
The proposed Richland Creek reservoir in metro Atlanta’s Paulding County is 
symptomatic of Georgia’s rush to “secure water supplies” at the expense of 
common sense and state and local tax dollars. While lower cost alternatives 
exist to secure future water supplies, local leaders, supported by Gov. Nathan 
Deal’s water supply program, are promoting an unnecessary $85 million 
project that threatens downstream water users and a population of federally 
protected fish that are only found in the Etowah River basin—and nowhere 
else in the world.

The RiveR:
Flowing 163 miles from the North Georgia mountains in Lumpkin County to 
Rome in Northwest Georgia, the Etowah River ventures far enough south 
to provide about ten percent of Metro Atlanta’s water supply—most of it 
through withdrawals from Lake Allatoona. As the Chattahoochee River 
and Lake Lanier reach their water supply limits, metro Atlanta communities 
have increasingly looked to the Etowah for additional water. Currently, 
there are nine proposed reservoirs in the Etowah River basin. Virtually all of 
these involve damming an Etowah River tributary and then piping water to 
the Chattahoochee River basin in metro Atlanta. And, virtually all of these 
proposed reservoirs would impact habitat for federally protected fish species.  
The Etowah is considered one of the most biologically diverse rivers of its size 
in the country, hosting 75 native fish species, including 17 species that are considered imperiled. A hotbed of 
biodiversity, the Etowah is under assault by water supply projects. 

The DiRT:
The Richland Creek reservoir poses a serious threat to federally protected fish species, downstream water 
users and state taxpayers. It serves as an example of Georgia’s misplaced water supply priorities. Rather 
than investing limited state and local funds in maximizing existing water supplies, water planners are 
opting for high-cost alternatives that waste tax dollars on new projects of dubious need.
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In August, the Georgia Environmental Finance Authority awarded a $29 million 
state loan from the Governor’s Water Supply Program to Paulding County to help 
build the $85 million project that is expected produce 35 million gallons of water 
a day (MGD). This loan was awarded despite the fact that the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (Corps) has not yet approved the project. Serious questions about the 
reservoir’s need remain. 

For instance, the Paulding County Water Department currently cannot account 
for nearly 25 percent of the water it purchases from the neighboring Cobb-
Marietta Water Authority. About 15 percent of the water it purchases leaks out of 
delivery pipes before ever reaching a water customer. These water losses cost the 
department $1.4 million annually. Reducing the leaks by just five percent could 
produce an additional 566,000 gallons per day—enough to supply 3,000 homes. 

Furthermore, Paulding County has grossly overestimated its future population. 
County documents supporting the reservoir suggest that the county’s population 

will grow by 14,000 residents per year for the next decade, but from 2000-2010, the county grew by an average 
of 5,482 residents per year and growth slowed dramatically following the economic downturn in 2008. Reservoir 
proponents suggest that the county will need 47 MGD by 2035, but a more realistic projected demand could be 
24 MGD—if the county fixed leaks, implemented other water efficiency measures and recalculated its population 
projections. 

Paulding County already has a water supply—Lake Allatoona. Given recent court decisions, it appears Georgia 
communities will have more access to Lake Allatoona - not less - meaning Lake Allatoona could potentially meet the 
county’s water needs for the foreseeable future. 

Unfortunately, rather than aiding local water suppliers in fixing leaks, 
Gov. Deal’s administration is sending state tax dollars to build new 
reservoirs like Richland Creek that may ultimately prove unnecessary. 

WhaT MusT Be Done:
A decision from the Corps about whether Paulding County will get the 
green light for the project is pending. In the meantime, the state and 
Paulding County should direct limited funds to fixing leaking pipes and 
implementing other water efficiency measures. 

Spending $29 million in state funds to build a reservoir that will feed pipes that leak 15 percent of the water 
supplied by that reservoir is fiscally irresponsible. If your truck has a gas leak, you don’t keep buying more gas to 
fill it up, you fix the leak. Equally irresponsible is investing in reservoir projects without first determining how much 
water will be available from Lake Allatoona. That cannot be determined until the Corps completes studies of the 
operation of Allatoona Dam and a water sharing agreement is reached with Alabama. 
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