2018’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
ALTAMAHA RIVER

State Environmental Regulators Change The Rules to Allow
Pulp Mill To Continue Polluting
INTRODUCTION:
In the latest chapter in the decades-long battle to stop a Jesup pulp mill
from fouling the Altamaha River, Georgia’s Environmental Protection
Division (EPD) and state leaders have stooped to a new low. When a state
administrative law judge ruled against EPD and in favor of Altamaha
Riverkeeper, concluding that the discharge from the Rayonier Advanced
Materials (Rayonier AM) chemical pulp mill violated state laws, EPD simply
changed the law. With that change, Rayonier AM can now continue
to foul the river with its dark, noxious discharge that leaves river users
holding their noses and refusing to swim or otherwise recreate in the river
downstream from the mill. What’s worse, the rule change opens up every
other water body in Georgia to the same kind of ugly discharge that has
sullied the Altamaha for decades. In recent years, it is among the most
glaring examples of state leaders coddling big business at the expense of
ordinary citizens.

THE WATER BODY:
The Altamaha is Georgia’s largest river and the third largest contributor
of freshwater to the Atlantic Ocean on North America’s eastern shore. It
drains a 14,000-square mile basin stretching from Atlanta to Darien and is a
place of unsurpassed beauty. Often called “Georgia’s Little Amazon,” it was
named to The Nature Conservancy’s list of the 75 last great places on Earth.
A treasure trove of biodiversity, the Altamaha River basin is home to 120
species of rare or endangered plants and animals. Along with its two
forks, the Ocmulgee and Oconee rivers, the Altamaha provides drinking
water to communities from metro Atlanta to Middle Georgia.

THE DIRT:
To fully appreciate the extent of the harm caused to the Altamaha by
Raynoier AM, it is instructive to sift through the mill’s 64-year history.
Shortly after the plant opened in 1954, a massive fish kill occurred on 40
miles of the river between the mill and the Atlantic Ocean, with “dead
fish by the thousands” lining the river’s banks. In the 1960s, the river was
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plagued by a “crude slime” prompting state regulators to require the mill to
install a wastewater treatment system. In 2008, after multiple complaints by
citizens and Altamaha Riverkeeper, Rayonier agreed to take steps to reduce
the dark, black discharge that discolored the river and left it foul smelling.
By all accounts, the presence of the mill has forever changed the character of the
river and changed the way both locals and visitors use and enjoy the Altamaha.
When Altamaha Riverkeeper challenged Rayonier AM’s pollution control
permit in 2016, the court heard testimony of local anglers who refuse to eat
fish they catch because the flesh smells of the mill. Other witnesses said they
would not swim in the river downstream of mill because of its foul condition.
That testimony and other evidence presented led a state administrative law judge to rule in favor of Altamaha Riverkeeper,
a decision that would force the company to finally address the color and odor of its wastewater pumped to the Altamaha.
But, Rayonier and EPD appealed that decision. Then, EPD took an extraordinary step to ensure that the company could
continue polluting regardless of how higher courts might rule: they simply changed the law.
Within the rules and regulations for water quality standards, EPD proposed removing language that protected all
“legitimate water uses” of the river with language that would make Rayonier’s discharge illegal only if it “unreasonably”
interfered with the “designated uses” of the river. This meant that because the state had designated the Altamaha as
needing protection for “fishing” (not swimming and other water recreation), the color and odor of Rayonier AM’s
discharge did not “reasonably” interfere with “designated uses.”
In March, the 19-member Department of Natural Resources Board that includes a manager at Rayonier AM’s Jesup mill
voted unanimously to accept EPD’s rule change.
In protecting Rayonier and its $82 million in net income during 2017, state leaders have opened the door to similar pollution
on every water body in Georgia.
“They (EPD) control the rules and they rewrite the rules when they need to. And, they are relatively transparent about it,”
said Hutton Brown, an attorney with the Southern Environmental Law Center who represented Altamaha Riverkeeper,
“They didn’t want to lose this case, so they changed the rules.”

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Before EPD’s rule change goes into effect, the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) must
review and approve it. EPD is currently awaiting
approval. EPA should reject the proposed rule
change and state leaders should more
appropriately balance the public’s use of our
rivers with the profits of global corporations
like Rayonier.

Top: The Rayonier AM pulp mill has operated on the Altamaha River since 1954. Over
the years, the mill has caused fish kills, created chronic slime in the river and caused
the color and odor of the river to change. Above right: Kayakers paddle past the waste
ponds at Rayonier AM’s pulp mill on the Altamaha River near Jesup. Pollution from
the pulp mill dramatically changes the character of the river downstream from the
mill’s discharge. Photos courtesy of Brian Brown/Vanishing Coastal Georgia
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