
INTRODUCTION:
In DeKalb County when it rains—and often times even when it doesn’t—
it pours sewage into neighborhood streams that feed the South River. 
That’s because the county’s aging sewer system, long in need of repairs 
and pipe replacements, is broken, and the authorities charged with fixing 
the problems have largely been ineffective. Since 2010, when the county 
entered into an agreement with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
and Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division to embark on $1.3 billion 
in sewer improvements, progress has been slow in coming. Between 2012 
and 2015, DeKalb residents were exposed to more than 500 sewage spills 
that polluted neighborhood streets, backyards, creeks and the South and 
Chattahoochee rivers. The stress on the system is such that earlier this year, 
the county sent letters to builders informing them that their projects may 
be in jeopardy because the system cannot handle the additional sewage.   

THE WATER BODY:
Historically, the South River has been abused by the City of Atlanta and 
DeKalb County.  Beginning with the piping of the river’s headwaters to 
create Atlanta’s first “sewer” around 1880, the South River has borne a 
significant portion of the region’s sewage discharges. Yet, despite previous 
neglect, and as the battle against pollution continues, the South River 
remains a resilient gem. Flowing more than 60 miles through Fulton, 
DeKalb, Rockdale, Henry, Newton and Butts counties, it is making a 
remarkable comeback led by the South River Watershed Alliance which 
is leading an effort to create the South River Water Trail. The trail opens 
up the river to recreational paddlers and offers them a scenic route 
through the heart of the Arabia Mountain National Heritage Area.    

THE DIRT:
In 2010 after years of unfettered sewage spills that fouled the 
South River and streams feeding it, DeKalb County entered into a 
court-ordered consent decree with state and federal environmental 
regulators that was supposed to eliminate chronic sewage overflows 
caused most often when rain water infiltrates and overwhelms 
sanitary sewer pipes. The consent decree included a pledge of $1.3 
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billion to address the causes of more than 1,000 spills that occurred 
throughout the county over a period of five years beginning in 2006. 

Now, six years into the consent decree, progress has been slow. In 2012, 
more than 790,000 gallons of sewage made its way into the county’s 
creeks. Three years later, the amount of sewage entering creeks more 
than doubled to 1.9 million gallons. Between 2012 and 2015, the county 
reported 561 spills. In the first half of this year, the county has already 
reported 71 spills. Unfortunately, the consent decree does not set any 
milestones for reducing sewage spills; nor does it include penalties for 
failing to reduce their frequency and volume. 

The situation has 
gotten so dire that the county is considering putting the halt to 
proposed mix-use and retail developments because the system 
cannot handle the additional volume of sewage. 

Additionally, some $190 million in upgrades at the county’s 
Snapfinger Wastewater Treatment Plant, which began in 2012, 
have been plagued by construction delays and disputes with 
neighbors. The project is now slated for completion in 2018. 

More recently political infighting among elected county officials 
has further muddled the effort to get the county’s wastewater 
house in order.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To bring about the full restoration of the South River and 
the streams feeding it, DeKalb leaders must make fixing 
the county’s sewer system a top priority. Federal and state 
regulators must set specific goals and enforce penalties for the 
county’s failure to achieve these goals in a timely manner. 

Jackie Echols, South River 
Watershed Alliance, 404-285-3756, 
southriverwatershedalliance@gmail.com

For More Information Contact:
Top: Though the headwaters of the South River in Perkerson Park 
are picturesque, downstream sewage overflows foul the river.Above 
right: Discharge from a sanitary sewer overflow covers vegetation 
near Snapfinger Creek. Above: Sewage and stormwater spill from 
a manhole cover in DeKalb County following a heavy rain. Sewage 
spills are more common after rain events because the stormwater 
infiltrates old sewer lines causing the pipes to overflow. 


