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Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
GEORGIA WATER COALITION’S DIRTY DOZEN
A Call to Action

The Georgia Water Coalition’s Dirty Dozen report highlights the
politics, policies and issues that threaten the health of Georgia’s water
and the well-being of 10 million Georgians.
The Dirty Dozen is not a list of the state’s “most polluted places.”
Instead the report is a call to action for Georgia’s leaders and its
citizens to solve ongoing pollution problems, eliminate potential
threats to Georgia’s water and correct state and federal policies and
actions that lead to polluted water.
The problems highlighted in this tenth edition of the report span the
length and breadth of the state from Columbus in the west to St. Simons
on the coast and from the Etowah River in the north to the Satilla River
in the south.
But, the 2020 report is perhaps most notable for what’s NOT included.

Tens of thousands of gallons of landfill leachate are
trucked or piped to municipal sewage treatment plants
around the state daily, but leachate can cause problems at these facilities, leading to illegal discharges of
untreated sewage. And, often pollutants in the leachate cannot be fully removed in the treatment process,
resulting in discharges to local rivers and streams.

Earlier this month, Georgia voters approved a constitutional
amendment that is the first step in restoring funding for Georgia’s
environmental trust funds that pay for cleanups of hazardous waste
and illegal tire dumps as well as other clean community programs.
The unethical diversion of funds from these programs by legislators
has been included in the last four Dirty Dozen reports and multiple
reports prior to that. After working on this issue for more than ten
years, Georgia Water Coalition members are hopeful that the passage
of this amendment will mean that funding for these important
programs will never be inked in this report again.

Unfortunately, the report includes seven issues that are making return visits to the inauspicious list—pollution
problems and threats to Georgia’s water that we can’t seem to correct.
Topping the returners is the effluent from the Rayonier pulp
mill in Jesup. Rayonier is making a record eighth appearance on
the Dirty Dozen list for its fouling of the Altamaha River. The
company’s effluent discolors the river and creates a stench for miles
downstream. Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) is
set to issue a new pollution control permit for the facility this year.
The Ogeechee River and Milliken’s Longleaf textile plant in Screven
County also returns to the list. In 2011, the facility, then operated

by another company, was responsible for one of
the largest fish kills in Georgia history. A lawsuit
brought by Ogeechee Riverkeeper and subsequent
settlement forced the operators to spend millions
upgrading the plant’s wastewater treatment
system. But, problems persist and the plant’s new
owners misled EPD about toxic pollutants they
discharge to the river.
In Monroe County along the Ocmulgee River,
the saga of Georgia’s coal ash ponds continued
to play out this year with dozens of property
owners near Georgia Power Company’s Plant
Scherer discovering toxins in their drinking water
wells. Still, the power company refuses to remove
its toxic coal ash at Plant Scherer to appropriate
disposal areas that would limit the risk of
groundwater contamination.

Run off from the industrial hog farms in North Carolina has contributed to
massive fish kills like this one. Lobbyists for “Big Ag” have thus far been unsuccessful in their attempts to convince Georgia legislators to weaken the state’s
“right to farm” law, but another legislative push is expected next year. If they
are successful, it could open the door to industrial-scale animal feeding operations in rural communities and potentially lead to similar fish kills in Georgia.
Photo by Rick Dove

New, old threats also make return visits to the list: the ongoing salvage of the Golden Ray cargo ship in St. Simons
Sound, a proposed titanium mine next to the Okefenokee Swamp, a proposed rocket launching facility near
Cumberland Island and legislation that would invite industrial agriculture waste operations into rural Georgia.
In St. Simons Sound, the public/private command overseeing the salvage of the cargo ship carrying thousands of
vehicles has chosen a salvage method that almost assures the release of oil and other pollutants into the sound.
Federal and state authorities need to take actions that will ensure St. Simons Sound and the Georgia coast will be
fully restored.
At the Okefenokee Swamp, the Trump Administration’s changes to the federal Clean Water Act have allowed the
operators of a proposed titanium mine to avoid any federal oversight of their project. Now, only state leaders can
stop this dangerous mine located next to one of Georgia’s seven natural wonders.
At Cumberland Island, Camden County residents have started a local referendum effort to stop their county
commission’s ill-conceived plan to develop Spaceport Camden, a rocket launching facility that risks local homes
and the Cumberland Island National Seashore.
And, at the state capital, rural property owners and long-time
farmers are bracing for another legislative run at changing
Georgia’s “right to farm” law in a way that would make it easier
for industrial-scale agricultural operations (think thousands of
hogs) to locate in Georgia and foul rural communities.

The remaining five issues are making their Dirty Dozen debuts.
In Columbus, the city’s combined stormwater and sanitary sewer
lines are sending untreated sewage to the Chattahoochee River
during every large rain event. Some of the effluent is released to
the river within the city’s wildly popular 2.5-mile whitewater run
that attracts some 30,000 paddlers each year.
In Brantley County, locals are fighting to prevent a landfill from
opening in their community. In a county dominated by the Satilla
River and wild wetlands, the proposal is, as one local advocate put
it, like putting a trash can in the middle of your living room.
In Statesboro, a $20 million plan to develop properties within the
floodplain of Little Lotts Creek near the downtown area has many
local advocates wondering if there’s a better way to revitalize that
section of town while restoring the health of the creek rather than
further diminishing it.
In North Georgia, recent serious failures at landfills in Forsyth
and Cherokee counties near the Etowah River have highlighted
the risks of dumping too much municipal sewer sludge alongside
household garbage. The failures have prompted EPD to propose
new landfill regulations that should be adopted post haste.
And, finally, the handling and disposal of landfill leachate is
addressed. The polluted water collected below landfills is commonly
hauled to municipal sewage treatment plants for processing and
treatment, but questions about emerging pollutants of concern
have some wondering if landfill leachate should be given more
regulatory attention.

The Chattahoochee River in Columbus has become a
mecca for boaters since two obsolete dams were removed
and the river’s historic rapids were restored. The urban
whitewater course hosts more than 30,000 paddlers annually, but the city’s combined sewer overflows are fouling
the popular tourist destination.

