river users. 

THE RIVER:
The Chattahoochee River is the focal point of outdoor recreation in Helen 
and White County, floating tubers, kayakers and canoeists and hiding 
the brook, brown and rainbow trout that draw anglers from across the 
region. Downstream from Helen, the river is home to a 36-mile canoe and 
kayak trail running from Sautee Creek to Lake Lanier where the collected 
waters of the Chattahoochee, Chestatee and their tributaries form 
the primary water supply for a metro Atlanta region of more than 
five million people. It is the lifeblood of the state, and in Helen, it is a 
primary economic calling card. 

THE DIRT:
In an effort to prevent litter and manage recreational use of the 
Chattahoochee, in 2006 the City of Helen adopted ordinances 
prohibiting the use of coolers on the river as it winds through 
the ersatz alpine village. The ordinance also requires tube rental 

INTRODUCTION:
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businesses to patrol the river and pick up litter. Now, almost a decade after that ordinance was adopted, 
downstream landowners and rivers users still complain of trash left by the thousands of tubers that “shoot the 
Hooch” each summer. It’s a case of shear numbers overwhelming the Chattahoochee. During the peak of tubing 
season, it is not uncommon for thousands of tubers to float the river in a single day. 

Helen city officials have explored adopting ordinances that 
limit the number of people floating the river, but they 
claim state laws prevent them from taking these steps. 

The problem of litter from river users is not limited to 
tubers in Helen, however. Elsewhere around the state, 
increased tube, canoe and kayak traffic has led to increased 
litter on some rivers, including the Etowah near Cartersville 
and the Ocmulgee near Macon. 

In addition to fouling the beauty of Georgia’s rivers, litter, 
and especially plastic, poses a serious threat to wildlife. 
Fish and birds can ingest these pollutants leading to health 
problems and death. According to the non-profit Plastic 
Pollution Coalition, Americans discard more than 30 million 
tons of plastic annually, but only eight percent is recycled. 
And, though plastic is made to last forever, 33 percent 
of the plastic products we use are considered one-use 
disposable items.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To protect what is arguably Helen’s most important 
resource, city leaders must enact ordinances that regulate 
the number of tubers that float the river each day. Those 
using the river must behave responsibly by not littering and 
leaving the river cleaner than they found it. 

Statewide, citizens must act individually to reduce use of 
disposable containers and recycle those that they do use. 

State leaders should consider new laws that 
address plastic pollution as has been done in 
other states, successfully reducing communities’ 
dependence on single-use plastic products.

 
Jimmy Harris, Unicoi Outfitters
706-878-3083, flyfish@unicoioutfitters.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: Flotillas of trash regularly foul river edges downstream  
from Helen’s tubing run. Above: A typical summer day on  
Helen’s Chattahoochee.



INTRODUCTION:
For more than a half century, Rayonier Advanced Material’s (Rayonier AM) 
Jesup chemical 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.  

THE WATER:
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 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. A treasure trove of wildlife calls the basin home, including 
120 species of rare or endangered animals. 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 AM’s pulp mill near Jesup where 
the makings of flatscreen TVs, cigarette filters, oil filters and disposable 
diapers are produced. Its freshwater flow supports commercial shrimp and 
crab harvests and a rich recreational fishery on the Georgia coast. 

THE DIRT:
Since the 1950s, wastewater from the Rayonier AM pulp mill has 
fouled the Altamaha River, polluting the water and killing fish. 
Upstream of the pipes pouring out Rayonier AM’s pollution, the river 
is a recreational paradise for boaters and anglers; below those pipes, 
60 million gallons of waste daily discolor the river and noxious fumes 
fill the air and taint the water. 

INTRODUCTION:
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Rayonier Advanced Material’s Pulp Mill Fouls  
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In 2008, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) and Rayonier AM 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, 
but seven years later, the pollution continues with little visual improvement. 

In 2014, Altamaha Riverkeeper sued Rayonier AM for violating the Clean Water Act, but a federal court dismissed 
the case—not because Rayonier AM was not polluting the river, but because EPD’s permit that allows Rayonier 
AM to discharge waste to the river was so weak that the 
Riverkeeper could not prove a violation of  
that permit. 

Rayonier AM is an international player in the paper 
products business, but its waste stream into the 
Altamaha is third-world. The concentration of some 
pollutants flowing from its Jesup plant is 5 to 10 times 
greater than that of similar paper plants in developed 
countries. 

While Rayonier AM has spent decades avoiding 
investments to clean up its pollution, it continues to 
realize healthy profits. In 2014, Rayonier AM netted $99 
million.

