
INTRODUCTION:
It doesn’t take a scientist to know that the noxious, dark brown 
wastewater spewing from Rayonier Advanced Material’s (Rayonier AM) 
chemical pulp mill near Jesup is fouling the Altamaha River. Anglers won’t 
eat fish caught from the river because they smell of the pulp mill. Others 
won’t swim in the river because when they do, they come out smelling 
like sulfur from the plant. Yet despite these clear signs that Rayonier AM’s 
60 million gallon a day discharge to the Altamaha is ruining the river for 
its other users, and despite the fact that a state court judge has already 
ruled that the pollution violates state clean water laws, the scientists and 
bureaucrats at Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) continue 
to defend the agency’s 2015 pollution control permit that it issued for 
the facility. Now, however, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has 
weighed in on the decades-old pollution problem. In a memorandum 
dated March 16, an EPA scientist suggests that, in fact, pollution from 
Rayonier AM has and still is violating clean water standards for color 
and odor. It remains to be seen whether EPD will finally take action to 
cleanup this pollution that has landed Rayonier AM on the Georgia Water 
Coalition’s Dirty Dozen list for a record fifth time.  

THE WATER BODY:
The Altamaha is Georgia’s largest river and the third largest contributor 
of freshwater to the Atlantic Ocean on North America’s eastern shore. It 
drains a 14,000-square mile basin stretching from Atlanta to Darien 
and is a place of unsurpassed beauty. Often called “Georgia’s Little 
Amazon,” it was named to The Nature Conservancy’s list of the 75 last 
great places on Earth. A treasure trove of biodiversity, the Altamaha 
River basin is home to 120 species of rare or endangered plants and 
animals. Along with its two forks, the Ocmulgee and Oconee rivers, the 
Altamaha provides drinking water to communities from metro Atlanta 
to Middle Georgia.
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THE DIRT:
It seems everyone agrees that Rayonier AM’s massive wastewater 
discharge into the Altamaha River is spoiling Georgia’s “Little 
Amazon”… everyone except Rayonier AM and EPD. 

Anyone that passes by the dark brown plume of wastewater gurgling 
into the Altamaha can see it and smell it. Fish are unfit to eat because 
they stink of the plant; swimmers smell like sulfur. The pollution is 
so bad that when U.S. Geological Survey scientists based in Atlanta 
travel to the south Georgia river to collect data, their colleagues know 
where they’ve been once they return: their boat and equipment reeks 
of the river’s sulfuric stench, even after the 200-mile drive.  

That anecdote was revealed in a USEPA memorandum dated March 16. After reviewing numerous internal studies 
conducted by Rayonier AM, EPA Senior Technical Advisor Franklin Baker wrote: “the weight of multiple lines of 
evidence…supports a finding of impairment for the color and odor water quality criteria.” The memorandum notes 
several known odor-causing chemicals found in the plant’s discharge including ethyl mercaptan, the obnoxious-
smelling chemical used as a warning odorant for odorless propane and natural gas. 

In 2016, a state administrative law judge ruled in favor of Altamaha Riverkeeper (ARK) which argued that a 2015 
pollution control permit issued to Rayonier AM by EPD violated the state’s own clean water laws. Rayonier AM 
and EPD appealed, and in March, a Georgia Superior Court Judge in Jesup overturned that decision. ARK has since 
appealed, and the case remains before the Georgia Appeals Court. 

After release of the EPA memorandum, the Southern Environmental Law Center in July wrote to EPD on behalf of ARK 
requesting that the state agency drop the controversial 2015 permit and issue a new permit that addresses the color 
and odor issues that have plagued the Altamaha River for decades.  EPD has thus far refused to act on the request.

EPD’s efforts to correct this ongoing pollution problem stretch back more than a decade. In 2008, rather than 
issue a new pollution control permit as required by federal law, EPD entered into an agreement with Rayonier AM 
providing the company with eight years to reduce the color of their discharge by 50 percent—a goal the company 
never achieved. 

While the courtroom battles continue, the people 
of the Altamaha keep tossing back fish rather than 
eating them while Rayonier AM continues to roll 
in the profits. In 2016, the company reported net 
income of $73 million. 

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD must issue a pollution control permit for 
Rayonier AM’s Jesup facility that addresses chronic 
color and odor pollution and that will lead to the 
restoration of the river.

Jen Hilburn, Altamaha Riverkeeper,  
912-441-3908, jen@altamahariverkeeper.org
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Top: Treatment ponds at Rayonier AM in Jesup ultimately discharge a noxious 
dark brown wastewater to the river that fouls it for miles downstream. Above right: 
Paddlers explore the Altamaha River. Many anglers will not eat fish caught in the 
river because the fish smell of the mill while others say they will not swim in the 
river downstream from Rayonier because they too end up smelling like the mill.  