Addressing the issues highlighted in this report through stronger enforcement of clean water laws, legislative
action and sound permitting and policy decisions by state and federal agencies will ultimately lead to cleaner,
healthier streams, rivers, lakes and estuaries. These actions must take place so that there will be enough clean
water for current Georgians and future generations.
The Georgia Water Coalition is a consortium of more than 260
conservation and environmental organizations, hunting and
fishing groups, businesses, and faith-based organizations that
have been working to protect Georgia’s water since 2002.
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GEORGIA’S WATER
ALTAMAHA RIVER

Will State Permit Finally Fix Pollution from Rayonier Pulp Mill in Jesup?
INTRODUCTION:
Since 2011 when the Georgia Water Coalition published its first Dirty
Dozen report, no other pollution problem in the state has landed in
the report more times than the discharge from the Rayonier Advanced
Materials chemical pulp mill in Jesup. This marks the facility’s eighth
appearance in the report. Despite a multi-year legal battle pitting
Altamaha Riverkeeper against Rayonier and Georgia’s Environmental
Protection Division (EPD), the mill continues to foul the river. The odor and
color of the discharge still drive away would-be river users. Boating and
swimming downstream of the mill’s stench-filled discharge is, in a word,
uninviting. While similar pulp mills around the globe have cleaned up their
discharges, Rayonier remains behind the times. EPD, having repeatedly
defended its weak pollution control permit for Rayonier’s discharge, even
changed state rules to make it easier for the facility to continue the status
quo. Sadly, Georgia’s state agency charged with protecting our water
is complicit in the continued pollution of the Altamaha. This year, EPD
is scheduled to issue a new permit for the facility. It remains to be seen
whether the state will finally force Rayonier to clean up its act.

THE WATER BODY:
The Altamaha is Georgia’s largest river and the third largest contributor
of freshwater to the Atlantic Ocean on North America’s eastern shore.
It drains a 14,000-square mile basin stretching from Atlanta to Darien
and is a place of unsurpassed beauty. Often called “Georgia’s Little
Amazon,” it was named to The Nature Conservancy’s list of the 75 last
great places on Earth. A treasure trove of biodiversity, the Altamaha
River basin is home to 120 species of rare or endangered plants and
animals. Along with its two forks, the Ocmulgee and Oconee rivers, the
Altamaha provides drinking water to communities from metro Atlanta
to Middle Georgia.

THE DIRT:
The saga of Rayonier’s pollution of the Altamaha spans decades. As
soon as the plant opened in 1954, massive fish kills were reported
downstream. In the 1960s, after years of pollution that created “crude

ALTAMAHA
RIVER

slime” on the river, state regulators required the mill to install a wastewater treatment system. Now, more than four
decades after the passage of the federal Clean Water Act, the mill continues to pollute with a discharge of up to 60
million gallons a day that stains the river and creates a stench for miles downstream.
While state regulators have defended the pollution control permits they have issued for the facility, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency has called out the mill’s discharge. In a 2017 memo, EPA noted that the plant’s
discharge contained odor-causing chemicals like ethyl mercaptan, the obnoxious-smelling chemical used as a
warning odorant for propane and natural gas, and concluded: “the weight of multiple lines of evidence...supports a
finding of impairment for the color and odor water quality criteria.”
During testimony in the Altamaha Riverkeeper’s appeal of Rayonier’s state
pollution control permit, Neil McCubbin, an expert with five decades of work
in the pulp and paper industry, told the court that Rayonier’s Jesup facility
was “in the bottom 10% of kraft pulp mills in terms of the environmental
quality of its discharge” in the world. He added: “There are whole continents
where this discharge would not be accepted.”
Altamaha Riverkeeper’s legal action that began in 2016 was lost on appeal
earlier this year, due in no small part to EPD taking an extraordinary step to
assist Rayonier in its continued pollution of the Altamaha.
When an Administrative Law Judge ruled the permit for Rayonier’s discharge was too weak, EPD proposed changing
its rules for water quality standards to render that ruling moot and help Rayonier continue to pollute.
In March 2018, the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) Board approved those rule changes. Dubbed the “Rayonier
Rule” by many, the change removed language in the rules that protected all “legitimate water uses” of a river from
offensive pollution. Because the state has designated the Altamaha as protected only for “fishing,” the law no longer
protects citizens who want to swim, boat or otherwise recreate in the river downstream of the Rayonier plant.
The 19-member DNR board, appointed by the governor, includes one member who is a manager at the Jesup mill.
In the coming months, Altamaha River users will watch EPD closely as Rayonier’s pollution control permit is up for
renewal. During this process, the state agency has the opportunity to enforce a permit that will bring the mill’s
wastewater treatment system up to industry and Clean Water Act standards.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD must issue a pollution control permit
that will eliminate the color and odor
associated with Rayonier’s discharge
into the Altamaha River and bring the
facility up to modern, industry-accepted
wastewater treatment standards. Of
course, managers at Rayonier can correct the
problem without need of state regulators
forcing them to do the right thing.

Top: No other pollution problem in the state has made more appearances in the Dirty Dozen
report than has the discharge of the Rayonier Advanced Materials pulp mill in Jesup. Pollution
from the plant discolors the river and leaves it smelling of the mill for miles downstream. Above:
The Nature Conservancy has named the Altamaha one of the organization’s noted “75 last great
places” because of its natural beauty and biodiversity, but the discharge from the Rayonier pulp
mill in Jesup deters many from exploring the river for many miles downstream of the facility.

For More Information Contact:
Fletcher Sams, Executive Director &
Riverkeeper, Altamaha Riverkeeper,
404-985-9606, fletcher@altamahariverkeeper.org
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GEORGIA’S WATER
CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER

Combined Sewer Overflows Foul Columbus’s Whitewater
Tourist Destination
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.

CHATTAHOOCHEE
RIVER

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.”

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.

For More Information Contact:
Kevin Jeselnik, General Counsel, Chattahoochee
Riverkeeper, 770-380-6507, kjeselnik@chattahoochee.org
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GEORGIA’S WATER
CUMBERLAND & LITTLE CUMBERLAND ISLANDS
Spaceport Boondoggle Gets Worse With Age, Risks Homes and
Barrier Islands
INTRODUCTION:
In Georgia’s southeastern-most corner, seven county commissioners hope
to propel Georgia into the space age by building a rocket launching facility
near the mouth of the Satilla River, but the costs could be substantial.
Camden County taxpayers are already on the hook for millions, and the
region’s important natural attractions, including Little Cumberland and
Cumberland Islands, the rivers and creeks around them and the Atlantic
Ocean, could be dramatically impacted. In the works since 2014, with each
passing year, Spaceport Camden further secures its reputation as a “launch
pad to nowhere.” Recent changes to Camden County’s launch license
application with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) have increased
the risks to the nearby residents and natural areas. Officials also continue
to mislead the public on the economic benefits of the project and cloak
much of the county’s spaceport work in secrecy.

