2019’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
COOSA RIVER

Suspect Coal Ash Disposal Plan Threatens River, Groundwater
INTRODUCTION:
For 64 years—from 1954 until 2018, Georgia Power Company burned coal
to produce electricity on the banks of the Coosa River west of Rome at
Plant Hammond. One of the most troubling legacies of that power plant,
which was officially closed earlier this year, is the millions of cubic yards of
toxic coal ash—the remains of the coal incinerated to generate electricity—
that has contaminated groundwater with unsafe levels of cobalt, boron,
sulfate, molybdenum and arsenic. Unfortunately, Georgia Power plans
to leave more than one million cubic yards of this toxic ash in a 44-footdeep, unlined pit adjacent to the Coosa River and Cabin Creek. Georgia
Power is moving forward with this plan despite the company’s failure
to test groundwater around the pit to determine the presence of toxic
contaminants. Unless Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division requires
the company to do more, toxic coal ash contaminants will continue to
leach into groundwater and the Coosa River for decades to come.

THE WATER BODY:
The upper Coosa River basin is considered one of North America’s most
biologically unique river basins with 30 endemic aquatic species, and the
Coosa River in particular is unique because it is one of only a handful of
locations in the country where land-locked striped bass still spawn. The
Coosa River in Georgia also feeds Weiss Lake in Alabama, located just
downstream from Plant Hammond’s discharge. The 30,200-acre Alabama
Power reservoir is the economic calling card for Centre, Alabama and
Cherokee County. Tourism associated with the lake is the county’s
primary industry, with an economic impact of $250 million annually.
The lake also serves as the primary drinking water source for residents
of Centre and Gadsden.

THE DIRT:
First the good news: At Plant Hammond, Georgia Power plans to
excavate coal ash in three ash ponds and move it to lined landfills.
The company chose to do that, in part, because it found unsafe
levels of coal ash contaminants in 10 of 35 groundwater testing wells
surrounding those sites.
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Now for the bad news: At Plant Hammond’s fourth coal ash pond, Georgia
Power has not tested for groundwater contamination, despite the fact
that the toxic ash extends 44-feet deep and is currently in contact with
groundwater. And, rather than excavating this pond—as they are doing with
others on site—the company plans to leave the coal ash capped in place,
claiming that this ash pond—unlike the other two on site—poses no risk to
groundwater or nearby waterways.
Under the company’s proposed plans, more than one million cubic yards
of coal ash will remain in contact with groundwater, directly adjacent to the Coosa River and sitting within its
floodplain. That’s enough coal ash to fill a line of dump trucks stretching from Rome to Augusta.
What’s more troubling, beneath this very ash pond, in 1977 Georgia Power documented seepage from the ash
pond into nearby Cabin Creek and the Coosa River of about one million gallons a day and around 1980, a sinkhole
formed at the pond. Finally, in 2010, Georgia Power reported to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency that their
investigations showed “low to very high permeability measurements in materials below the dike [holding back the
ash pond], including solution cavities were encountered during coring operations.”
This combination of documented leaks, a sinkhole and existing cavities in the soil surrounding the ash pond strongly
suggests the “the structural stability and ability of the closed [ash pond] to contain coal ash and its associated
contaminants, in perpetuity, is seriously in question,” according to a report prepared by Geo-Hydro, Inc. for the
Southern Environmental Law Center earlier this year.
To date, Georgia Power Company has not yet submitted a final coal ash pond closure plan to Georgia’s Environmental
Protection Division (EPD) for approval, but has publicly announced its plans to leave one of Plant Hammond’s coal ash
ponds on site in an unlined and potentially unstable pit.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD should reject any coal ash pond closure plan that involves keeping the coal ash on site in Plant Hammond’s unlined
storage ponds. This coal ash should be excavated like that in other ponds on site and removed to safe, lined landfills.
Keeping the coal ash on site risks the continued contamination groundwater and surface water, and even worse, risks
a catastrophic release of coal ash into the Coosa River. Should EPD fail to force Georgia Power to properly dispose
of its coal ash waste, Georgia’s legislature should take action to address this pollution problem. 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.

Top: Seeded with grass, this ash pit located adjacent to Plant
Hammond looks benign from above, but below the surface, coal
ash extends 44-feet deep and is currently in contact with groundwater. Studies of the underlying geology also call into question the
safety of leaving this coal ash in place. Above: Now shuttered, Plant
Hammond still poses a threat to the Coosa River and Weiss Lake
downstream because Georgia Power Company wants to leave toxic
coal ash in place adjacent to the river in an unlined coal ash pit.
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