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CLEAN WATER HEROES

Fall-Line Alliance for a Clean Environment
OCONEE AND OGEECHEE RIVERS

Grassroots Citizens Group Halts Coal-Fired Power Plant in Middle Georgia
INTRODUCTION:
If an enterprising Hollywood screenwriter was looking for the next Erin
Brockovich-style enviro-drama, they’d do well to investigate the saga of Plant
Washington, a coal-fired power plant in Washington County originally proposed
in 2008. It has it all. Power, corruption and a group of small-town activists who
risked their standing amongst family, friends and neighbors in Sandersville to
fend off what may be the last coal-fired power plant ever proposed in the U.S..
Earlier this year, activists with the Fall-Line Alliance for a Clean Environment
(FACE) celebrated as state regulators pulled the plug on permits needed to
begin construction on the 850-megawatt plant which has languished for years
as financing for the project was withdrawn and its high-profile boosters became
entangled in scandals. As power utilities shutter coal-fired plants in favor of
cleaner and cheaper energy alternatives, Plant Washington was the only coal
plant in the nation still under consideration.
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THE WATER BODY:
Plant Washington would have been built between the Ogeechee and Oconee
rivers and would have demanded some 16 million gallons of water a day—taken
from groundwater that sustains flows in the Ogeechee or directly from the
Oconee River via a 20-mile pipeline. Its coal ash waste would have been disposed
of perilously close to wetlands feeding the Ogeechee. The blackwater Ogeechee
remains one of Georgia’s only free-flowing rivers, having no dams along its
mainstem as it winds some 245 miles to the Georgia coast at Ossabaw Island.
Feeding a lush and vast floodplain and coastal marsh, nearly 25 percent of the
land in the Ogeechee basin is considered wetlands. The Oconee is part of the
larger Altamaha River basin. With its headwaters streams—the Middle and North
Oconee—surrounding Athens, it flows some 220 miles to its confluence with the
Ocmulgee near Lumber City to form the Altamaha.

THE CLEAN:
In 2008, Power4Georgians, the consortium of Electric Membership
Corporations led by Cobb EMC, gathered local leaders in Washington
County to announce its coal-powered project. At that meeting, Dean
Alford of Allied Energy Services, the company tasked with building the
plant, said, “There’ll be some push back from some environmentalists in
Atlanta, but, don’t worry, we’re going to build this plant.”
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Little did Alford know, among those at the meeting were local citizens that would
soon find themselves as frontline “environmentalists.”
Within a few months, Katherine Cummings and Cathy Mayberry, who attended
that initial meeting, were soon joined by other concerned citizens. Together, they
organized standing-room only community meetings and local opposition was born.
It was not easy in small-town Sandersville, Georgia’s kaolin capital, where the
community was hungry for new jobs and economic development. Backing the project
was one of the town’s most powerful and influential families, the Tarbuttons--kaolin
and railroad barons who would profit from selling some of their land for the project
and by hauling coal to the plant
Cummings, who headed a non-profit organization supporting rural health initiatives and which depended on state
support, was threatened with the loss of public funding. “I was told to decide between my job and fighting a coal plant
on my own time,” she said. The local power brokers had influence at the state level. Others in the opposition were
ostracized in social circles and even at church.
Yet, FACE members persevered. Working with a coalition of other groups, including Ogeechee Riverkeeper, Altamaha
Riverkeeper, GreenLaw, Southern Environmental Law Center, Georgia Sierra Club, Southern Alliance for Clean Energy,
Environment Georgia, Sapelo Foundation and the Rockefeller Family Fund, they appealed permits, testified at hearings
and educated the community on the risks posed by the plant.
As electricity demand flattened and gas and renewables became cheaper, Electric Membership Corporations withdrew
their support, leaving Cobb EMC and Allied Energy Services as the primary partners.
Dwight Brown, the Cobb EMC chief executive officer that formed Power4Georgians, was indicted on racketeering
charges in 2011. Power4Georgians dissolved in 2017. Alford, a former state legislator and Governor-appointed member
of the Board of Regents, was also charged with racketeering in 2019. The house of corruption backing Plant Washington
crumbled under its own weight.
Cummings, who has now moved to the Atlanta area but whose family remains in Washington County, said of the
experience: “It allowed all of us to be our best selves. It was an opportunity to live out our values in a very public way.”
In 2014, Washington County welcomed a $30-million, 40-acre solar project producing 7.7 megawatts. Cobb EMC is now
the primary purchaser of the power. Since 2010, more than 170 proposed coal-fired power plants have been cancelled
across the country. Meanwhile, FACE remains active in the Sandersville community.
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Top: FACE organized youth and adults to
distribute information about Plant Washington
at local events, including the Kaolin Festival
in Sandersville. Left: Throughout the decadelong battle over Plant Washington, FACE
educated the public about the impacts of
coal-fired power plants, including the release
of mercury to the aquatic food chain. “Clean
Energy; No Coal Plant” yard signs could be
seen all over the area.

