
INTRODUCTION:
Since 2011 when the Georgia Water Coalition published its first Dirty 
Dozen report, no other pollution problem in the state has landed in 
the report more times than the discharge from the Rayonier Advanced 
Materials (RAM) chemical pulp mill in Jesup. This marks the facility’s 
seventh appearance in the report. Despite a multi-year legal battle 
pitting Altamaha Riverkeeper against RAM and Georgia’s Environmental 
Protection Division (EPD), the mill continues to foul the river. The odor and 
color of the discharge still drive away would-be river users. Boating and 
swimming downstream of the mill’s stench-filled discharge is, in a word, 
uninviting. While similar pulp mills around the globe have cleaned up 
their discharges, RAM remains behind the times. EPD, having repeatedly 
defended its weak pollution control permit for Rayonier’s discharge—and 
even changed state rules to make it easier for the facility to continue the 
status quo—is  complicit in the continued pollution of the Altamaha. In 
2020, EPD is scheduled to issue a new permit for the facility. It remains to 
be seen whether the state will finally force RAM to clean up its act.   

THE WATER BODY:
The Altamaha is Georgia’s largest river and the third largest contributor 
of freshwater to the Atlantic Ocean on North America’s eastern shore. It 
drains a 14,000-square mile basin stretching from Atlanta to Darien and is a 
place of unsurpassed beauty. Often called “Georgia’s Little Amazon,” it was 
named to The Nature Conservancy’s list of the 75 last great places on Earth. 
A treasure trove of biodiversity, the Altamaha River basin is home to 
120 species of rare or endangered plants and animals. Along with its 
two forks, the Ocmulgee and Oconee rivers, the Altamaha provides 
drinking water to communities from metro Atlanta to Middle Georgia. 

THE DIRT:
The saga of RAM’s pollution of the Altamaha spans decades. As soon as 
the plant opened in 1954, massive fish kills were reported downstream. 
In the 1960s, after years of pollution that created “crude slime” on the 
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river, state regulators required the mill to install a wastewater treatment system. Now, more than four decades after 
the passage of the federal Clean Water Act, the mill continues to pollute, discoloring the river with a  discharge of 
up to 60 million gallons a day and causing the river to smell for miles downstream.  

While state regulators have defended the pollution control permits they have issued for the facility, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency has called out the mill’s discharge. In a 2017 memo, EPA noted that the plant’s 
discharge contained odor-causing chemicals like ethyl mercaptan, the obnoxious-smelling chemical used as a 
warning odorant for propane and natural gas and concluded: “the weight of multiple lines of evidence…supports a 
finding of impairment for the color and odor water quality criteria.”

During testimony in the Altamaha Riverkeeper’s appeal of RAM’s state pollution control permit issued by EPD, Neil 
McCubbin, an expert with five decades of work in the pulp and paper industry, told the court that Rayonier’s Jesup 
facility was “in the bottom 10% of kraft pulp mills in terms of the environmental quality of its discharge” in the 
world. He added: “There are whole continents where this discharge would not be accepted.”

While the court proceedings that began in 2016 continue on appeal, last year EPD took the extraordinary step to 
assist Rayonier in its continued pollution of the Altamaha. When initial court rulings favored Altamaha Riverkeeper, 
EPD proposed changing its rules for water quality standards. In March of last year, the Department of Natural 
Resources Board approved those changes. The 19-member board, appointed by the governor, includes one member 
who is a manager at the Jesup mill.  

Within the rules and regulations for water quality standards, EPD 
proposed removing language that protected all “legitimate water 
uses” of the river and adding language that made Rayonier’s discharge 
illegal only if it “unreasonably” interfered with the “designated uses” 
of the river. Because the state has designated the Altamaha as protected 
for “fishing” (not swimming and other water recreation), the bar was 
instantly raised for plaintiffs seeking to prove that the color and odor of 
the plant’s discharge negatively impacted river users. 

Next year, Altamaha River users will watch EPD closely as RAM’s pollution 
control permit is up for renewal. During this process, the state agency 
has the opportunity to enforce a permit that will bring the mill’s 
wastewater treatment system up to industry and Clean Water Act standards. 

 
WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD must issue a pollution control permit 
that will eliminate of the color and odor 
associated with Rayonier’s discharge into the 
Altamaha River and bring the facility up 
to modern, industry-accepted wastewater 
treatment standards. 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Vast waste ponds can been seen adjacent to the Altamaha River and the Rayonier 
Advanced Materials chemical pulp mill’s discharge into the river. The discharge dramatically 
changes the color and odor of the river. Above: Though the Altamaha is a place of unsurpassed 
beauty, the odor and color associated with the Rayonier Advanced Materials discharge into the 
river drive away would-be river users. 

Fletcher Sams, Executive Director, Altamaha Riverkeeper,  
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