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Some 50 years ago, the Chattahoochee River 
downstream from Atlanta was described as an open 
sewer; on the Altamaha River, fishing nets were 
routinely coated with slime from industrial pollution; 
and on the Conasauga River, untreated industrial 
waste and sewage made the river unfit for use as 
drinking water by downstream communities.

Today, thanks to the federal Clean Water Act, 
conditions on those rivers have been greatly 
improved, and what’s more, the old idea of “dilution 
being the solution to water pollution” has been 
replaced by a culture that demands that we respect 
and care for Georgia’s rivers, lakes and streams and 
plan for a sustainable water future.  

Georgia Water Coalition’s 2018 Clean 13 report highlights the efforts of individuals, businesses, industries, non-
profit organizations and state and local governments who embody that new ideal. Through innovative and proactive 
projects, these entities are protecting our water, restoring the health of Georgia’s waterways and preserving them for 
future generations. 

For instance, while no laws prohibit farmers from plowing their land right up to a river bank or prevent them from 
watering their livestock in our rivers, the Swancy family at Riverview Farms in Gordon County protects a natural 
buffer along the Coosawattee River and fences their cattle and hogs to prevent them from fouling the river. One of 
the largest organic farms in the state, their practices further prevent chemical pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers 
from harming the river. 

Meanwhile, in South Georgia the Stripling Irrigation Research Park, managed by 
the University of Georgia, works with farmers to encourage them to adopt water 
efficient irrigation practices that grow more food with less water, keeping more 
water in Georgia’s rivers for wildlife, recreation and downstream communities. 

The University’s Warnell School of Forestry and Natural Resources is also 
responsible this year for a groundbreaking dam removal. In July, the school 
became the first entity in the state to remove a dam for the primary purpose of 
restoring habitat for fish. The breaching of the White Dam reconnects some 22 
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Private Efforts to Protect Georgia’s Water
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miles of the Middle Oconee River near Athens, providing improved 
habitat for fish like the Altamaha and Ocmulgee shiners.

Some of Georgia’s biggest corporations are also doing their part. 

Interface, one of the world’s largest producers of modular floor 
coverings, has set the bar for sustainable manufacturing practices. 
Since 1996, the company has improved energy efficiency by 43 
percent, reduced the intensity of its greenhouse gas emissions by 
96 percent and reduced the amount of manufacturing waste sent to 
landfills by 91 percent. The company has also invested in massive 
rainwater harvesting projects at its LaGrange, West Point and 
Atlanta facilities to reduce demands on the Chattahoochee River. 

Likewise, in Carrollton, Southwire, a world leader in the 
production of wire and cable, now uses collected rainwater at its 
manufacturing facility. The company’s 5-million gallon stormwater 
collection system has the added benefit of protecting a nearby 
creek. And, the company has partnered with others in the West 
Georgia community to bring more affordable solar power to  
Carroll County. 

Individual Georgians are also taking action to protect our water. Dr. 
Jenna Jambeck, a University of Georgia environmental engineering 
professor, has become a leader in research on plastic pollution in 
oceans. Her work is informing waste management worldwide. 

And, at the state capital, Rep. Jon Burns (R-Newington), the House Majority Leader, has used his position to push 
legislation protecting Georgia’s water and land as well as the property rights of all Georgians. During this year’s 
legislative session, his leadership led to the passage of the Georgia Outdoor Stewardship Act. If voters approve the 
constitutional amendment created by this legislation in November, the state will have new funds to protect land, 
improve parks and trails, and provide Georgians with more hunting and fishing opportunities. 

In Brunswick, the Glynn Environmental Coalition (GEC), itself a member of the Georgia Water Coalition, is recognized 
in the report for the organization’s nearly 30 years of efforts on behalf of Glynn County communities. GEC aids locals in 
ensuring that cleanups at four superfund sites in the county protect their health, their property and the environment. 

From Savannah to Marietta local water utilities are conserving water and restoring rivers. 

Utilities in Savannah, Augusta and Columbia County have banded together to fund a study that will ultimately restore 
the health of the Savannah River by reconnecting the river’s main channel with bends or “oxbows” that were cut  
off during 20th century engineering projects implemented in a failed attempt to bring river barges from the coast  
to Augusta. 



In Jonesboro, the Clayton County Water Authority is likewise working to restore the Flint River by building a new 
sewage treatment plant that for the first time in some 30 years will return treated wastewater directly to the river. 
The project will help restore water levels on the upper Flint, a river that has suffered from multiple diversions during 
the past 50 years. 

In Atlanta’s northern suburbs, the Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority’s efforts to promote water conservation 
among its customers and improve the efficiency of its network of water lines has led to a significant reduction in the 
amount of water it pumps from Lake Allatoona, thus leaving more water in the Etowah River for downstream users. 

On the Georgia coast, the Lodge on Little St. Simons Island has become a model for sustainable tourism on Georgia’s 
barrier islands. Aside from preserving the 11,000-acre island as wilderness, the Lodge’s replacement of a wooden 
bulkhead at its island dock with a “living shoreline” has proven the effectiveness of natural measures to protect the 
state’s sensitive coastline. 

Finally, as Georgia continues court battles with Florida and Alabama over the equitable use of water shared between 
the states, the work of the Apalachicola Chattahoochee Flint Stakeholders has provided a road map for ending the 
litigation and creating a plan that protects the rivers and their many users. 

Together, the efforts of these “Clean 
13” are adding up to cleaner rivers, 
stronger communities and a more 
sustainable future for Georgia. 

The Georgia Water Coalition publishes 
this list not only to recognize these 
positive efforts on behalf of Georgia’s 
water but also as a call to action for 
our state’s leaders and citizens to 
review these success stories, borrow 
from them and emulate them. 

The Georgia Water Coalition is 
a consortium of more than 250 
conservation and environmental 
organizations, hunting and fishing 
groups, businesses, and faith-based 
organizations that have been working 
to protect Georgia’s water since 2002.
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INTRODUCTION:
A June Supreme Court ruling in the decades-long water dispute between Georgia 
and Florida was perhaps good news for lawyers and bad news for taxpayers 
in both states. The ruling insured that there would be more court filings…and 
more lawyers’ fees. Since the early 1990s, when Florida and Alabama sued to 
prevent Georgia water utilities from taking more water from the Chattahoochee 
and Etowah rivers, Georgians have spent millions in legal fees. Just since 
2011, Georgia has paid out $47 million in legal defense and litigation-related 
expenses. Meanwhile, beginning in 2009 a private group of citizens from the 
three states convened to develop a water-sharing plan. That plan, referenced 
repeatedly by the Supreme Court’s appointed Special Master during court 
proceedings in 2016, now more than ever might hold the path to cooperation 
among the long-feuding states.  

THE WATER BODIES:
The Apalachicola, Chattahoochee and Flint rivers are critical to Georgia, Florida 
and Alabama for diverse reasons. At 435 miles long, the Chattahoochee is 
Georgia’s longest river, and provides drinking water for almost half the state’s 
population. The Flint and the streams and aquifers that feed it supply drinking 
water for Georgians and water for the “breadbasket of Georgia,” providing 
millions of gallons of water for farms daily during the growing season. In Alabama, 
the Chattahoochee is used to power multiple industrial facilities, including a 
nuclear power plant. In Florida the state’s seafood industry depends heavily on 
adequate freshwater flows into Apalachicola Bay, an estuary that has historically 
produced 90 percent of Florida’s oyster harvest. Meanwhile, a host of federally 
protected aquatic species depend on the river system.     

THE CLEAN:
In 2009, with some $2 million in private funding, a group of stakeholders 
representing diverse interests ranging from recreation to agriculture 
and navigation to water supply, gathered with the intent of developing 
a water sharing plan between Georgia, Florida and Alabama—something 
that more than two decades of studies, negotiations and court 
proceedings had failed to produce. 

APALACHICOLA, CHATTAHOOCHEE & FLINT RIVERS  
Privately Funded Stakeholder Group Provides Road Map to End  
Tri-State Water Dispute    
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Six years later, that group of 56 citizens known as the ACF Stakeholders (ACFS) 
reached consensus on its Sustainable Water Management Plan (SMWP).  

