
INTRODUCTION:
When a chemical spill at a Dawsonville chicken processing plant wiped 
out all aquatic life on a 3.7-mile stretch of Flat Creek, it did more than kill 
nearly 2,000 federally protected fish; it exposed the glaring weaknesses in 
Georgia’s underfunded and understaffed industrial stormwater program. 
Every industrial facility in Georgia (about 2,800 sites) is supposed to have a 
plan in place to control spills and polluted runoff to prevent tragedies like 
the one that occurred on Flat Creek in March. But Georgia’s Environmental 
Protection Division (EPD), with only two and a half employees dedicated 
to reviewing these stormwater plans, is hamstrung when it comes to 
identifying those facilities that need to improve. In the case of Gold Creek 
Foods in Dawsonville, EPD’s industrial stormwater team had not inspected 
the facility in the previous five years.

THE WATER BODY:
Flat Creek, a tributary of Shoal Creek and the Etowah River, actually has 
its beginning in stormwater flow leaving the Gold Creek Foods processing 
facility in Dawsonville. From there it splashes over shoals for nearly four 
miles to Shoal Creek which, in turn, flows to the Etowah River within the 
Dawson Forest Wildlife Management Area. The creeks of the Etowah River 
basin are known for their aquatic biodiversity. The river basin is home to 76 
fish species, including three species—Etowah, Cherokee and amber darters 
that are federally protected. Etowah and Cherokee darters are found only 
in the Etowah and creeks feeding it and no where else in the world.  
Downstream from Dawsonville, the Etowah provides about 13 percent 
of metro Atlanta’s drinking water, including large portions of Cherokee, 
Cobb and Paulding counties.

THE DIRT:
On the rainy night of March 20, a forklift driver at Gold Creek Foods 
punctured a 55-gallon barrel of ferric chloride, an acid used in water 
treatment at the plant. More than 40 gallons flowed downhill to a 
retention pond and then on to Flat Creek. Two days later, Dawsonville 
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city workers noticed the creek flowing bright orange, saw dozens of dead 
fish and quickly traced the problem to Gold Creek Foods. 

The spill killed virtually all aquatic life in Flat Creek for nearly 4 miles. 
Crayfish, salamanders and fish littered the orange-tinged water of the 
creek as it flowed past a local elementary school and residential areas 
in Dawsonville. Georgia Department of Natural Resources investigators 
estimated that 8,262 fish perished, including 1,990 Cherokee darters. 

Further inspection of the Gold Creek Foods facility found that the area where ferric chloride and other chemicals 
were stored lacked structures to contain spills and prevent them from flowing to Flat Creek. 

In previous years, numerous complaints about pollution from Gold Creek Foods prompted regional EPD personnel 
to visit the facility. During one of those visits, the improper storage of chemical drums was noted and the company’s 
Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) was discussed. In fact, records show that water monitoring required 
by the SWPPP and conducted by Gold Creek Foods from 2015-2017 indicated regular violations of clean water 
benchmarks. But, EPD staff in Atlanta with the industrial stormwater team never completed a thorough review of 
the site, this data or the SWPPP.  

In the end, Gold Creek Foods got a slap on the wrist and Georgia taxpayers were left paying 
for the pollution. While EPD required Gold Creek Foods to cleanup contaminated soil on their 
property and update its SWPPP to prevent future spills, they assessed a monetary penalty of 
just $15,000. Department of Natural Resources personnel spent dozens of hours addressing 
and investigating the spill. The cost of the fish kill survey alone amounted to nearly $6000. 

Meanwhile, with some 2800 facilities to regulate, EPD’s industrial stormwater staff labors under a 
heavy workload. The two and a half person staff has a goal of inspecting and reviewing 124 facilities 
annually. At that rate, it will take the team about 22 years to visit all of Georgia’s industrial sites.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To prevent future tragedies like the Flat Creek fish kill, Georgia’s leaders should provide more funding for Georgia’s 
Environmental Protection Division to improve its industrial stormwater inspection program. And though the state 
issued a nominal penalty, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service through the Endangered Species Act has the authority to 
require Gold Creek Foods to fund restoration projects to benefit federally threatened Cherokee darters. The Service 
should use that authority and require the company to restore habitat on Flat Creek or other streams in the Etowah 
River basin that support populations of Cherokee darters.    
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Top: The Etowah River downstream from Flat Creek in the Dawson 
Forest Wildlife Management Area is a popular paddling destination. 
In addition to hosting 76 fish species, the Etowah also provides about 
13 percent of Metro Atlanta’s drinking water. Above left: Dead fish 
litter Flat Creek in Dawsonville. The release of ferric chloride to Flat 
Creek was blamed on the failure of Gold Creek Foods to have contain-
ment measures in place to prevent spills from reaching local water 
bodies. Above right: Flat Creek following the spill of ferric chloride at 
Gold Creek Foods. The iron in the acid colored the creek bright orange.


