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