THE WATER BODY:
If built, Spaceport Camden would sit on the banks of Todd Creek, an
important tributary to the Satilla River some four miles from the shores of
Cumberland and Little Cumberland Islands. Christmas Creek, which divides
the two islands, is said to be the best fishing spot on Georgia’s coast. The
Atlantic Ocean crashes on the islands’ east-facing beaches and on the
island’s leeward side is a network of some 10,000-acres of tidal marshes
and creeks. These pristine waters are the reason up to 60,000 visitors come
to Cumberland Island annually, supporting some 750 tourism-related
jobs in Camden County alone and accounting for some $86.9 million in
annual economic activity. Cumberland is home to the largest maritime
forest on the east coast with some 19,000 acres protected, including
more than 18 miles of undeveloped shoreline. In short, it is a coastal
paradise playground for its year-round and seasonal residents and for
those who visit for a day or more.

CUMBERLAND
ISLAND

THE DIRT:
Typically when we send rockets into space, a 10 to 20-mile area surrounding the launch site and expected flight path
must be evacuated. This is a precaution to protect human life in the event of a launch failure.
At the proposed Spaceport Camden site, there are residences and popular areas of the Cumberland Island National
Seashore used by visitors within five miles of the proposed launch pad and within the flight path. Launches would
force evacuations of residences on Little Cumberland, wilderness visitors and residents of Cumberland Island and
commercial and recreational fishing vessels in the area. These evacuations would likely last at least 12 hours and
could be extended for days.
Likewise, Naval Submarine Base Kings Bay, located less than 10 miles from the proposed launch site, may also be
impacted, and Navy officials have voiced concerns about the project.
In documents obtained by the Southern Environmental Law Center last year, FAA officials commented that they had
never seen “a site operator propose such close proximate population over flight to the launch point.”
This danger became even more worrisome when Camden County Commissioners, fearing that FAA would not permit
a facility for medium lift-size rockets, changed its request to cover only small launch vehicles.
A National Aeronautics and Space Administration study of small launch missions between 2009 and 2016 determined
that nearly 43 percent failed or partially failed—a failure rate nearly seven times that of medium lift-size rockets.
This change only heightens the threat of loss of life and fire and pollution on Little Cumberland and Cumberland
Islands where there is no access to firefighting equipment.
Meanwhile the toll on Camden County taxpayers continues to rise. Commissioners have spent $7.5 million on the
project and have committed at least an additional $10 million in funding to purchase the property for Spaceport
Camden, a site that includes areas contaminated with hazardous waste with cleanup costs that will become the
responsibility of Camden County taxpayers.
Throughout the process, county leaders have been less than transparent. In September, the Southern Environmental
Law Center, on behalf of One Hundred Miles, amended an ongoing lawsuit seeking to force the county to comply
with the Georgia Open Records Act. The county has withheld studies that show the impacts of rocket launch failures.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Currently, residents are attempting to secure signatures
of more than 10 percent of registered voters in Camden
County to force a referendum on the county’s decision
to purchase property for the spaceport. In the face of
this mounting opposition and continued complications
in pursuing the project, Camden County Commissioners
should finally abandon their spaceport plans. FAA
is expected to issue a final Environmental Impact
Statement for the project next spring.

Top: Cumberland Island, with its extensive maritime forest, is visited by some
60,000 people each year. Island tourism supports 750 local jobs and accounts
for $86.9 million in annual economic activity. Rocket launches at Spaceport
Camden would force periodic evacuations of the heavily-visited island.
Photo by Ben Kimball

For More Information Contact:
Megan Desrosiers, President and Chief
Executive Officer, One Hundred Miles,
912-223-8608, megan@onehundredmiles.org
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GEORGIA’S WATER
ETOWAH RIVER

Liquid Waste Causes Landfills to Collapse, Pollute Local Streams
INTRODUCTION:
Georgia’s more than 50 municipal solid waste landfills take in a lot of
waste—around 40,000 tons each day—enough trash to fill a line of
typical garbage trucks that would stretch for almost 20 miles. Most of it is
household “solid” waste, but in recent years, these landfills have taken on
more sewage sludge, the semi-solid, semi-liquid byproduct of municipal
sewage treatment plants around the state. Known in the landfill business
as High Moisture Content Waste (HMCW), it has proven a bugaboo for
landfill operators. Once deposited, its weight and water content causes
it to behave differently than ordinary solid waste, stressing the structures
that contain landfill waste. In the last two years, HMCW has been
blamed for slope collapses that sent leachate coursing into the Etowah
River and its tributaries at two of the state’s largest landfills located in
Cherokee and Forsyth counties. These incidents have prompted Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) to implement stricter regulations
for landfills accepting HMCW; those regulations now await approval by the
Department of Natural Resources Board.

THE WATER BODY:
The Etowah River courses some 160 miles in a south, southwesterly
direction from the peak of the Blue Ridge Mountains in North Georgia
to Rome in Northwest Georgia. Though small in stature, it is big in terms
of biological diversity. It is home to 75 native species of fish and has more
imperiled species (17 fish species and 16 invertebrate species) than any
other river system of its size in the Southeastern United States. The
federally protected Cherokee, Etowah and amber darters can be found
in its mainstem and its tributaries. Dammed to form Lake Allatoona,
the Etowah supplies about 10 percent of metro Atlanta’s water needs.
Downstream it serves as the City of Rome’s primary water source. And,
it provides countless recreational opportunities for boaters and anglers
with four commercial outfitters servicing river users along the Etowah
River Water Trail.

