
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. 
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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 
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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.


