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Coal Ash Ponds Polluting Drinking Water in Middle Georgia
INTRODUCTION:
Along the Ocmulgee River in middle Georgia, residents with private wells
and water utilities providing water to local residents face a dilemma. Their
water is subject to ongoing contamination from toxic coal ash, the legacy
of Georgia Power Company’s Plant Awkright, a circa-1943 coal-fired power
plant on the banks of the river in Macon-Bibb County, and Plant Scherer,
the nation’s largest operating coal-fired power plant in Monroe County
that is surrounded by residents dependent upon well water for their
drinking water supplies. If Georgia Power has its way, the threat of water
contaminated with coal ash toxins will continue indefinitely for Monroe
and Macon-Bibb residents. That’s because the company’s plan for cleaning
nearly 16 million tons of coal ash at Awkright and Scherer is to leave it
where it is—in unlined pits where it comes in contact with groundwater
and leaches into the river.

THE WATER BODY:
Formed from the Yellow, Alcovy and South Rivers that rise out of metro
Atlanta, the Ocmulgee begins its life below Jackson Lake, a man-made
reservoir just north of Juliette. From Lloyd Shoals Dam, it flows some
250 miles to its confluence with the Oconee River to form the Altamaha,
Georgia’s largest river. Along the river and its tributaries, some 120
communities depend upon surface or groundwater associated with
the Ocmulgee, including the people of Macon, located just 15 miles
downstream from Plant Scherer and 2 miles from Plant Arkwright. A mecca
for paddlers, boaters and anglers, communities along the Ocmulgee
are now working to finish a 250-mile-long water trail stretching from
Jackson Lake to the Altamaha River. Directly adjacent to Plant Scherer
is 3,600-acre Lake Juliette which sits at the heart of the Rum Creek
Wildlife Management Area. Lake Juliette is utilized by recreationists
and fishermen and the water drains into the Ocmulgee River.

THE DIRT:
Problems with Georgia Power Company’s coal ash are nothing new. In
fact, this is Plant Scherer’s fourth appearance in the Dirty Dozen report.
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Scherer’s ash pond covers more than 600 acres and holds 15.7 million tons of coal
ash—enough coal ash to fill dump trucks that—if lined up end to end—would stretch
unbroken for more than 3,000 miles from Miami, Florida to beyond Seattle, Washington.
All that coal ash sits in an unlined pond, at depths up to 63 feet, coming in contact with
groundwater. And, Georgia Power wants to keep it there. Groundwater samples from
around the ash pond tested by Georgia Power show that cobalt concentrations are
frequently 10 to 20 times higher that EPA’s health-based standard. Tests of private wells in
the area by Altamaha Riverkeeper have likewise found concerning levels of toxins associated
with coal ash. Despite these findings, the company’s plan would allow toxic contaminants to
continue to leak indefinitely into groundwater and ultimately leach into surface water.
At Plant Awkright, shuttered in 2002 before federal rules went in place requiring proper
disposal of coal ash, that’s exactly what is happening. According to water tests conducted by Altamaha Riverkeeper
and Duke University researchers, a host of toxins—from chromium to lead—are leaking from ash pits into the
adjacent Ocmulgee, polluting the river just two miles upstream from Macon-Bibb’s drinking water intake, the source
of water for 153,000 residents.
While local residents and advocacy groups have called on Georgia Power to remove the toxic coal ash at Awkright
and Scherer and place it in lined landfills, the company has thus far refused.
Instead, it is moving forward with plans to merely cap the massive ash pond at Scherer, and consolidate the ash
at Awkwright. In a move that appears aimed at limiting the company’s liability should local residents find coal
ash toxins in their wells, Georgia Power has purchased 52 parcels and some 1,500 acres of property—including
residences—surrounding the plant since 2008. These purchases have totaled some $12 million on property valued at
just $2.1 million. Georgia Power has insisted the purchases are not connected to groundwater contamination.
Additionally, the company has asked Georgia’s Public Service Commission to approve a rate increase to pay for its
coal ash pond closure plans, a proposal that would have the company’s customers paying for inadequate plans that
could leave those same ratepayers with contaminated well water and polluted rivers.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
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. Furthermore, Georgia’s Environmental Protection
Division, which reviews Georgia Power’s coal ash pond closure plans, should require Georgia Power to excavate the coal
ash at Plant Scherer and Awkright and removed to safe, lined landfills. If EPD fails to require safe disposal of coal ash at
these sites, state legislators must step in to protect the state’s drinking water sources in our rivers and groundwater.

Top: Plant Scherer is the nation’s largest coal-fired power plant.
The facility’s ash pond covers more than 600 acres and holds 15.7
million tons of toxic coal ash. Above: Tests of private wells at
homes near Plant Scherer conducted by Altamaha Riverkeeper
have shown concerning levels of toxins associated with coal ash.
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