The SWMP includes actions that would ensure equitable sharing of the river system’s 
finite water resources while providing for adaptive management in the future.

“Our plan lights a path to changing the way we store water and operate the 
reservoir system, combined with smarter approaches to using water, and improving 
stream flows in the river basin and Apalachicola Bay,” said Betty Webb, 2015 ACFS 
Chair and Administrator for the City of Apalachicola, Florida.  

Tellingly, during court proceedings in 2016, Special Master Ralph Lancaster repeatedly referenced the SWMP and asked a 
number of the witnesses in the proceedings to provide their opinion of the SWMP. 

And, this summer, when the Supreme Court 
returned the case back to the Special Master 
for further work, the high court’s opinion 
reflected some of the core tenets of the 
SWMP. Namely, that the system does, in fact, 
support a number of human uses throughout 
the basin as well as a diverse riverine 
ecosystem and that the US Army Corps of 
Engineers plays a significant role in the 
management of the system.

In August, the Supreme Court named federal 
appellate judge Paul J. Kelly, Jr. of New 
Mexico to serve as the new Special Master in 
the Florida v Georgia case. 

It remains to be seen whether Judge Kelly will 
choose to review the work of ACFS as part of 
his new role in the litigation as did Special 
Master Lancaster. As for the stakeholders, 
their hope is that their consensus-building 
work can serve as a road map for leading the 
bickering states away from the courtroom and 
to the negotiating table.

Gil Rogers, Director of Georgia and Alabama Offices, Southern Environmental Law Center,   
404-521-9900, grogers@selcga.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: The amount of water used to irrigate crops in the Flint and Chattahoochee river 
basins has been one bone of contention in the long-running water wars between 
Georgia, Alabama and Florida. Left: Communities in metro Atlanta depend heavily 
on the Chattahoochee River for drinking water. The state of Florida contends that 
upstream water withdrawals have reduced the amount of freshwater flowing to 
Apalachicola Bay, harming the region’s seafood harvests. Above: An Apalachicola Bay 
oysterman tongs for oysters. The health of the Bay’s oyster harvest depends heavily on 
adequate freshwater flows coming into the bay from the Apalachicola River.
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INTRODUCTION:
For more than a century, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has dredged and re-
engineered the Savannah River along the Georgia-South Carolina border. First, in 
the 1930s by straightening dozens of the river’s natural bends or “oxbows,” and 
more recently, by dredging the Savannah Harbor. The result of these projects 
is a river that no longer can function as nature intended. The Savannah’s 
diminished ability to filter and dilute pollutants threatens aquatic wildlife 
and creates challenges for communities and businesses that discharge treated 
sewage or industrial waste into the river. Now, thanks to the support of water 
utilities along the river and Savannah Riverkeeper, the Savannah is on the brink 
of a multi-million dollar project that could restore the river’s natural flows and 
functions and improve its health from Augusta to Savannah. 

THE WATER BODY:
Flowing more than 300 miles and forming the border between Georgia and 
South Carolina, the Savannah River is Georgia’s second largest river basin. On 
the Georgia coast, it supports the fourth-largest port in the United States. 
Upriver, it is no less important, supplying drinking water for 1.4 million people, 
including residents in its namesake city as well as Augusta. Beneath the river’s 
surface is a treasure trove of biological diversity. More than 100 fish species call 
the Savannah home, including the federally protected Atlantic and shortnose 
sturgeons that spawn there. The first river to be explored by Georgia’s founders 
in 1733, 280 years later it remains a vital part of the state’s economy and 
cultural and natural heritage.   

THE CLEAN:
Industries and water utilities that discharge treated wastewater to 
the Savannah River are in a bind, in large part due to nearly a century 
of “river improvements” meant to improve navigation and increase 
commerce from the coast to Augusta. 

During the middle part of the 20th century, the U.S. Amry Corps of 
Engineers cut through thirty-two bends in the river to shorten the 
distance from Augusta to Savannah by 26 miles. The extensive effort 
never generated the expected barge traffic to Augusta, but it did leave 

SAVANNAH RIVER  
Water Utilities Invest in Study to Restore Savannah River   

SAVANNAH
RIVER

CLEAN WATER HEROES
City of Augusta Utilities, Columbia County  
Water Utility, Savannah Utility Services 
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a legacy of environmental damage. Without the bends and oxbows and connected wetlands, the river is less able to 
naturally treat pollutants and nutrients, causing oxygen levels to decrease and greatly reducing habitat for the river’s fish 
and mussels.

This means that to keep the Savannah healthy, nearly 50 municipalities and industries along the river spend millions of 
dollars removing pollutants from their wastewater before discharging it into the river. 

But in 2013, a settlement in a lawsuit brought against the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers by Savannah Riverkeeper and 
others over the deepening of the Savannah Harbor provided hope for the beleaguered river and those that discharge 
waste to it. 

The settlement provided some $13 million to restore the river’s meanders, oxbows and wetlands. The project would 
lengthen the river and improve its ability to naturally cleanse itself…but only if local funding could be secured to start 
the project. 

That’s when the cities of Augusta and Savannah and Columbia County stepped to the plate. Together, water utilities in 
these communities pledged nearly $1 million for a study to determine which parts of the river are the best suited for 
restoration. The Corps is now undertaking the study and restoration activity is expected to follow. 

“It’s huge,” said Savannah Riverkeeper Tonya Bonitatibus of the buy in from 
local water utilities. “This project positions dischargers to restore the river 
they rely on, while giving the river its kidney system back.”

If the restoration projects prove effective, the effort could set the stage 
for water utilities to fund additional projects to return the Savannah to 
its historic meandering route. If all the oxbows are returned, Savannah 
Riverkeeper estimates that 40 river miles and some 70,000 acres of 
wetlands can be created. 

For Tom Wiedmeier, director of Augusta Utilities, the plan is especially 
positive because it has required cooperation from river users from Augusta 
to the coast. 

“You have to look at this holistically—not just what’s happening at the end 
of your pipe,” he said. “A lot of times there’s a lot of friction between 
upstream and downstream communities, but we’re all on the same page 
with this one.”

 

 
Tonya Bonitatibus, Riverkeeper, Savannah Riverkeeper, 706-826-8991, riverkeeper@savannahriverkeeper.org
Tom Wiedmeier, Director, Augusta Utilities, 706-312-4154, twiedmeier@augustaga.gov
Billy Clayton, Water Utility Director, Columbia County, 706-863-6928, bclayton@columbiacountyga.gov
Laura Walker, Environmental Administrator, City of Savannah, 912-651-2221, lwalker@savannahga.gov

For More Information Contact:

Top: Savannah River anglers may be among the 
beneficiaries of the oxbow restoration project. 
Restoration efforts are expected to improve habitat 
for fish and other aquatic wildlife. Above: The 
Savannah River oxbow restoration project will 
reconnect the main channel of the river with some 
of its historic bends or oxbows that were cut off by 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ projects in the 20th 
century designed to make the river more navigable 
for commercial barge traffic. 



13
Georgia’s 2018

INTRODUCTION:
When it comes to water supplies, Clayton County, with a population of nearly 
275,000 residents, sits at a precarious place.  The county’s primary water source 
is the tiny Flint River. When that river passes into Clayton County at Hartsfield-
Jackson Atlanta International Airport, it is a creek small enough to step across. 
By necessity, the Clayton County Water Authority has been forced to innovate 
in order to provide water for its more than 78,000 customers. In 2010, the 
Authority completed a $30 million wetlands-based water reuse program that 
each day turns some 10 million gallons of treated wastewater into potable water 
for homes and businesses. This water “recycling” has helped reduce demands 
on the Flint, and now the Authority is upgrading a wastewater treatment plant 
that will for the first time in nearly a half-century return flows directly to the 
Flint—a move that will help restore the river’s historic flows that have been lost 
as demand for its water has steadily grown over the past half century.  

