
In May 2011, after five years of King America Finishing Co. (KAF) illegally 
dumping toxic substances into the Ogeechee River, some 38,000 fish 
died—the largest known fish kill in Georgia’s history.  With funding for 
its Emergency Response Team gutted, it took Georgia’s Environmental 
Protection Division (EPD) days to respond to this tragedy and warn the 
public. And, it took almost a month for EPD to instruct the company to stop 
the dumping. More than a year later, the impacts of the fish kill are still 
rippling through Ogeechee communities. Long-time river users no longer fish 
the river, riverfront property values have declined and the Ogeechee fishery 
is still recovering--despite a state-financed re-stocking program. Meanwhile, 
KAF has still not been held accountable.

The RiveR:
The Ogeechee River, and its major tributary the Canoochee River, are two of 
Georgia’s natural gems. These beautiful blackwater rivers flow freely through 
eastern Georgia, draining a 5,540 square-mile basin that encompasses 
wetlands, forests, farms, and scores of towns and cities. Within that basin, 
hundreds of thousands of Georgians rely on the rivers, their tributaries 
and underlying aquifers for drinking water. The Ogeechee and Canoochee 
rivers also support diverse wildlife, offer opportunities for recreation, supply 
water for agricultural and industrial uses and carry off wastewater. These 
blackwater rivers, stained a tea-color from tannins in surrounding swamps, are perhaps the most distinctive 
natural features in the region and certainly among its most important natural resources.

The DiRT:
KAF’s discharge into the Ogeechee led to one of the worst single environmental disasters in Georgia 
history, yet despite the magnitude of the problem, meaningful corrective action has been slow in coming. 
And, despite this tragedy, and other similar events, EPD continues to operate without an adequate 
emergency response team dedicated to acting swiftly when serious threats to human health and the 
environment occur.
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Since the initial tragedy, EPD has followed up its initial errors with more errors. 
The agency’s original “solution” to KAF’s pollution was ruled invalid by a Bulloch 
County Superior Court Judge because EPD had negotiated the agreement in secret 
and failed to allow for public input. While EPD could have fined the company 
as much as $90 million, it instead agreed to allow the company to perform a $1 
million environmental improvement project on the river. 

In October, after outcry from Ogeechee River residents and legal appeals by 
Ogeechee Riverkeeper, EPD withdrew its draft permit that allows KAF to discharge 
pollutants to the Ogeechee and announced that it would require the company 
to conduct a study to determine what impacts its toxic discharge would have on 
the Ogeechee. Although such studies are required by law, EPD had not made that 
request of the company until the permit was challenged by Ogeechee Riverkeeper.

These actions show a repeated pattern on the part of EPD to protect the polluter 
at the expense of other river users. It is unfortunate that citizens must take legal action to force EPD to fully enforce 
our environmental laws and protect our rivers and the people who depend upon them. 

WhaT MusT Be Done:
EPD must immediately stop KAF’s toxic and illegal discharge to the Ogeechee River and place limits on the company’s 
pollution of the Ogeechee so that the river is protected. They must also revise the $1 million consent order issued to 
KAF, allowing the public to help determine what kind of environmental 
improvement project should be completed. Additionally, they must 
begin studies to evaluate the dangers of chemicals used in fire retardant 
processing that KAF discharges to the Ogeechee River. Furthermore, 
to enable EPD to respond effectively to unexpected threats to the 
environment and human health, funding for EPD’s Emergency Response  
Team should be restored.

For More Information Contact:


