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Across Georgia, state and local leaders and citizens 
are faced with multiple challenges; their response 
to these challenges will determine the future of our 
state and region. 

In Albany with water-use litigation between Georgia 
and Florida still pending, farmers are faced with the 
challenge of optimizing a limited water supply.  

In Atlanta, city planners and developers must find 
ways to minimize the impacts of the developed 
landscape on urban streams to prevent flooding and 
protect drinking water sources. 

In Athens where the city relies on the small Middle 
and North Oconee rivers for municipal water supplies, 
seeking ways to extend its water source during 
drought has become a regular struggle. 

In Augusta, plastic pollution courses down urban streams to the Savannah and ultimately the Atlantic Ocean, 
contributing to the tide of plastics fouling our oceans and threatening wildlife. 

Georgia Water Coalition’s Clean 13 report highlights efforts of individuals, businesses, industries, non-profit 
organizations and state and local governments working to address these challenges. From high-tech innovations to 
good, old-fashioned advocacy, these entities are using all the tools in the toolbox to build a more sustainable future 
for Georgia. 

In Atlanta, Mercedes-Benz Stadium is meeting the challenges of managing 
stormwater to protect intown, downstream neighbors. A model of sustainability, 
the stadium employs multiple green-infrastructure projects, including cisterns 
capable of holding some two million gallons of rainwater, that help prevent 
flooding in the Vine City neighborhood and help keep pollution out of Proctor 
Creek and the Chattahoochee River. 

Similarly, the Georgia Association of Water Professionals, a trade group based in 
Marietta and most closely associated with training water and wastewater treatment 
operators, has also turned its attention to stormwater. The association is filling 

Georgia Water Coalition’s Clean 13 Highlights Public and 
Private Efforts to Protect Georgia’s Water
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The 13 entities highlighted in the Georgia Water Coalition’s 2019 Clean 13 
report are, each in their own way, contributing to cleaner rivers so that 
scenes like this one on the Alcovy River in Newton County will be available 
to future generations.



a void by offering classes and workshops to teach water managers 
and local governments all over the state how to implement green 
infrastructure projects. 

On the south side of Atlanta, stakeholders ranging from conservation 
groups to local water authorities have teamed up as the Upper Flint 
River Working Group. Cooperatively, the group is developing projects 
that will restore flows on the Flint River, a waterway that has seen its 
flows depleted through water withdrawals, wastewater infrastructure 
and an ever-urbanizing landscape. 

In Atlanta’s eastern suburbs, the Walton Electric Membership 
Corporation is addressing climate change and the need for clean 
energy through innovative approaches that make solar power more 
accessible to customers. With 4,000 solar customers already, Walton 
EMC is expected to show more solar growth per customer than any 
other power provider in the southeast during the next three years.  

In another nod to innovative energy sources, Gwinnett County is 
using restaurant and food waste in the form of fats, oils and greases 
to power its state-of-the-art F. Wayne Hill Water Resources Center, 
a wastewater treatment plant that turns phosphorus removed from 
the county’s sewage into fertilizer. The only project of its kind in 
Georgia, Gwinnett’s nutrient recovery system is now being adopted by other wastewater treatment facilities. The 
innovation will help keep rivers and lakes clean and close the loop on an economically important mineral. 

Meanwhile in Athens, Terrapin Beer Company is doing its part to protect the city’s drinking water sources in the 
Middle and North Oconee rivers. One of the largest craft brewers in the state, it is setting an example for other small 
breweries by reducing its water use and ensuring that its waste streams find new life as animal feed and compost. 

Aside from climate change, probably no other environmental challenge has received more public attention recently 
than the plague of plastic pollution fouling our waterways and oceans. In July, the Fulton County Commission became 
the first local governing body in the state to take a stand against plastic pollution, adopting a resolution aimed at 
eliminating single-use plastics in all government properties.

Further east in Augusta, 30-year Marine and Army veteran Truck Carlson of Savannah Riverkeeper is enlisting the 
area’s large veteran population in protecting the Savannah River from plastic pollution. Carlson and his Veterans 
for Clean Water volunteers regularly clean litter traps on the city’s urban streams to remove plastics before they 
reach the big river. Nearly two years into the effort, Carlson is discovering that in saving the Savannah, many of the 
veterans are also saving themselves. 

Looking to the north Georgia mountains, citizens of Augusta, Atlanta and Rome can be thankful for more than 30 years 
of advocacy work by the Dahlonega-based Georgia ForestWatch. A watchdog of the U.S. Forest Service since the late 

The Georgia Water Coalition, through publication of the 
Clean 13 report and its other advocacy efforts, strives 
to make every water body in Georgia fishable and swim-
mable so that water lovers can continue to take leaps 
like this one into the Etowah River in Floyd County. 



1980s, the group’s work has helped protect the public lands of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest. Those 
forested mountains hold the headwaters of the Savannah, Chattahoochee and Coosa rivers that provide drinking water 
for millions of Georgians. 

Nestled amidst these mountains is The Len Foote Hike Inn, a Georgia Department of Natural Resources-owned eco-
friendly lodge in Dawson County that can only be reached via a 5-mile footpath. A model of smart water and energy use 
and waste reduction, workers at the Inn spread the gospel of sustainability to the 10,000 guests that visit each year. 

In Middle Georgia, Macon-Bibb County, with 
the development of Amerson River Park on 
the Ocmulgee River, has transformed the 
region’s relationship with the river. Now, local 
residents and visitors alike flock to the river 
for tubing, canoeing and kayaking. The park’s 
success has spawned further investments in 
river access and supported the development 
of the Ocmulgee River Water Trail. 

Among the champions of Georgia’s water 
resources at the state capitol is Talbot 
County’s Rep. Debbie Buckner. The Junction 
City Democrat cut her teeth on environmental 
issues impacting her hometown as a citizen 
activist in the early 1990s. Those battles, in 
part, propelled her to run for office. Now, the 
17-year veteran lawmaker is a respected and 
knowledgeable voice for Georgia’s water and 
natural resources. 

Finally, in southwest Georgia, the Flint River Soil and Water Conservation District is helping lead the way toward more 
sustainable agriculture in the heart of Georgia’s breadbasket. The group is responsible for bringing millions of dollars 
in private and public funds to improve irrigation efficiency impacting some 13 million acres of cropland in the area. 

Together, the efforts of these “Clean 13” are adding up to cleaner rivers, stronger communities and a more 
sustainable future for Georgia. 

The Georgia Water Coalition publishes this list not only to recognize these positive efforts on behalf of Georgia’s 
water but also as a call to action for our state’s leaders and citizens to review these success stories, borrow from 
them and emulate them. 

The Georgia Water Coalition is a consortium of more than 260 conservation and environmental organizations, hunting 
and fishing groups, businesses, and faith-based organizations that have been working to protect Georgia’s water since 
2002. Collectively, these organizations represent thousands of Georgians.