THE WATER BODY:
The Flint River, starting as a spring just northwest of Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta 
International Airport (and flowing for almost 2 miles beneath the runways of 
world’s busiest airport), is one of only 40 rivers in the United States that flows 
for more than 200 miles unimpeded by dams on its main stem. It is home to 
some of the most scenic river terrain in the state as it passes beneath Pine 
Mountain and is home to fish species unique to the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-
Flint like the shoal bass and Halloween darter. Additionally, it and its tributaries 
harbor habitat for federally-protected mussel species. In metro Atlanta, 
the Flint and creeks feeding it provide drinking water for all of Clayton and 
Fayette counties as well as much of Coweta County, Griffin and surrounding 
communities. For years, the river has been embroiled in a water dispute 
between Georgia, Florida and Alabama. At question is the amount of 
water flowing down the Flint and Chattahoochee rivers to meet the needs 
of Georgia’ downstream neighbors.    

THE CLEAN:
Since the 1940s, flows on the Flint River through metro Atlanta have 
seen major declines during drought. The conversion of forest and field 
to concrete and asphalt, the construction of ponds and lakes, increased 
demands for drinking water and a failure to return treated wastewater 
to the Flint have all contributed to the downward spiral. Today, during 
periods of drought, there is 70 percent less water in the Flint than there 
was during similar periods in the 1950s. 

FLINT RIVER  
Water Utility Restores Flows to River In Need    

FLINT RIVER

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Clayton County Water Authority
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To address this troubling trend, American Rivers, partnering with the Flint 
Riverkeeper and local water utilities including the Clayton County Water Authority, 
has convened the Upper Flint River Working Group. The Group has worked since 2013 
to identify ways to restore healthy flows in the Flint. 

Acknowledging the concerns of river stakeholders and downstream communities, the 
Authority now plans to return flows to the river by embarking on a major upgrade of 
its W.B Casey Water Reclamation Facility  and the construction of a new discharge to 

the Flint River.  When completed, the project will for the first time since the 1970s return a portion of Clayton County’s 
treated wastewater directly to the Flint. It also allows the Authority to accommodate expected population growth in the 
area and the water and wastewater demands that come with it. 

“We had concerns about the sustainability of the 
Flint long term since it’s the principle water supply 
for the county,” said Mike Thomas, who retired as 
the Authority’s general manager in June. “We were 
eventually going to run out of [wastewater] capacity. 
This allows us to address a small interbasin transfer and 
gives us more flexibility.” 

Indeed, the project will help reverse the decades-old 
practice of withdrawing drinking water from the Flint 
River and discharging it as treated wastewater to the 
nearby Ocmulgee River basin—a transfer of water that 
contributes to a daily loss of about 12 million gallons 
from the Flint’s flow. 

Initially, the Authority’s project will amount to only 
about 2 million gallons a day, but the Upper Flint River 
Working Group views it as an important first step in 
restoring the Flint. 

“With leadership from Clayton County Water Authority 
and its neighboring water utilities, we’ve begun to steer 
the river in a better direction,” said Ben Emanuel with 
American Rivers. “We’re not trying to restore the Flint to a pristine condition, but ultimately, this work will enable the 
river to do the work of supporting people, the economy and its own unique ecology into the future.”

 

Bernard Franks, General Manager, Clayton County Water Authority, 770-961-2130, Bernard.franks@ccwa.us
Ben Emanuel, Director--Clean Water Supply, American Rivers, 404-373-3980, bemanuel@americanrivers.org 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Though small, the Flint River in Clayton County serves as a primary 
drinking water source for the area. During the past five decades, flows on 
the upper Flint have suffered as more water has been pumped from the 
river without it being returned to the river as treated wastewater. Left: 
The W.B. Casey Water Reclamation Facility in Jonesboro is being expanded 
to allow the Clayton County Water Authority to discharge treated waste-
water directly to the Flint River. Above: The Clayton County Water Author-
ity’s  E.L. Huie Jr. Constructed Treatment Wetlands allow the Authority to 
recycle 10 million gallons of treated wastewater into potable water for 
homes and businesses. They also attract water birds and other wildlife. 
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INTRODUCTION:
In the late 1990s as Georgia and Alabama attempted to broker a water sharing 
agreement for the Alabama-Coosa-Tallapoosa river system, the situation 
looked grave for communities along the Etowah and Coosa rivers from Rome to 
Gadsden, Alabama. One proposed agreement would have allowed as much as 150 
million gallons a day to be pumped from Lake Allatoona and the Etowah River 
and never returned, an amount more than five times the existing daily average. 
Such a massive diversion of water to metro Atlanta (known as an “interbasin 
transfer”) could handicap economic growth in downstream communities and 
could wreak havoc on the health of the river. Though the dispute between 
Georgia and Alabama has still not been settled, water conservation and 
efficiency measures undertaken by the Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority 
and its wholesale customers have eliminated the expected, ever-increasing 
water withdrawals from the Etowah and Lake Allatoona. Today, CCMWA’s average 
transfer of water out of the Etowah River is less than it was in the late 1990s, 
despite population growth in the Authority’s service area.  

THE WATER BODY:
Though the Etowah River passes only along the northern edge of metro Atlanta’s 
suburbs, it plays a key role in the region’s drinking water supplies, producing 
about 13 percent of metro Atlanta’s supply. Coursing 163 miles from the 
north Georgia mountains near Dahlonega to Rome in northwest Georgia, it is 
considered one of the most biologically diverse rivers of its size in the country, 
hosting 76 native fish species, including three federally protected species. The 
Coosa River, formed when the Etowah meets the Oostanaula in Rome, courses 
into Alabama where it is dammed six times and plays a critical role in local 
economies from Cedar Bluff to Wetumpka.     

THE CLEAN:
Metro Atlanta has long been the boogeyman for water users in the 
rest of Georgia—a giant behemoth hogging and diverting all the water 
from smaller downstream communities. Leaking pipes, wasteful water 
practices and failing sewage systems rightfully earned the metro region 
the ire of its downstream neighbors. But, since the creation of the 
Metropolitan North Georgia Water Planning District in 2001, the region 
has made significant strides in protecting water for those downstream. 

ETOWAH AND COOSA RIVERS  
Water Conservation Leadership Reduces Demands on Stressed Rivers    

ETOWAH AND
COOSA RIVERS
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Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority
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Among District members, the Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority and its wholesale 
customers have been leaders. 

In the midst of drought in 2000, CCMWA created the waterSmart program, an effort to 
promote water conservation among its customers. When drought struck Georgia again 
in 2006, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division adapted that same program for use 
statewide. 

In the past two decades, water saving programs like toilet retrofits, conservation pricing, 
leak detection and repairs on water mains, outdoor watering restrictions and in-schools 
education programs have limited and even reduced demands on Lake Allatoona and the 

Etowah River.

At the height of the historic drought of 2006-2007, CCMWA’s monthly 
average production was as high as 129 million gallons per day (MGD). Since 
then, the Authority’s monthly production average has topped 100 MGD 
only once, and the water permanently transferred out of the Etowah basin 
has declined slightly to about 22 MGD—a far cry from the 150 MGD feared 
in the late 1990s. These reductions have occurred despite nearly 300,000 
people moving to the area serviced by CCMWA. 

Some of the gains in efficiency have been the result of an aggressive water 
loss prevention program including: pipe replacement, leak detection 
initiatives, and meter testing and replacement. Today, CCMWA and the 
Cobb County Water System lose just 10 percent of the water they pump 
from local waterways, well below the state average. 

Though it seems counter productive for a water utility that exists to sell 
water to invest in water conservation, CCMWA has been an industry leader 
for the past three decades. 

“It became clear to us in the 1980s that our ability to meet all our 
customers needs would be contingent on either creating more supplies 
or stretching the limited supply that was available,” said Glenn Page, 
CCMWA General Manager. “We have a limited resource and we have to 
accept that fact.” 