Currently, EPD is developing a new permit that will outline 
how much pollution Rayonier AM can pump into the 
river, but once again the state agency is failing to force upgrades at the plant. The draft permit does not require 
Rayonier AM to stop changing the color of the river, nor does it have requirements to eliminate the odor in the 
plant’s discharge. Instead, after nearly 10 years of failure to address the problem, EPD wants to allow Rayonier AM 
another five years to study it.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To begin restoring the Altamaha, EPD must force Rayonier AM to stop changing the color of the river with its 60 
million gallon a day wastewater discharge. Furthermore, odor associated with this discharge must be eliminated. 

Because of nearly a decade of EPD’s failure to enforce the Clean Water Act at Rayonier AM, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency must step in and 
force EPD to get it right. The permit regulating 
how much pollution Rayonier AM can pump into 
the river should include strict and enforceable 
limits for color, odor, chemical, and biological 
pollutants.

Jen Hilburn, Altamaha Riverkeeper 
912-441-3908
jen@altamahariverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: A black plume of Rayonier pulp mill waste fouls the Altamaha near 
Jesup. Above: Redbrest sunfish are one of many popular sport fish caught 
on the Altamaha.



INTRODUCTION:
In 2010, British Petroleum’s (BP) Deepwater Horizon oil spill sullied the 
Gulf of Mexico with some 4.9 million barrels of oil. The results were 
devastating for Gulf Coast communities. Oil fouled beaches and marshes, 
shut down fisheries and scared tourists away from resort communities. In 
January 2015, the federal government announced a plan that would open 
Georgia’s coast to offshore oil exploration, potentially exposing coastal 
communities to similar environmental disasters.  

THE WATER BODY:
Along our nation’s Atlantic seaboard, Georgia’s coastline is unparalleled. 
Georgia holds 378,000 acres of saltwater marshes, the second largest 
amount among the country’s coastal states, and 33 percent of the 
remaining salt marsh on the Atlantic coast. Stretching from Savannah 
to St. Marys and four-to-eight miles wide at any given point, Georgia’s 
salt marsh systems keep coastal waters clean and support a $700 million 
commercial and recreational fishing industry. Mixed within these salt 
marshes are Georgia’s 14 barrier islands, 100 miles of pristine beaches and 
3,400 miles of tidal shoreline. These natural systems support a thriving 
tourism industry along the coast that employs some 18,000 people and 
pumps $2 billion into the Georgia economy each year.  

THE DIRT:
When BP’s Deepwater Horizon well exploded in the Gulf of Mexico, 
it spread oil over a thousand miles of the Gulf Coast shoreline. Were 
a similar disaster to occur on the Atlantic coast, communities from 
Boston to Brunswick could be impacted. Yet despite this threat, 
and despite the U.S. having an ongoing surplus of oil, the federal 
government earlier this year announced plans to open the Eastern 
Seaboard from Virginia to Georgia to offshore oil exploration, a prize 
the oil industry has coveted for decades. 
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Unfortunately, the federal government has turned a deaf ear to the 
outcry from Georgia communities. Tybee Island, St. Mary’s, Savannah 
and Brunswick, representing more than 150,000 residents, have all seen 
their elected officials pass resolutions opposing offshore drilling or 
exploration. These cities have joined more than 70 other communities 
along the East Coast in opposing the federal plan.

Offshore drilling is a messy and dangerous business. In fact, every 
continent in which oil exploration has been permitted has suffered 
a major oil spill. In the Gulf of Mexico where most of the country’s 
offshore oil rigs are located, a spill of more than 100,000 gallons has 
occurred at least every two years since 1964. 

Oil spills contaminate plankton that form the base of the marine food chain. Ultimately, these contaminants end 
up in the seafood we eat. Oil escaping to the ocean also kills birds and mammals, poisons sea turtles and fish and 
decimates clams, oysters, shrimp and crabs. 

On shore, pipelines, refineries, roads, railroads 
and ports necessary to support these off-shore 
rigs could destroy Georgia’s coastal landscape, 
changing picturesque marshlands and barrier 
islands into industrial eyesores—a calamity 
that could cost coastal communities millions in 
lost tourism.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The Interior Department’s Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management five-year plan for 
governing oil and gas exploration from 2017 
to 2022 could be approved as early as  
Spring 2016. 

To protect Georgia’s coast and the $2 billion 
tourism industry and $700 million commercial 
fishery it supports, coastal communities and state 
officials must send a clear message: The threat of 
oil spills combined with the unjustified goal of 
providing fuel for export is unacceptable. Georgia 
should demand that the state be removed from 
the risk-laden federal plan to open our coastal 
waters to oil and gas drilling.

Jennette Gayer, Environment Georgia
404-370-1764
jennette@environmentgeorgia.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Oil spills like this one in the Gulf of Mexico could threaten Georgia’s coast if the 
federal government opens up the region for oil and gas drilling. Top left: An oil-soaked 
pelican in the Gulf of Mexico. Above: Georgia’s scenic coast and barrier islands support a 
$2 billion tourism industry. 



INTRODUCTION:
Each day that Plant Hammond generates electricity fish die. At peak 
operation, the coal-fired power plant on the Coosa River near Rome 
sucks 590 million gallons a day (as much water as all of metro Atlanta 
uses each day) from the river, and with this massive withdrawal sucks fish, 
fry and fish eggs into its intake screens and through its pipes. A Georgia 
Power Co. study estimates that as many as 60,000 fish my die at the plant 
annually and an untold number of fish eggs perish when they get sucked 
into the plant. Replacing 1950s technology at the aging facility with 
modern cooling towers would eliminate the massive water withdrawal 
at the plant and end the fish deaths. Georgia’s Environmental Protection 
Division has known about this and other pollution problems at the plant 
for years, but a cleanup plan for the Coosa has been delayed for more 
than a decade. Now, bureaucratic foot-dragging has further delayed 
action to correct problems at Plant Hammond.  

THE RIVER:
The upper Coosa River basin is considered North America’s most 
biologically unique river basin with 30 endemic aquatic species, and the 
Coosa River in particular is unique because it is one of only a handful of 
locations in the country where land-locked striped bass still spawn. The 
Coosa River in Georgia also feeds Weiss Lake in Alabama, a 30,200-acre 
Alabama Power reservoir that is the economic calling card for Centre, 
Alabama and Cherokee County. Tourism associated with the lake is the 
county’s primary industry, with an economic impact of $250 million 
annually. More than 450,000 people visit the lake each year and some 
4,132 lake-related jobs generate more than $36 million in wages.

THE DIRT:
Power generating facilities are the biggest users of water in Georgia, 
and Plant Hammond on the Coosa is one of a handful of coal-fired 
power plants in the state that still rely on out-dated “once-through” 
cooling systems. These systems require a massive amount of water to 
cool the plant’s operating system. While little water is “consumed”
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in the process, after coursing through the plant, the 
water is pumped back to the river at an elevated 
temperature. These hot water discharges deplete oxygen 
levels in the river, stressing fish and other aquatic 
wildlife. 

Furthermore the massive water withdrawal kills fish and 
fish eggs. During the spring striped bass spawning run, as 
many as 24 million striped bass eggs and larvae may be 

sucked into the plant and perish daily. Georgia Power’s 2006 study showed that between 30,000 and 60,000 adult 
fish may die at the plant’s intake structure each year. And, these fish deaths have been occurring each day since 
the plant opened in the 1950s. 

In 2004, EPD determined that pollution on the Coosa stemming 
from the plant was so bad that cooling towers were needed 
at Plant Hammond. But more than a decade later, the state 
cleanup plan for the Coosa has still not been implemented and 
the plant continues to rely on its antiquated cooling system. 

Installing cooling towers at Plant Hammond would reduce the 
facility’s daily water needs by 95 percent to about 30 million 
gallons a day and would eliminate most fish deaths and the 
plant’s hot water discharge to the river. 

EPD said that it would begin reviewing the permit that dictates 
how much hot water Georgia Power can discharge to the river 
this year, but to date no significant action has taken place and 
the permit has become entangled in a bureaucratic web made 
worse by an underfunded, understaffed agency.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD must make good on its promise to issue a new permit for 
Plant Hammond within the year. This permit should require 
Georgia Power to eliminate its massive 590 MGD water 
withdrawal and hot water discharge, bringing oxygen back to 
the river downstream from the plant and bringing to an end six 
decades of fish death on the Coosa.

Joe Cook, Coosa River Basin Initiative
706-409-0128, jcook@coosa.org 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Georgia Power’s Plant Hammond withdraws up to 590 mil-
lion gallons a day from the Coosa. Top left: Striped bass are one 
of the native fish endangered by Plant Hammond’s massive water 
pumps. Above: Hot water discharges from the coal-fired power 
plant harm fish by depleting oxygen levels in the river. 



