
INTRODUCTION:
During the past several years, Georgia residents and their elected officials 
have learned the hard way that when it comes to stopping gas pipeline 
companies from taking your land against your will, there’s little hope. In 
August, a Mitchell County family was forced to pay the builders of the 
controversial Sabal Trail pipeline through southwest Georgia $47,000 in 
legal fees when they unsuccessfully fought to prevent Spectra Energy from 
taking their land through eminent domain. Georgia legislators met a similar 
fate. Earlier this year they voted to stop the Sabal Trail pipeline project by 
denying permission to drill underneath several Southwest Georgia rivers 
only to find the vote moot when pipeline builders threatened eminent 
domain proceedings against the state. Rather than fight, the Attorney 
General’s office folded. Spectra Energy, with eminent domain power 
bestowed upon it by a federal agency, now is more powerful than Georgia 
itself, leaving surface and groundwater sources and residents along the 
Sabal Trail pipeline path at risk while providing no public benefit for 
Georgians.   

THE WATER BODY:
The Sabal Trail pipeline’s path across Southwest Georgia will require 
boring underground pipelines beneath the Withlacoochee, Flint and 
Chattahoochee rivers as well as numerous smaller streams, and 
along its length, it will course underground through the Floridan 
aquifer. The Floridan aquifer, a vast underground water system, is 
the region’s most important water source, providing more than 600 
million gallons a day to irrigate crops, run industries and supply 
homes and businesses with drinking water. The pipeline route runs 
through Stewart, Webster, Terrell, Lee, Dougherty, Mitchell, Colquitt, 
Lowndes and Brooks counties—a swath of land that is home to rare 
wildlife including the Georgia state reptile—the gopher tortoise—
along with the federally protected indigo snake and red cockaded 
woodpecker. The area is also known as “Georgia’s Breadbasket,” the 
most productive orchard and row crop land found in the state. 
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THE DIRT:
Ordinarily, the power of eminent domain—the power to take a 
citizen’s property against their will—is reserved to local, state and 
federal governments. Even when used by a private company, such as 
an electric utility, it can only be used if the project benefits the public 
as a whole. But in the case of natural gas pipelines, local and state 
governments are essentially powerless. The Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission, after a review process, issues licenses to private companies 
to build transmission pipelines, thus bestowing upon them the power 
of eminent domain—often times with little regard for public benefit.  

Despite the best efforts of Georgia legislators during the 2016 session, 
Spectra Energy is now using that power to plow a path under Georgia 
rivers, through the Floridan aquifer, across family farms that have 
operated for generations and in the middle of communities of working 
poor. The company has filed dozens of eminent domain lawsuits and 
ultimately will impact more than 1500 property owners along the 515-
mile route through Alabama, Georgia and Florida. 

The pipeline will carry fracked natural gas from as far away as 
Pennsylvania to Florida utility providers that continue to invest in fossil 
fuel-powered projects while ignoring the potential for solar power in 
the Sunshine State. The project will not provide any gas to Georgia 
residents, but will place the drinking water and the safety of those same 
residents at risk. 

Spectra Energy wants to have the pipeline delivering gas in 2017, but 
the project still faces lawsuits recently filed by the Sierra Club, Gulf 
Restoration Network, Flint Riverkeeper and Chattahoochee Riverkeeper. 

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Whether the Sabal Trail pipeline is built or not, eminent domain reform 
is needed at the federal level. Georgia legislators should introduce and 
adopt a resolution urging Georgia’s congressional delegation to reform 
the process by which the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission issues 
licenses for gas pipelines to provide greater 
protections for landowners. The fate of 
Georgians’ property and their water and 
land resources should not be left to the 
whims of out-of-state power utilities and 
gas line operators.

Gordon Rogers, Flint Riverkeeper,  
229-435-2241, gordon@flintriverkeeper.org 
John Quarterman, WWALS Watershed Coalition, 
229-242-0102, contact@wwals.net
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Top: The Floridan aquifer gives rise to breathtakingly 
beautiful blue hole springs like this one along the Flint 
River. Top Left: Residents throughout Southwest Geor-
gia have opposed the pipeline. The project will impact 
more than 1500 property owners along its 515-mile 
route through Alabama, Georgia and Florida. Above: 
Pipes are lined up prior to construction of the Sabal 
Trail gas pipeline in Southwest Georgia.


