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Worst Offenses Against 

GEORGIA’S WATER

2016’s

Georgia Water Coalition’s “Dirty Dozen” highlights 
the worst offenses and greatest threats to Georgia’s 
water and its people. It is not a list of the state’s most 
polluted water bodies, nor is the list arranged in any 
specific order.  

Instead, the Dirty Dozen shines a spotlight on 
ongoing pollution problems, pending threats to 
Georgia’s water as well as state and federal policies 
and failures that ultimately harm—or could harm—
Georgia property owners, downstream communities, 
fish and wildlife, hunters and anglers, and boaters 
and swimmers. 

The issues run the gamut, from chronic sewage overflows that threaten the health of DeKalb County residents to 
a proposed rocket launching facility in Camden County that could harm tourism on the coast’s famed Cumberland 
Island. From bureaucratic malaise that fails to enforce stream protections to legislative deception that takes 
money from important clean community programs, the issues outlined in this report represent an opportunity for 
Georgia’s 10 million residents and its leaders to take action to ensure the state’s future generations have enough 
clean water to grow and prosper.  

To address most of the issues highlighted in the report, action is required by the Georgia General Assembly and 
Gov. Nathan Deal. This report is a plea—to these state leaders and the citizens they represent—to tackle these 
important issues. 

In Northwest Georgia, communities worry about the potential for natural gas drilling and fracking that could 
contaminate their well water and their rivers. They are asking legislators to update a 40-year-old law that 
currently fails to offer adequate protections. 

Likewise, near Juliette in Middle Georgia, residents have found cancer-causing hexavalent chromium in their well 
water and suspect that the toxin is leaching from coal ash ponds at Georgia Power Co.’s Plant Scherer. They, like 
many others across the state, are calling on the General Assembly to pass stronger rules on how coal ash from 
power plants is disposed. 

And, all across the state, citizens are perplexed by the all-to-often 
failure of Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) to 
actually protect the environment. Hamstrung by a state budget that 
chronically underfunds the agency, it cannot complete the work 
necessary to protect local communities. 

GEORGIA WATER COALITION’S DIRTY DOZEN 2016
Call to Action



Despite the fact that during the past decade Georgia has welcomed more than one million new residents, overall 
state funding for EPD in 2016 is $1 million less than the $31 million the legislature provided the agency in 2005. 

As a result, more than 27 percent of the major permits regulating what industries and municipal sewage 
treatment plants can discharge to our state’s rivers, lakes and streams are out of date. A program implemented in 
2003 to hire EPD inspectors to ensure that construction sites were not polluting rivers and streams with mud and 
dirt remains largely unfunded. The program was expected to provide enough money to hire 80 state inspectors. 
There are less than 10 on payroll today. 

State leaders have done even worse when it comes to allocating the fees citizens pay to protect the environment. 
The Solid Waste and Hazardous Waste Trust Funds are generated when we purchase new tires or dump trash at 
the local landfill. Since the early 1990s when these fees were enacted, they have created nearly $500 million in 
state revenue. Sadly, legislators have used nearly $200 million of that to fund other portions of the state budget, 
leaving local communities with mosquito-infested tire dumps and toxic waste sites awaiting cleanups.  

Beyond appropriations, legislative inaction remains a significant contributing factor to the problems and threats 
highlighted in this report. 

At a time when the purity of the state’s groundwater faces unprecedented threats, during the past two years, 
the General Assembly has actually weakened protections for the state’s well water, allowing a moratorium on 
the controversial practice of aquifer storage and recovery to expire. Meanwhile, the efforts of some legislators to 
enact comprehensive groundwater protections have been stonewalled.

Likewise, in the wake of a 2015 Georgia Supreme Court ruling, legislative efforts to ensure that all of Georgia’s 
rivers and streams are protected by a natural buffer to keep pollutants out have thus far failed, in part because 
EPD remains reluctant to enforce this most basic of water protections. 

In October, this reluctance to fully protect the state’s water and the people that depend upon it manifested itself 
when the Department of Natural Resources Board adopted rules on the disposal of coal ash from power plants 
that, among other things, allow coal ash to be stored in unlined ponds that can leach toxic contaminants into 
groundwater. It is not surprising then that four of the Dirty Dozen are problems stemming from coal ash disposal 
and coal-fired power plants. 

The Georgia Water Coalition publishes this list as a call to action for our state’s leaders and its citizens to correct 
ongoing pollution problems, address pending threats to our water and ensure that programs to keep our 
communities clean and safe are properly funded. 

The Georgia Water Coalition is a consortium of 236 conservation and 
environmental organizations, hunting and fishing groups, businesses, 
and faith-based organizations that have been working to protect 
Georgia’s water since 2002. Collectively, these organizations represent 
more than 250,000 Georgians.