INTRODUCTION:
In South Georgia’s Wayne County a battle is brewing. On one side is a 
spin-off company of one of the world’ s largest multinational corporations 
wanting to mine titanium and other minerals in this rural community; on 
the other are citizens wanting to protect their property and way of life. 
Chemours, a company created by Dupont earlier this year, has revived 
plans to mine heavy minerals along sandy ridges separating the Satilla and 
Altamaha rivers near Jesup. Late last year, Dupont abandoned its effort 
to seek state permits and agreed to numerous concessions to minimize 
the impact of its operations. Now, Chemours seeks to construct two on-
site processing plants and two surface mines stretching across 2,254 acres 
adjacent to Jesup homes, schools and parks.

THE WATER BODIES:
Millions of years ago, Georgia’s coastal ridges were once barrier islands 
and sandy beaches, but as the ocean receded, the ridges were left high 
and dry except for pockets of wetlands that dot the ridge slopes. These 
wetlands play critical roles in keeping the water of nearby streams like 
Penholloway and Little Satilla Creeks clean and flowing. Left in their 
natural state, they trap sediment and pollutants and release a steady flow 
of water to these tributaries of the Altamaha and Satilla rivers, mitigating 
both flood events and droughts. Beneath the surface of these sand ridges 
lie vast underground aquifers that serve as the primary drinking water 
source for the region. The area is also home to rare and threatened 
wildlife like gopher tortoises and indigo snakes.

THE DIRT:
Mining the sand ridges of Georgia’s Coastal Plain can be done in an 
environmentally responsible manner. Other mine operators in the 
region have extracted titanium and other minerals to make paints, 
abrasives, glass and metal products without damaging wetlands, 
aquifers and streams while minimizing disturbance of  
local communities. 
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But, this is only accomplished when mine operators commit to protecting 
local property and state and federal regulators enforce laws to protect 
natural resources and the property of adjacent landowners. 

At stake at the proposed Chemours mine site are 194 acres of wetlands, 
numerous streams that feed the Satilla and Altamaha rivers and the 
Miocene aquifer, an underground “lake” that supplies well water to 
neighboring communities. 

Chemours plans include 35-foot deep mining pits the size of 10 football fields. How these mines will impact 
surrounding shallow water drinking wells or the Miocene aquifer remains unclear. Additionally, local residents will 
be left to deal with increased truck traffic as well as noise and light pollution. 

Last year, Dupont promised the mine would bring 60 full-time jobs to the area and some $18 million in 
investments to Wayne County, but local residents say the 10-year life span of the mine will leave a long-term 
liability in diminished property values. Said one resident: “Nobody’s going to buy a house across from a  
strip mine.” 

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Actions at the local, state and federal level are 
needed to ensure that local residents and their 
property are protected from this large-scale 
mining operation. 

Wayne County Commissioners should adopt 
ordinances that limit and mitigate the impacts 
of industrial strip mining to protect property 
values and the well-being of local residents. 

State regulators who will issue permits to allow 
Chemours to mine the site must ensure that 
streams and local well water are protected. 

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the federal 
agency that issues permits to encroach on 
streams and wetlands, should reject any 
Chemours’ plan that contemplates mining 
on the property’s 194 acres of wetlands. 
Additionally, impacts to gopher tortoises and 
the federally threatened indigo snake must  
be considered.  

Ashby Nix, Satilla Riverkeeper
912-510-9500 
riverkeeper@satillariverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Mines proposed by Chermours would involve digging more than three storys into 
the ground. Top left: Gopher tortoises are among the wildlife that could be impacted by 
mine operations. Above: The Satilla River also stands in harms way from mine runoff 
and impacts to wetlands. 



INTRODUCTION:
Suburban Atlanta’s Newton County, like many communities on the fringes 
of the big city, saw aggressive population growth during the past three 
decades, and with this growth came water supply reservoir proponents 
convincing local authorities that their populace was in imminent danger of 
running out of water. The result: multi-million dollar investments in new 
reservoir projects that, as it turns out, aren’t really needed. Thus far, Newton 
County has invested $22 million in the proposed Bear Creek Reservoir, and 
current cost estimates suggest the total project will cost state taxpayers and 
local water customers another $114 million. But, the most recent population 
projections, coupled with improvements to existing water systems, show 
that the Bear Creek Reservoir may not be needed for decades—if ever. Yet 
proponents continue to push this project that could leave taxpayers and 
county water customers up the creek with big water payments.

THE WATER BODY:
A part of the larger Altamaha River basin, Bear Creek feeds the Alcovy River 
which joins the South River and Yellow River at Jackson Lake to form the 
Ocmulgee which eventually meets the Oconee in South Georgia to create 
the Altamaha. The diverse Alcovy is home to the northernmost tupelo gum 
swamp in the state and exciting rapids as it spills through the Piedmont to 
Jackson Lake. In addition to being a popular canoe and kayak destination, 
the Alcovy supplies water for most of Newton County as well as the towns 
of Social Circle and Monroe in neighboring Walton County. Bear Creek itself 
is a beautiful shoal-filled Piedmont stream. 

