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CLEAN WATER HEROES

Sen. Freddie Powell Sims
GEORGIA’S RURAL COMMUNITIES

Southwest Georgia Senator Fights for Farmers, Rural Landowners
INTRODUCTION:
Sen. Freddie Powell Sims lives two dirt roads from a paved road in rural
Terrell County. Her district includes the city of Albany, but spans across 11
predominantly rural counties where agriculture is king. Though a long-time
educator, her family roots run back to farming. She, and especially many of
her constituents, know a bit about agriculture. So, when the Georgia Farm
Bureau, Georgia Poultry Federation, Georgia Forestry Association and Georgia
Agribusiness Council back a bill, Sen. Sims and other legislators representing
rural Georgians, usually line up behind them. But the 2020 legislative session
saw something most peculiar happen. This is the story of the deceptively titled
“Right to Farm” bill, designed to welcome industrial scale-agriculture—and the
foul, fly-attracting manure lagoons that go with it—to Georgia, and how it was
defeated by unlikely advocates in Sen. Sims and her farmer constituents.
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THE WATER BODY:
Industrial-scale agriculture where animals are confined and animal waste is
concentrated poses serious risks to streams, rivers and lakes where ever they
operate. Georgia’s more than 70,000 miles of streams and rivers, 425,000 acres of
lakes and vast stores of groundwater could all be threatened by such operations.
In 1995, more than 10 million fish were killed in North Carolina’s New River
when a hog farm waste lagoon ruptured. A similar incident occurred in Georgia
the same year, when a lagoon failure sent 12 million gallons of liquid manure
into tributaries of the Oconee River. The streams and rivers that flow through
Georgia’s agriculture communities—and the groundwater that underlies those
lands, not only irrigate those same farms and provide drinking water to countless
communities, but are also part of the fabric of the state’s rural culture serving as
places where residents fish, hunt and recreate.

THE CLEAN:
“Initially all of us thought it was OK,” said Sen. Freddie Powell Sims
recounting her first impressions of HB 545, touted as the “Right To Farm”
bill. “But if you dug deeper, you found out it did the total opposite. It
takes away the right to defend the land we already own.”
HB 545 sought to limit a landowner’s legal recourse when a new
agricultural operation moves into an area and begins fouling the air,
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water and quality of life. The bill was fashioned after a measure adopted by the prohog-farm North Carolina legislature after rural residents successfully sued a large-scale
industrial farm for being a nuisance.
Environmental groups—led by the Georgia Water Coalition—and trial attorneys lined up
against HB 545, but it passed the House. On the Senate side, however, things stalled,
and as Atlanta Journal-Constitution political reporter Jim Galloway astutely noted at
the time: “legislation (in Georgia)…doesn’t usually stall because of opposition from
environmentalists and trial lawyers,” especially when the bill has the backing of the
state’s largest industry—agriculture.
It stalled because Sen. Sims began hearing from her constituents, fellow rural
landowners and farmers themselves, many of them members of the same Georgia Farm
Bureau backing the bill. HB 545 ultimately pitted farmers against farmers.
They stormed the capital, met with the Governor, Lt. Governor and most critically
spoke before the 21-member Senate Democratic Caucus, urging them to read the bill’s
fine print and vote to keep industrial-scale farms from fouling rural communities.
“Once these farmers came to speak to the caucus, it was a done deal,” said Sen.
Sims. “They were passionate about the land.” As the only rural senator in the
Democratic Caucus, Sen. Sims urged her colleagues to oppose the bill. They did in
unanimity. With several Republicans already opposed to the bill, its fate in the Senate
was sealed.
The powerful agriculture lobby kept the pressure on, but Sims was unwavering. “They
tried some ugly tactics,” she said. “But I’m going to fight for what’s right, and I think
they’ll respect that. If you can’t take a stand on something, you might as well just
stay home.”
And, thus a coalition of farmers/landowners, environmentalists and trial lawyers—
with a huge assist from a rural senator willing to take a stand—defeated a bad bill
backed by some of the state’s most powerful and influential sectors.
Sims attributes the victory to the involvement of her constituents: “It’s (HB 545) no
way to treat people that have been on their land for decades. This was a victory for
those individuals who wanted nothing but to live without environmental destruction.”
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Top: Sen. Freddie Powell Sims speaks
with Gov. Brian Kemp and others in
Albany. Sen. Sims’ was instrumental
in defeating HB 545 during the most
recent legislative session. The bill
would have invited industrial-scale
agriculture waste disposal to rural
Georgia communities. Left: A graduate
of Fort Valley State University, Sen.
Freddie Powell Sims remains a supporter
of the Wildcats. Sen. Sims represents
the 12th District which includes Albany
and 11 predominantly rural Southwest
Georgia counties. Above: A resident of
rural Terrell County, Sen. Sims helps
deliver food to families suffering during
the economic downturn caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Sen. Freddie Powell Sims, 229-347-0251, freddie.sims@senate.ga.gov
Gordon Rogers, Flint Riverkeeper. 912-223-6761, gordon@flintriverkeeper.org

