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INTRODUCTION:
Among Georgia’s major rivers, the Flint is unusual. While other Georgia rivers 
have their beginnings in the wild, unspoiled regions of the north Georgia 
mountains, the Flint begins its life as a spring in the heavily urbanized reaches 
of Atlanta. Before the river has run just two miles it is covered and tunneled 
beneath Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport. When it emerges from 
the airport, it—and its feeder streams—are almost immediately in demand, 
providing drinking water for suburban communities like Jonesboro, Griffin and 
Fayetteville. Its position on Georgia’s map has had far-reaching impacts. During 
the last century of Atlanta’s expansion, the Flint has seen its flows during 
droughts depleted to historic lows and its ability to meet the needs of all its 
dependents—from fish to humans—severely threatened. Since 2013, the Upper 
Flint River Working Group, consisting of a diverse group of stakeholders ranging 
from water utilities to conservation groups, has worked to restore this river. 
Recent successes provide optimism that the river can remain healthy enough to 
meet the needs of all who depend upon it well into the future.   

THE WATER BODY:
Despite its inauspicious beginnings in Atlanta, the 346-mile Flint is a remarkably 
beautiful and resilient river. Leaving behind its urban beginnings, it spills across 
the Piedmont in shoals and rapids and through some of the most spectacular 
river scenery in the state at Pine Mountain and Sprewell Bluff. There, it harbors 
rare fish like the Halloween darter and highly sought-after sport fish like the 
world famous shoal bass. Undammed for most of its length, it is one of only 42 
rivers in the 48 contiguous states that flows for more than 125 miles without 
being confined behind a dam. Along the way, it, and its tributaries, provide 
drinking water for hundreds of thousands of metro Atlanta residents and 
in southwest Georgia, it irrigates the state’s agricultural heartland.      

THE CLEAN:
In 2013, American Rivers and Flint Riverkeeper released an in depth 
report on the Flint River titled Running Dry. It laid out the plight of the 
Flint. Data showed that low flows during recent droughts were 30 to 50 
percent less than low flow events in the 1900s. The study further showed 
that the droughts had been made more severe by the paving of the river’s 
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headwaters which alters important groundwater recharge areas; by withdrawals for municipal water supplies; and by the 
transfer of that water to other river basins through sewage treatment systems.

In stepped the Upper Flint River Working Group. Convened at American Rivers’ invitation in 2013 after the release of Running 
Dry, the group has since worked to identify solutions to restore flows on the Flint and improve conditions downstream. 

“The conversations amongst the working group are often about ‘What’s the condition of the river in the Pine Mountain 
area, in the important shoal bass habitat?’” said Ben Emanuel of American Rivers, with an eye to the river recreation hot 
spots downstream in Upson, Meriwether and Talbot counties.  “It’s about making the connection between water use and 
management that’s going on upstream of that wild and well-loved stretch of river.” 

Since 2013, working group members have implemented a host of projects aimed at restoring the Flint’s flows and its 
resilience to droughts. The Clayton County Water Authority (a Clean 13 honoree in 2018) will soon begin operating a 
wastewater treatment plant that will return two million gallons per day to the Flint. 

In 2015, Newnan Utilities upgraded its pumping facilities on Line Creek, a Flint feeder stream, that reduced the need to 
withdraw water from the creek during low flows. 

Fayette County Water System has altered its management of a reservoir on Flat Creek to 
keep that creek flowing even during severe droughts. In the past, management practices 
have left the creek dry and caused fish kills.  Meanwhile, Griffin Public Utilities has 
undertaken studies to identify other management strategies that could return flows to 
the river.

More recently, Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport has stepped in to 
implement green infrastructure projects on its 4700-acre campus that should lead 
to more rainwater filtering into the ground rather than rushing off pavement and 
concrete. Once in the ground, it will slowly find its way to the Flint. 

The Working Group’s attention to the Upper Flint has also spawned an innovative initiative 
aimed at restoring parts of the Flint’s headwaters and connecting East Point, Hapeville, 
College Park and Clayton County communities to the river. The Finding the Flint initiative 
is currently working with Delta Airlines to transform a long-ignored 700-foot section of the 
river in front of the company’s flight museum into community greenspace. 

Taken together, the Working Group believes these and future projects will mitigate 
droughts, restore opportunities for recreational use of the river, ensure public water 
supplies and reduce flood damage, keeping the Flint healthy for generations to come.

Ben Emanuel, American Rivers,  
706-340-8868, bemanuel@americanrivers.org
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Top: Downstream from Atlanta, the 
Flint River is known for its beautiful 
scenery as it flows through the 
Pine Mountain area, including rare 
shoals spider lilies which bloom in 
the river’s shoals during May. Photo 
by Alan Cressler. Above: A jet is 
reflected in the Flint River as the 
river emerges from the Hartsfield-
Jackson Atlanta International 
Airport. The piped and buried Flint 
flows for about two miles beneath 
the airport and its runways. Photo by 
Stacy Funderburke.