ETOWAH
RIVER

THE DIRT:
Residents in suburban Forsyth and Cherokee counties had long complained about the smells emanating from the privatelyoperated Eagle Point and Pine Bluff landfills, but in 2018 and 2019 when slopes at those landfills failed, opening up fissures
and exposing buried waste, the stench became unbearable.
At the landfills themselves, Advanced Disposal (Eagle Point Landfill) and Waste Management of Metro Atlanta (Pine Bluff
Landfill) dealt with growing crises as the fissures at the landfills allowed leachate (a mixture of water and decomposing
waste) to escape to nearby creeks, wetlands and the Etowah River.
The cause of the landfill failures was traced back to too much sewage sludge or High Moisture Content Waste (HMCW). It’s
like putting wet trash in a paper bag…if enough weight—and more moisture—is added to the bag, eventually the sides
rupture. The problems at Eagle Point and Pine Bluff underscore the fact that many municipal solid waste landfills are not
engineered to accept large amounts of HMCW.
At Eagle Point, where slope failures were first reported in 2014, the 2018 failure
resulted in the operators being unable to cover waste for nearly a month.
At Pine Bluff, a 1,000-foot-long ravine formed, and it took nearly three months
to stop the movement of the instable slope and another full month to fully cover
exposed waste.
Ultimately, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) fined the landfills
a combined total of $427,000 and put limits on the amount of HMCW the
facilities could accept.
The sludge-induced crisis at the landfills has rippled through Georgia’s
wastewater treatment facilities, causing disposal prices for sewage sludge to
spike. Though alternatives exist (composting, drying, incineration and recycling
as fertilizer), landfills remain the go-to sites for biosolids disposal.
In response, earlier this year, EPD initiated an update of the state’s solid waste rules. The proposed rule change
would force landfills whose waste stream exceeds five percent HMCW to develop specific designs and plans to
ensure that the landfill can contain the waste.
Those rules currently await review and approval
by the Department of Natural Resources Board.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The Department of Natural Resources Board
should adopt the proposed change to the
state’s solid waste management rules, and
EPD must be funded at levels that enable the
Division to effectively review High Moisture
Content Waste Management Plans.

Top: The Etowah River flows alongside the Eagle Point landfill in Forsyth County.
A slope failure at the landfill allowed leachate to escape to nearby wetlands and the
river. The cause of the failure was traced to the landfill accepting too much high moisture content waste. Photo courtesy of Stop Trashing Forsyth & The Etowah Above:
This ravine at the Pine Bluff landfill in Cherokee County opened up after operators
placed too much high moisture content waste in a cell. The ravine grew to some 1,000
feet in length and exposed buried garbage for months.

For More Information Contact:
Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, Executive
Director and Riverkeeeper, Coosa River Basin
Initiative, 706-232-2724, jesse@coosa.org
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GEORGIA’S WATER
LITTLE LOTTS CREEK & CANOOCHEE RIVER
Taxpayer Funded Stormwater Project to Support Development in
Floodplain Compromises Health of Creek
INTRODUCTION:
Since time began, man has battled nature and perhaps no more so than
when it comes to mitigating the impacts of floods. In the U.S., levees,
dikes, dams, channelization of streams and other engineered “solutions”
were the norm for most of the past 100 years. In Statesboro, the city’s
primary stream—Little Lotts Creek—was heavily engineered during the
later half of the 1900s in an effort to solve flooding problems. Today,
rather than meandering through the floodplain as it would in its natural
state, it flows almost perfectly straight in a man-made course for about
three miles—much of it in a concrete-lined channel. The channel helps
moves water from the downtown area more quickly, but it hasn’t solved
all the problems and it’s come at the cost of stream health and aquatic
habitat. In the past few decades, water managers have begun recognizing
the limitations and the unintended consequences of these engineered
solutions. Often they are more costly and less effective than simply
prohibiting development within flood prone areas and allowing streams to
function as they were intended. Yet, in Statesboro, a proposal to develop
intown properties within the floodplain of Little Lotts Creek hinges on
even more, costly, engineered solutions that will only further degrade the
health of the creek and the larger streams it feeds. Local creek advocates
are wondering if there’s not a better way.

THE WATER BODY:
Originating within the city limits of Statesboro and flowing through
the heart of the town of 30,000 people, Little Lotts Creek is Statesboro’s
seminal stream. It flows west to east across town separating
Statesboro’s historic downtown on the north from the campus of
Georgia Southern University to the south. It also sits squarely within
a corridor along South Main Street that city leaders have targeted for
revitalization as the city’s “Blue Mile.” Heavily impacted by historic
channelization projects within the city, it flows southeast, receives
the treated wastewater from the city’s sewage treatment plant and
then winds more than 11 miles to join Lotts Creek and ultimately the
Canoochee River. The Canoochee and its tributaries are known habitat
for the federally protected shortnose sturgeon.

LITTLE
LOTTS CREEK

THE DIRT:
Creeks flood. That’s why federal, state and local ordinances attempt to restrict development within flood-prone
areas. Flooding generally only becomes a problem when we build structures in the floodplain. Little Lotts Creek
in Statesboro is no exception. Within the last 70 years, development in regularly flooded areas near the creek
prompted extensive channelization and other flood-control measures along more than three miles of the stream.
Building more structures in the floodplain that displace floodwater only adds to the problem.
Yet, along Little Lotts Creek, private developers partnering with local development authorities want to do just that:
plunk down more than 20 commercial and residential structures overlooking the creek within the flood zone as part
of what is being called “The Creek on The Blue Mile.”
The project hinges on the relocation of a quarter-mile of the creek and the construction of a stormwater dam to hold
back a 25-acre “flood control” reservoir upstream of the development. That reservoir could displace some residents.
Proponents claim that the project would convert 75 acres of creekfront property from floodplain into developmentready lots, but the massive engineering required comes with costs…to taxpayers and the health of the creek.
Developers have not determined a price for the dam and reservoir, but claim that its costs would be covered by state,
not local, tax dollars, including some $5.5. million in direct state funding and an additional $15.5 million in lowinterest, state-backed loans.
While the price tag is to be determined, it’s certain the dam will impact the health of Little Lotts Creek and the
Canoochee River. The dam will elevate water temperatures in the creek and decrease oxygen levels, a combination that
would increase the production of methyl-mercury in the blackwater stream, leading to more fish being contaminated
with the highly toxic pollutant. The ultimate result being fish not fit for human consumption in a region where state
regulators already warn against eating fish caught from local streams due to mercury contamination.
The dam and reservoir would also likely decrease the total discharge of water from Little Lotts Creek, ultimately
effecting flows in the Canoochee, which has already experienced significant loss in average water discharge over the
past several decades.
As proposed, the creek would flow through the developed corridor along a mostly hardened, man-made stream
channel and banks that would support considerably less aquatic life than a natural stream bed featuring vegetated
and shaded banks.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Currently, consultants are working on a
$832,000 feasibility study for the project.
During the study, impacts to Little Lotts Creek
should be evaluated. Alternatives that
involve restoring portions of the already
heavily-engineered creek to its natural state
and preserving, rather than building within,
the existing floodplain should be explored.

Top: A billboard for The Creek on the Blue Mile development sits along South Main Street
in Statesboro. Developers have proposed putting more than 20 commercial and residential
structures along the creek within the floodplain. The development hinges on costly,
engineered flood control structures.