Glenn Page, General Manager, Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority, 770-514-5300, gpage@ccmwa.org
Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, Executive Director & Riverkeeper, Coosa River Basin Initiative,  
706-232-2724, jesse@coosa.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Water conservation education efforts initi-
ated by Cobb County-Marietta Water Authority have 
reached thousands of youth in Cobb County schools.  
Left: Identifying leaks and upgrading water infra-
structure have helped the Cobb County-Marietta 
Water Authority reduce the amount of water the Au-
thority pumps from Lake Allatoona and the Etowah 
River. Above: Allatoona Dam near Cartersville forms 
Lake Allatoona. Cobb County-Marietta Water Author-
ity pumps water from Lake Allatoona to supply a 
service area population of more than 850,000. 
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INTRODUCTION:
The year was 1986. Brunswick was a town of heavy industries using the water, 
wood and other resources of South Georgia to fuel the local economy. One 
morning resident Daniel Parshley woke up to a polluted yellow fog and walked 
outside. “I vomited off my porch because it stunk so bad,” he said. “In that 
moment, I became a flaming environmentalist.” Since then Parshley and the 
Glynn Environmental Coalition (GEC) have been lighting fires under the feet 
of industries and environmental regulators to clean up pollution and bring 
change throughout Georgia’s beloved “marshes of Glynn” at the mouth of the 
Altamaha River. Forcing Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division to limit air 
emissions as required by the federal Clean Air Act was just the beginning for 
Parshley. Since helping found GEC in 1990, Parshley and GEC volunteers have, 
among other things, monitored four Superfund sites for more than two decades, 
created a Safe Seafood Campaign to educate subsistence anglers and most 
recently helped prevent an elementary school from being built adjacent to a 
Superfund site.  

THE WATER BODY:
Glynn County is home to the Golden Isles of Georgia, the state’s most renowned 
and visited barrier islands—St. Simons, Sea Island, Little St. Simons and Jekyll. 
Hosting some 15 million visitors each year, the Georgia coast supports a tourism 
industry that pumps more than $2 billion into the state’s economy. Meanwhile 
the surrounding landscape of sand beaches, endless salt marshes and barrier 
islands provides habitat for 71 high priority animal species and 91 high priority 
plant species. The estuarine waters serve as nurseries for 70 percent of the 
species of fish and shellfish harvested off the Georgia coast. That commercial 
and recreational fishery contributes some $400 million to Georgia’s 
economy. In the midst of this abundance and bounty, Glynn County is also 
home to 17 identified hazardous waste sites, four toxic Superfund sites 
and an additional four actively polluting industries.    

THE CLEAN:
As Daniel Parshley tells it, the Glynn Environmental Coalition started in 
1990 with “just a bunch of people that cared about their community,” 
and today, the organization is still essentially the same—neighbors 
advocating alongside many underserved, low-income and minority 
neighbors suffering under the legacy of polluting industries. 

GEORGIA’S COAST  
Coastal Watchdog Works to Protect Communities from Toxic Pollution    

GEORGIA’S
COAST
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For more than two decades GEC has managed U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) Technical Assistant Grants designed to help residents impacted by 
Glynn County’s four toxic Superfund sites understand the often complicated and 
highly technical cleanup plans. GEC experts evaluate the proposed cleanup plans 
and work with residents to ensure that the cleanups protect their health as well 
as property values and the surrounding environment. 

Alarmed by the number of local residents subsisting on fish caught in waters near 
these sites, GEC has for some 18 years led the Safe Seafood Project, a program 
to educate locals about the risks of eating contaminated fish and shellfish. 

GEC worked to have fish tissue analyzed, identified tainted species and fishing 
areas, posted warning signs and distributed written materials at local businesses 
and other outlets. In one instance, the organization successfully petitioned to 

have a heavily polluted pond and popular fishing spot fenced to protect anglers. 

Likewise, when GEC volunteers saw children playing in 
toxic soil at another site, they pushed EPA to install fencing 
and secure the site. 

Earlier this year when the Glynn County School Board 
proposed building an elementary school adjacent to 
another of the county’s Superfund sites, the Glynn County 
watchdog helped convince the Board to build the new 
school elsewhere. 

Later this year, Parshley, a 28-year volunteer and employee 
of the organization will retire, leaving behind more than 
three decades of advocacy. He said during those years, the 
organization’s greatest achievement is changing minds. 

“We’ve changed the attitudes and expectations in our 
community,” he said. “We’ve gone from a time when our 
environment was expendable for jobs to a time when 
our community is now sharing a vision for a future that is 
environmentally sound.”

 

Daniel Parshley, Project Manager, Glynn Environmental Coalition, 912-466-0934,  
gec@glynnenvironmental.org
Laura Early, Riverkeeper, Satilla Riverkeeper, 912-462-5094, riverkeeper@satillariverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: As administrators of U.S. EPA Technical Assistance grants, GEC has 
helped local communities impacted by Superfund sites understand the 
complicated and highly technical cleanup plans. Left: GEC works with 
youth in communities impacted by Superfund sites. In one instance, the 
group protected children by demanding that a fence be placed around 
an area containing contaminated soils where children regularly played. 
Above: As part of its Safe Seafood Project, GEC worked to have fish 
consumption warning signs posted at popular fishing holes known to be 
locations where contaminated fish and shellfish could be harvested.
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INTRODUCTION:
In the 1990s, after spending some 20 years building one of the world’s 
largest producers of modular commercial floor coverings, Interface founder 
Ray Anderson said customers began to ask him “What are you doing for the 
environment?” His response: “We had no answer.” But, before his death in 2011, 
Anderson came to be known for his leadership in the sustainability movement. 
Today, his Atlanta and LaGrange-based company with facilities worldwide 
is considered a leader in sustainable manufacturing. Through technological 
advances in manufacturing processes and the construction of massive rainwater 
harvesting systems, the company’s Georgia facilities in LaGrange and West Point 
use 93 percent less water than they did in 1996. Interface has also set the bar 
for waste reduction, energy efficiency, recycling and use of recycled materials in 
its products.  

THE WATER BODY:
What little water Interface purchases from local utilities in LaGrange and West 
Point comes from the Chattahoochee River that feeds Lake West Point along the 
Georgia-Alabama state line. Since the 1990s, the Chattahoochee has been at 
the center of a pitched battle over water rights between Georgia, Alabama and 
Florida. At issue is the amount and health of the water flowing from Georgia to 
the neighboring states. At 435 miles-long, the Chattahoochee is Georgia’s longest 
and most heavily-used river. It supplies about 50 percent of Georgians with their 
drinking water and provides water for countless businesses and industries like 
Interface from its origins in the North Georgia mountains to its confluence with 
the Flint River at the Georgia-Florida state line in southwest Georgia.      

THE CLEAN:
Ask Interface employees what they’re doing for the environment these 
days, and they might tell you, “More than anyone else.” And, they’re not 
likely overstating the truth. 

Since 1996, shortly after founder Ray Anderson demanded that his 
company become a leader in environmental sustainability, Interface has 
improved energy efficiency at its manufacturing sites by 43 percent, 

CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER  
Industry Leader in Sustainability Continues Work to  
Conserve Natural Resources    

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Interface

Georgia’s 2018

CHATTAHOOCHEE
RIVER



reduced the intensity of its greenhouse gas emissions by 96 percent and reduced the 
amount of manufacturing waste sent to landfills by 91 percent. 

Today, through the purchase of green energy credits, 88 percent of the energy used in its 
manufacturing processes comes from renewable sources like wind and solar. 

For employees who have been with the company since before Ray Anderson’s conversion 
to environmental warrior, the change in culture has been remarkable. 

“I can remember when our only goal was to make a profit,” said Buddy Hay, vice president of Sustainability Strategies 
and a 29-year veteran of the company, “Now, our purpose is so much bigger. It is refreshing to work for a company with 
a moral compass.” 

Currently, Interface is designing and constructing two 50,000-gallon 
rainwater collection systems at its LaGrange facilities. Rain falling on 
the roofs of the company’s manufacturing buildings will be directed 
to storage tanks that will then supply everything from portions of the 
manufacturing process to toilets. The company has employed a similar 
strategy for its new headquarters building in Atlanta, having installed a 
rainwater collection system designed to reduce water use by 78 percent.

A similar project at the company’s West Point facility was so successful 
that the company needed to purchase just 1.4 million gallons from the 
local water utility in 2017. Twenty years ago, Interface’s West Point and 
LaGrange facilities annual water bill was some 27 million gallons and 
those facilities manufactured half the product they do today.  This means 
more water remains in the Chattahoochee River for downstream users. 

Another of the company’s major initiatives is increasing the recycled 
content of their products. In 2017, almost 60 percent of their raw 
materials came from recycled or plant-based materials. Many of 
Interface’s carpet tiles are made from 100 percent recycled content yarn, 
including yarn produced from discarded fishing nets in the Philippines.

Savannah Weeks, Global PR Manager, Interface, 678-634-1845, savannah.weeks@interface.com
Jessica Sterling, Technical Programs Director, Chattahoochee Riverkeeper, 404-352-9828,  
jsterling@chattahoochee.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: By recycling materials, Interface has reduced the amount of manufacturing waste sent to local landfills by 91 percent since 1996. Left: Among 
Interface’s sustainability initiatives is an effort to reuse discarded carpet materials. In 2017, almost 60 percent of their raw materials came from 
recycled or plant-based materials. Right: Many of Interface’s carpet tiles are manufactured from 100 percent recycled content yarn, including one 
line of products made from discarded nylon fishing nets collected in the Philippines.



13
Georgia’s 2018

INTRODUCTION:
For lovers of wildlife and water, the photos and videos on social media are 
heart-wrenching: sea turtles with plastic straws stuck in their noses; dead 
whales with plastic bags found in their stomachs; rivers of plastic trash flowing 
into oceans in the Philippines; a giant plastic garbage gyre swirling in the Pacific. 
Yet despite these dire visuals, until 2015, no one had attempted to quantify 
exactly how much plastic pollution was entering our oceans. That’s when the 
University of Georgia’s Dr. Jenna Jambeck teamed with researchers from the 
National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis in California to discover 
just how badly we were polluting our oceans. The results of their research: 8 
million metric tons of plastic trash find their way to our oceans each year—the 
equivalent of a garbage truck filled with plastic dumped in the ocean every 
minute of every day for 365 days. That research and Jambeck’s other work has 
thrust her to the forefront of the global effort to stem plastic pollution, and 
today the impact of her work is felt in Georgia and across the globe.  

THE WATER BODY:
Oceans cover 71 percent of the Earth’s surface and contain 99 percent of the 
living space on the planet. These vast spaces cradle the life upon which we 
depend, from shrimp and tuna to phytoplankton. The country’s commercial fish 
and shellfish harvests amount to around 9 billion pounds annually, and the tiny 
phytoplankton in our oceans produce half the oxygen that we and other land 
mammals breathe. In Georgia, the Savannah, Ogeechee, Altamaha, Satilla and 
St. Mary’s drain to the Atlantic Ocean along the state’s 100-mile coastline while 
the northern and western portions of the state ultimately drain to the Gulf of 
Mexico via the Tennessee, Alabama, Apalachicola, Ochlocknee and Suwannee 
rivers. These rivers connect Georgia’s 10 million residents—and their 
trash—to the world’s oceans.       

THE CLEAN:
Plastic trash has taken Dr. Jenna Jambeck to virtually every corner of 
the planet, and along the way she has become one of the world’s leading 
scientists for the management and reduction of plastic waste. 

THE WORLD’S OCEANS  
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In 2010, she helped develop the Marine Debris Tracker, a smartphone app that allows citizens to document and report 
plastic trash from any place in the world. Since its creation, 1.3 million items have been logged. The Georgia Sea Turtle 
Center on Jekyll Island uses the tool in its shore cleanup program, and interestingly, the individual who has logged the 
most litter lives in Omaha, Nebraska, illustrating the point that the majority of plastic pollution in our oceans comes 
from land-based sources. 

“Mismanaged waste on land is blown or washed into our waterways and ends up in our ocean. What happens inland is 
very important,” she said. 

Her research showed that the U.S. produces 270 pounds of plastic waste per person annually. And, while the vast 
majority of that is disposed of properly in landfills or recycled, as much as five pounds per person winds up in the ocean 
as a result of littering, both along the coast and inland. 

In 2014, Jambeck traveled for 19 days across the Atlantic Ocean as part of the all-woman crew of eXXpedition, a sailboat 
voyage to study and bring attention to global plastic pollution, and earlier this year, the National Geographic Society 
awarded her one of its Explorer grants for her work on reducing plastic litter in Vietnam. She has testified before 
Congress and the United Nations on the subject, and in 2017 her notoriety led the U.S. State Department to enlist her 
talents as a “plastics ambassador.” During the past year she has travelled from the Middle East to East Asia, touring 
waste management facilities, educating youth and advising local governments on plastic waste reduction. 

Back home in Athens at the UGA’s New Materials 
Institute, she works with other researchers and 
students to identify and develop alternatives to plastics 
in packaging and consumer products.  

While Jambeck’s research indicates that the plastic 
pollution problem in our oceans will grow over the 
next several years, she says programs that she has 
helped implement overseas are beginning to make 
a difference. She is optimistic that change is afoot 
because trash is something that everyone can see. 

“Compared with other environmental problems, 
this is very visible,” she said. “People can see it and 
understand it. They can advocate for change and 
they can make changes themselves. Governments are 
certainly listening and industry is stepping up as well.”

Jenna Jambeck, Associate Professor University of Georgia College of Engineering and National Geographic 
Explorer, 706-383-7014, jjambeck@engr.uga.edu
Dana Skelton, Georgia River Network, 706-549-4508, dana@garivers.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Dr. Jenna Jambeck’s work with the U.S. State Department has led to 
advances in how developing countries manage their waste streams. While 
developing economies use less plastic per person than the U.S., a greater 
percentage of that plastic is not properly disposed of and ends up in our 
oceans. Above: Dr. Jenna Jambeck’s travels to research and understand the 
impacts of plastic pollution have taken her across the Atlantic Ocean on a 
19-day sailing expedition as well as to other locations across the globe. 
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INTRODUCTION:
In November, Georgians will have the opportunity to pass an historic 
constitutional amendment. If approved by voters, the Georgia Outdoor 
Stewardship Act (GOSA) amendment will set aside up to $20 million a year in 
sales taxes already collected on purchases of outdoor sporting goods equipment 
to protect the state’s water and land. And, unlike many other state collections, 
these funds will be “dedicated,” meaning they can’t be redirected by budget 
writers to fund other state operations.  Its passage would establish Georgia’s 
first-ever dedicated source of conservation funding. Among the legislators 
sponsoring GOSA was Effingham County Republican Rep. Jon Burns. House 
Majority Leader since 2015, Rep. Burns wields considerable influence, and during 
his 14 years in office, he’s used that influence and his legislative acumen to not 
only usher through this year’s landmark GOSA legislation, but a host of other 
measures protecting Georgia’s water resources.     

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia is blessed with abundant water resources. A network of some 70,000 
miles of rivers and streams courses through the state. These waterways are 
connected to nearly 5 million acres of wetlands and together they feed and 
fill more than 425,000 acres of public lakes and reservoirs. Along with the 
state’s underground aquifers, these water bodies supply Georgia’s 10 million 
residents with some 3 billion gallons of water daily that is used for everything 
from drinking water to cooling nuclear reactors. In addition to these services, 
Georgia’s waterways are home to more than 325 species of fish, including 
eight federally protected species, and the rivers also harbor 165 species of 
mussels and snails, more than all but three other states in the country. The 
state’s bountiful outdoor recreation opportunities fuel large portions of 
the state’s economy. The Outdoor Industry Association estimates that 
consumer spending on outdoor recreation activities in Georgia annually 
tops $27 billion and generates $1.8 billion in state and local tax revenue.       

THE CLEAN:
For years, Georgia has lagged behind neighboring states in terms of the 
amount of money dedicated to land conservation. Between 1998 and 
2008, North Carolina and Florida dedicated $1.4 billion and $2.7 billion 
respectively to those purposes while Georgia, with no dedicated funding 
sources, spent just $303 million during a similar time period, according to 
statistics compiled by The Trust for Public Land. 

GEORGIA’S WATER  
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But, if the Georgia Outdoor Stewardship Act (GOSA) amendment championed by Rep. Burns and his colleagues passes 
muster with voters in November that will change. Polling shows the amendment has strong bi-partisan support. 

“We’ve heard time and time again that Georgia is one of the few states that lacks dedicated funding for environmental 
conservation,” said Rep. Burns. “That statistic is history now. GOSA is going to help us balance the concrete and asphalt 
that accompany growth with trees, parks, and trails.”