Georgians spend as estimated $27 billion annually on outdoor recreation, according 
to the Outdoor Industry Association, making fishing, hunting, birding, boating, biking 
and hiking an important part of the state’s economy. 
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INTRODUCTION:
In July 1994, Tropical Storm Alberto parked over central Georgia, dumping up to 
two feet of rain on the area and setting off historic flooding on the Ocmulgee 
River. Macon-Bibb found itself devastated with the city’s water treatment plant 
along the Ocmulgee completely inundated. But, 25 years after that fateful 
storm, the city has risen from the mud, turning a cataclysmic event into a 
catalyst that is transforming the city’s relationship with the Ocmulgee. The 
flooded waterworks are now a 160-acre riverfront park with picnic pavilions, 
scenic overlooks, playgrounds, miles of recreational trails, outdoor fitness 
equipment and two river access points favored by tubers, canoeists and 
kayakers. “Back in 1994 when the waterworks flooded we were without water 
for 16 days,” said Macon-Bibb County Mayor Robert Reichert who experienced 
the devastation first hand. “But look what’s come out of it. Out of all those 
lemons we got, we made lemonade with Amerson River Park.”  

THE WATER BODY:
The Ocmulgee River, flowing through the heart of Macon, actually begins in 
the heart of Atlanta as the South River and in the capital city’s eastern suburbs 
as the Yellow and Alcovy rivers. Those rivers mingle together at Jackson Lake 
formed by Lloyd Shoals Dam near Jackson. From the dam, the Ocmulgee flows 
some 250 miles to its confluence with the Oconee River to form the Altamaha, 
Georgia’s largest river. On its journey through middle Georgia, it supplies 
drinking water for more than 1.3 million people, including the people of Macon. 
Thanks in part to the popularity of Amerson Park in Macon-Bibb, communities 
along its length are now developing the river into a mecca for paddlers, boaters 
and anglers known as the Ocmulgee River Water Trail, a recreational boating 
trail running from Lloyd Shoals Dam to the Altamaha.   

THE CLEAN:
Until the opening of Amerson River Park in 2015, there was only one 
place Maconites could easily access the river—a boat ramp at Spring 
Street. And, from there, there was not much place to go. Developed 
with a $6 million U.S. Department of Transportation grant (as well as 
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partnerships with local groups like Newtown Macon, Bragg Jam, Macon Water Authority and others), Amerson, with its 
dual boat launches situated two river miles apart on either end of a sweeping oxbow, has connected Macon residents 
with the river.

Now, locals and visitors flock to the park to rent tubes, canoes and kayaks and drift lazily for two hours around the park, 
accounting for many of the 450,000 visitors the park hosts annually. Where once no commercial outfitters operated in 
Macon, now both a tubing vendor and canoe and kayak outfitter put people on the water daily during the float season. 

That influx of local river runners has led to greater awareness of the river and spawned community river cleanups. 

“Macon-Bibb County has become increasingly aware of the attractiveness of having a river run through the middle of 
town,” Reichert said. “The more people that you have in the river—even for short stretches like around the oxbow--the 
more aware they become of the need to keep it clean.” 

The popularity of Amerson Park has also been a catalyst in the regional effort to create the 250-mile boating trail 
running the length of the Ocmulgee.

When it comes to land-based recreation, the Park is a crown jewel in Macon-Bibb County’s Ocmulgee Heritage Trail. The 
trail system will ultimately connect from Amerson Park in the north to Historic Pleasant Hill to downtown Macon and 
across the river to the Ocmulgee Mounds National Historic Park, a significant prehistoric Native American site. When 
completed it will encompass 15 miles of multi-use trails along the river. 

Amerson’s popular pavilions host everything from concerts to weddings 
and beer festivals to church services. During the high school prom season 
each spring, the riverside pavilions have become a go-to place for pre-
prom photographs—this from an industrial site that was once covered in a 
labyrinth of pipes and tanks as the city’s waterworks. 

For the 12-year mayor and 70-year-old native son, it has been an exciting 
transformation of the river he knew as a young man. 

“People didn’t really think about it (the river) that much. They didn’t care 
what got dumped in it that much. They didn’t care what got washed off the 
streets that much,” Reichert said. “But, now we realize what a valuable 
resource it is. It’s been an evolution over my lifetime of good stewardship 
and recognition of its many benefits.”

 

 

Robert Reichert, Mayor, Macon-Bibb County, 478-751-7170, reichert@maconbibb.us
Chris Floore, Public Affairs, Macon-Bibb County, 478-751-7170, cfloore@maconbibb.us

For More Information Contact:

Top: The sun sets on Amerson River Park’s overlook 
along the Ocmulgee River. The park is visited by 
450,000 people annually. Above: The entrance to 
Amerson River Park. The park sits on a penisula of 
land surrounded by a large bend of the Ocmulgee 
River and once served as the site of the Macon Water 
Authority’s water treatment facility. 
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INTRODUCTION:
In September 1990, Debbie Buckner—then a public health professional—took 
a different route to the state capitol than the one she now takes as a state 
representative. That month she and five others marched for a week—joined by 
200 others along the way—and covered 100 miles from Talbot County to Atlanta 
to protest the construction of a hazardous waste incinerator proposed near her 
home in Talbot County. Their target was Gov. Joe Frank Harris and legislators. 
Among the signs at the protest on the capital steps, one read: “God save us 
from Georgia Politics.” Ultimately, Buckner and the people of Taylor and Talbot 
stopped the incinerator. A decade later, that activism  propelled the Columbus 
native into the state house herself. Now, a lawmaker for 17 years, Rep. Buckner 
is still fighting to protect Georgia’s water and annually ranks among the top 
legislators in votes to defend the state’s natural resources.   

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia is blessed with abundant water resources. A network of some 70,000 
miles of rivers and streams courses through the state. These waterways are 
connected to nearly 5 million acres of wetlands and together they feed and 
fill more than 425,000 acres of public lakes and reservoirs. Along with the 
state’s underground aquifers, these water bodies supply Georgia’s 10 million 
residents with some 3 billion gallons of water daily that is used for everything 
from drinking water to cooling nuclear reactors. In addition to these services, 
Georgia’s waterways are home to more than 325 species of fish, including eight 
federally protected species, and the rivers also harbor 165 species of mussels and 
snails, more than all but three other states in the country. The state’s bountiful 
outdoor recreation opportunities fuel large portions of the state’s economy. The 
Outdoor Industry Association estimates that consumer spending on outdoor 
recreation activities in Georgia annually tops $27 billion and generates 
$1.8 billion in state and local tax revenue.      

THE CLEAN:
Long before Rep. Debbie Buckner (D-Junction City) was elected to 
office, she cut her teeth on environmental issues directly impacting her 
family’s property and her community. The fight over the hazardous waste 
incinerator was not her first time trying to right a wrong. 

GEORGIA’S WATER  
Veteran Lawmaker Defends Georgia’s Water     
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With her husband, Mike Buckner, owner of Fielder’s Grist Mill, located on the headwaters of Patsiliga Creek in Talbot 
County, she saw first hand what happens when an upstream neighbor fails to protect the water flowing downstream. 
During the late 1970s, a nearby mining operation filled the couple’s millpond with sediment. The effort to stem that 
pollution instilled in her a keen understanding of our responsibility to downstream neighbors. 

“That was my first encounter with that very important policy known as riparian rights,” she said. 

In Georgia, it means that landowners own the right to use the water flowing through their property so long as that use 
doesn’t adversely interfere with the water quality and quantity for the owner downstream. 

As a freshmen legislator in 2003, she voted against her own democratic leadership of the House Natural Resources 
Committee, opposing a controversial bill that would allow water permit holders to buy and sell those permits—a move 
that would have forever altered Georgia’s tradition of regulated riparian rights. 

