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CLEAN WATER HEROES
Truck Carlson
SAVANNAH RIVER

Marine Veteran Engages Fellow Vets in Protecting Savannah River
INTRODUCTION:
A 30-year veteran of the armed forces who served multiple tours in Afghanistan,
Iraq and Kuwait, Truck Carlson knows what it’s like to leave a combat zone and
return to the safety of home, which for many veterans brings its own challenges.
“When you are deployed, every minute of the day has meaning. It could be your
last,” he said. “When you get back to the states, suddenly you’re lacking that
sense of purpose. It can be difficult to replicate.” Carlson is also keenly aware
of Veterans Affairs troubling statistics that show that at least every other day in
Georgia, a veteran takes their own life. As Savannah Riverkeeper’s Veterans for
Clean Water Program Coordinator, he’s doing something to tackle that troubling
fact—giving these former volunteer soldiers a new volunteer mission of standing
watch over the Savannah River.
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THE WATER BODY:
Flowing more than 300 miles along the Georgia-South Carolina state line,
the Savannah River is Georgia’s second largest river basin. At 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 its
namesake city as well as Augusta, among other municipalities. Three federal
reservoirs above Augusta provide recreational opportunities and hydropower
for the region. Together Clarks Hill, Russell and Hartwell reservoirs attract 17.5
million visitors annually. Meanwhile, beneath the river’s surface is a treasure
trove of biological diversity, including the federally protected Atlantic and
shortnose sturgeons that spawn in the Savannah.

THE CLEAN:
With the U.S. Army’s Fort Gordon in Augusta and more than 36,000
veterans in the greater Augusta area, Savannah Riverkeeper Tonya
Bonitatibus had long wished to tap into the volunteer potential of this
population. It took a chance encounter with Truck Carlson to bring her
vision to life.
Carlson was searching for a place to rent a kayak and instead stumbled
upon the Riverkeeper in late 2017 conducting a cleanup on Augusta’s
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Lake Olmstead. Two years later, Carlson engages up to 20 veterans each week in
protecting and restoring the Savannah.
He and fellow veterans collect samples and test the health of water at 18 sites
on the Savannah and other popular recreation areas in Augusta and collect and
dispose of trash from three in-stream floating litter traps on Augusta area creeks.
The testing data is transferred to theswimguide.org, a website and app that provides river users with real time data on
the safety of swimming in the water. Meanwhile, the litter traps catch trash before it can reach the Savannah, and since
November 2018, Veterans for Clean Water volunteers have removed more than 25,000 pounds of trash at these sites.
Additionally, Carlson has engaged veterans in a tire cleanup program that
removes illegally dumped tires to the Richmond County landfill and helps
identify sites being used for illegal dumping.
“After 30 years in the military, I’ve never worked so hard,” Carlson said.
“It has really taken off bigger than we anticipated. I couldn’t have
dreamed this big.”
The project has been so successful that Riverkeeper organizations around
the country are calling to learn more and imitate it.
Augusta’s streams and its big river are getting cleaner, but the biggest
reward of the program may well be its impact on the veterans themselves.
After one excursion with his team of vets, Carlson received a text message
from a spouse who reported: “You sent home a man I haven’t seen in
years.” On another occasion, a volunteer confided, “I think this program
saved my life.”

Top: Truck Carlson and Veterans for Clean Water
organize regular river cleanups along the Savannah
River. Top left: Truck Carlson steers the Savannah
Riverkeeper’s Tidal Boar. Carlson organizes the
organization’s stream cleanups and water monitoring
programs. Above: Volunteers with Veteran for Clean
Water remove invasive aquatic plants from the
Savannah River. Truck Carlson engages about 20
veterans each week in Savannah Riverkeeper river
protection programs.

A former behavioral health specialist with the Army, Carlson is uniquely qualified to understand the struggles and needs
of volunteer soldiers who have left active duty. “There’s no sense of belonging to something anymore. You begin to
flounder and your compass starts spinning,” he said. “Having the chance to plug yourself back into something that is
bigger than yourself and serving your community really is a game changer for a lot of veterans.”
If the work to help veterans heal themselves and heal the river isn’t enough to impress, consider that the burly, bearded
Carlson also plays Santa Claus during the holiday season, making appearances throughout the Augusta area in exchange
for donations to Savannah Riverkeeper.
Said his boss, Bonitatibus: “We’re very lucky he’s here.”

For More Information Contact:
Truck Carlson, Veterans for Clean Water Program Coordinator, Savannah Riverkeeper,
360-250-2437, truck@savannahriverkeeper.org

Tonya Bonitatibus, Executive Director & Riverkeeper, Savannah Riverkeeper,

912-454-8048, riverkeeper@savannahriverkeeper.org

