
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.”
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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.
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