
INTRODUCTION:
Today when ordinary Georgians dispose of their household waste, they 
pay the cost of that trash being disposed in a state-regulated landfill 
with a liner or barrier and a leachate collection system that prevents the 
landfill from polluting groundwater. But, when it comes to disposing of 
legacy coal ash from coal-burning power plants that is known to contain 
dangerous toxins, the state is poised to let the Georgia Power Company 
keep its toxic waste in unlined coal ash ponds at three of its power plants 
along the Chattahoochee River, stretching from Atlanta to Newnan. More 
than 30 million tons of coal ash at Plant McDonough in Cobb County, Plant 
Yates in Coweta County and Plant Wansley in Carroll County could be left 
to pollute groundwater and pose a threat to the Chattahoochee forever. 

THE WATER BODY:
At 434 miles long, the Chattahoochee is the longest of Georgia’s rivers. It 
is also arguably the state’s most important river, providing drinking water 
to nearly half of the state’s population from Gainesville and Atlanta to 
West Point and Columbus. Immediately downstream from Georgia Power 
Company’s three power plants and ash ponds is West Point Lake, a U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers reservoir and popular fishing and recreation 
destination attracting an estimated 1.5 million visitors annually. The 
lake is responsible for pumping hundreds of millions of dollars into local 
economies annually and provides drinking water to the cities of LaGrange 
and West Point.  

THE DIRT:
Since 2008 when a breached dike at a Kingston, Tennessee coal-burning 
power plant sent 600 million gallons of coal ash into the Emory River 
and on to nearby properties, destroying homes and fouling the river for 
miles, the disposal of legacy coal ash has been a priority.

New regulations adopted by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) in 2015 require the closure of unlined ash ponds, but EPA left it 
to individual states to decide how those closures would be conducted. 
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In North Carolina and Virginia, state legislators and regulators have required that virtually all coal ash in unlined 
ponds be excavated and moved to safe disposal sites. 

But in Georgia, state leaders and environmental regulators have thus far seen fit to let Georgia Power Company 
determine the best method for protecting the public from its toxic coal ash. Georgia Power’s prescribed method is to 
“cap in place” some five million tons at Plant McDonough, 12 million tons at Plant Yates and 14 million tons at Plant 
Wansley in existing unlined ash ponds. Tests conducted by Georgia Power show unsafe levels of coal ash toxins in 
groundwater beneath all three facilities. 

Leaving the ash in the unlined pits will result in continued contamination of groundwater because in many cases, 
the ash is already submerged in groundwater. At Plant Wansley, Georgia Power proposes leaving coal ash in an 
almost 100-foot-deep unlined pit that is submerged in 90 feet of groundwater. 

Even more troubling, at Plant McDonough in Cobb County, Georgia Power’s proposed plan will leave some five 
million tons of coal ash within a few hundred feet of the Chattahoochee and within 50 feet of a piped stream that 
feeds the river. 

A review of Georgia Power’s coal ash pond closure plan at Plant McDonough by Geo-Hydro, Inc. conducted earlier 
this year determined that it would not “control, minimize or eliminate…the release…of contaminated run off to the 
ground or surface waters.” 

Efforts to strengthen coal ash regulations in the state legislature have been met with resistance from legislators and 
lobbyists for Georgia Power. It is, perhaps, no coincidence that Southern Company, the parent company to Georgia 
Power, is one of the leading contributors to political campaigns in Georgia.

During 2018, Southern Company affiliates in Georgia contributed more than $600,000 to campaigns for statewide and 
legislative offices, according to data from the Georgia Government Transparency and Campaign Finance Commission. 
But some lawmakers are trying to hold Georgia Power accountable. Rep. Mary Frances Williams (D-Marietta) earlier 
this year introduced HR 257, a resolution that urges the utility to remove McDonough’s coal ash to a lined landfill.

 
WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division, which reviews Georgia Power’s coal ash pond closure plans, should reject 
any permit that involves leaving coal ash in unlined pits at plants McDonough, Yates and Wansley. This coal ash should 
be excavated and removed to safe, lined landfills. If EPD fails to require safe disposal of coal ash, state legislators must 
step in to protect the state’s drinking water sources in our rivers and groundwater by adopting legislation like HR 257. 
Furthermore, the Georgia Public Service Commission should reject rate increases requested by Georgia Power to pay 
for coal ash disposal plans that do not involve placing the waste in lined storage facilities. Its customers should not be 
forced to pay for environmental cleanups that fail to protect those very customers.  

Kevin Jeselnik, General Counsel, Chattahoochee 
Riverkeeper, 404-352-9828, kjeselnik@chattahoochee.org.
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Top: Georgia Power Company plans to leave five million 
tons of coal ash in an unlined ash pit at Plant McDonough 
in Cobb County. The ash will be within a few hundred feet 
of the Chattahoochee River and within 50 feet of a piped 
stream that feeds the river. 