For More Information Contact:
Damon Mullis, Ogeechee Riverkeeper,
866-942-6222, damon@ogeecheeriverkeeper.org

2020’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
OGEECHEE RIVER

Pollution Limits Weakened at Industry Responsible for Massive 2011 Fish Kill
INTRODUCTION:
In 2011, discharges into the Ogeechee River from the King America
Finishing Company textile plant (now Milliken) in Screven County led to
one of the largest known fish kills in Georgia history. More than 38,000
fish perished along more than 80 river miles downstream of the textile
manufacturer’s discharge pipes, and anglers, boaters and swimmers were
warned to stay out of the water. While public outcry was immediate, the
reaction of state regulators was something less than urgent. Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) was slow in response and weak in
its punishment for the company’s blatant violations of clean water laws.
It took a federal lawsuit brought by Ogeechee Riverkeeper to force King
America to agree to take steps that would ensure the protection of the
Ogeechee. Now, almost a decade later the facility’s current owners have
failed to comply with the original permit that resulted from Ogeechee
Riverkeeper’s settlement with the facility and State of Georgia. Today,
the company routinely violates pollution control standards. What’s more,
Milliken misled state regulators and the public about its release of toxic
pollutants to the river. Inexplicably, EPD this year is poised to weaken the
permit that regulates how much pollution the company can discharge to
the Ogeechee River.

THE WATER BODY:
The 245-mile long Ogeechee River is one of Georgia’s last remaining freeflowing rivers. A blackwater beauty, it flows through Eastern Georgia,
draining a 5,540 square-mile basin that encompasses wetlands, forests,
farms, and scores of towns and cities. Within that basin, thousands
of Georgians rely on the river and its tributaries for fish to feed
their families, and the underlying aquifer for their drinking water.
The Ogeechee also supports a diversity of wildlife, offers countless
recreational opportunities, supplies water for agricultural and
industrial uses, and carries off wastewater. Notably, it is home to several
protected species, including the endangered Atlantic and shortnose
sturgeons which spawn in its tea-colored water during the winter and
early spring.

OGEECHEE
RIVER

THE DIRT:
In 2014, when Ogeechee Riverkeeper reached a settlement with King
America, the organization hoped that agreement would ultimately protect
the river and the numerous riverfront communities located downstream
from the facility.
The settlement forced King America to spend more than $2 million to
upgrade its wastewater treatment system, strengthened the state permit
regulating how much pollutants the company could discharge to the
Ogeechee and even required the company to conduct a study to determine
if fish were being contaminated with toxins discharged from the plant.
Unfortunately, despite completing the mandated upgrades at the facility,
Milliken’s Longleaf Plant continues to pollute the Ogeechee. In the past six
years, the company has been cited by Georgia’s Environmental Protection
Division (EPD) for discharging excessive pollutants to the river at least 25
times and has racked up more than $350,000 in fines for these violations.
Furthermore, the company misled state regulators and circumvented a requirement to study toxins in the river’s fish
by submitting data to EPD that showed it was not discharging polyfluoralkyl substances (PFAS) to the river. Testing
by Ogeechee Riverkeeper showed that, in fact, the company was releasing significant amounts of PFAS, a manmade
chemical that the company uses in producing flame retardant fabrics.
Studies have linked PFAS to numerous health problems, including cancer and impacts to immune and hormone
systems. Humans can be exposed to the chemicals by eating contaminated fish.
Despite Milliken’s six-year history of failure, EPD is now poised to issue a new pollution control permit for the
Longleaf plant that weakens rather than strengthens pollution controls.
EPD is not requiring the company to conduct a fish study as mandated in the 2014 legal settlement, is eliminating
limits on some pollutants and is reducing the number of times Milliken is required to test for other pollutants.
Experts who have reviewed the permit say it is less protective than permits issued for similar facilities in other states.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
EPD should reevaluate its draft permit and
strengthen, not weaken, pollution controls.
Furthermore, given the existence of PFAS in
Milliken’s wastewater discharge, EPD should
require that the company conduct a study
of the river’s fish to ensure that local
residents are not being exposed to toxic
chemicals by eating fish contaminated
with PFAS.

Top: In 2011, discharges from the King America Finishing Company textile facility in
Screven County led to the death of more than 38,000 fish in the Ogeechee River. Nine years
later, despite spending millions in wastewater treatment upgrades, the plant continues
to pollute the Ogeechee River. Above: While Milliken reported to state regulators that is
was not discharging polyfluoralkyl substances (PFAS) to the Ogeechee, testing by Ogeechee
Riverkeeper Damon Mullis showed that the company was releasing significant amounts of
the toxin to the river.

For More Information Contact:
Damon Mullis, Ogeechee Riverkeeper,
866-942-6222, damon@ogeecheeriverkeeper.org

2020’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
OCMULGEE RIVER, LAKE JULIETTE,
GROUNDWATER

Coal Ash Ponds Pollute Local Well Water, Threaten Macon’s Water Source
INTRODUCTION:
Monroe County’s Juliette is used to getting attention as the filming location
for the iconic movie “Fried Green Tomatoes,” but earlier this year when
toxins associated with coal ash turned up in the drinking water wells of local
residents, Juliette’s name suddenly became more closely associated with coal
ash and its cancer-causing toxins. Local residents responded with anger at
the possibility of their water being rendered undrinkable by Georgia Power
Company’s nearby Plant Scherer and the 15.7 million tons of coal ash stored
there. Sporting “Save Juliette” t-shirts, they stormed the state capital with
bottles of contaminated water urging Gov. Brian Kemp and legislators to do
something to protect their groundwater. While residents were disappointed
by inaction at the capital, the Monroe County Commission trucked in tankers
filled with emergency water and set in motion a $16 million plan to extend
county water lines to the area. Meanwhile, Georgia Power continues to
claim there is no connection between their coal ash and contaminated wells.
Rather than removing the ash to safer, lined disposal sites as it has done
elsewhere, the company is holding fast to its plan to leave it where it is—in
unlined pits where it is deeply submerged in groundwater and buries a
portion of a creek in 80 feet of coal ash. If the company has its way, Monroe
County residents will be threatened by toxins in perpetuity.