Since that bold—and successful—vote as a neophyte representative, she’s continued to vote her conscience to protect 
“downstreamers” and the state’s natural resources. Rep. Buckner routinely scores in the top percentile of environmental 
voting scorecards. 

In recent sessions, her votes have supported better regulation of toxic coal ash; 
increased state funding for land conservation; protected local governments’ ability 
to collect fees that keep pollution out of rivers and streams; improved stewardship 
of the Flint River and Floridan aquifer; strengthened the state’s ability to respond 
to environmental emergencies; required landfill operators to notify local residents 
in the event of a release of contaminants or toxins; and helped preserve the 
character of state-owned Jekyll Island. 

She has also worked tirelessly to prevent massive transfers of water from one river 
basin to another and improve the state’s stream buffer laws. As a Democrat in a 
Republican-controlled legislature, her ability to move legislation is limited, but 
over 17 years she has established herself as a respected and knowledgeable voice 
for Georgia’s water—one that is heard on both sides of the aisle. 

“Water issues are not partisan,” she said. “It’s an upstream-downstream issue. We 
must have a mutual understanding that we all require clean water and we all need to 
be respectful of each other. To me that’s what regulated riparian rights is all about.” 

At least now, she doesn’t have to walk 100 miles to be heard in Atlanta’s chambers 
of power. 

Rep. Debbie Buckner, 706-269-3630, debbie.buckner@house.ga.gov

For More Information Contact:

Top: Rep. Debbie Buckner speaks from 
the well of the House of Representatives. 
The 17-year veteran lawmaker is known 
as respected and knowledgeable voice on 
Georgia’s water. Above: An environmental 
activist since the late 1980s, Rep. Debbie 
Buckner speaks at Atlanta’s March for 
Science demonstration. 
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INTRODUCTION:
With more than 550,000 acres of irrigated cropland, the Flint River basin of 
southwest Georgia is the state’s breadbasket with the market value of crops 
grown in the area estimated at $1.6 billion. But when farmers begin pumping 
water from the Floridan aquifer and the Flint River, both begin to drop. During 
a drought in 2011, farms in southwest Georgia pumped about 750 million gallons 
a day during the growing season—about 50 percent more than the amount 
metro Atlanta’s 15 counties use in a single day. And while metro water utilities 
encourage customers to fix leaks and install low flow toilets, in southwest 
Georgia, the Flint River Soil and Water Conservation District (the District) is on 
the front lines of water conservation in the agricultural community. One of the 
most active of Georgia’s 40 local conservation districts, it serves as a bridge 
between federal and state conservation programs and agricultural producers. 
The District has been a key player in converting 92 percent of the area’s crops 
to water-saving irrigation practices. 

THE WATER BODY:
Perhaps the state’s most unique river, the Flint courses 346 miles from metro 
Atlanta to southwest Georgia where it joins the Chattahoochee to form the 
Apalachicola River in Florida. When the Flint arrives in southwest Georgia it 
interacts with the limestone of the Dougherty Plain with spectacular results. 
Limestone bluffs front the river and breathtakingly cold and beautiful blue hole 
springs rise up along its flanks to feed it. It’s these springs that are the connection 
with the Floridan aquifer which supplies much of the river’s flow…as well as 
much of the irrigation water used by southwest Georgia farmers. That interplay 
between the aquifer and the river have made the efficient use of irrigation water 
critical to protecting the Flint and uses downstream in Florida.   

THE CLEAN:
In the ongoing court battle between Georgia and Florida over water 
supplies in the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint system, Georgia’s 
farmers are among those—along with water users in metro Atlanta—that 
Florida has implicated in harm to oyster harvests on Apalachicola Bay. 

And, while the litigation continues, southwest Georgia farmers know 
their livelihood is at stake. They also know that efficient water use is the 
best savior for them and the health of Apalachicola Bay downstream. 

FLINT RIVER  
Locals Work to Implement Water Conservation at Southwest Georgia Farms   
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“Access to water is the backbone of our agricultural economy,” said Casey Cox, the conservation district’s executive 
director. “We know that unless we are proactive, then future generations are not going to have the opportunities we do.” 

To that end, the District has been busy. During the past 15 years, the District has secured some $22 million in federal, 
state and private sources to improve how farmers use water in the area, and has directed millions of dollars in Farm Bill 
funds to local farms for conservation projects.  Together, the District’s efforts have impacted water use on more than 13 
million acres of crops in Georgia, Florida and Alabama. 

Recently, the District implemented a program on 40 farms that involves installing soil moisture sensors in fields that 
transmit data used by farmers to make better decisions about when and how much to irrigate. The producers access 
this information on mobile devices via Irrigator Pro, an irrigation scheduling tool developed by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture that was converted to a smartphone app in partnership with the District. 

Ultimately, it will improve yields and reduce production costs while keeping more water flowing in the Flint. 

The District is also pioneering what’s known as dynamic variable rate 
irrigation on four farms in the area in partnership with the University of 
Georgia. The pilot program is designed to determine how to make this 
expensive, high-tech tool more affordable and accessible to all farmers. 

Similarly, a District project funded through the Bonneville Environmental 
Foundation aims to restore flows on Spring Creek and Ichawaynochaway 
Creek through agricultural water efficiency programs. Both of these Flint 
River tributaries host federally protected mussel species. The project 
is unique in that it connects diverse private funders like Coca-Cola, 
Delta Airlines, Georgia Aquarium, Atlanta Hartsfield-Jackson Airport and 
Mercedes-Benz Stadium with farmers in southwest Georgia. 

Connecting public and private funds and innovative programs with local 
farmers to address agricultural water use is what the District does best. 
And, with the outcome of ongoing disputes over water use still pending, 
that’s become increasingly important. 

“It’s critical. The more efficient we can be, the more resilient we are,” Cox said. “We’re the grassroots organization 
that has that relationship with farmers and landowners and the ability to build strategic partnerships to implement best 
management practices on a large scale.”

Perri Campis, Project Director Flint River Soil and Water Conservation District,  
229-234-1245, perri@flintriverswcd.org
Casey Cox, Executive Director Flint River Soil and Water Conservation District,  
229-669-9889, casey@flintriverswcd.org 
Marty McLendon, Chairman, Flint River Soil and Water Conservation District, 229-344-7347

For More Information Contact:

Top: Agricultural water efficiency programs organized 
by the District are helping protect federally protected 
mussel species in Spring and Ichawaynochaway creeks 
by reducing the amount of water pumped from the 
Floridan aquifer and surface water sources. Above: 
With the help of the Flint River Soil and Water 
Conservation District, many producers in southwest 
Georgia are now using high tech practices to use 
irrigation water more efficiently. Photo by Matt Hanner. 
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INTRODUCTION:
Figures on plastic use and consumption are staggering. A half century ago, 
virtually no plastic was even produced; today globally we produce more than 
320 million tons annually. Some 40 percent of that is for single-use items like 
food and beverage packaging. In the U.S., every citizen purchases an average 
of 346 plastic bottles and uses 365 plastic bags annually. Just nine percent of 
the plastic we use is recycled. The rest ends its life as expensive waste, taking 
up limited landfill space, or worse, these plastics end up in local streams, rivers 
and ultimately our oceans. Studies show that some 18 billion pounds of plastic 
waste flows into our oceans each year—the equivalent of five grocery bags of 
trash sitting on every foot of coastline around the world. The problem of plastic 
pollution is immense, but in Fulton County, leaders this year took a step to stem 
the tide of plastics when commissioners adopted a resolution to phase out the 
use of single-use plastics in county facilities. In doing so, Fulton County became 
the first local government in Georgia to enact such efforts.  

