
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. 
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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
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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.


