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Disposal of Coal Ash at Poorly Sited Municipal Landfills Threatens
Drinking Water
INTRODUCTION:
After relying on coal as its primary source of electricity for nearly a century,
Georgia has a big, dirty problem on its hands: disposing of and recycling
the toxic ash produced at the state’s coal-burning power plants. One option
endorsed by Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) is dumping
the ash in municipal solid waste landfills. While that may be viable at
some landfills, other landfills may be ill-suited to handle the hazardous
substances found in coal ash—including arsenic, mercury, lead, selenium
and other cancer-causing toxins—due to their locations near surface water
and groundwater. This may be the case at Waste Management’s Superior
landfill near Savannah. The landfill is surrounded by wetlands on two
sides and sits atop underground water sources used by local residents.
Unfortunately, EPD’s process for approving the disposal of coal ash at
municipal landfills lacks some key safeguards. During the 2017 General
Assembly session, bills introduced by concerned legislators aimed at
strengthening EPD oversight failed to advance, leaving the neighbors of
Superior landfill and other coal-ash accepting landfills at risk.

THE WATER BODY:
Across coastal and south Georgia, residents get their drinking water from
vast stores of underground water. Pumped from wells, this groundwater
provides more than 90 percent of the water used by homes and businesses
in coastal Georgia and is the primary water source for Savannah and
Brunswick. Most of that comes from the Floridan aquifer. One of the
most productive groundwater sources in the country, the Floridan
stretches from South Carolina to Mississippi and under the Superior
landfill. Adjacent to the landfill are large wetlands that feed the Little
Ogeechee River, a coastal recreational treasure popular with boaters
and anglers.
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THE DIRT:
Six municipal solid waste landfills currently accept coal ash in Georgia. That ash is both domestically produced and
shipped to Georgia from out of state. As Georgia Power Company and other utilities across the region shutter
outdated plants and remove ash that has been stored in unlined ponds at their facilities, Georgians can expect to see
more ash headed their way. Georgia Power alone expects to ship some 8 million tons of its ash to municipal landfills.
Waste Management expects to receive up to 150,000 tons annually at the Superior landfill.
Even though municipal solid waste landfills must have liners and
leachate collection systems, liners can fail and leachate collection
systems may not collect all the leachate that escapes from landfills.
Pipes in the systems may crack or collapse.
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has concluded that all
landfills eventually will leak into the environment. Despite this,
municipal solid waste landfills that receive coal ash currently are
allowed to operate in wetlands and floodplains and may be constructed
less than five feet above the uppermost groundwater sources. What’s worse, leaks could go undetected for long
periods of time, because EPD requires just two groundwater sampling events each year at those landfills.
Thus, for residents close by the Superior landfill, the critical question is this: are their drinking water wells at risk of
contamination from coal ash, given the landfill’s proximity to groundwater and surface water and the potential for leaks?
No one should have to worry about their drinking water. When coastal Georgia legislators introduced bills to
address the risks posed by coal ash storage at certain landfills, they were met with opposition from the powerful
waste and energy sector lobby (which contributed nearly half a million dollars to Georgia state representatives and
senators during the 2016 election cycle). The bills never made it out of committee.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Coal ash must be disposed of safely and responsibly, away from rivers, lakes, wetlands, and drinking water aquifers.
Coastal Georgia legislators are expected to introduce legislation during the 2018 General Assembly session that
will strengthen EPD oversight of the disposal of coal ash at municipal landfills and clarify where coal ash ought to
be stored. Legislative leaders should give these
measures a fair hearing, and legislators should adopt Top: An aerial view of Waste Management’s Superior landfill in Chatham County
shows the facility’s proximity to wetlands and streams that flow to the Little
these bills to safeguard the state’s drinking
Ogeechee River. The landfill is one of six municipal solid waste landfills in the state
water sources.
that are currently accepting coal ash waste. Above right: Coffee Bluff Marina on
Georgians should contact their legislators
encouraging them to support these measures.
These same state representatives and senators will
undoubtedly get an earful from landfill and energy
sector lobbyists who will soon fill their campaign
coffers in advance of the 2018 elections.

the Little Ogeechee River is one of many places downstream from Superior Landfill
where boaters and anglers enjoy Georgia’s coastal waterways.

For More Information Contact:
Simona Perry, Ogeechee Riverkeeper,
866-942-6222, simona@ogeecheeriverkeeper.org