THE WATER BODY:
Formed from the Yellow, Alcovy and South Rivers that rise out of metro
Atlanta, the Ocmulgee begins its life below Jackson Lake, a man-made
reservoir just north of Juliette. From there, it flows some 250 miles to its
confluence with the Oconee River to form the Altamaha, Georgia’s largest
river. Along the river and its tributaries, some 120 communities depend
upon surface or groundwater associated with the Ocmulgee, including
Macon located just 15 miles downstream from Plant Scherer. A mecca for
paddlers, boaters and anglers, communities along the Ocmulgee are now
working to finish a 250-mile-long water trail stretching from Jackson Lake
to the Altamaha River. Directly adjacent to Plant Scherer is 3,600-acre Lake
Juliette which sits at the heart of the Rum Creek Wildlife Management
Area. Lake Juliette is utilized by recreationists and fishermen and its
water drains into the Ocmulgee River.

OCMULGEE
RIVER

THE DIRT:
Problems with Georgia Power Company’s coal ash are nothing new. In fact, this is Plant Scherer’s fifth appearance
in the Dirty Dozen report. Scherer’s ash pond, accumulated over nearly 40 years of burning coal at the power plant,
covers more than 600 acres and holds 15.7 million tons of coal ash—enough coal ash to fill 4,700 Olympic sized
swimming pools.
Efforts to force Georgia Power to properly dispose of and store its coal ash are also nothing new. Both Republican
and Democratic lawmakers have tried. Most recently, legislators introduced bills during the 2020 session that would
require coal ash to be disposed of in lined landfills. Despite the pleas from Juliette residents, these bills did not
receive even a hearing, though legislators did allocate $500,000 to EPD for additional testing.
Without legislative intervention, it appears the coal ash at Scherer will remain. That’s because Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) has signaled that it will approve Georgia Power’s proposed plan to close
Scherer’s ash pond. That plan involves dewatering and then capping the pond, leaving much of the waste in unlined
pits submerged in groundwater with the former channel of Berry Creek passing through the waste.
The storage site at Scherer is so unsuitable that it would be illegal to construct
a new municipal solid waste landfill there today, even if it had a liner and a
leachate collection system.
The plan for the water that’s pumped from the coal ash pond is also
problematic. That water will be treated and released to the Ocmulgee River
just miles upstream from the City of Macon’s drinking water withdrawal. The
monitoring and treatment requirements outlined in the plan could expose
Macon’s water to contaminants.
Meanwhile residents of Juliette fret over their well water which has been
found to contain dangerous elements associated with coal ash and continue
to rely on the county’s emergency tankers and other bottled water. Monroe
County’s plan to spend more than $16 million to extend county water lines to
Juliette is not expected to be fully completed for another year.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:

Top: Georgia Power Company’s Plant Scherer

is among the largest coal-fired power plants in
EPD, which reviews Georgia Power’s coal ash pond closure plans, should require
the country. In operation since the early 1980s,
Georgia Power to excavate the coal ash at Plant Scherer and remove it to safe,
it now stores 15.7 million tons of coal ash.
lined landfills away from state waters and require more stringent monitoring
Above: The aerial view shows the extent of Plant
of waste streams coming from the facility. If EPD fails to require safe disposal
Scherer’s ash pond. The storage area covers
of coal ash at these sites, state legislators must step in to protect the state’s
some 600 acres and portions of the coal ash are
submerged in groundwater.
drinking water sources in our rivers and groundwater
by adopting legislation that treats this highly dangerous
material at least as stringently as household garbage
For More Information Contact:
such as coffee grounds and banana peels. Legislators
Fletcher Sams, Executive Director &
need to take action now to prevent damage to the
Riverkeeper, Altamaha Riverkeeper,
Juliette community, not wait until after the fact, making
404-985-9606, fletcher@altamahariverkeeper.org
the residents “canaries in the coal mine.”

2020’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
OKEFENOKEE SWAMP

Federal Rule Change Opens Door to Mine Threatening One of
Georgia’s Natural Wonders
INTRODUCTION:
For nearly two years Twin Pines Minerals, LLC, an Alabama-based mining
company, has petitioned the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to secure
federal permits allowing the company to destroy extensive wetlands and
streams on a 12,000-acre site near the Okefenokee Swamp. The Clean
Water Act required such action. During this process, Twin Pines, federal
and state agencies, citizens and other stakeholders had the opportunity
to submit information and opinions to the Corps in support of or in
opposition to the proposed mining operation. Tens of thousands of citizens
did so, voicing legitimate concerns about the titanium mine’s potential
impacts on the Okefenokee. But earlier this year when changes to the
Clean Water Act went into effect, those voices were effectively muted. The
rule changes removed from federal protection 376 acres of wetlands on
the proposed mining site and eliminated the need for Twin Pines to secure
federal permits. Now, only Georgia leaders have the ability to stop this
dangerous proposal or ensure that if mining takes place, it will be done
without harming one of Georgia’s seven natural wonders.

THE WATER BODY:
The Okefenokee Swamp is a signature landscape of Georgia. Covering
438,000 acres, it is considered the largest blackwater wetland in North
America and virtually all of it—some 630 square miles in Charlton, Ware,
and Clinch counties as well as Baker County in Florida— is protected as the
Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge. It is home to a dizzying array
of flora and fauna, with more than 600 species of plants and more
than 400 species of vertebrates, including 200 varieties of birds and 60
kinds of reptiles. From the swamp flow the St. Marys River to the east,
and the fabled Suwannee River to the southwest. These rivers and the
swamp are popular tourist and recreation destinations. A U.S. Fish &
Wildlife Service report estimated that the National Wildlife Refuge
hosts some 650,000 visits annually and generates some $60 million
in revenue annually while creating 750 jobs in Georgia and Florida.
In addition to supporting local economies, each year the swamp also

OKEFENOKEE
SWAMP

provides ecological services like storm protection, water quality, commercial
and recreational fishing habitat and carbon storage that are worth as much
as $125,000,000.

