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Legislative Budget Writers Continue Stealing From Environmental
Cleanup Funds
INTRODUCTION:
Each and every year, Georgia’s elected leaders commit fraud, but thus far,
none have been jailed. In fact, many of them keep getting re-elected.
In the 1990s, legislators passed laws that levied fees on citizens and
businesses when they dumped trash at landfills or purchased new tires for
their vehicles. Those fees were supposed to create trust funds to clean up
the state’s hundreds of hazardous waste sites and fund clean community
programs. But, that’s not what has happened. Since we began paying
these fees, the state has collected more than $520 million, but more than
$210 million of that has been diverted to pay for other parts of the state
budget. The result? Hundreds of hazardous waste sites and illegal tire
dumps still await cleanups and money for local litter abatement and clean
community projects has dried up. Earlier this year, legislation to end the
fraud moved closer to passage than ever before. In 2020, state legislators
will decide whether they will finally restore the trust in the state’s
environmental trust funds.

THE WATER BODY:
With more than 70,000 miles of rivers and streams and vast reserves of
groundwater, Georgia is blessed with abundant sources of drinking water.
Those sources are at risk from ongoing pollution problems and from decadesold toxic waste sites and tire dumps that continue to leach contaminants into
our well-water reserves and our waterways. These rivers and streams are a
major part of the state’s storied landscape that attracts millions of visitors
annually. The Outdoor Industry Association estimates that Georgia’s
outdoor recreation economy generates $27.3 billion in consumer
spending and $1.8 billion in state and local taxes annually, while
supporting some 238,000 jobs.

THE DIRT:
When you purchase a new set of tires for your car, you pay a $1 per tire
fee to fund the Solid Waste Trust Fund. That money is supposed to be
used to support community waste reduction and recycling programs,
properly close abandoned landfills and cleanup illegal tire dumps.
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Likewise, when you pay to dump a load of trash at your local landfill, you forfeit 75 cents per ton that’s supposed to
fund cleanup of hazardous waste sites. Businesses that handle hazardous substances also pay substantial fees into
the state’s Hazardous Waste Trust Fund.
But, year after year, state leaders fail to appropriate these collections for
their intended purposes. In 2018, citizens and businesses paid in more
than $21 million to these funds, but legislators provided only $6.8 million
for this important environmental work. Since the programs began in
1993, $214.8 million, or about 42 percent of the funds collected have
been used to fund other portions of the state budget.
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) estimates that it
will take $88 million to complete state-funded cleanups of about 100
hazardous waste sites. If legislators continue to loot the Hazardous Waste
Trust Fund and funding continues at current levels, it could take about
176 years to cleanup these sites. The toxic problems range from old landfills leaching pollutants into groundwater
to abandoned industrial sites with lead-laced soil in the midst of residential areas. Of the sites slated for cleanup, 75
percent have been on the list for more than 20 years.
The Solid Waste Trust Fund is also suffering. EPD staff are currently monitoring activity at dozens of illegal tire
dumps that still need cleanups and are continually fielding complaints about new dump sites. The agency’s support
for local clean community programs has also dwindled as the Fund has been looted.
During the 2019 General Assembly session, Rep. Jay Powell (R-Camilla), chairman of the House Rules Committee,
introduced HR 164. The legislation would create a constitutional amendment enabling legislators to “dedicate” fees
for specific purposes, essentially helping ensure that the collected fees would be used for their intended purpose
and not be diverted to other portions of the state budget.
The resolution passed the House and Senate in overwhelming fashion, but the chambers adopted different versions.
In 2020, leaders will try to reconcile those differences. If adopted, the resolution would be put to voters for approval
as a constitutional amendment during the 2020 election.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
During the 2020 General Assembly session,
legislators must reconcile the differences in
the House and Senate versions of HR 164
and adopt legislation that ensures that these
collections for the hazardous waste and solid
waste programs are used for their intended
purpose. Voters should then approve the
constitutional amendment that will be on
the November 2020 ballot to ensure that
fees or taxes levied for specific purposes are
used for those purposes.

Top: The Georgia General Assembly’s failure to fully fund the Solid Waste Trust Fund which in
the past has provided grants to local communities for litter abatement programs, contributes to
scenes like this one on DeKalb County’s South River. Above: The Solid Waste Trust Fund is supposed to be used to clean up illegal tire dumps. In 2018, citizens paid $7.4 million into the trust
fund, but legislators provided only $2.7 million for these cleanup programs.

For More Information Contact:
Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, Riverkeeper and
Executive Director, Coosa River Basin Initiative,
706-232-2724, jesse@coosa.org

