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OCMULGEE RIVER, LAKE JULIETTE, GROUNDWATER
Coal Ash Ponds Polluting Groundwater in Middle Georgia
INTRODUCTION:
In August, Georgia Power Company announced plans to excavate coal ash
ponds at Plant Bowen near Cartersville and Plant Branch near Milledgeville
and move the ash to lined landfills. Communities surrounding these
facilities applauded this decision for coal ash, the spent remains of burnt
coal used to produce electricity, contains multiple toxic substances. And,
at both plants, those toxic ash ponds sit adjacent to rivers where the
threat of a blowout like the ones that have decimated land and water in
neighboring Tennessee and North Carolina looms large. But, as Georgia
Power works to excavate and line some of its toxic coal ash ponds, the
company has yet to commit to storing all of its coal ash in lined and
capped facilities. Plant Scherer, the largest operating coal plant in the
country located just north of Macon, is the most glaring example. Though
Georgia Power has found unsafe levels of toxins in groundwater beneath
its 553-acre unlined ash pond at the facility in Monroe County, it currently
plans to close that pond in place, risking the groundwater of the area as
well as Lake Juliette and the nearby Ocmulgee River.

THE WATER BODY:
Formed by the Yellow, Alcovy and South Rivers that rise in metro Atlanta,
the Ocmulgee begins its life at Lake Jackson, a man-made reservoir just
north of Juliette formed by Lloyd Shoals Dam. From the dam it flows
some 250 miles to its confluence with the Oconee River to form the
Altamaha, Georgia’s largest river. Along the river and its tributaries, some
120 communities depend upon surface or groundwater associated with
the Ocmulgee, including the people of Macon, located just 15 miles
downstream from Plant Scherer. A mecca for paddlers, boaters and
anglers, communities along the Ocmulgee are now working to create a
250-mile-long water trail stretching from Lake Jackson to the Altamaha
River. Directly adjacent to Plant Scherer is 3,600-acre Lake Juliette which
sits at the heart of the Rum Creek Wildlife Management Area. Beneath
Plant Scherer are vast reserves of groundwater, some of which are
tapped by local residents through private wells.

OCMULGEE RIVER,
LAKE JULIETTE,
GROUNDWATER

THE DIRT:
Georgia Power Company’s Plant Scherer near the Ocmulgee River in Monroe
County is big and dirty. In 2013, Environment Georgia identified it as the
largest polluter of carbon dioxide among the nation’s power plants. Capable
of producing 3,600 MW of electricity, the Plant also produces massive
amounts of coal ash waste. The 553-acre ash pond at the facility contains an
estimated 15.4 million tons of coal ash.
Tests conducted by Georgia Power have shown groundwater surrounding the
Scherer pond with high levels of cobalt and boron, both of which pose health
risks to humans. In some cases, cobalt levels were 20 times higher than the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s health-based screening levels.
The Altamaha Riverkeeper tested wells on private property around
Plant Scherer and found concerning levels of hexavalent chromium,
the infamous cancer-causing toxin at the center of the Erin
Brockovich movie.
In recent years, Georgia Power has actively worked to eliminate
neighbors to the Plant Scherer ash pond by buying properties and
filling private wells.
Yet, despite these signs of the impacts of improper coal ash
disposal at the plant, Georgia Power’s solution thus far has been
to keep the ash in this unlined storage pond and use what the
company has called “advanced engineering methods” to prevent
further migration of toxins to groundwater.
The problem of coal ash ponds leaching into groundwater is not unique to Plant Scherer. Georgia Power currently
plans to close in place ash ponds located at Plant Hammond on the Coosa River near Rome and at the following
Chattahoochee River-based facilities: Plant McDonough in Atlanta, Plant Wansley near Carrollton and Plant Yates
near Newnan. Toxins found in groundwater
beneath these storage ponds include arsenic,
Top: Georgia Power Company’s Plant Scherer locarted just north of Macon is considered the
largest operating coal-fired power plant in the country. Above left: Plant Scherer is surrounded
molybdenum, selenium, beryllium, radium
by Lake Juliette, a manmade reservoir within the Rum Creek Wildlife Management Area. Coal
and lithium.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To prevent the migration of toxins from
coal ash ponds to groundwater and surface
water, Georgia Power Company should
remove coal ash from all its unlined storage
facilities and move this toxic waste to lined
storage facilities.

ash stored at the facility poses a threat to groundwater as well as Lake Juliette and the nearby
Ocmulgee River. Above right: Toxic coal ash is piled in a 553-acre pond at Plant Scherer. The
pond contains an estimated 15.4 million tons of coal ash.
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