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Toxic Cleanup Plan Leaves Brunswick Residents at Risk
INTRODUCTION:
Glynn County is best known as the home of state-owned Jekyll Island and
the world-class resorts at St. Simons Island, but tucked behind these barrier
islands in the marshes surrounding Brunswick is a toxic legacy that has
frustrated environmental regulators and hamstrung economic development
since the 1990s. Unfortunately, a recently released U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency cleanup plan for the Hercules Inc. Brunswick pesticide
production facility may leave nearby residents at continued risk to exposure
to the toxic chemicals. Anglers are advised not to regularly eat fish caught
in Terry Creek while underground plumes of toxins have seeped into
adjacent properties. Now, Hercules is arguing that it should not be required
to cleanup the polluted groundwater because the company considers the
brackish water “unusable” for drinking water. If state regulators agree to
this, it could weaken groundwater protection across the state.

THE WATER BODY:
Terry Creek and Dupree Creek are part of the network of sinuous coastal
creeks winding serenely through the famous marshes of Glynn. Through
the years, Georgia’s 360,000 acres of salt marshes have inspired poets and
artists, but most importantly for coastal communities, have inspired visitors
to flock to the area. The coast hosts an estimated 15 million visitors each
year, and the marshes and barrier islands support some 24,000 tourism
and fisheries jobs for Georgia citizens. Terry Creek is enjoyed by boaters
and anglers, many of whom catch and eat fish from the creek, putting
themselves at risk to consuming toxins accumulated in fish.

THE DIRT:
From 1948 to 1980, Hercules Inc. produced a pesticide used by cotton
and soybean farmers marketed under the name toxaphene. They
didn’t realize how appropriate the name was. The poison was later
found to be toxic to humans as well as insects. A known cancer-causing
chemical, it persists in the environment for decades. The U.S. banned
its production in the 1980s, but in Brunswick the damage was already
done from the 2.5 million pounds of pesticide manufacturing wastes
released into the marsh.
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Today, Georgia’s Department of Natural Resources recommends that residents not eat shellfish harvested in Terry
Creek and encourages them to not eat or limit their consumption of seven other popular species of sportfish.
In addition to contaminating the coastal food chain, toxaphene has been found in shallow groundwater beneath
13 properties adjacent to the Hercules property. This has left a portion of East Brunswick blighted, stunting property
values and preventing redevelopment opportunities. Now, Hercules is arguing that they should not have to cleanup
groundwater at the site because they consider it “unusable” for drinking water due to the water’s salt content.
If Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) agrees to this, it would dramatically change long-standing state
policy that considers all water as potential drinking water sources, and therefore, deserving of protection.
Interestingly, the attorney representing Hercules is former EPD Director Jud Turner.
In July, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) released its Interim Record of Decision to stop the continued
release of toxaphene from the Hercules Inc. property via a ditch flowing to Dupree and Terry creeks. That plan
involves leaving contaminated sediments in place, filling the existing channel with dirt and then re-routing the
discharge to a man-made channel.
While this is just a “first step” in a multi-step, multi-year cleanup process, it may fail
on many fronts.
In testing soil, sediment and water, EPA relied on tests that fail to characterize the
extent of the toxaphene contamination and overlooked a host of other toxins related
toxaphene, including cancer-causing dioxins known to exist in groundwater beneath
the facility.
EPA’s action also does not implement cleanup plans for groundwater
contamination—a failing that leaves local residents dependent on well water at risk.
Finally, EPA failed to address environmental justice issues concerning low income and
minority groups surrounding the site. The plan to leave contaminated soils in place
along the ditch poses a continued threat to subsistence anglers.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
In this prolonged hazardous waste cleanup,
EPA must be more responsive to local residents.
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division
must also play a role and ensure that the
Hercules cleanup is comprehensive and fully
protects Brunswick residents.
Furthermore, EPD should deny Hercules’
request to avoid responsibility for cleaning up
contaminated groundwater by labeling that
water “unusable.”

Top: An aerial view of Brunswick shows the Hercules Inc. facility in relation to the coastal
marshes and Terry Creek. Toxins reach Dupree and Terry creeks via the drainage way
passing underneath U.S. 17 in the center of the photograph. Above: Fish consumption
health advisory signs mark popular fishing spots along Terry Creek in Brunswick.
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912-441-3908, jen@altamahariverkeeper.org

