
INTRODUCTION:
Earlier this year, activists from across Georgia gathered in Atlanta to build a 
giant replica of the state capitol from scrap tires. The mammoth sculpture, 
complete with a gold-painted tire dome, brought attention to an age-old 
practice of state budget writers: charge citizens a fee for a specific purpose 
(like cleaning up illegal tire dumps) but then use that collection for some 
unrelated part of the state budget.  It’s a dishonest practice that’s leaving 
a dirty legacy all over Georgia. When the General Assembly established 
the Solid Waste Trust Fund and the Hazardous Waste Trust Fund, the 
collections were supposed to be used to cleanup hazardous waste sites, rid 
neighborhoods of illegal tire dumps and even fund community-based litter 
prevention and recycling programs. Since their inception in the early 1990s, 
these special fees that we pay when we purchase tires or dump a load of 
trash at our local landfill have generated nearly $500 million in revenue. 
Unfortunately, legislators have diverted nearly $200 million of that to other 
portions of the state budget, leaving a working list of more than 500 toxic 
waste sites, dozens of illegal tire dumps and underfunded local litter and 
pollution prevention programs.   

THE WATER BODY:
With more than 70,000 miles of rivers and streams and vast reserves 
of groundwater, Georgia is blessed with abundant sources of drinking 
water, but those sources are at risk not only from ongoing pollution 
problems but from decades-old toxic waste sites and tire dumps that 
continue to leach contaminants into our well-water reserves and our 
waterways. These rivers and streams are a major part of the state’s 
storied landscape that attracts millions of visitors annually. The Georgia 
Department of Natural Resources estimates that visitors to state  
parks and historic sites have a $610 million impact on the state’s 
economy annually. 
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THE DIRT:
When enacted in 1992, the Hazardous Waste Trust Fund (HWTF) and Solid Waste Trust Fund (SWTF) were intended 
to raise needed funds to cleanup hundreds of illegal tire dumps and sites containing hazardous waste that posed a 
threat to human health and the environment.

Since collections began in 1993, tipping fees that we pay at landfills and 
a $4 fee imposed when we purchase a set of new tires have generated 
$489 million for the state. Unfortunately, allocating those funds for 
their intended purposes is left to legislators. Of the $489 million 
collected, more than 40 percent ($198 million) has been used to fund 
other portions of the state budget. 

These annual diversions have manifested themselves in the glacial 
speed at which cleanups of hazardous waste sites and illegal tire dumps 
are completed. 

Currently, there are more than 500 sites on the state’s Hazardous Site Inventory list. These sites are located in some 
130 of Georgia’s 159 counties and range from old landfills leaching toxins into groundwater to abandoned industrial 
sites with lead-laced soil in the midst of residential areas.

Meanwhile Georgia Environmental Protection Division (EPD) staff are currently monitoring activity at dozens 
of illegal tire dumps that still need cleanups and continually fielding complaints about new dump sites. A 2015 
state audit of EPD’s scrap tire program found that “it lacked methods to prevent new scrap tire dumps, to ensure 
dumps are cleaned up and to ensure that the state is collecting all scrap tire fees owed.” These tire dumps are 
notorious breeding grounds for mosquitos—a concern heightened by the spread of the Zika virus. Clean community 
projects that once received allocations from these funds have also seen those monies disappear, causing local litter 
prevention and recycling programs to be scaled back or eliminated.

In recent years, some legislators have introduced bills to prevent the looting of these and other fee-for-service 
programs. A measure adopted in 2013 would have reduced fees collected for these funds if the money collected was 
diverted. Though the measure passed, Gov. Nathan Deal signed it only with a provision that made the fee reduction 
non-binding. Thus, the looting—and polluting—has continued.  

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To restore honesty in government and ensure that 
fee-for-service programs are used for their intended 
purposes, the Georgia General Assembly should 
put the issue before voters as a constitutional 
amendment that would enable legislators to  
dedicate fees for the HWTF, SWTF and other  
fee-for-services programs. 

Joe Cook, Coosa River Basin Initiative,  
706-232-2724, jcook@coosa.org 
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Top: A $1 per tire fee is collected from citizens whenever they purchase a new tire, 
but these collections are often diverted by legislators to other portions of the state 
budget. As a result, the state is plagued with illegal tire dumps and tires litter our 
rivers. Above leftt: In March, citizens from across the state gathered in Atlanta to 
create a replica of the state capitol building using scrap tires to protest the continued 
diversion of funds from the Solid Waste and Hazardous Waste Trust Funds.


