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INTRODUCTION:
In the summer of 2008, Atlanta was reeling from two years of drought. As water 
use restrictions tightened, water supplies creeped perilously close to running dry. 
It was a frightening wake up call for a metro region of some six million residents 
that depended on the diminutive Chattahoochee for its primary water supply. Of 
course, Emory University in DeKalb County, known as one of the leading research 
universities in the nation, was already ahead of the curve. Three years prior to 
that epic drought, the university had already set a goal of cutting its water use 
in half. By Earth Day 2015, officials were dedicating the school’s WaterHub, an 
on-campus water treatment/recycling facility that during the past five years has 
helped supply 40 percent of the school’s water needs. The first of its kind facility 
in the U.S., it now serves as a model for other communities looking to conserve 
water and reduce stress on water and sewer infrastructure. 

THE WATER BODY:
Atlanta’s water supply and wastewater treatment systems rely heavily on the 
Chattahoochee and South rivers. The Chattahoochee supplies drinking water for 
40 percent of Georgia’s citizens, including most of those living in metro Atlanta. 
In fact, no other major city in the U.S. depends upon a smaller river basin for 
its primary water source. Meanwhile both the Chattahoochee and South are 
the primary destination for effluent from sewage treatment facilities in DeKalb 
and Fulton counties. The Emory WaterHub relieves pressure on these rivers, 
and by removing and recycling sewage from the collection system, the Hub also 
contributes to the improved health of urban streams like Peachtree and Snapfinger 
Creeks, which are susceptible to sewage overflows during heavy rain events.   

THE CLEAN:
Amidst Emory’s picturesque, tree-lined campus sits a sewage treatment 
plant, but you’d never recognize it as such. That’s because the odor-
free WaterHub looks like an ordinary greenhouse, complete with tropical 
plants reaching up to the ceiling of the glass-roofed complex. 

The WaterHub, operated by Sustainable Water, a water reclamation 
technology provider, diverts sewage from DeKalb County’s system and 
cleans it with the help of organisms that utlilize biomimicry to break 
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down pollutants. The reclaimed water is then used to heat and cool 
campus buildings through the school’s steam and chiller plants and used 
for flushing toilets in some residence halls. 

The University now supplies 40 percent of its water through the system. 

The benefits of the system ripple through the campus and across Atlanta. 
Aside from slashing the University’s water and sewer bill by millions, the 
WaterHub reduces water withdrawal demand on the Chattahoochee River 
by up to 146 million gallons annually. 

And, by treating up to 400,000 gallons of sewage daily, it also reduces the risk of sewage overflows in DeKalb County’s 
public sewage system—a problem that has long polluted streams like Snapfinger and Peachtree creeks. 

The facility also accrues energy savings, and not just because it is partially powered by solar panels.  Treating and 
moving water to customers is an energy intensive process and by recycling water on site, the Hub reduces power 
consumption and greenhouse gases. 

It also serves as a teaching tool. Chemistry and public health students conduct lab work at the WaterHub, and the school 
provides regular tours of the facility, hosting everyone from school children to international leaders. 

More than 5,000 people have toured the facility since 2015, and 
they are taking note. Last year, Duke University announced it 
would build its own WaterHub.  

Emory wants more to follow their lead, for the WaterHub 
addresses not just water, sewer and energy challenges; it also 
tackles social justice and equity issues. 

“Too often large wastewater infrastructure projects are 
placed in neighborhoods that are poor and voiceless. They’re 
unattractive and stinky and lower property values. This model 
shows that wastewater treatment doesn’t have to be that way,” 
said Ciannat Howett, Associate Vice President of Sustainability, 
Resilience and Economic Inclusion. “It’s our waste. We created it 
and we’re responsible for it. We’re not going to pollute someone 
else’s neighborhood.”

Ciannat Howett, Associate Vice President of Sustainability, Resilience and Economic Inclusion,  
404-313-4683, ciannat.howett@emory.edu, www.sustainability.emory.edu
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Top: Though the Emory WaterHub is a sewage treatment 
facility, you’d never know it. The greenhouse-style structure is 
aesthetically pleasing and odor free. Left: The Emory WaterHub 
serves as an educational tool for the university. Chemistry 
and public health students conduct labs at the Hub. Above: 
Among those who have visited the WaterHub is former USEPA 
administrator, Gina McCarthy. Emory’s WaterHub tours have 
inspired others to adopt the model. Last year, Duke University 
announced plans to develop its own WaterHub.