THE DIRT:
When Gov. Nathan Deal took office in 2011, he promised $300 million 
in state funds to help local communities meet their drinking water 
needs by building new water supply reservoirs, but now five years 
later, it appears many of those loans and investments made to local 
governments might have been better spent elsewhere. 

Such is the case with the state’s $21 million loan to Newton County 
to build the 1,244-acre Bear Creek Reservoir. Recent population 
projections by the governor’s office indicate that only 195,000 people 
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will live in Newton by 2050—down more than 160,000 from original projections. The Newton County Water and 
Sewerage Authority recently concluded that there was no urgency to build the reservoir and that funds could be 
better used to upgrade existing infrastructure. Consultants for the Authority estimate that local water rates will 
double if the Bear Creek reservoir is built. 

In August, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) withdrew Newton County’s 8-year-old permit application, 
citing the failure of the county to provide reports and data to prove the need for the project, among many other 
deficiencies. On October 20, the Newton County Commission voted to halt all spending for the project. 

The dramatic turnabout underscores the questionable need for many of the funds promised to local governments 
by Gov. Deal’s Water Supply Program. 

The person in charge of ushering Newton County 
through the federal reservoir permitting process is also 
the County Attorney, Tommy Craig. Craig, who has 
worked as a consultant on multiple reservoir projects 
in metro Atlanta, was paid $1.1 million in legal fees by 
Newton County in 2014, some of which was associated 
with the Bear Creek project. County records indicate 
that in fiscal year 2015, he was paid $1 million, including 
$192,000 for work on the reservoir.   

Craig has complained that the Corps was to blame for 
the delays in permitting the reservoir, but many Newton 
County citizens think the attorney/water consultant has 
a conflict of interest and is promoting a reservoir that 
is unneeded and will strap county taxpayers and water 
customers with long-term debt and higher water bills.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Given Newton County’s inability to justify a need for the Bear Creek Reservoir, the Corps should deny the county’s 
404 permit application.  And Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division should rescind the project’s 401 water 
quality certification and water withdrawal permits.

Newton County Commissioners should move forward with their plans to consider alternatives to costly reservoir 
projects to increase local water supplies. By implementing upgrades to existing treatment facilities, the county 
could increase water supplies by as much as eight million gallons per day.  To meet needs in the distant future, the 
county should consider purchasing water from neighboring counties where there are surplus supplies, including 
Walton County which will soon complete Hard Labor Creek Regional Reservoir. 

The county should request that the $21 million loan 
provided by the Governor’s Water Supply Program 
be used to fund these alternatives rather than Bear 
Creek Reservoir. Larry McSwain, Newton County Resident

678-410-9728, larryemc@yahoo.com 

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Alcovy River serves as the water source for Newton County resi-
dents. Above: Bear Creek would be inundated by the proposed reservoir.



INTRODUCTION:
Southwest Georgia residents are fighting an invader—a 3-foot wide, 
500-mile-long  monster of a natural gas pipeline that would ultimately 
stretch from Alabama to Central Florida. Its owners have called it the 
Sabal Trail Pipeline, put opponents have dubbed it the “Sinkhole Trail 
Pipeline” because of its dangerous path through southwest Georgia 
where sinkholes are common and could result in catastrophic gas leaks. 
While Florida Power & Light and its customers get the natural gas, 
Georgians would only have their property taken and be left living with 
the constant threat of pipeline leaks that could contaminate drinking 
water or result in life-threatening explosions. If approved by federal 
authorities and Georgia environmental regulators, pipeline companies 
would be granted the right to take private property by eminent domain.  

THE WATER:
The Sabal Trail pipeline’s path across southwest Georgia would require 
boring underground pipelines beneath the Withlacoochee, Flint and 
Chattahoochee rivers as well as numerous smaller streams, and along 
its length, it will course underground above the Floridan aquifer. 
The Floridan aquifer, a vast underground “lake,” is the region’s most 
important water source, providing more than 600 million gallons a day to 
irrigate crops, run industries and supply homes and businesses with 
drinking water. The currently proposed pipeline route runs through 
Stewart, Webster, Terrell, Lee, Dougherty, Mitchell, Colquitt, Lowndes 
and Brooks counties—a swath of land that is home to rare wildlife 
including the Georgia state reptile—the gopher tortoise—along with 
the federally protected indigo snake and red cockaded woodpecker. 
Other communities in the region may be impacted depending on the  
final route chosen.  
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THE DIRT:
Spectra Energy’s Sabal Pipeline poses threats to Georgia communities on multiple fronts while providing no 
benefits to these same communities. For southwest Georgia residents it’s all risks and no rewards. But federal and 
state authorities have thus far been unmoved. 