THE DIRT:
When the Trump Administration announced it would repeal and replace
a 2015 federal rule defining what streams, rivers, lakes, marshes, wetlands
and other water bodies were protected under the Clean Water Act,
Georgia Water Coalition members warned of the dangers of weakening
those definitions. Now, the new Trump Administration rules, which were
supported by Georgia’s top legal officials, have come home to roost.
With the rule changes adopted earlier this year, 376 acres of land on the proposed footprint of the Twin Pines
mining site that were previously considered “jurisdictional wetlands” are no longer afforded protection under the
Clean Water Act.
The federal hurdle removed, if Twin Pines can now secure necessary state permits, mining operations can commence.
That could spell tragedy for the Okefenokee Swamp. The mine is sited along Trail Ridge, a rise of land along the swamp’s
eastern border that serves as a geological dam, regulating water levels in the swamp. The company plans to dig 5,000
square-foot ditches into the ridge at an average depth of 50 feet in pursuit of titanium and other minerals, and is
expected to pump water from the Floridan aquifer—groundwater that likewise helps sustain swamp water levels.
During the now defunct permitting process, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency told the Corps, “there is potential
for this project as proposed to cause adverse effects to water quality and…wildlife dependent on aquatic systems.”
Likewise, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, which manages the 402,000-acre Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge,
has argued that even slightly lowered water levels in the swamp could have irreversible effects and told the Corps
that Twin Pines’ studies asserting that no harm would befall the Okefenokee were flawed.
Yet like the 60,000 comment letters that the Corps received from citizens opposed to the mine, these voices have
been muted by the rule change.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
With federal oversight removed, it is now up
to the state to protect the Okefenokee from
this dangerous mining proposal. As Gov. Zell
Miller did in the 1990s when DuPont proposed
a similar mine near the Okefenokee, Gov.
Brian Kemp must take a stand against the
mine. At a minimum, before issuing any state
permits to Twin Pines, the state should study
the potential cumulative impacts of mining
on Trail Ridge to ensure that the Okefenokee
is not harmed.

Top: With changes to the federal Clean Water Act and the removal of federal permitting
oversight, Twin Pines Minerals, LLC, is poised to begin digging for titanium if it can
secure necessary state environmental permits. Above: A great egret stalks the shallows of
the Okefenokee Swamp. The swamp is home to 200 varieties of birds, including federally
protected red cockaded woodpeckers and wood storks. Mining along Trail Ridge could
impact water levels within the swamp. Photos by Joseph Kelly/Two Nine Productions

For More Information Contact:
John S. Quarterman, Suwannee Riverkeeper,
229-242-0102, contact@suwanneeriverkeeper.org
Rena Peck, Executive Director, Georgia River Network,
404-395-6250, rena@garivers.org

2020’s
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GEORGIA’S WATER
GEORGIA’S RURAL COMMUNITIES

Push To Open Georgia to Factory Animal Farm Operations Continues
INTRODUCTION:
If you first don’t succeed, try, try, try again. It’s an old adage, but when
it comes to Georgia’s legislative process, it’s a wise one. Every legislator,
lobbyist or citizen advocate who has ever worked beneath the state’s
“Gold Dome” has uttered those words—often after soul-crushing
legislative flameouts. In the 2020 legislative session, lobbyists for “Big
Ag,” aiming to adopt legislation that would invite industrial-scale animal
feeding operations to rural Georgia, experienced such a defeat in HB 545.
Their deceptively labeled “Right to Farm” bill was exposed for what it was:
a weakening of legal protections for rural landowners and farmers that
could leave rural communities and the waterways that flow through them
fouled by millions of gallons of feces and urine. The Georgia Farm Bureau,
one of the lead advocates of HB 545, has indicated that in the 2021
legislative session, the organization and their big ag allies will, indeed,
try, try, try again. HB 545 was a bad idea this legislative session, and no
amount of lipstick will turn this pig into a legislative beauty queen.

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
industrial-scale agriculture. Over the past several decades North Carolina rivers
have been devastated by pollution from industrial hog farms. This fall,
thousands of dead fish began washing up on the shores of the Neuse
and Pamlico rivers, the result of upstream pollution including run off
from industrial-scale animal feeding operations. Georgia has not been
immune to these problems. In 1995, 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 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.

GEORGIA’S
RURAL
COMMUNITIES

THE DIRT:
Nobody wants to live next to the stench of factory farms, and those retreating to the beauty of rural Georgia usually
avoid areas where such operations exist. Those that already live in rural Georgia, many of them farmers themselves,
likewise don’t want factory farms impacting the homes that some have labored for generations to preserve.
Georgia’s existing “right to farm” law dating to the 1980s prohibits someone from moving next to an agricultural
operation and then bringing a nuisance lawsuit against the operation. It’s a common sense buyer-beware rule. If you
don’t want to smell chicken manure, don’t build your home next to a chicken farm.
But Georgia’s existing law does not protect farms when they move into a community or expand their operations and
then create a nuisance. In those situations, neighbors can take legal action to protect their quality of life and their
property values.
As is, the law balances property rights and serves as a strong defense against noxious water and air pollution that
can harm quality of life and property values in rural areas.
HB 545, defeated during the 2020 legislative session, would have turned Georgia’s right-to-farm law on its head. An
unexpected bipartisan coalition of rural landowners and farmers and urban Democrat senators as well as some key
Republican senators ultimately sealed HB 545’s fate.
The bill was fashioned after legislation adopted by the North Carolina legislature as it sought to protect the state’s
powerful hog industry from nuisance lawsuits brought by rural property owners that had seen their quality of life
and property values decimated by factory hog farms and their stench-filled, fly-attracting waste lagoons.
Studies have shown that hogs produce anywhere from 4 to 10 times as much waste as your average human. A farm
of 12,500 hogs can produce the same amount of poop as a city of 50,000. And, on factory hog farms, the feces isn’t
run through a sewage treatment plant like our waste. It’s typically held in open lagoons and/or sprayed on farm
fields as fertilizer, spreading the stench far afield.
Hogs, as tasty as their meat is on the breakfast table, make bad neighbors where they occur in large numbers.
This is not the first effort to welcome mega hog farms to Georgia. In 2013, big ag attempted to change state rules to
make it easier for factory farms to locate here. That effort was also aborted due to public opposition.
Yet, in 2021 we can expect the issue to resurface. It’s not the first time and won’t be the last. If you first
don’t succeed…

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia legislators must stand by the state’s longstanding and effective right to farm laws that protect
rural landowners and farmers alike from nuisance
neighbors. They should reject any effort that would
open Georgia to factory farms that pollute our water
and air and destroy quality of life in rural communities.

