
Along Georgia’s rivers, you’ll find 17 fossil-fuel-fired and nuclear-powered 
electric generation facilities. Water pumped from our rivers is critical in the 
power generation process as it is used to cool operating systems and keep 
electricity flowing to our homes, businesses, industries and farms. In fact, 
more water is pumped from Georgia’s waterbodies to produce electricity 
than is removed for any other use—nearly fifty percent of Georgia’s total 
water use. These facilities permanently remove about 187 million gallons 
a day (MGD) from Georgia’s rivers—enough water to supply the cities of 
Augusta, Savannah, Columbus, Macon, Albany and Rome.  

Among the rivers most impacted by these withdrawals is the Savannah which 
provides water for Plant Vogtle, one of the state’s two nuclear power plants. 
Earlier this year, the Southern Company began construction of two new 
nuclear reactors at Vogtle. The proposed reactors are expected to require an 
additional withdrawal from the Savannah River of as much as 74 MGD.  

At a time when Georgia is already struggling to supply enough water for 
homes, businesses, industries and farms, the state needs to seek innovative 
ways to reduce the energy sector’s significant demands on our rivers. 

The RiveR:
Forming the state line between Georgia and South Carolina, the Savannah River drains a land area of 
10,577 square miles and flows 313 miles across the Piedmont and Coastal Plain before emptying into the 
Atlantic Ocean at the City of Savannah. Georgia’s first river, it supplies drinking water to approximately 
1.4 million people, including two of Georgia’s largest cities, Augusta and Savannah. Additionally, the river 
feeds countless industries, including the Savannah harbor, the state’s largest seaport, and supports a thriving 
recreation and tourism industry—three U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ reservoirs host a combined 21 million 
visitors annually. Biologically rich, the river serves as spawning grounds for the federally protected Atlantic 
and shortnose sturgeon.
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The DiRT:
The massive water withdrawals required for Plant Vogtle’s proposed new nuclear 
reactors, on top of the water requirements for two existing reactors, pose a 
serious threat to the Savannah River. When water is withdrawn from the river, 
both fish and their eggs often get sucked to their death as well. And, once the 
water is removed from the Savannah, much of it will never be returned. In a 
worst-case scenario the proposed new reactors will withdrawal 49 MGD for 
evaporative cooling, but only 8 MGD will be returned. That means 88 percent of 
the water removed from the river will be lost in the process. To put the projected 
consumptive water loss in perspective, with average per capita daily water use 
in Georgia at 75 gallons, this means the two existing and two proposed Vogtle 
reactors could consume enough water to supply over 1.1 million Georgians with 
drinking water. 

Additionally, the water that is returned to the river is discharged from the plant 
at an elevated temperature, which can cause oxygen levels in the river to decline, 

further stressing imperiled fish populations. Add to that the potential for releases of tritium, a radioactive form of 
hydrogen, and relying on surface water to cool these reactors makes less and less sense, especially when alternative 
cooling technologies exist. 

Dry cooling (also known as “air cooling”) or wet/dry hybrid cooling systems, are in use in the United States and other 
countries, but not in Georgia. Though not currently in use at nuclear plants, a hybrid cooling option was approved 
for a proposed reactor at the North Anna nuclear plant in Virginia. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has 
stated that dry cooling is “appropriate in areas with limited water available for cooling or where the source of 
the cooling water is associated with extremely sensitive species.” The 
Savannah fits both of those categories. 

WhaT MusT Be Done:
As Plant Vogtle’s partners (Georgia Power Company, Oglethorpe 
Power Company, Dalton Utilities and MEAG Power) move forward with 
construction of the plant’s new reactors, they must reconsider alternative 
cooling technologies to reduce stress on the Savannah River.

Additionally, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division, which is 
currently reviewing water withdrawal permits for the new reactors, 
must evaluate water-saving cooling technologies and the long-term 
sustainability of the Savannah River. These cooling technologies would significantly reduce water use, lessening 
impacts on the Savannah. Moreover these alternatives can be cost-effective, especially in light of ongoing drought 
conditions, which have caused shutdowns at other power plants in the region.

Finally, given Georgia’s current reliance on water-intensive electricity generation, development of less-water 
intensive energy options including energy efficiency and conservation and renewable sources such as wind and solar 
should be a statewide priority. 
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