During the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) public comment period, the agency received more than 
1,000 written comments mostly opposing the project, including resolutions opposing it passed by five counties and 
three of the largest cities in its path (Albany, Moultrie and Valdosta). Congressmen Sanford Bishop, John Lewis, 
Hank Johnson and David Scott have urged FERC to deny permission to build the pipeline, and another gas pipeline 
company even weighed in warning that the Sabal Trail’s path crossed its own pipeline too many times, increasing 
the risk of corrosion, leaks and explosions. 

Despite this overwhelming opposition, in September FERC issued its Draft Environmental Impact Statement 
(DEIS) that sided with Spectra Energy concluding that the pipeline would not result in significant impact to the 
environment. A week later, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources (DNR Board), ignoring opposition 
from southwest Georgia property owners and community leaders, agreed to grant Spectra easements to drill 
their pipeline under five major Georgia waterways in its path. Following these decisions, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) wrote FERC objecting to the proposed route and calling for a reevaluation of the project. 

Among the dangers of the project is its proposed route through the City of Albany’s drinking water well fields and 
through the karst geology of southwest Georgia where sinkholes pose a serious risk of pipeline collapse that could 
result in explosions, property damage and the contamination of drinking water wells. 

Routes for the Sabal Trail Pipeline exist that are safer and make use of already existing pipeline easements, but 
thus far FERC has dismissed these alternatives, leaving property owners to face eminent domain proceedings.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Although a federal agency, FERC, has the power to approve the Sabal Trail Pipeline, Georgia leaders should heed 
the calls of property owners, locally elected officials and citizens in communities targeted by this pipeline and use 
their power to stop it. 

Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division can stop this pipeline by denying Sabal Trail’s applications for 
necessary state air and water permits, and the Georgia General Assembly can reverse the decision of the DNR 
Board to allow drilling under the Chattahoochee, Flint, and Withlacoochee rivers.

Meanwhile, FERC should deny this permit 
or consider alternative routes that would 
impact fewer residents and property 
owners and minimize destruction and 
hazards to southwest Georgia waterways 
and drinking water supplies.

John S. Quarterman, WWALS Watershed Coalition 
229-242-0102, wwalswatershed@gmail.com  
Steve Caley, Greenlaw 
404-659-3122, scaley@greenlaw.org

For More Information Contact:



INTRODUCTION:
For nearly 15 years Georgia legislators kept a promise to protect the 
well water of coastal and south Georgia residents, but in 2014 those 
protections abruptly ended due to legislative inaction and indifference 
on the part of Gov. Nathan Deal’s administration. Now, the water supply 
for much of the state, the underground Floridan aquifer, is at risk. During 
the 2015 General Assembly session, south Georgia legislators introduced 
a bill that would require Georgia’s Department of Natural Resources 
to enact rules protecting all of Georgia’s well water sources. SB 36 was 
adopted by the Senate, but has since languished in the House Natural  
Resources Committee.  

THE WATER:
About 20 percent of the water used in Georgia homes and businesses 
is pumped from wells tapping our state’s underground aquifers. 
Communities from the mountains to the coast depend on these pristine 
sources that require little disinfection and treatment to make drinkable. 
This is especially true in coastal and south Georgia where most residents 
get their drinking water from the Floridan aquifer. This massive 
underground “lake” spreads beneath 100,000 square miles of land from 
South Carolina to Mississippi and south into Florida. Valdosta, Moultrie, 
Cairo, Brunswick, Savannah and a host of other communities get some 
or all of their drinking water from the Floridan. It supplies paper plants 
in Jesup and power plants in Baxley; in Southwest Georgia, it irrigates 
more than a million acres of crops each summer. A workhorse for farms 
and factories, it is also responsible for some of our state’s most 
breathtakingly beautiful places as it bubbles to the surface creating 
“blue holes” like Radium Springs in Albany — considered one of 
Georgia’s Seven Natural Wonders.  

THE DIRT:
Some state leaders say the solution to meeting Georgia’s water needs 
lies beneath our feet in the state’s vast network of underground 
aquifers. By injecting water from rivers and streams (and other 
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sources) into aquifers during times of water abundance, these water speculators believe they can retrieve it during 
times of water scarcity. 

But, during the past several years, we’ve learned that “aquifer storage and recovery” is a risky business in Georgia. 

A $1.6 million state-financed project in southwest Georgia 
failed earlier this year, coming far short of producing the 
intended additional water supplies. Likewise, a similar 
experiment in northwest Georgia failed. 

In other places where water injection projects have 
been implemented, the experiments have resulted in 
contaminated groundwater. 

Despite these threats, the Georgia General Assembly allowed 
a moratorium on the use of aquifer storage and recovery in 
the Floridan aquifer to expire in 2014 and has since failed to 
enact any legislation protecting the state’s drinking water 
held in natural aquifers. 

Meanwhile, other threats, from petroleum pipelines 
to landfills and hazardous waste sites place Georgia’s 
groundwater at risk. 

Earlier this year, south Georgia legislators led by Senators 
William Ligon, Ben Watson, Lester Jackson, Tommie Williams 
and Freddie Powell Sims introduced and passed SB 36, a bill 
that would require the Department of Natural Resources to 
implement rules protecting the state’s groundwater. While 
the bill was adopted in the Senate, it has now stalled in the 
House Natural Resources Committee.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To secure protections for Georgia’s well water, the Georgia 
House of Representatives Natural Resources Committee, 
chaired by Rep. Lynn Smith (R-Newnan), must take up SB 36 
and allow the full House to vote on this measure.

Emily Markesteyn, Ogeechee Riverkeeper
866-942-6222, Ext. 1
Emily@ogeecheeriverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: The pristine water of South Georgia’s Floridan aquifer gives rise 
to beautiful blue hole springs. Above: Georgia’s groundwater provides 
water for about 20 percent of Georgia homes and businesses. 
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INTRODUCTION:
When the Kinder Morgan Corp. proposed a 360-mile petroleum pipeline 
to carry fuel along the Savannah River from Augusta to Savannah and 
then down the Georgia coast to Florida, landowners, conservation groups 
and civic leaders united in opposing the project. Concerned about impacts 
to private property, pristine coastal natural treasures, historic sites and 
the drinking water for some 1.8 million people, they showed up by the 
hundreds at public hearings…and Georgia leaders got the message. 
In May, the Georgia Department of Transportation (DOT) denied the 
company the right to use the power of eminent domain to seize land for 
the pipeline route. The ruling put a halt, albeit temporary, to the pipeline 
and marked a significant victory for Georgia’s coast and its people.   

THE WATER:
The proposed Palmetto Pipeline spans five river systems along Georgia’s 
coast, including the Savannah, Ogeechee, Altamaha, Satilla and St. Mary’s 
rivers. These rivers, along with the Floridan aquifer supply the drinking 
water for some 1.8 million Georgians and support the coast’s biggest 
industry—tourism. Tourism in Savannah and Chatham County alone 
pumps some $2.5 billion into the local economy, and all along the coast, 
beautiful barrier islands, miles of salt marsh, estuaries and sand beaches 
attract millions of visitors each year.  
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THE CLEAN:
When public meetings were held to discuss 
the proposed Palmetto Pipeline this spring, 
Riverkeeper groups on the Savannah, Altamaha, 
Ogeechee and Satilla as well as a host of other 
conservation groups mobilized an army of 
opponents and lobbied state leaders. 

Landowners threatened by the pipeline gave 
Kinder Morgan representatives an earful at 
public meetings and official hearings. Thousands 
more submitted written comments. Alarmed by 
the threat of eminent domain, residents refused 
company representatives access to their property 
and local governments adopted resolutions 
prohibiting the company from surveying 
property within their jurisdictions. 

Pipeline opponents were further emboldened 
by Kinder Morgan’s chosen route through land 
owned by Rep. Jon Burns (R-Newington) and 
William Morris, owner of newspapers in Augusta, 
Savannah and Jacksonville. Colonial Oil based in Savannah (and not associated with Colonial Pipeline), also 
jumped in the fray, opposing the pipeline to defend its long-time business interests in the area. 

The uproar reached to the highest levels of state government and in May, Gov. Nathan Deal and Lt. Gov. Casey 
Cagle publicly opposed the project. Less than two weeks later, the DOT ruled that Kinder Morgan failed to 
prove the need for the project and denied the company the right to use eminent domain to acquire land for the 
pipeline route.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Kinder Morgan has appealed DOT’s decision in Fulton County Superior Court so the fight to stop the pipeline is far 
from over. Georgia leaders must continue to represent the interests of coastal property owners and protect them 
from the use of eminent domain by a 
private corporation and protect the water 
resources of coastal Georgia that support 
the region’s multi-billion dollar  
tourism industry. Tonya Bonitatibus, Savannah Riverkeeper 

706-826-8991, info@savannahriverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: The proposed Kinder Morgan Palmetto Pipeline would impact sensitive wet-
lands like this along the Georgia coast. Above: Residents of coastal Georgia showed 
up by the hundreds to public meetings to oppose the Palmetto Pipeline.