Indeed, funds collected through GOSA will not only preserve land, they’ll also be used to support local parks and trails 
and expand opportunities for nature-based recreation. 

But GOSA is not Rep. Burns’ only legislative achievement for Georgia’s water. 

In earlier sessions, he was instrumental in defeating a proposal that would have exempted the Georgia Department of 
Transportation from many of the state’s erosion and sedimentation laws, despite the fact that DOT is among the largest 
movers of dirt in the state. Said the former DOT board member turned state representative: “Government agencies 
should be held to the same standard of compliance as the private sector.” 

In 2011, after discharges from a Screven County textile plant into the Ogeechee River caused a massive fish kill in his 
district, Rep. Burns took action. Noting that the state’s response to the emergency was poorly coordinated, in 2014 he 
sponsored legislation (HB 549) restoring an emergency response 
team at the state’s Environmental Protection Division, a safety 
net that budget cuts had previously eliminated. 

And, in 2017 in the midst of a pitched battle over a petroleum 
pipeline to be built through coastal Georgia, Rep. Burns 
sponsored legislation (HB 413) that protected landowners by 
limiting petroleum pipeline companies’ ability to use eminent 
domain. That pipeline proposal was ultimately derailed in part 
because of the legislation. 

As a Republican lawmaker, Rep. Burns is not alone in dispelling 
the stereotype that his party is weak on the environment. “I 
do not believe that any American, Republican or Democrat, is 
anti-environment,” he said. “No matter your politics, we can all 
agree that clean water, clean air and clean wildlife habitats are 
all good things which we should strive for. Ultimately, we just 
have to craft balanced policies that respect businesses and  
the environment.”

Rep. Jon Burns, 404-656-5052, jon.burns@house.ga.gov
Mark Woodall, Sierra Club, 706-601-1118, woodallmark8@gmail.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: Rep. Jon Burns championed this year’s Georgia Outdoor 
Stewardship Act. If approved by voters in November, the consti-
tutional amendment will create a dedicated funding source for 
protecting land and water. Above: As House Majority Leader, Rep. 
Jon Burns works with his colleagues to craft legislation and usher 
bills through the legislative process.
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INTRODUCTION:
Imagine a coastal getaway with no golf courses, no tennis courts, no spas, no 
televisions and—God forbid—sometimes patchy and slow internet access. In 
Georgia, thanks to preservation of many of the state’s barrier islands, many such 
places exist, but on Little St. Simons Island they’ve taken primitive, upscale 
eco-tourism to a new level. Accessible only by boat, the Lodge on Little St. 
Simons bills itself as a “sustainable island paradise.” The Lodge hosts just 32 
guests each night and those guests have the run of the pristine, undeveloped 
11,000-acre barrier island with seven miles of beach and a staff of naturalists to 
lead them from turtle nests to rookeries of hundreds of water birds. Meanwhile 
Little St. Simons Island works to restore and sustain the island wilderness 
while providing researchers a place to study the barrier island ecosystem and 
the wildlife it supports.  Among the Lodge’s most recent endeavors was the 
successful replacement of a wooden bulkhead at its boat dock with a “living 
shoreline.”  

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia’s 14 major barrier islands stretch 100 miles along Georgia’s coast, 
creating a network of salt marshes, tidal creeks, oyster reefs, maritime forests 
and sand beaches that bring both man and animal to the edge of the sea. While 
the coast hosts an estimated 15 million human visitors each year, it also attracts 
throngs of migratory birds. In 2017, the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve 
Network named the barrier islands a “landscape of hemispheric importance.” 
The coastal estuaries are critically important habitat for important seafood like 
shrimp, crabs and oysters, while the salt marsh surrounding them forms the 
basis of the aquatic food chain. Georgia’s nearly 400,000 acres of marsh grass 
are considered the most productive land in the state. The barrier islands 
also serve to buffer the mainland, protecting coastal properties from the 
impacts of hurricanes.     

THE CLEAN:
Much to the delight of today’s visitors, Little St. Simons Island was saved 
by its iconic wind-sculpted trees. The island was purchased in the early 
1900s by Eagle Pencil Company owner Philip Berolzheimer who had his 
eyes on the island’s cedar trees. But the trees, gnarled and twisted by 
the coastal winds, proved unsuitable for pencils. 
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Instead of harvesting the island’s forests, Berolzheimer held on to the 
property to create a hunting lodge and family retreat that eventually 
became a resort open to the public. In the early 2000s, former U.S. 
treasury secretary and Goldman Sachs CEO Hank Paulson and his wife 
Wendy began purchasing shares of the island, eventually becoming sole 
owners. In 2015, the couple donated a conservation easement for the 
entire island to The Nature Conservancy, ensuring that the island would 
remain in its natural state forever. 

Since then, the Lodge and multiple state, federal and private partners 
have worked to sustain and restore the island wilderness and its diverse 
wildlife populations. In 2013, the Lodge replaced a wooden bulkhead 
at their boat dock with a living shoreline created from 10,000 bags of 
oyster shells. Gone is the long man-made wooden seawall; in are native 
plants, a reproducing oyster bed and more fish. The project has even 
mitigated flooding during recent hurricanes. 

It’s been so successful that the Lodge is duplicating it elsewhere on 
the island and other partners are using it as a model for bulkhead 
replacements elsewhere along the coast.  

The Lodge itself is a model of sustainability. Much of the food served to 
guests is grown on the island; food scraps are composted and returned 
to the same garden soil; some of the guest cottages are climate 
controlled through geothermal systems; and water-saving fixtures are 
used throughout. Each winter, the Lodge even puts its guests to work, 
organizing multi-day marine debris cleanups along the island’s shore. 

But the real star of the show is the island’s beauty and wildlife enjoyed 
by guests and studied by visiting researchers with special attention to 
shorebirds, sea turtles, invasive plants and even bats. 

“People are just amazed,” said Bonnie Klawitter, assistant manager at 
the Lodge, of the island’s visitors. “They are in awe that something like 
this exists. People connect with the island and return year after year.” 

Thanks to the vision of the Lodge on Little St. Simons Island, year after year, they will return to an unspoiled wilderness.

Scott Coleman, Ecological Manager, Lodge on Little St. Simons Island, 888-733-5774, scottc@littlessi.com
Jen Hilburn, Altamaha Riverkeeper, 912-441-3908, jen@altamahariverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Georgia’s 14 barrier islands like Little St. Simons 
create a network of salt marshes, tidal creeks, oyster 
reefs, maritime forests and sand beaches that attract 
some 15 million visitors each year. Above: Prior to the 
construction of a “living shoreline,” a wooden bulkhead 
fronted the water at the Lodge on Little St. Simons 
Island. Now, that same area looks like this. The project 
has improved fish habitat and created a reproducing 
oyster bed. 



13
Georgia’s 2018

INTRODUCTION:
On the Coosawattee River in north Georgia, it’s not uncommon to see livestock 
crowded along the banks drinking from (and defecating in) the river. For river 
users looking for a cool, refreshing swim in those same waters, the question 
often arises; “Isn’t there a law against that?” The answer is “No.” When it 
comes to Georgia lawmakers, agriculture is, pardon the pun, a sacred cow, 
exempt from many fundamental clean water regulations. But at least for one 
mile along the Coosawattee in rural Gordon County, you’ll never see a cow 
in the river. That’s because the Swancy family at Riverview Farms, one of 
the state’s largest certified organic farms, serve as stewards of the river by 
observing state buffer laws (from which farmers are exempt), and excluding 
livestock from water bodies on the farm. As proprietor Charlotte Swancy said: 
“We don’t want our animals in the water. That just doesn’t seem right. People 
drink that water.”   

THE WATER BODY:
The Coosawattee River does, in fact, serve as the drinking water source for 
Gordon County and Calhoun just downstream from Riverview Farms. Formed by 
the gathering of the Ellijay and Cartecay rivers near Ellijay, the Coosawattee 
flows out of the north Georgia mountains and some 50 miles to join the 
Conasauga River near Calhoun and form the Oostanaula. Along the way, the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers operates Carters Lake and Dam, which at 445 feet 
in height, is considered the tallest earthen dam east of the Mississippi River. 
Upstream of Carters Dam, the river is home to federally-threatened goldline 
darters; downstream the river harbors rare species like freckled and trispot 
darters as well as the federally-endangered amber darter, all of which require 
clean, sediment-free water to feed and reproduce.      