THE WATER BODY:
To view the impacts of plastic pollution, one need only travel down the streams 
that feed the four major rivers that drain Fulton County—the Chattahoochee, 
Etowah, Flint and South (a part of the Ocmulgee River basin). On the 
Chattahoochee and Etowah, you’ll see disturbing flotillas of plastic bottles 
and other trash. On the South River near Moreland Avenue, riverside trees are 
festooned in plastic bags washed downstream during rain events. On the Flint 
below the Atlanta airport you’ll find similar scenes. This plastic waste is ingested 
by fish and other wildlife leading to sickness and death and fouls the beauty of 
the rivers where we fish, float and boat. If not removed from these rivers, the 
plastic is bound ultimately for our oceans. Together, the four river basins 
that drain Fulton County provide 98.8 percent of metro Atlanta’s water.     

THE CLEAN:
These days, it takes some political will to take a stand against plastics. 
In recent years, the Plastics Industry Association and the American 
Progressive Bag Alliance have convinced 12 state legislatures to adopt 
laws prohibiting local governments from banning plastics. In 2015, they 
tried to do so in Georgia but failed.

CHATTAHOOCHEE, ETOWAH, SOUTH AND FLINT RIVERS  
County Commission Takes Stand to Reduce Plastic Waste at County Facilities   
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So, it was to be expected that in April when the Fulton County Commission adopted 
a resolution put forth by Chairman Robb Pitts aimed at eliminating single-use 
plastics in county facilities by year’s end, the industry groups would pounce. 

They did. The commission suspended the resolution in May, but by July, after 
hearing from stakeholders, it unanimously approved a new version of the resolution 
that called for a phased approach to eliminate plastics beginning Jan. 1, 2020. 
While other states and municipalities across the country have adopted even bolder 
efforts to curb single-use plastics, in passing this resolution, Fulton County became 
the first in Georgia to do so. 

“The goal is to phase out single use plastics and other single use materials,” 
said Kenneth Darisaw, Energy & Sustainability Manager. “We want to make sure 
we are taking the approach of a circular economy.”

The commission sent copies of the resolution to all municipalities in Fulton 
County urging them to take action as well, and already, other communities in 
the area and around the state are calling on Fulton County administrators to 
learn from their approach. 

Targeted will be plastic cups, straws and some office supplies, which will be 
replaced with non-plastic alternatives where viable. 

In cases where plastic cannot be replaced, the resolution calls on those plastics 
to be either compostable, 100 percent recyclable or created using recycled 
material.

The resolution will impact some 5,000 county workers and reduce waste at 
some 200 county properties. 

“The final adopted legislation achieves the goal of making Fulton County a 
leader in environmental responsibility,” said Board of Commissioners Chairman 
Robb Pitts. “Clearly, we hope other jurisdictions will adopt legislation to 
improve our environment through a team effort between government, 
communities, and industry.” 

Kenneth Darisaw, Energy & Sustainability Manager, Fulton 
County, 404-612-8762, Kenneth.Darisaw@fultoncountyga.gov
Ellis Kirby, Deputy Chief Operating Officer for Infrastructure, 
Fulton County, 404-612-8762, Ellis.Kirby@fultoncountyga.gov

For More Information Contact:

Top: Currently, only about 23 percent of plastic 
bottles are recycled in the US. Top left: Spilt-
body garbage/recycling trucks enable Fulton 
County contractors to pick up both garbage and 
recyclables at county facilities. Above: Flyers 
circulated by Fulton County’s sustainability 
office touting plastic alternatives are among the 
first steps the county has taken to reduce the 
use of plastics at its facilities.
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INTRODUCTION:
Probably no other individuals have more direct responsibility for keeping 
Georgia’s rivers healthy than do the members of the Georgia Association of 
Water Professionals (GAWP). Among their rank are the men and women who 
operate municipal water and wastewater treatment plants. In the 1930s, the 
organization focused on teaching municipalities how to provide clean drinking 
water to residents. Since the passage of the Clean Water Act in 1972, it has 
provided critical training for sewage treatment plant operators, and thanks in 
part to their work, discharges from sewage treatment plants no longer rank 
as the biggest threat to Georgia’s rivers. Now, non-point source pollution—the 
stormwater that courses off the developed landscape with every rain—is the 
biggest concern. Unfortunately, there’s a big gap in the understanding of how 
to address the threat. During the past two years, GAWP has filled that gap, 
providing training to stormwater managers in large and medium-sized cities, 
giving them the knowledge and tools they need to stem non-point source 
pollution and protect Georgia’s water, especially the small streams that course 
through Georgia’s urban areas. 

THE WATER BODY:
From Proctor Creek in Atlanta to Line Creek in Athens, from Burwell Creek in 
Rome to Vineville Branch in Macon, urban streams are among the most heavily 
impacted of our state’s water bodies. Surrounded by concrete, asphalt and 
buildings, they are the first to receive the flush of polluted water that rushes 
off city streets after rain events. In urban settings, more than 90 percent of 
rainwater that hits the ground courses directly to the nearest stream. The 
results are devastating. The likelihood of flooding increases; streambank erosion 
accelerates, habitat for fish is destroyed and sediment, toxins and 
bacteria degrade the water. These impacts influence the health of the 
larger water bodies from which we draw our drinking water.   

THE CLEAN:
Since the late 1990s, the Clean Water Act has required all large and most 
medium-size cities to develop stormwater management plans to minimize 
non-point source pollution, but those requirements have been slow to 
pay clean water dividends. 

GEORGIA’S URBAN STREAMS  
Group Educates Water Utility Professionals on Stormwater, Green Infrastructure   
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“The mandates that these small towns have to follow have developed much faster than 
the capabilities and capacities communities need to actually implement these plans,” said 
Pam Burnett, GAWP Executive Director, explaining why the Association made stormwater 
a priority. “There was somebody in my office every week asking for more support for the 
stormwater community. There wasn’t a place to get good quality training. We thought 
somebody’s got to do this.” 

Responding to the need, in 2017, GAWP invested in a full-time stormwater professional. 

Now, GAWP Stormwater Specialist James Moore is Georgia’s “go-to-guy” when communities have questions about 
stormwater. Armed with the “Blue Book” (Georgia’s Stormwater Management Manual) and certification from the National 
Green Infrastructure Program, Moore fields questions and conducts trainings to get municipalities up to speed on 
stormwater management practices. 

In 2019, he began offering 35-hour seminars that teach green infrastructure stormwater management practices. Now, 
rain gardens (natural areas that collect water and use landscaping to soak water into the ground), green roofs (roofs 
planted with vegetation to minimize run off), rain barrels (containers that 
capture rain off roofs for irrigation) and permeable pavement (pavement 
that allows rain to seep through to the soil below) are becoming part of the 
lexicon of water managers statewide. 

“We’re trying to make these developed sites act—from water’s 
perspective—like undeveloped sites,” said Moore. By allowing more of the 
rainwater to filter into the ground or slowing its journey, these practices 
keep urban streams healthier. 