2014 Coastal Wetlands: Legislators Adopt Law Protecting Georgia’s Marshes
Georgia’s coastal marshes were one of the big winners during the 2015 Georgia General Assembly session. They 
landed on 2014 Dirty Dozen list because of the Georgia Environmental Protection Division’s (EPD) Earth Day 2014 
announcement that it would no longer enforce a law requiring a 25-foot undisturbed buffer along the state’s 
coastal marshes, but legislators restored those protections with the passage of SB 101.   

2014 Georgia Wetlands: Federal Water Rule Adopted, But Comes Under Attack
Despite concerted efforts by miners, developers, and agriculture interests to derail a new rule defining which 
water bodies are protected under the Clean Water Act, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in June 
finalized the rule thus clarifying protections for certain wetlands that had been muddled by recent U.S. Supreme 
Court rulings. In Georgia the rule does not result in any new water bodies being protected, yet Georgia Attorney 
General Sam Olens joined 10 other states in filing a lawsuit in federal court, claiming that in making this rule EPA 
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers exceeded their authority under the Clean Water Act. In response several 
conservation groups have intervened in these lawsuits to defend the rule. In October, the Sixth Ciruit Court 
placed a temporary nationwide hold on implementation of the new rule.   

2014 Chattahoochee River: Riverkeeper Files Suits, Secures Site Restoration 
and $10 Million Penalty Against Polluter  
Illegal discharges into the Chattahoochee River landed an Atlanta asphalt sealant manufacturing company on 
last year’s Dirty Dozen list, and though EPD gave them just a slap on the wrist with a $2,000 fine for the illicit 
pollution, the company ultimately paid the price for polluting when Chattahoochee Riverkeeper filed a federal 
Clean Water Act lawsuit. In August 2015, a federal district court judge issued a $10 million penalty against the 
company, American Sealcoat, as a result of its intentional pollution. To ensure that the impacted properties were 
fully restored, the Riverkeeper also brought a lawsuit against the property owner. In October 2015, CRK and the 
landlord reached a settlement agreement which resulted in a $500,000 remediation of the polluted properties 
and stream. Although problems like this persist, the Georgia General Assembly still has not increased funding to 
EPD to improve the agency’s program to prevent stormwater pollution from industrial facilities.  

2014 Flint River: EPD Fails to Strengthen Protections at Upson County  
Textile Plant 
Local residents’ complaints about pollution from an industrial sewage land application system at an Upson 
County textile plant and lack of action by EPD landed TenCate on the 2014 Dirty Dozen list. Yet despite hearing 
from TenCate’s neighbors about ongoing pollution problems stemming from the facility’s sewage disposal 
system, EPD earlier this year issued the company new permission to continue operating their system with only 
minimal upgrades. EPD declined to force the company to investigate surface or groundwater pollution or 
cleanup existing pollution. To add insult to injury, the state agency failed to notify citizens about finalizing the 
new sewage discharge permit with TenCate. Pollution continues to flow to neighboring property and streams 
feeding the Flint.

2012-2014 Savannah River: State Gives Green Light for Nuclear Expansion 
Making appearances on three of four Dirty Dozen lists from 2011-2014, Georgia Power’s Plant Vogtle nuclear 
power expansion that depends upon massive amounts of water from the Savannah River continues to march 
forward. Despite a majority of comments in opposition, in December 2014 EPD issued a permit to allow the 
company to withdraw water from the river. That permit included a requirement for the company to install an 
oxygenation system near the Savannah Harbor to protect oxygen levels for aquatic wildlife in the river, offering 
an expensive “solution” for the Harbor, but no relief for the river between the plant and the Harbor. It remains 
to be seen whether an oxygenation system will work. EPD recently finalized plans for Plant Vogtle’s permit 
allowing it to discharge process water to the Savannah.  

2012 Satilla River: Study to Restore Dover Creek, Satilla River Moves Forward  
A program to restore tidal creek habitat and access in the Dover-Umbrella creek system of the Satilla River 
estuary moved a step closer to reality this year as state and federal agencies agreed to fund a two-year study 
that will evaluate the effects of closing Noyes Cut, a century-old canal dug by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
to aid in the removal of upland timber to market. The cut has caused the siltation of Dover Creek and blocked 
access to the creek’s freshwater reaches for migratory fish, crabs and shrimp. By closing this artificial cut, it is 
believed that natural flows can be restored along with populations of commercially important seafood. The 
study will make that determination.
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