
INTRODUCTION:
Burning coal is dirty business. No where is that more evident than at 
Georgia Power Co.’s 60-year-old Plant Hammond on the Coosa River west 
of Rome. For years, the coal-fired power plant has dumped toxic pollutants 
including mercury, arsenic and lead into the river. Recently adopted federal 
regulations would finally address this pollution, but thus far Georgia’s 
Environmental Protection Division (EPD), charged with enforcing the 
regulations, has failed to force changes. In fact, EPD has known since 
2004 that pollution from Plant Hammond was causing problems for the 
Coosa, but a cleanup plan first proposed that same year has still not been 
implemented. Instead, Plant Hammond, like four other coal-fired power 
plants in Georgia, operates under a long-expired and outdated permit that 
fails to set limits for toxic pollutant discharges. The last time EPD updated 
Plant Hammond’s permit George W. Bush was still our president.  

THE RIVER:
The upper Coosa River basin is considered North America’s most biologically 
unique river basin with 30 endemic aquatic species, and the Coosa River 
in particular is unique because it is one of only a handful of locations in 
the country where land-locked striped bass still spawn. The Coosa River 
in Georgia also feeds Weiss Lake in Alabama, a 30,200-acre Alabama 
Power reservoir that is the economic calling card for Centre, Alabama and 
Cherokee County. Tourism associated with the lake is the county’s primary 
industry, with an economic impact of $250 million annually. More than 
450,000 people visit the lake each year and some 4,132 lake-related jobs 
generate more than $36 million in wages.

THE DIRT:
Nationwide, coal-fired power plants dump an estimated 1.8 billion 
pounds of toxic metals into rivers, lakes and streams. Collectively, the 
nation’s coal-fired power plants are responsible for about 30 percent 
of toxic water pollutants discharged to our country’s waterways. 
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At Plant Hammond and similar facilities, the pollution comes 
from the waste byproduct of the coal combustion process, 
gypsum scrubbers that work to reduce toxins from smokestacks 
as well as wastewater used to wash out boilers and treat coal ash 
waste. This toxin-laced water is discharged to large ash ponds at 
the facility and then released to the Coosa. 

It is likely that mercury, arsenic, lead and other toxic pollutants 
are included in this discharge, but because the 9-year-old permit 
doesn’t require monitoring for these toxins, no one knows 
exactly what’s being dumped in the river. 

In 2012 when Plant Hammond’s permit was up for its five-year 
renewal as required by law, rather than conducting a thorough 
review, EPD “administratively extended” it with no changes. 
Sadly, that has been a common trend at the perpetually 
underfunded and understaffed agency. More than 27 percent of 
major Clean Water Act permits for industries and municipalities 
discharging pollutants to our state’s rivers are out of date, 
including permits of four other coal-fired power plants like 
Hammond.  

New federal guidelines known as Effluent Limitation Guidelines 
(ELGs) adopted in 2015 seek to eliminate 90 percent of the toxic 
waste discharged to waterways at coal-fired power plants, but in 
Georgia, EPD has been slow to act on the new requirements. To 
date, Plant Hammond still operates under the requirements of a 
permit last reviewed and updated in 2007.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD must immediately begin the process of updating and 
renewing permits for Plant Hammond and four other coal-fired 
power plants with expired permits. These new permits should 
comply with federal deadlines to eliminate these toxic  
discharges to Georgia’s rivers and streams. 

Amelia Shenstone, Southern Alliance for 
Clean Energy, 404-373-5832 Ext. 3,  
amelia@cleanenergy.org or
Zack Fabish, Sierra Club, 202-675-7917, 
zachary.fabish@sierraclub.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Georgia Power Co.’s Plant Hammond currently operates 
under an out-of-date permit that allows it to discharge water 
containing toxins to the Coosa River. Top left: Coal ash ponds 
adjacent to the Coosa hold toxin-laced water before it is  
discharged to the river. Above: The Coosa River winds from 
Plant Hammond to Weiss Lake in Alabama. The lake supports  
a tourism industry that is responsible for $250 million in  
economic activity annually in Cherokee County. 