Last year, the Georgia Water Coalition recognized the City of Atlanta in 
its Clean 13 report for its robust green infrastructure and stormwater 
management efforts, but now, thanks to GAWP, the green infrastructure 
projects that are becoming commonplace in the state’s capital will be seen 
in smaller communities across the state.

For GAWP, the stormwater program has been a rewarding investment.  
“We know the key to regulatory compliance and water quality benefits  
is the quality of the training and the knowledge of the people that are  
in the practice,” Burnett said.

Pamela Burnett, Executive Director, Georgia Association of Water Professionals,  
770-618-8690, pburnett@gawp.org 
James Moore, Stormwater Specialist, Georgia Association of Water Professionals,  
770-618-8690, jmoore@gawp.org 

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Georgia Association of Water Professional 
has made educating water managers about best 
management practices for controlling stormwater in 
urban settings a top priority. Top left: A planted roof 
top and a rooftop rainwater cistern are examples of 
the green infrastructure projects that the Georgia 
Association of Water Professionals is promoting 
to help cities prevent polluted stormwater from 
reaching rivers and streams. Above: Thanks to the 
education work of the Georgia Association of Water 
Professionals, green infrastructure like pervious 
pavement (pavement that allows rainwater to soak 
through to the ground below) are becoming more 
common in Georgia cities and other developed areas.
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INTRODUCTION:
Spotted mandarin, Diana fritillary butterflies, the state champion red hickory, 
black bears, and Miami mist wildflowers are just some of the life that Georgia 
ForestWatch (GFW) staff and volunteers documented as they conducted research 
for the organization’s 2018 book, Georgia’s Mountain Treasures, an 81-page 
publication highlighting 40 unprotected wildlands in the Chattahoochee-Oconee 
National Forests. A document two and a half years in the making, the project 
played to GFW’s strengths: a dedicated staff and bevy of volunteers who explore 
and know the coves and ridges of the 867,000 acres of the Chattahoochee-
Oconee National Forest better than anyone. Of course, the goal of the 
publication is ultimately to secure greater protections for these special places. 

The project is the among latest in 33 years of serving as the citizen watchdog 
over the U.S. Forest Service’s (USFS) management of these public lands that has 
wrought multiple victories for the forest and the water supplies those wild lands 
protect. 

THE WATER BODY:
No less than a dozen rivers have their birthplace within the Chattahoochee-
Oconee National Forest. The Etowah, Chattahoochee, Conasauga and Broad 
start as tiny springs not far from the top of the Blue Ridge and spill fast off 
these steep mountain slopes destined to be the tap water in places like Atlanta, 
Rome and Augusta. Dozens more feeder streams do the same, each coursing 
through its own mountain cove, lending their flow to brook trout, wild turkey 
and deer while nourishing spectacular stands of wildflowers and towering trees. 
The USFS estimates that more than 2.8 million people visit these lands annually 
for hiking, hunting, fishing, camping and wildlife viewing. The Forest is 
also managed for timber harvests; in 2015 it produced more than three 
million cubic feet of wood for various uses.    

THE CLEAN:
Since the late 1980s when multiple conservation groups successfully 
challenged a USFS management plan that would have sacrificed large 
portions of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest to logging, 
advocates realized that a permanent watchdog was needed and GFW  
was born. 

GEORGIA’S HEADWATER STREAMS  
Non-Profit Protects National Forests, the Birthplace of Drinking Water Sources    
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Since its creation, the organization has help halt clear cutting in the national forests; documented more than 11,000 
acres of old-growth forest that the USFS previously did not recognize; successfully advocated for the closure of off-road 
vehicle trails damaging the headwaters of the Broad and Cartecay rivers; and spearheaded a collaborative effort with 
the USFS that engages forest users in hundreds of hours of volunteer work on multi-use trails. 

More recently, they have conducted botanical surveys for the Georgia Appalachian Trail Club to facilitate relocations of 
the famous footpath; helped identify ash trees for inoculation against the invasive emerald ash borer insect; challenged 
in court a destructive logging and management plan for the Cooper Creek area in Union County; and are currently 
fighting proposed federal rules that will eliminate most public participation and some environmental reviews for timber 
harvests in the forest. 

As current Executive Director Jess Riddle sees it, the organization serves as a “coach to the Forest Service” to help the 
agency “improve their game.” 

“The Forest Service has a hard job and they are doing it with an inadequate 
budget and staff,” Riddle said.  “That’s a lot of pressure on them. Even with 
the best intentions sometimes they are going to miss things, and sometimes 
they are going to be pressured into making bad decisions. There has to be an 
environmental group pushing back on the other side.” 

The Georgia Mountain Treasures publication gently nudges the Forest Service to 
consider protection of some of the land’s most special places in advance of the 
creation of a new management plan—a process set to begin in the next four years. 

The publication also serves as an invitation to all to explore little known but 
beautiful places hidden within the vast forest. Through regular hikes and other 
outings, GFW provides those opportunities.   

“We think of the Southeast as a very known and very explored part of the 
world, but there are still areas where we don’t know what’s out there—where 
you can still find surprises when you get out into nature,” Riddle said. 

In addition to protecting the experiences we might enjoy there, GWF’s work 
ripples down mountain streams to protect Georgia’s most important resource. 

Said Riddle: “Literally the water that flows off the national forest is going to 
come out the taps of millions of people.” 

Jess Riddle, Executive Director, Georgia Forest Watch,  
706-867-0051, jriddle@gafw.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Chattooga River is one of many 
Georgia rivers that has its beginnings in the 
Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest. Georgia 
ForestWatch serves as a watchdog over these 
waters by monitoring the actions and decisions 
of the U.S. Forest Service. Above: Georgia 
ForestWatch’s advocacy work led to the closure 
of this off-road vehicle trail which was causing 
excessive erosion and polluting Piedmont 
streams with sediment.  
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INTRODUCTION:
When the F. Wayne Hill Water Resources Center opened in 2000, it was not 
without controversy. After all, the sewage treatment facility was set to 
discharge directly into Lake Lanier, a water body already beset with algal 
blooms resulting from nutrient-rich sewage discharges. Additionally, the 
discharge was within a mile and a half of Gwinnett’s drinking water intake on 
the very same lake. For those reasons, state regulators demanded that the 
plant limit its discharge of phosphorus to the lake to nearly half that of similar 
facilities of its size. Some 20 years later, still no other sewage treatment 
plant in Georgia is held to a higher standard. But with those higher standards 
came another problem: what to do with all that phosphorus? That’s where the 
Gwinnett County Department of Water Resources’ engineers got creative. Today, 
rather than trucking that phosphorus to landfills, the facility generates about 
380 tons of pelletized fertilizer annually. This, along with innovative waste-to-
energy programs, make the plant a recognized leader in meeting the challenges 
of wastewater treatment.  

THE WATER BODY:
No other reservoir in Georgia is more critical to the state’s water supply than 
Lake Lanier. The reservoir created by Buford Dam on the Chattahoochee River 
plays a role in providing nearly five million Georgians with water, including 
supplying 72 percent of metro Atlanta’s water. The lake is a fishing and boating 
mecca for the metro region, hosting some 8 million visitors annually. It also 
holds 63 percent of the conservation storage of water in the Apalachicola-
Chattahoochee-Flint river basin, and because of that huge capacity, the lake has 
been at the heart of three decades of water supply disputes between Georgia, 
Alabama and Florida. The health of the lake and the Chattahoochee River 
are largely dependent upon the effective operation of more than 30 
wastewater treatment facilities that discharge some 400 million gallons 
of treated sewage to the system daily.   

