
INTRODUCTION:
When Georgia Power Co. shuttered its electric turbines at Plant Harlee 
Branch on Lake Sinclair last year, it left behind a toxic legacy—15 million 
cubic yards of coal ash containing arsenic, mercury, lead, selenium and 
other cancer-causing toxins, the remains of some 50 years of burning coal to 
produce electricity at the facility. Today, the coal ash sits in four man-made 
ponds adjacent to Lake Sinclair awaiting a Georgia Power cleanup plan that 
will lead to toxins being dumped into the lake. The plan, which involves 
consolidating all the ash into one “super pond” would require dewatering 
the coal ash slurry and pumping the water into Lake Sinclair without first 
treating it to remove heavy metals and other contaminants.  Meanwhile, 
the existing and unlined ash ponds continue to leach polluted water into 
the lake and groundwater beneath the retired plant.  

THE WATER BODY:
A man-made reservoir on the Oconee River, Lake Sinclair has been a 
recreation hot spot in middle Georgia since the completion of Sinclair 
Dam in 1953. Covering 15,330 acres in Baldwin, Hancock and Putnam 
counties and offering up 417 miles of scenic shoreline, it is an economic 
driver for the region, supporting a $77 million a year tourism economy 
in Baldwin County alone. The draw of the Oconee’s water at Sinclair and 
its sister upstream, Lake Oconee, are such that local boosters have taken 
to promoting the region as “Georgia’s Lake Country” where the wealthy 
and famous visit and live at tony resorts and communities like Reynolds 
Plantation, Harbor Club and The Sanctuary. The Oconee is part of Georgia’s 
largest river basin, joining the Ocmulgee River downstream to form 
the Altamaha River which empties into the Atlantic Ocean near Darien.  

THE DIRT:
In late December and early January when nearly 11 inches of rain fell 
on Baldwin County, Georgia Power faced a dilemma that highlighted 
the risks associated with putting massive coal-ash ponds adjacent 
to lakes and rivers. Branch’s ponds were near overflowing from the 
deluge, forcing the company to begin pumping the polluted ash  
pond water directly to the lake in an effort to keep dams at the  
ponds from failing.
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The precautions were taken with good reason. In 2008, a coal ash dike at a Tennessee power plant burst sending 5.4 
million cubic yards of coal ash into the Emory and Clinch rivers; in 2014 a similar disaster in North Carolina fouled 70 
miles of the Dan River. 

While the pumping at Plant Branch kept the dams in tact, it did so at the expense of Lake Sinclair. Tests conducted 
by Altamaha Riverkeeper showed that the water from the ponds contained arsenic and other heavy metals. Now, 
Georgia Power’s cleanup plan for the ponds involves dumping more of this polluted water into Lake Sinclair. 

Three of the four ash ponds will be dewatered and the water, polluted with heavy metals, will then be pumped into 
the lake. The remaining coal ash will be consolidated into one unlined holding pond at the site where it will remain 
permanently with the potential to leach into nearby well water or the lake itself. 

In a study published earlier this year, Duke 
University researchers reported finding coal 
ash contaminants ranging from arsenic to 
vanadium in groundwater beneath ash ponds 
and in surface water adjacent to ponds. Earlier 
this year, in tests conducted at its coal-fired 
power plants, Georgia Power itself discovered 
levels of arsenic in groundwater near ash ponds 
more than three times the state limit.

Despite this evidence of releases of toxins from 
ash ponds, Georgia’s recently adopted rules for 
the disposal of coal ash allow the material to 
be stored in unlined ponds and do not require 
that water removed from the ash ponds be 
tested and treated for heavy metals and other 
contaminants before it is pumped into local 
rivers, streams and lakes.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Because Georgia’s executive branch and its 
Environmental Protection Division have failed 
to adopt rules that protect local communities 
from the risks associated with coal ash, Georgia’s 
legislature must take up this issue and adopt 
laws that require proper disposal and storage of 
coal ash as well as proper treatment of coal ash 
pond water. Jen Hilburn, Altamaha Riverkeeper,  

912-441-3908,   
www.altamahariverkeeper.org 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Coal ash ponds at Georgia Power Co.’s Plant Branch sit adjacent to Lake Sinclair.  
Above: Discolored water marks one of many locations where ground and surface water 
discharge from a coal ash pond at Plant Branch enters into Lake Sinclair. Chemical 
tests of this water conducted by Altamaha Riverkeeper revealed that it contained 
carcinogenic heavy metals. 


