
INTRODUCTION:
Hexavalent chromium, radionuclides, beryllium, arsenic…this witch’s brew 
of toxins is not supposed to show up in our drinking water, but that’s 
exactly where you’ll find it in places like Juliette, Waycross, Jesup and 
Cairo where residents fear that spikes in cancer among neighbors are 
linked to the very water they depend upon for their life. Unfortunately, 
when it comes to tracking the causes of well water contamination there 
are too often more questions than answers and too few laws to provide 
at-risk residents with any recourse.  During the past two years, concerned 
legislators have tried to improve state laws to protect our well water 
sources. A comprehensive bill to update groundwater protections was 
adopted by the Senate during the 2015 session, but during this year’s 
session, that measure died in the House Natural Resources Committee, 
replaced by a resolution merely asking Georgia’s Environmental Protection 
Division to review current groundwater protections, the legislative 
equivalent of passing the buck.   

THE WATER BODY:
About 20 percent of the water used in Georgia homes and businesses 
is pumped from wells tapping our state’s underground aquifers. 
Communities from the mountains to the coast depend on these 
pristine sources that require little disinfection and treatment to make 
drinkable. This is especially true in coastal and south Georgia where 
most residents get their drinking water from the Floridan aquifer. This 
massive underground system spreads beneath 100,000 square miles of 
land from South Carolina to Mississippi and south into Florida. 
Valdosta, Moultrie, Cairo, Brunswick, Savannah and a host of 
other communities get some or all of their drinking water from 
the Floridan. It supplies paper plants in Jesup and power plants 
in Baxley; in Southwest Georgia, it irrigates more than a million 
acres of crops each summer. A workhorse for farms and factories, 
it is also responsible for some of our state’s most breathtakingly 
beautiful places as it bubbles to the surface creating “blue holes” 
like Radium Springs in Albany—considered one of Georgia’s Seven 
Natural Wonders.  
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THE DIRT:
Earlier this year, residents near Georgia Power Co.’s Plant 
Scherer, a coal-fired power plant in Juliette, made an alarming 
discovery: cancer-causing hexavalent chromium in their well 
water. These residents live adjacent to one of the plant’s 
unlined coal ash ponds where tons of this residual coal is 
stored. Around the country at other power plants, hexavalent 
chromium is routinely documented in groundwater near these 
ponds. In Juliette, residents are perplexed. Thus far, Georgia’s 
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) has not stepped in to 
conduct additional testing or force Georgia Power to do so, 
nor has the state notified area residents of the potential risk. 
Meanwhile the power company has recently begun seeking to 
purchase property surrounding the ash pond.  

Juliette residents are not alone in their dilemma. Residents 
of Waycross and Ware County in recent years have fought a 
battle to bring attention to a “cancer cluster” and well water 
contamination in their community. The answers have been few 
and corrective action limited.  

Despite these examples, Georgia leaders have been weakening well water protections rather than strengthening 
them. In 2014, Gov. Nathan Deal and legislators failed to renew a moratorium on the controversial practice of 
aquifer storage and recovery—a water supply scheme that has caused well water contamination elsewhere. In 2015, 
legislators introduced SB 36, a bill that would require the Department of Natural Resources to implement rules 
protecting the state’s groundwater. The bill passed the Senate, but earlier this year it died in the House, replaced 
instead by a resolution merely asking EPD to look at the state’s current groundwater regulations. 

The examples in Juliette and Waycross, however, do underline one harsh reality of groundwater pollution. Tracking 
sources is difficult and once contaminated, it is extremely difficult to remedy.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia’s existing laws do not provide adequate protections for groundwater and the nearly three million 
Georgians that depend upon it for their drinking water. The Georgia General Assembly should rectify this by passing 
comprehensive groundwater protection legislation that gives EPD the ability and the resources it needs to prevent 
contamination, to hold polluters accountable, and to inform the public about real and possible contamination.

Emily Markesteyn, Ogeechee Riverkeeper,  
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Top: Residents near Plant Scherer in Juliette fear that the facility’s 
coal ash ponds shown in this photo may be leaching toxins into 
their well water. Above: Altamaha Riverkeeper collects a sample 
from a private well near Plant Scherer. The tests showed high levels 
of hexavalent chromium, a cancer-causing toxin associated with 
coal ash waste. 