THE CLEAN:
Sewage treatment seems simple enough, but ask engineers like Gwinnett 
County’s Robert Harris about that “simple” process and they’ll bristle at 
that notion. 

CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER AND LAKE LANIER  
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“When you hear about what we do here at F. Wayne Hill you’ll hear the phrase “toilet to tap,” he said.  “I detest that 
phrase because it makes it sound like we’re doing nothing between those points. Its toilet to tap with one billion dollars 
of treatment infrastructure in between. You miss a real big thing there in the middle when you try to simplify this.” 

In fact, it was the complexity of wastewater treatment that led Gwinnett County to develop its phosphorus to fertilizer 
program. The task of removing large amounts of phosphorus from its sewage meant the addition of chemicals to the 
treatment process. That caused a problematic build up of hardened deposits on the inside of the plant’s pipes, forcing 
operators to clean them regularly. That’s when Harris and other engineers began looking for another way. 

The $14.5 million nutrient recovery system they installed in 2015 removes 85 percent of the phosphorus before it can 
accumulate on the pipes. The end-product is a pelletized fertilizer marketed by the Canadian-based company Ostara as 
Crystal Green. The F. Wayne Hill plant produces 380 tons of it annually—an amount that generates some $160,000 in revenue. 

More importantly, the process creates a sustainable loop, eliminating the 
need to truck waste to a landfill and reducing the need for destructive 
mining of phosphorus for fertilizer elsewhere. 

The project has proven so beneficial that other treatment facilities, 
including Georgia’s largest—Atlanta’s R.M. Clayton—are now installing the 
recovery systems. 

The F. Wayne Hill Water Resources Center is also leading the way in the 
innovative use of methane gas, another byproduct of the treatment process. 
At the plant, anaerobic digesters used to treat solids generate the gas which 
the plant collects to produce electricity that partially powers the facility. 

In 2012, the plant began receiving fats, oils, grease and other organic 
waste from restaurants, food and beverage processors and other facilities 
that it adds to the digesters. This boosts methane production significantly 
while diverting this waste from landfills and saving the facility some 
$500,000 annually in energy costs. Gwinnett County is one of only two 
treatment plants in the state using hauled wastes to supplement anaerobic 
digestion gas production. 

At the dedication of the opening of the F. Wayne Hill Water Resources Center in 2000, Gov. Roy Barnes told the gathered 
crowd: “This plant has to become the standard for the region if we are to improve water quality.” Some 20 years later, 
the facility is doing just that.

 

Robert Harris, Operations Process Engineer, Gwinnett County Department of Water Resources,  
678-376-6927, Robert.harris@gwinnettcounty.com 
Varessa Butts, Communcations Manager, Gwinnett County Department of Water Resources,  
678-376-6925, varessa.butts@gwinnettcounty.com 

For More Information Contact:

Top: With a innovative waste-to-energy systems and 
a nutrient-recovery system that converts sewage 
waste to fertilizer, Gwinnett County’s F. Wayne 
Hill Water Resources Center located in Buford is a 
recognized leader in wastewater treatment. Above: 
Anaerobic digesters at the F. Wayne Hill Water 
Resources Center are used to treat sewage solids, 
along with fats, oils, grease and other organic waste, 
and generate methane gas which is used to partially 
power the treatment facility. The process diverts 
waste from landfills and saves the facility some 
$500,000 annually in energy costs. 
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INTRODUCTION:
From its opening in 1998, the Len Foote Hike Inn was intended to serve as 
sustainability and environmental education showplace for Georgia’s State Parks. 
More than 20 years and some 200,000 visitors later, as the children of the Inn’s 
first visitors bring their children to the mountain getaway, that showplace 
is paying dividends—for state parks and the future of the state. Through 
sustainability projects ranging from composting toilets to solar power and 
educational programs that introduce guests to practices they can use in their 
own homes to lessen their environmental footprint, The Hike Inn spreads the 
gospel of sustainability. But, Inn visitors have to work to hear the gospel. The 
only way to stay at this 20-room mountain-top lodge is to “hike in” on a five-
mile trail from Amicalola Falls State Park in Dawson County.  

THE WATER BODY:
Situated high in the Blue Ridge Mountains, The Len Foote Hike Inn sits on a 
ridge between Cochrans and Nimblewill creeks, pristine trout streams that 
feed the Etowah River which supplies about 68 million gallons of drinking 
water to metro Atlanta communites daily—about 13 percent of the region’s 
water. The construction and design of the Len Foote Hike Inn and the 
sustainability practices implemented at the backcountry lodge protect these 
sensitive mountain streams and contribute to cleaner, higher quality water for 
downstream users.    

THE CLEAN:
From its initial design and construction in the late 1990s to the Inn’s current 
efforts to expand its sustainability practices, The Hike Inn has served as a model 
for smart construction and innovative sustainability practices. But, in 
many ways, being a secluded lodge in the midst of the Chattahoochee 
National Forest, its sustainability efforts are born out of necessity. The 
Inn is akin to a tiny island where access to resources is limited and the 
wise disposal of waste is critical. “We’re basically a small town in the 
middle of the woods,” said Executive Director Eric Graves, “And, we 
have to be prepared to be self sufficient.” 

GEORGIA’S MOUNTAIN STREAMS  
Mountain-top Lodge Spreads Message of Sustainability   
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In keeping with that mentality, The Hike Inn excels in the wise management of 
energy, water and waste. In 2019, it was recognized by the U.S. Green Building 
Council for achieving LEED platinum certification, the highest level available. 

The 5,750 square-foot lodge was built on stilts to minimize grading and its 
impact on the mountaintop. Rather than installing a large septic system 
that would have required the clearing of more trees and strained the 
limited water supply on the mountaintop, the Inn limited its septic waste by 
installing composting toilets.  All human waste generated is processed and 
reused on site as landscaping fertilizer. The system eliminates the need for 
some 200,000 gallons of water annually.

Food scraps too become compost once a team of red wiggler worms does its business, and guests are implored to limit 
the amount of food they leave on their plates—a four ounce goal at every meal—a lofty one when feeding 40 patrons. 

Hot showers, a novelty and luxury for weary hikers and backpackers in the backcountry, are supplied through a solar 
thermal system, and thanks to an on-site solar array installed in 2017, the Inn now gets nearly 70 percent of its energy 
needs from the sun. 

Perhaps more importantly, Inn employees and the special guests daily 
provide education programs to guests centered on sustainability—from 
leave no trace backcountry ethics (guests must carry out any trash they 
bring with them), to home composting (there’s a bulletin board at the Inn 
featuring photos of guests’ home composting efforts). 

After more than 20 years of providing unique backcountry experiences, 
The Hike Inn has seen a shift in acceptance and adoption of sustainability 
practices. They are making a difference—not just on the mountain top but 
in the river valleys across the state where their guests live. The 12-member 
staff is now seeing multiple generations of families visiting the Inn.  

“We are starting to get people who come work for us that went into 
conservation and environmental sciences because of their visit to the Hike 
Inn when they were kids,” said Graves. “That’s pretty cool.”