THE CLEAN:
For the Swancy family keeping their cattle and hogs out of the 
Coosawattee River, leaving a natural buffer of trees and plants along the 
river and farming without chemical fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides 
is just common sense. 

COOSAWATTEE RIVER  
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All of these practices work to keep dirt, manure and other pollutants on the farm and out of 
the Coosawattee, and as it turns out, those same measures are just good business practice. 

Since converting their 500-acre family farm into a certified organic operation in 2000, 
the Swancys have steadily expanded their business. During the growing season, they now 
provide meat and vegetables to some 300 families each week, supply some 30 Atlanta-area 
restaurants and sell their produce at four local farmers markets each week. Later this year, 
they will open a butcher shop in Atlanta so that customers can access their fresh beef  
and pork. 

Those customers are seeking more than just food, according to Charlotte Swancy, they are 
seeking a connection with stewards of the land and want to connect a face with their food. 

“Food is a sacred thing. You’re not just putting 
food in your mouth to meet hunger,” she said. 
“We’re trying to put meaning behind it.  
We’re trying to build community around food 
and farm.” 

The Swancys have also been leaders in metro 
Atlanta’s growing organic and local food 
movement, serving on the board of Georgia 
Organics and helping to start the Grant Park 
and Freedom farmers markets while also 
mentoring young farmers seeking to start their 
own organic operations. 

After 18 years on the farm, she offers this 
advice for up and coming farmers: “You’re 
going to fail, but all the hard work is worth it. 
It’s rewarding seeing people enjoy our food 
and seeing children growing up on your food, 
knowing that you fed them.” 

The rewards also accrue to those downstream 
thankful that at Riverview Farms the livestock 
are kept out of the Coosawattee. 

Charlotte Swancy, Riverview Farms, 678-910-2831, wcswan@yahoo.com 
Jennette Gayer, Environment Georgia, 404-370-1764, jennette@environmentgeorgia.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Garlic grows in the bottomland along the Coosawattee River at Riverview Farms. 
The Swancy family maintains a natural buffer between their cultivated fields and the 
river to help protect the river. Left: Riverview Farms, situated on the banks of the 
Coosawattee River in Gordon County, is one of the largest certified organic farms in 
the state. The Swancy family farms some 500 acres along the river. Above: Wes and 
Charlotte Swancy turned their family farm into a certified organic operation in 2000. 
Since then, they’ve grown into one of the largest organic farms in Georgia, supplying 
meat and vegetables to some 300 families each week. (Photo by Anthony-Masterson)
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INTRODUCTION:
When it comes to wire and cable, it doesn’t get much bigger than Southwire. 
Half of the wire and cable used to distribute electricity in the U.S. is produced 
by the Carrollton-based company, and half of the world’s copper rod is 
processed using equipment created by the company. With such a large footprint, 
the company’s potential to impact the environment is vast. In recent years, 
the company, with some 7,500 employees worldwide, has actively pursued 
sustainability goals and in 2017 signed on to the United Nations Global Compact, 
an initiative for companies to align their strategies with, among other things, 
environmental stewardship. In its hometown, the company is going “outside the 
fences” to improve the community through solar power initiatives and to protect 
local natural resources through stream restorations and efforts to reduce waste 
and energy consumption.   

THE WATER BODY:
For Southwire’s Carrollton operations, water is essential. Locally, the 
company uses some 100 million gallons a year, much of it supplied by the City 
of Carrollton and the Little Tallapoosa River. Additionally, Buffalo Creek, a 
tributary of the Little Tallapoosa River, flows through the heart of the company’s 
manufacturing facilities, a close relationship that has made managing the 
company’s stormwater runoff critical to keeping pollutants from the industrial 
activities out of the creek and the river downstream. In Georgia, the Little 
Tallapoosa provides drinking water for Carrollton, Temple and Villa Rica before 
flowing into Alabama where its feeds Lake Wedowee.     

THE CLEAN:
Like many global companies, Southwire has, over the past two decades, 
changed its philosophy when it comes to environmental stewardship. 
Where once, environmental regulations fell under the category of 
“compliance” and regulatory agencies were kept at arm’s length, today 
Southwire and others have environmental and sustainability teams that 
seek to work collaboratively with regulators and their local community. 
Meanwhile, waste reduction initiatives along with energy and water 
efficiency efforts are not only protecting natural resources, they are 
improving the company’s bottom line. 

LITTLE TALLAPOOSA RIVER  
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“At one time, there was a mentality that our relationship with the community 
ended at the fence line,” said Paul Sims, senior director of remediation and public 
affairs, who has worked with Southwire for 26 years. “We realized that was not a 
good long-term philosophy. Now, we’re looking to engage beyond the fence line.”

Along with other local business leaders, the company has recently become engaged 
with the Solarize Carrollton-Carroll County project, a program that allows multiple 
commercial and residential property owners to invest in solar power and benefit 
from volume purchases and installations. 

Southwire already has solar-powered electric vehicle recharging systems on its campus and is evaluating plans to build 
an additional solar complex that is expected to offset 25 percent of energy used by the company’s Thorn Customer 
Solutions Center. “It helps us and it helps the community,” Sims explained of the Carrollton-wide solar collaborative. 

Southwire is also reducing its load on local landfills. Since the end of 2017, none of the company’s Georgia 
manufacturing plants have sent any manufacturing waste to landfills, and through a partnership with Keep Carroll 
Beautiful, Southwire has sponsored multiple events allowing local residents to drop off used electronic equipment  
for recycling. 

When it comes to water, the company’s innovative projects 
have helped protect Buffalo Creek, which courses through 
the Carrollton manufacturing facility while also reducing  
the amount of water the company needs from the  
Little Tallapoosa. 

A recently completed five million gallon stormwater 
collection pond in combination with other existing 
stormwater collection infrastructure collects all run off 
from their copper rod manufacturing site during rain events 
and keeps pollutants out of the creek. The collected water 
is then reused in the manufacturing process or treated 
before being released downstream.  Now, nearly 50 percent 
of the water used at the company’s Carrollton facilities is 
“recycled” stormwater. Through these measures, coupled 
with a $10 million remediation project, the company has 
been able to right a legacy pollution problem on Buffalo 
Creek created by a now-closed secondary copper refinery. 

Paul Sims, Senior Director Remediation & Public Affairs, Southwire, 770-832-4679, paul.sims@southwire.com
Megan Desrosiers, President and Chief Executive Officer, One Hundred Miles, 912-223-8608,  
megan@onehundredmiles.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Southwire produces half the wire and cable used to distribute 
electricity in the U.S. and half of the world’s copper rod is processed 
using equipment created by the company. Left: A community electron-
ics recycling day is one way Southwire has invested in eliminating 
waste going to local landfills. Since the end of 2017, the company has 
sent no manufacturing waste to local landfills. Above: Southwire has 
taken a lead role in the Solarize Carrollton-Carroll County project, 
an effort to encourage local businesses and residents to install solar 
power. The company already includes solar-powered electric vehicle 
charging stations at its Villa Rica Plant.
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INTRODUCTION:
With more than 640,000 acres of irrigated cropland, the Flint River basin of 
southwest Georgia is the state’s breadbasket with the market value of crops 
grown in the area estimated at more than $2 billion. But when farmers turn on 
the spigots to water their crops, water levels in the Floridan aquifer and the 
Flint River begin to drop. In one day, farms in southwest Georgia can use as 
much as 584 million gallons a day—about the same amount that metro Atlanta’s 
15 counties use in a single day. And while metro communities are encouraging 
residents to fix leaks and install low flow toilets, in southwest Georgia, the C.M. 
Stripling Irrigation Research Park (SIRP), a unit of the University of Georgia, is 
doing the same with high-tech irrigation systems for farmers. Since opening in 
2001, the Park has been instrumental in educating growers across the state on 
the importance of converting to more efficient irrigation systems that  
save water. 

