
Twice in 2012, Bull Sluice Lake, a reservoir on the Chattahoochee River 
formed by Morgan Falls Dam near Atlanta, nearly disappeared, stranding 
boaters on mudflats. The sudden drop in Bull Sluice’s elevation was the result 
of a communication glitch between the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), 
which operates Lake Lanier’s Buford Dam upstream, and Georgia Power Co., 
which operates Morgan Falls Dam. As a result of the glitch, Chattahoochee 
River flows below Buford and Morgan Falls dams dipped to unprecedented 
lows with unknown water quality consequences, underscoring an ongoing 
problem on the river: the lack of timely flow and water quality monitoring. 

In the 1970s, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) established a 
minimum flow of 750 cubic feet per second (cfs) in the Chattahoochee River 
below Morgan Falls Dam at Peachtree Creek in order to dilute discharges 
from sewage treatment plants in metro Atlanta and to protect the health of 
the river. Unfortunately, EPD has yet to provide real-time monitoring at this 
critical location, making compliance with this flow requirement impossible 
to verify. In addition, since implementing the minimum flow standard more 
than 30 years ago, EPD has yet to conduct a comprehensive, scientific study 
to confirm that 750 cfs is adequate to assimilate metro Atlanta’s sewage and 
protect water quality. 

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 most heavily used river in the state. It provides drinking 
water for close to four million Georgians, including 73 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 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
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fish species among Gulf Coast drainages east of the Mississippi River.

The DiRT:
Since the 1970s, the state of Georgia has relied on a 750 cfs flow standard at the 
confluence of the Chattahoochee River and Peachtree Creek in Atlanta. The state 
has deemed 750 cfs as adequate to protect the health of the river by providing 
sufficient flows to dilute discharges from more than a dozen sewage treatment 
plants in Fulton, Cobb, Douglas, and Gwinnett counties. EPD’s failure to measure, 
or require regulated entities to measure, river flow on a real-time basis poses a 
threat to the river as well as public health and safety. 

In practice, EPD relies on after-the-fact calculations of daily average flow data 
from multiple sources to determine if the flow standard was met. In addition, EPD 
requests variances from the 750 cfs flow requirement during periods of drought 
without adopting other measures to ensure river health standards are met. 

Moreover, EPD relies on a single water quality parameter–dissolved oxygen—to determine whether water quality in 
the river is safe. 

Reports prepared by the Corps suggest that additional flow at the Peachtree Creek location would be necessary for 
the river to handle wastewater discharges as the metro Atlanta region grew in population. Yet, almost forty years 
later, EPD has still not conducted studies necessary to determine if 750 cfs is adequate to protect the river, wildlife 
and human health, particularly as the region grows.

WhaT MusT Be Done:
After this issue was highlighted in the Georgia Water Coalition’s 2011 
Dirty Dozen report, EPD installed a water quality monitor for dissolved 
oxygen in the Chattahoochee River downstream from Peachtree Creek, 
and the information collected is available on the internet in real time.

EPD must still work with the Corps, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), Atlanta Regional Commission and local water utilities to determine 
an effective and transparent means to ensure the 750 cfs flow standard 
is met. In order to do so, EPD should require all water utilities to provide 
their withdrawal data to the Corps on a real-time basis so that the Corps can better operate Buford Dam to meet the 
750 cfs standard at all times. 

In addition, EPD should conduct a study to determine whether the 750 cfs target is protective of all designated uses. 
Until that study is complete, EPD should not issue any more water withdrawal or discharge permits for the river.

For More Information Contact:


