
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 
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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. 