THE WATER BODY:
Perhaps the state’s most unique river, the Flint courses 346 miles from metro 
Atlanta (a portion of it flows in a pipe beneath the runways of Hartsfield-
Jackson Atlanta International Airport) to southwest Georgia where it joins the 
Chattahoochee to form the Aplachicola River in Florida. When the Flint arrives 
in southwest Georgia it interacts with the limestone of the Dougherty Plain with 
spectacular results. Limestone bluffs front the river and breathtakingly cold and 
beautiful blue hole springs rise up along its flanks to feed it. It’s these springs 
that are the connection with the Floridan aquifer which supplies much of the 
river’s flow…as well as much of the irrigation water used by southwest Georgia 
farmers. That interplay between the aquifer and the river have made the 
efficient use of irrigation water critical to protecting the Flint and uses 
downstream in Florida.   

THE CLEAN:
Just west of Albany, Adam McLendon and his family farm some 9,000 
acres of peanuts, soybeans and cotton, and like most farmers in 
southwest Georgia, the McLendons  depend heavily on center-pivot 
irrigation systems. But on the McLendon farm, those systems have gone 
high tech thanks in part to SIRP. 

FLINT RIVER     
UGA Agricultural Research Park Promotes Water Conservation
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The McLendons have begun employing Variable Rate Irrigation systems (VRI) 
tested and pioneered in Georgia at the Research Park near Camilla. VRI enables 
them to place more water on parts of their fields that need it and less on areas 
that don’t. Used on a wide scale, the technology has the potential to save 
millions of gallons. 

“We’re saving water. There’s no argument there,” said McLendon. “Stripling 
Park has helped make VRI more understandable and more affordable. They’ve 
given us a great understanding of how we can implement it on a large scale.” 

Now, the Park is taking VRI to the next level. SIRP’s Agriculture Water Efficiency Team (Ag WET) has embarked on a 
program to install soil moisture sensors at two farms in each of 13 counties across south Georgia. The soil moisture 
sensors used in tandem with VRI systems allow growers to tailor their irrigation rates based the amount of moisture in 
the ground at various locations within a center-pivot’s footprint. 

It’s all an effort to get the technology in the hands of more growers and convert them to what SIRP superintendent 
Calvin Perry calls the “gospel” of conservation. In addition to educating farmers, SIRP also connects them with federal 
programs that provide cost assistance to install more water efficient irrigation systems. 

“It’s all about providing information and changing 
mindsets. One day all growers will likely use this 
technology,” Perry said. “We’re also working with vendors 
to make the systems better, faster and cheaper. It’s like 
cruise control in your car; these technologies will someday 
become standard.” 

During the last 17 years, SIRP played a significant role in 
converting Georgia farmers to the use of water-saving 
low pressure nozzles on drop hoses on their center-pivot 
irrigation systems. These devices can reduce water losses 
by as much as 30 percent. Where once high pressure water-
wasting sprinklers were the standard; now growers irrigate 
93 percent of southwest Georgia’s crops with the more 
efficient sprinkler systems. 

If that example holds true for SIRP’s efforts to promote 
even more high-tech irrigation systems, Georgia farmers 
should be saving lots more water in the coming years.

Calvin Perry, Superintendent, C.M. Stripling Irrigation Research Park, 229-522-3623, perrycd@uga.edu
Gordon Rogers, Flint Riverkeeper, 912-223-6761, gordon@flintriverkeeper.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Stripling  Irrigation Research Park has been instrumental in 
converting growers to water-saving low pressure irrigation nozzles. 
Now, 93 percent of irrigated crops in southwest Georgia are watered 
using these more efficient systems. Left: Stripling’s Ag WET program is 
experimenting with soil moisture sensors in tandem with Variable Rate 
Irrigation systems to save water at farms across South Georgia. Above: 
The Park has also helped farmers across the state use water more 
efficiently to grow their peanut crops.
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INTRODUCTION:
In July, students and faculty at the University of Georgia’s Warnell School of 
Forestry and Natural Resources witnessed the demolition of a long-standing 
and iconic structure in the midst of their 840-acre Whitehall Forest outdoor 
classroom and research area…all in the name of restoring a river. With assistance 
from multiple partners, the Warnell School oversaw the modification of White 
Dam, an obsolete hydro-power dam built in 1911, that is expected to improve 
habitat for the river’s fish and other aquatic creatures while also opening up the 
river for canoeists, kayakers and paddleboarders.  

THE WATER BODY:
Part of the larger Altamaha River system, the 39-mile Middle Oconee River cuts 
a winding path through Jackson, Barrow, Clarke and Oconee counties before 
meeting the North Oconee just south of Athens to create the 220-mile Oconee 
River. The Oconee and Ocmulgee meet in South Georgia near Lumber City to form 
the Altamaha. The Middle Oconee serves as a primary drinking water source for 
Athens-Clarke County as well Barrow, Jackson and Oconee counties. Its water 
also feeds lakes Oconee and Sinclair, helping create a resort and recreation 
destination that’s come to be known as “Georgia’s Lake Country.”  The river 
also is home to Ocmulgee and Altamaha shiners, fish that are found in the upper 
Altamaha River basin and nowhere else in the world.      

THE CLEAN:
In a town infused with 37,000 college students, it’s no surprise that the genesis 
of the removal of White Dam had its origins with one of those students. In 2016, 
a group of students that included Warnell’s Justin Vining wrote a paper along 
with Drs. Jay Shelton and Laurie Fowler that highlighted the benefits to 
fish and recreation that would result from making the Middle Oconee flow 
freely once again. 

When Vining presented his findings to the Upper Oconee Watershed 
Network, the Athens Banner-Herald was on hand to report on it. The 
headline: “Removing UGA dam would help river, but won’t happen soon” 
prompted Warnell School leaders to take up the cause. As it turned out, 
it happened sooner, rather than later. 

MIDDLE OCONEE RIVER  
Dam Removal Opens Up River for Fish and Boaters    
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of Forestry and Natural Resources 
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Through partnerships with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, U.S. Geological Survey, The 
Nature Conservancy, Southeast Aquatic Resources Partnership, 
American Rivers and other UGA units including the Odum School 
of Ecology and the College of Engineering, the school worked with 
remarkable speed to complete the project in less than two years. 

In fact, this was the first dam removal project in Georgia 
permitted by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers under a special 
program that simplifies and speeds the dam removal process.  
Equally important, while the bulk of the dam was removed,  
the historic power house and other significant components  
were preserved.

UGA faculty, staff and students completed much of the planning 
and paperwork necessary to qualify for the program.  If privately 
financed, such a project might have cost as much as $800,000, but 
by leveraging their partnerships, the Warnell School’s contribution 
was around $30,000. 

The project creates some 22 miles of free-flowing river between 
the Tallassee Dam upstream on the Middle Oconee and Barnett 
Shoals Dam downstream on the Oconee River, eliminating an 
obstacle to movement of fishes like the Altamaha and Ocmulgee 
shiners that has existed for more than a century.

Dams are considered one of the primary threats to the survival of 
fish that thrive in free-flowing streams. Over the past 200 years, 
they have seen their home range chopped up by some 5,400 dams 
built on rivers and creeks in the upper Oconee River system, leading Georgia wildlife authorities to list the Altamaha 
shiner as a threatened species. 

“People understand habitat fragmentation on land, but it is just as critical in aquatic systems,” said Dr. Shelton, who 
believes that the removal might be the first of many around the state authorized with the primary goal being habitat 
restoration and enhancement. 

The removal is also expected to be a boon for recreational boaters and anglers who previously avoided this section of 
river because of the navigational hazard created by the dam and the difficulty of portaging around it. 

Dr. Dale Greene, Dean of UGA Warnell School of Forestry & Natural Resources, 706-542-4741,  
wdgreene@uga.edu 
Dr. Jay Shelton, Warnell School of Forestry & Natural Resources, 706-614-6313, jshelton@uga.edu

For More Information Contact:

Top: Heavy equipment operators work to remove portions 
of the White Dam on the Middle Oconee River. Above: Aerial 
photographs show the dam before and after partial removal. 
The project creates 22 miles of free-flowing river between 
upstream and downstream impoundments. The removal is 
expected to improve habitat for Altamaha and Ocmulgee 
shiners, fish that are found in the Altamaha River basin and 
nowhere else on Earth.




