2017’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
COOSA RIVER

Coosa River Cleanup Delayed by Underfunded, Understaffed
State Agency
INTRODUCTION:
The federal Clean Water Act requires that industries that discharge
pollution to our country’s rivers must have their pollution control permits
reviewed by state environmental regulators every five years, but on the
Coosa River, International Paper has operated under the same permit since
1997. As a result, efforts to improve the health of the Coosa and Weiss
Lake in Alabama have been hampered for decades. The primary cause
of this 20-year delay has been an underfunded, understaffed Georgia
Environmental Protection Division (EPD), the state agency charged with
updating pollution permits. A Coosa River cleanup plan originally created
in 2004 has yet to be implemented because of the agency’s failure to
complete necessary studies and issue new permits. Despite a growing
population and economy, since 2005, state funding for EPD has remained
stagnant, leaving our state’s rivers, lakes, streams and estuaries at risk.

THE WATER BODY:
The upper Coosa River basin is considered North America’s most
biologically unique river basin with 30 endemic aquatic species, and the
Coosa River in particular is unique because it is one of only a handful of
locations in the country where land-locked striped bass still spawn. The
Coosa River in Georgia also feeds Weiss Lake in Alabama, a 30,200-acre
Alabama Power reservoir that is the economic calling card for Centre,
Alabama and Cherokee County. Tourism associated with the lake is the
county’s primary industry, with an economic impact of $250 million
annually. More than 450,000 people visit the lake each year and some
4,132 lake-related jobs generate more than $36 million in wages.

THE DIRT:
Since 2005, EPD has seen its appropriations fall while state revenues
have grown. Adjusted for inflation, Georgia’s 2017 revenue was $3.3
billion more than in 2005, yet this year lawmakers provided EPD with
almost 25 percent less than they did in 2005.
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The results of this stagnant funding are felt most at places like the Coosa
River where an underfunded, understaffed state agency has been forced
to delay action to cleanup polluted water.
In 2004, EPD created a plan for the Coosa to correct chronic low oxygen
levels in the river downstream of International Paper and other facilities
discharging pollution. That plan would have forced the paper plant
to cease operations during critical low flows on the Coosa in order to
maintain safe oxygen levels in the river and Weiss Lake where fish kills
had occurred periodically in the 1980s and 1990s.
The controversial cleanup plan was placed on hold while EPD agreed to
conduct additional data collection and complicated computer modeling of the Coosa and Weiss Lake.
Though EPD hoped to finish the project as early as 2010, the agency has still not completed the work. Earlier this
year with the question of how much pollution International Paper could safely dump in the river still unanswered,
the global paper and packaging giant volunteered to spend $300,000 to conduct the same studies EPD was to have
conducted years ago.
While EPD is now working with the private contractor hired by International Paper and insists that it maintains full
oversight over the modeling project, the perception is that the fox is watching the henhouse…all because EPD lacks
the resources and manpower to keep watch over our water.
After 20 years of inaction, earlier this year EPD finally initiated a review of International Paper’s pollution control
permit, but as part of the agreement to allow International Paper to conduct the computer modeling, the state agency
is providing the company with an additional seven years to complete the studies and upgrade its pollution controls.
That means for the next seven years, the company may continue discharging oxygen-robbing organic matter into
the Coosa at nearly six times the level EPD considers safe for the river.
In addition to prolonged delays at International Paper, updates of pollution control permits have been delayed for
Georgia Power Co.’s Plant Hammond as well as the City of Rome and Cartersville wastewater treatment facilities.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia lawmakers must increase funding for
the state’s important environmental monitoring
and protection programs. Without the data to
understand safe pollution limits, industries that
discharge waste to Georgia’s water are left to
deal with regulatory uncertainty and our rivers,
lakes, streams and estuaries will continue to
be polluted.

Top: Lack of funding for Georgia’s lead environmental agency has delayed a cleanup
of the Coosa River in this heavily industrialized area of Floyd County that includes facilities operated by International Paper and Georgia Power Company. Above left: The
upper Coosa River is known for its aquatic biodiversity. The river basin is home to 30
aquatic creatures that are found no where else in the world. Among the more common
animals living in the Coosa are soft-shelled turtles.
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