Eric Graves, Executive Director, The Len Foote Hike Inn, 
800-581-8032, reservations@hike-inn.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Len Foote Hike Inn is nestled into the 
Chattahoochee National Forest. It was built on 
stilts to minimize its impact on the ridge top.
Top left: Visitors to The Hike Inn learn about the 
sustainability practices at the mountain retreat, 
including a composting toilet system and a food 
waste composting program that employs red wiggler 
worms. The compost is used as a soil amendment on 
landscaping around the inn. Above: A bulletin board 
at The Hike Inn lets breakfast and dinner guests 
know if they reached the goal of having just four 
ounces of food left on plates. With as many as 40 
patrons eating at each sitting, it is a lofty goal. 
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INTRODUCTION:
At a press conference prior to the opening of Mercedes-Benz Stadium, Atlanta 
Falcons owner, Arthur Blank, retold the story of his request that the two-million 
square-foot facility be LEED-certified platinum—an eco-friendly status never 
achieved before by a sporting facility. That request, he said, was met with 
silence. “Now, sometimes silence, in a legal sense, can be construed as assent,” 
Blank told the gathered press. “In management, though, it could mean you’ve 
gone out of your mind.” Crazy or not, Blank was serious. In the end, the U.S. 
Green Building Council did bestow upon the building platinum status under the 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design criteria. Today, the 30-story 
structure is a model of energy and water efficiency. And rather than contributing 
to stormwater and flooding problems in the adjacent Vine City neighborhood, the 
facility’s rain catchment systems actually improved conditions in Proctor Creek, 
the much-maligned urban stream that drains the property and much of west 
Atlanta.   

THE WATER BODY:
Proctor Creek runs some 10 miles from downtown Atlanta through the 
neighborhoods of west Atlanta to the Chattahoochee River near I-285. In the 
late 1800s and early 1900s before the advent of modern-day sewage treatment 
facilities, Atlanta’s sewer lines emptied directly into the creek. Even after 
Atlanta built its first treatment plant, pollution plagued the creek as the city’s 
combined stormwater and sewer system regularly overflowed during rain events, 
sending untreated sewage into the creek and flooding the property of in-town 
residents. A 2002 flash flood submerged portions of Vine City in six feet of water, 
leading residents to file lawsuits against the city and ultimately the relocation 
of numerous residents. Today, the creek and surrounding land are 
undergoing a revitalization as the City of Atlanta works to stop chronic 
flooding by developing public parks with stormwater retention features.  
Plans also call for a recreational path running the length of the creek, 
and resident-led community initiatives have focused on cleaning up the 
creek.       

THE CLEAN:
With knowledge of Proctor Creek’s troubles, Mercedes-Benz Stadium’s 
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leadership team came into the construction process with a goal of mitigating its impact on the urban stream. 

“You couldn’t build a big building and ignore that (Proctor Creek) and be true to your word about being a good 
neighbor,” said Scott Jenkins, Mercedes-Benz Stadium general manager.  “The stormwater program and the rainwater 
capture made even more sense for us because it had a positive impact on our neighbors in the west side.”

To control stormwater runoff, designers included massive rainwater cisterns beneath the building that hold a combined 
two million gallons of water. Rather than rushing off the site to overwhelm the city’s storm drain system, the water is 
collected, used to irrigate landscape and to operate the stadium’s mechanical systems. Water not used is released slowly 
to the Proctor Creek watershed. During a 100-year storm, the cisterns could potentially collect 80 percent of the water 
that falls on the site. Additionally, designers incorporated bioswales into stadium landscaping that allow rainwater to 
soak into the ground rather than flowing into the storm drain system. 

Together, these systems allow the site to function, to a large degree, as if the property was undeveloped greenspace. 
They were also key to achieving LEED-certified platinum status. 

The investments in sustainability did not stop with stormwater. Inside the stadium, visitors find waterless urinals and 
low-flow plumbing fixtures. The stadium uses 47 percent less water than other facilities based on U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency standards. 

Atop the stadium’s parking decks and at other strategic locations on the campus are some 4,000 solar panels that 
provide clean energy, approximately 1.6 million kilowatt hour per year—enough to power nine Atlanta Falcons games or 
13 Atlanta United matches. And, some 82,500 square feet of LED lighting help reduce energy usage by 60 percent. 

When 70,000 fans arrive for a sporting event, sustainability efforts continue. Stadium managers  have worked with 
suppliers to ensure that nearly all food packaging (including plates, cups and cutlery) is fully compostable, enabling it 
to turn its waste over to private contractors who convert it to soil amendments.  Bottles and cans are collected and 
recycled as well. 

And, when those fans leave, stadium cleanup is completed entirely with 
ionized water, eliminating the need for bleaches, ammonias and other 
harsh chemicals. 

Two years into service, Mercedes-Benz Stadium has become a model of 
sustainability, and visitors from around the country and the globe come to 
visit and learn from the stadium’s sustainability programs. 

“It was clear we were going to deliver a building that was pretty 
spectacular in a lot of ways,” said Jenkins, recalling those first meetings 

when Blank’s vision was met with silence. “And, we 
weren’t going to put the environment to the side.” 

Scott Jenkins, General Manager, Mercedes-Benz Stadium,  
770-557-4930, sjenkins@mercedesbenzstadium.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: Opened in 2017, Mercedes-Benz Stadium is the 
first professional sports stadium in the country to 
achieve LEED platinum status. Above: Sustainability 
efforts at Mercedes-Benz Stadium are both above 
and below ground. Solar panels on campus generate 
electricity to power the facility and beneath the 
stadium are rainwater cisterns that can hold up to 
two million gallons of stormwater.
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INTRODUCTION:
The year was 2007, and Georgia was gripped by severe drought. In Atlanta, Gov. 
Sonny Perdue famously held a prayer vigil seeking divine intervention to bring 
the rain. In Athens, flows on the Middle Oconee River, Athens-Clarke County’s 
primary water source, dipped below less than 30 cubic feet per second—about 
the same amount of water used daily in the area. The city had only about six 
weeks of drinking water left.  And, on Newton Bridge Road in Athens, Terrapin 
Beer Company opened its current brewing facility. Without water from the 
Middle Oconee, the brewer would be--in a word of dual meanings—dry. The 
drought eventually broke, but Terrapin’s dedication to using its most important 
ingredient efficiently has only grown as it has transitioned from a local micro-
brewer to a regional operation. During recent years, Terrapin has reduced its 
water demand per barrel of beer produced by some 20 percent, and efforts to 
eliminate the waste it sends to landfills have made the micro-brewer a leader in 
sustainability among Georgia’s fast-growing craft beer industry.  

THE WATER BODY:
The Middle Oconee and its sister river the North Oconee hold the greater Athens 
area in their watery arms—the North flanking the city’s east side and the Middle 
snaking through its west side. On the south side of the city, they come together to 
form the Oconee River which flows some 220 miles before joining the Ocmulgee 
to form the Altamaha River. Historically the Middle and North Oconee rivers 
played a critical role in turning textile mills and bringing electricity to Athens as 
the river was harnessed for hydropower, but today the rivers are most important 
as a water source, delivering about 15 million gallons of water daily to more than 
100,000 people. The rivers also carry away the treated waste of the Athens area. 
The Altamaha River basin is home to 43 species of reptiles, 37 amphibians 
and 74 fish species, including the Altamaha shiner, a rare fish found only in 
the upper reaches of the Oconee and Ocmulgee rivers.    

