
INTRODUCTION:
The transformation of Columbus and Phenix City’s riverfront along the 
Chattahoochee during the past decade has rightfully been a source of civic 
pride. A  $25 million investment to remove two obsolete dams on the river 
and restore and improve the river’s historic rapids has led to the creation 
of the world’s longest urban whitewater course. The 2.5-mile run attracts 
some 30,000 boaters each year, and the city’s 15-mile RiverWalk and 
ziplines that send adventurers soaring across the river attract thousands 
more. The river attractions have spawned new commercial and residential 
development and local businesses have seen a more than 40 percent 
increase in gross receipts. But, all is not rosy. Upstream of the river’s famed 
Class IV Cut Bait and Heaven’s Gate rapids, the City routinely pollutes this 
water play place with untreated sewage. Longstanding problems with the 
city’s combined stormwater and sanitary sewer systems sends the waste 
to the river during every heavy rain event. State regulators are poised 
to force the City of Columbus to fix the problem, but the city has been 
resistant to change its ways.

THE WATER BODY:
Coursing 434 miles from the Blue Ridge Mountains to the Florida state line 
in southwest Georgia, the Chattahoochee River is the state’s longest and 
most important river. It provides drinking water for 40 percent of the state’s 
population and carries away the treated waste of those same citizens, 
including those in Columbus. Nearly a decade ago, the City of Columbus 
embarked on an ambitious plan to remove two historic mill dams and 
restore the river’s historic falls. The restoration project has proven 
a monumental success. While boosting economic development in 
Columbus and Phenix City, the project has improved habitat for aquatic 
species and spawned an effort to restore colonies of rare shoals spider 
lilies that historically grew in the river at Columbus.
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THE DIRT:
Whenever it rains hard in Columbus—a little more than a half-inch—
rainwater flowing into the city’s sanitary sewers causes the sewer lines to 
overflow and discharge into the Chattahoochee at 12 locations, ten of which 
release untreated wastewater to the river—many in the very stretch of river 
that hosts some 30,000 paddlers each year. 

In the first 10 months of this year, rainwater has overwhelmed the system at 
least 36 times. 

Currently, Columbus Water Works (CWW) is not required to limit the amount of fecal bacteria discharged from 
these numerous outfalls. Furthermore, it is only required to monitor the river some five miles downstream from the 
whitewater course and its overflow outfalls—a distance that does not give a clear understanding of how the sewage 
releases are impacting the river’s health where most people are recreating. 

Recognizing this as a public health issue, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division 
(EPD) is now poised to issue a pollution control permit for the city’s sewage system 
that will finally force CWW to clean up its combined sewer overflows. 

The new permit will place limits on how much bacteria CWW can send into the river 
and force additional river monitoring. These requirements will ensure that the river 
is safe for its many users and provide greater transparency with regards to the city’s 
impact on the health of the river. 

Yet, CWW has fought against these requirements, threatening to sue EPD. The city 
even attempted to secure a change to statewide clean water rules, only to be rejected 
by EPD and the Department of Natural Resources Board.  The impasse has led to a 
nearly five year delay in updating and improving the pollution control permit and 
protecting the river’s thousands of users.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The City of Columbus must take as 
much pride in its sewer and stormwater 
collection systems as it does in its 
whitewater venue. EPD should issue a 
pollution control permit that enforces 
bacteria limits in the city’s combined 
sewer discharges and requires new river 
monitoring. Only when river users are 
free from the risks of sewage overflows 
can Columbus truly call its whitewater 
course “world class.”   

Kevin Jeselnik, General Counsel, Chattahoochee 
Riverkeeper, 770-380-6507, kjeselnik@chattahoochee.org 
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Top: When heavy rains fall in Columbus, the stormwater flows into sanitary sewers causing 
overflows into the Chattahoochee River at 12 locations. A new pollution control permit would force 
the city to monitor the Chattahoochee closer to these discharges. Above left: The Chattahoochee River 
has become a mecca for boaters since two obsolete dams were removed and the river’s historic rapids 
were restored. The urban whitewater course has boosted economic activity in Columbus and Phenix 
City.  Above right: The discolored discharge from one of Columbus’s combined stormwater/sanitary 
sewers stands in stark contrast to the clearer water of the Chattahoochee. The discharges threaten the 
health of the river and those using the river. 


