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Legislative Budget Writers Keep Stealing From Environmental Funds
INTRODUCTION:
During the 2018 legislative session, a handful of powerful legislators
derailed efforts to ensure that the fees citizens and businesses pay to
the state to fund important environmental programs are spent for their
intended purposes. HR 158, a measure sponsored by Chairman Jay Powell
(R-Camilla) that would put an end to the deceit and shore up the state’s
environmental programs, sailed through the House of Representatives by a
166-1 vote, but then it landed in Chairman Jack Hill’s (R-Reidsville) Senate
Appropriations Committee. There it was stonewalled, allowing budget
writers to continue to divert millions from the state’s Hazardous Waste and
Solid Waste Trust Funds. Since these funds were created in the early 1990s,
the state has collected some $510 million from citizens and businesses
specifically intended for environmental programs, but about $212 million
has been diverted for other uses.

THE WATER BODY:
With more than 70,000 miles of rivers and streams and vast reserves
of groundwater, Georgia is blessed with abundant sources of drinking
water. Those sources are at risk from ongoing pollution problems and
from decades-old toxic waste sites and tire dumps that continue to leach
contaminants into our well-water reserves and our waterways. These rivers
and streams are a major part of the state’s storied landscape that attracts
millions of visitors annually. The Outdoor Industry Association estimates
that Georgia’s outdoor recreation economy generates $27.3 billion in
consumer spending and $1.8 billion in state and local taxes annually,
while supporting some 238,000 jobs.

THE DIRT:
When you purchase a new set of tires for your car, you pay a $1 per tire
fee to fund the Solid Waste Trust Fund. That money is supposed to be
used to support community waste reduction and recycling programs,
properly close abandoned landfills and cleanup illegal tire dumps.
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Likewise, when you pay to dump a load of trash at your local landfill, you forfeit 75
cents per ton that’s supposed to fund cleanup of hazardous waste sites. Businesses that
handle hazardous substances also pay substantial fees into the state’s Hazardous Waste
Trust Fund.
But, year after year, state leaders fail to appropriate these collections for their intended
purposes. In the most recent fiscal year, citizens and businesses paid in more than $21
million to these funds, but legislators provided only $6.8 million for this important
environmental work. Since the programs began in 1993, $212 million, or about 42
percent of the funds collected have been used to fund other portions of the
state budget.
As Rep. Al Williams (D-Midway) told the Savannah Morning News during the legislative
session: “That’s misleading. If you collect it for trauma or tires or waste management,
whatever, use it for that. It’s transparency. Voters lose faith in elected officials if they
tell them one thing and do another.”
As HR 158 died in the waning moments of the session and
appropriators funded legislators’ pet projects, about 100 hazardous
waste sites awaited state-funded cleanups.
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) estimates that
it will take $88 million to complete these cleanups. If legislators
continue to loot the Hazardous Waste Trust Fund and funding
continues at current levels, it could take about 176 years to cleanup
these sites. The toxic problems range from old landfills leaching
pollutants into groundwater to abandoned industrial sites with
lead-laced soil in the midst of residential areas.
The Solid Waste Trust Fund is also suffering. EPD staff are currently monitoring activity at dozens of illegal tire
dumps that still need cleanups and are continually fielding complaints about new dump sites. The agency’s support
for local clean community programs has also
Top: Hazardous waste sites and illegal tire dumps threaten Georgia’s drinking water
dwindled as the Fund has been looted. In 2017,
and our recreational waters. About 100 hazardous waste sites await state-funded
$128,884 (of the $7.1 million in Solid Waste Trust
cleanups, but legislators appropriate only a fraction of the money raised to cleanup
Fund collections) was made available to support
these sites each year. Above left: To support passage of HR 158 sponsored by Chairman
Jay Powell (R-Camilla), Georgia Water Coalition volunteers pushed this tire around
local waste reduction and recycling programs.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Both the Hazardous Waste and Solid Waste
Trust Funds are up for reauthorization in
2019. Legislators should reauthorize these
important fee programs, and further take
action to ensure that all collections are
appropriated for their intended purposes.

the state capitol for 24 hours straight. The measure passed the House 166-1 but died
in the Senate Appropriations Committee. Above right: An illegal tire dump in Dekalb
County awaits cleanup earlier this year. Georgia Environmental Protection Division
staff are monitoring dozens of illegal tire dumps across the state.
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