THE CLEAN:
When it comes to beer, water is the most essential ingredient. On 
average, it takes about seven gallons of water to make a gallon of beer. 
At less efficient breweries, the ratio can run to ten gallons. So, perhaps 
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it’s appropriate that Terrapin launched its Athens brewery at the height of the 2007 drought. Since that opening, 
Terrapin has winnowed its water use to about four gallons for every gallon of beer produced. 

The brewery captures and recycles condensate from steam lines and is implementing water recycling programs for the 
water intensive process of cleaning fermentation vessels and other brewing equipment. The measures have helped drop 
water use by about 20 percent, translating into water savings of about three million gallons this year. 

But water use is just one of Terrapin’s sustainability efforts. With a goal of sending zero waste to landfills, the company 
moves spent grain and yeast from the brewing process to area farmers for use as livestock feed. Other solids from the 
brewing process are routed to the Athens-Clarke County Solid Waste Department which incorporates them into its Classic 
City Compost, a soil amendment sold to area residents. 

Much of these solids are captured through a system that treats the 
brewery’s wastewater stream before it is discharged to the municipal 
sewer system, a rarity among small breweries. The efforts have not gone 
unnoticed; in 2018, Athens-Clarke County recognized Terrapin as its 
business of the year for waste reduction and recycling.

More traditional recycling is also a large part of Terrapin’s culture. Beginning 
in 2013, the company set a trend for area small breweries by transitioning 
95 percent of all packaged beer to infinitely recyclable aluminum cans 
instead of hard-to-recycle bottles. The beer comes boxed in cases made 
from 100 percent recycled paper. Even the wood in the bar at Terrapin’s 
Tasting Room was recycled. It once served as a bowling alley lane.  

“We spend a lot of time in the outdoors,” said Jack Albanese, vice 
president of operations, said of the company’s hiking and biking loving 
leadership and employees. “It really makes you understand how 
everything you do can impact nature. We know as a production and 
manufacturing facility, we’re going to produce waste, but if we can 
little by little chip away at the amount of waste we produce and make it 
something that’s sustainable then we can say we are doing right by our 
local environment.” 

Among the largest and oldest of Georgia’s craft brewers, Terrapin hopes 
that its example will lead other Georgia beer makers to adopt similar 
sustainability programs.

 

Jack Albanese, Vice President of Operations, Terrapin Beer Company, 706-549-3377, jack@terrapinbeeer.com
Dustin Watts, President, Terrapin Beer Company, 706-549-3377, dustin@terrapinbeer.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: Water conservation measures at Terrapin Beer 
Company have reduced the brewery’s water demand 
about about 20 percent, translating into water savings 
of about three million gallons this year. Above: 
Terrapin has left behind hard-to-recycle and difficult-
to-transport bottles, transitioning 95 percent of its 
production to recyclable aluminum cans.
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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. 

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.” 

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.”

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 

For More Information Contact:

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. 
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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

For More Information Contact:

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.
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INTRODUCTION:
In 1936, when the Walton Electrical Association began running power lines 
to farms in rural Walton and Morgan counties, it did so as a cooperative with 
its customers owning the company. With a $90,000 grant from the federal 
Rural Electrification Administration, it soon was supplying power to homes 
and businesses that investor-owned power companies refused to serve. As it 
turns out, that co-op model works as well in 2019 as it did in 1936. In 2015, 
Walton EMC listened to its customer owners who said, rather emphatically, 
“We want renewable energy.” The utility responded by creating its Cooperative 
Solar program that allowed its customers to invest in the company’s first 
solar array. That six-acre, one megawatt project was fully-subscribed before 
construction was completed. It was so successful, the co-op built another array 
more than twice the size of the original. Power from that facility was again 
quickly allocated. Now, at work on their third solar farm, Walton EMC recently 
catapulted itself into solar stardom by landing a contract to supply a new 
Facebook data center in Newton County with 220 megawatts of solar power.   

THE WATER BODY:
In Georgia, more water is used to produce electricity than is used for any other 
purpose. Water withdrawals from rivers and lakes to supply the state’s nuclear, 
coal and natural-gas fueled power plants amount to as much as 1.9 billion 
gallons a day. Those withdrawals place a strain on already stressed water bodies, 
reducing the amount of water available to downstream users and impacting fish 
and other wildlife through changes in stream flows and water temperatures. 
These massive water withdrawals can also kill fish, fish larvae and eggs when 
the wildlife gets sucked into the power plant’s intake structures. The state’s 
two largest coal-fired power plants, Bowen in Bartow County and Scherer 
in Monroe County, each day permanently remove more than 60 million 
gallons of water from the Etowah and Ocmulgee river systems. Because 
renewable power sources like wind and solar require no water, they 
relieve stress on Georgia’s rivers. The Southern Alliance for Clean Energy 
estimates that Walton EMC’s more than 220 megawatts of solar production 
offset the need to withdraw more than 200 million gallons of water 
annually from the state’s rivers.      
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THE CLEAN:
Walton EMC’s embrace of solar power has been a grassroots initiative. 

“Our customer-owners were asking for it, and since we are owned by 
them that’s what got us started. They were the main drivers,” said Greg 
Brooks, Walton EMC’s director of community and public relations. 

Though they were asking for it, there were obstacles. Home solar 
installations can be cost prohibitive for some consumers and only about 
25 percent of homes in the U.S. are even suitable for on-site solar. From 
these obstacles was birthed Walton EMC’s Cooperative Solar program. 

The customer-owners elect to purchase $25 blocks of solar power each 
month. These investments are then used to support large solar arrays 
supplying additional power to the state’s electricity grid. The investors 
then receive credits on their power bill each month. Typically, those 
investing in solar see a monthly increase on their power bills of about one 
dollar. To date, some 4,000 of the EMC’s 130,000 customer-owners participate in the program, supporting more than 6 
megawatts of solar output. Now, other EMCs are copying Walton, bringing more solar online.

These successful programs attracted the attention of Facebook which was looking to locate a data center in the area and 
wanted to run it with 100 percent renewables. Negotiations with the social media giant led to Walton EMC investing in 
another 200 megawatts of solar with construction now underway at facilities in Early, Calhoun and Colquitt counties in south 
Georgia. The projects represent a $230 million investment and are expected to create some 800 jobs during construction. 

This rapid investment in solar pushed Walton EMC to top solar status in the southeast. Between 2018 and 2022, no other 
power provider in the southeast will show more solar growth per customer. 

Walton EMC’s solar growth model is surprisingly similar to the original customer-owner not-for-profit, co-op arrangement 
that started Walton Electric Association in 1936. 

“The biggest advantage is our focus is on serving our people, not making a profit so we do what’s best for them,” Brooks 
said. That includes returning profits back to its customers each year in the form of credits on power bills and investing 
millions of dollars in community and charitable organizations in the areas it serves. 

With their leadership on solar power, who knows, perhaps someday in the future when they give away one of their used 
fleet trucks at their annual customer-owner meeting (a longstanding tradition), that vehicle will be one of the electric 
variety powered by the sun.

Greg Brooks, Director of Community & Public Relations, Walton EMC,  
770-266-2307, gbrooks@waltonemc.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: This solar array and others operated by Walton 
EMC help provide power to some 4,000 customers. 
Above: Workers install panels at a Walton EMC solar 
array. The utility provider will soon have more than 
220 megawatts of solar power in its portfolio.