Top: Industrial hog farms in North Carolina use large waste lagoons to store
feces and urine from the animals. Legislation supported by the Georgia Farm
Bureau during the 2020 legislative session was fashioned after measures
adopted by the North Carolina legislature in an attempt to protect industrialscale hog farms from nuisance lawsuits. Photo by Rick Dove

For More Information Contact:
Gordon Rogers, Flint Riverkeeper,
912-223-6761, gordon@flintriverkeeper.org
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GEORGIA’S WATER

SATILLA RIVER

Proposed Landfill Risks Contamination of Well Water, Wetlands and River
INTRODUCTION:
Nobody wants a landfill in their backyard, especially when that backyard is
as wet as Brantley County. The Satilla River cradles the county. Though it is
only about 30 miles wide, Brantley is home to 109 miles of the Satilla River.
An estimated 16 percent of the county’s land is considered wetlands and
more than 20 percent of the county’s population of 19,000 lives in flood
susceptible areas. Even the local high school mascot is the heron—the
dominant wading bird of Georgia’s rivers. Water and garbage shouldn’t
mix, but for the past six years Brantley County Development Partners, LLC,
has pursued a 463-acre landfill project located about two miles from the
Satilla River, situated in a large pine wetland laced with cypress and tupelo
trees. Earlier this year, Georgia environmental regulators deemed the site
appropriate for a landfill, despite significant opposition. Local leaders,
state legislators and citizens continue to oppose the project, voicing
concerns ranging from pollution of groundwater and surface water to the
risk of increased flooding.

THE WATER BODY:
The Satilla River is one of Georgia’s premiere blackwater rivers. Its water
stained the color of tea from naturally occurring tannins, the Satilla drains
some 4,000 square miles of land in Southeast Georgia, flowing more than
200 miles from Ben Hill County to St. Andrews Sound in Camden County
at the northern tip of Cumberland Island. It is renowned for its redbreast
sunfish fishery and is home to the Satilla River Water Trail, a recreational
boating trail with developed access points spanning about 150 miles.
For Brantley County, the Satilla, with its forested lowlands, blackwater
and white sand bars defines the rural character of the area and is one
of the region’s most treasured natural places.

THE DIRT:
In an attempt to stop the proposed landfill in its tracks, Sen. William Ligon
who represents Brantley County, introduced a measure during the 2020
legislative session that would prohibit landfills within three miles of any
blackwater river in Georgia’s Coastal Plain. In support of the legislation,
he said “They want to put a landfill in an area that is surrounded by
wetlands. You don’t put your trash can in the middle of your living room.”

SATILLA
RIVER

The legislation sailed through the Senate and stalled in the House, but Brantley County residents couldn’t agree more
with their senator’s sentiments. During the initial permitting process for the project, Georgia’s Environmental Protection
Division (EPD) received 9,517 comments from interested parties. All but three expressed opposition to the project.
Yet despite these comments and the high profile opposition, in May EPD
deemed the site suitable for a landfill. Now, the company must meet
several requirements set out in the site suitability notice and submit
additional operation plans to EPD for final approval.
Meanwhile, Brantley County officials and local residents continue to fight
the project. While a previous county commission and county manager
endorsed the landfill through questionable actions, a commission elected
in 2016 has taken a different stand. The new commission adopted a
revised Solid Waste Management Plan (SWMP) and voted to rezone the
property in question, actions that would prevent construction of the
landfill. The moves prompted landfill developers to sue the county.
With two elementary schools located near the landfill, the Brantley County School Board also weighed in on the
issue, adopting a resolution opposing the project.
The risks to local residents and the landscape that defines their community are real.
While Brantley County Development Partners contend the property to be used for the landfill would not impact flood
prone areas, aerial footage shot by Satilla Riverkeeper earlier this year shows acres of standing water on the property.
Because the water table in the region sits, in some cases, just a foot or less below the land’s surface, the landfilled
material and cover will be built upward from the land’s surface, filling low lying areas and potentially causing
flooding in nearby areas to be more severe.
The closeness of the water table also increases the risks of groundwater contamination, a point of concern for local
residents who depend on private wells for their water supplies. The landfill borders a residential neighborhood that
has more than 250 residential lots.
Aside from these threats, there is no local need for an additional landfill. According to EPD, two nearby regional
landfills have a combined remaining capacity of 115 years.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The Brantley County Commission should continue to
oppose the project, and EPD should deny the solid
waste handling permit for the project because the
proposed landfill site is not suitable for the disposal
of solid waste and the project is not consistent with
Brantley County’s SWMP.

Top: The Satilla River is known for its white sandbars and blackwater and
its sensuous path through Georgia’s coastal plain. The proposed landfill in
Brantley County would be located within two miles of the river. Above: One
of the state’s premiere blackwater rivers, the Satilla is home to the Satilla
River Water Trail, a recreational boating trail with developed public access
points spanning about 150 miles of the river.

For More Information Contact:
Laura Early, Satilla Riverkeeper,
912-462-5094, riverkeeper@satillariverkeeper.org
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GEORGIA’S WATER
ST. SIMONS SOUND

Golden Ray Salvage Plan Could Further Foul Coastal Georgia,
Damage Assessment Needed
INTRODUCTION:
Since capsizing in September of last year, the Golden Ray cargo ship has lain
on its side half-submerged in St. Simons Sound, with its cargo of some 4,000
cars and tens of thousands of gallons of fuel still threatening the sound,
surrounding marshes and popular beaches and fisheries on St. Simons and
Jekyll Islands. COVID-19, the hurricane season and legal battles over the
appropriate methods for salvaging the 656-foot vessel have delayed its
removal. With the arrival of a massive cutting device and crane last month,
salvage operations are poised to begin, but the method approved by the
U.S. Coast Guard has come under criticism. The massive boat will be cut into
eight sections, with each cut expected to spill up to 100 cars into St. Simons
Sound and potentially even more fuel and oil. While steps have been taken
to contain and recover debris, oil and other pollutants released during the
salvage, the extent of long-term impacts to the sound remain unknown.
And, without a full assessment of the damage, Hyundai, the South Korean
owner of the Golden Ray, could be let off the hook for any environmental
damage resulting from the wreck and salvage operation.

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia’s 100-mile coast is a desirable destination and place to live. Home
to some 650,000 residents, it hosts an estimated 15 million visitors annually,
bound for the state’s beautiful beaches and historic cities. These natural
amenities support 24,000 tourism and fisheries jobs for Georgia citizens.
Likewise, the ports at Brunswick and Savannah support more than
430,000 full and part-time jobs statewide. Wildlife also flocks to the
Georgia coast. Federally-endangered North Atlantic right whales use
Georgia’s coastal waters as their birthing suite each winter, while
threatened sea turtles clamber up the state’s beaches to lay eggs during
the spring and summer. Meanwhile from the sky, millions of migratory
birds, seabirds and shorebirds refuel and refuge in the area’s nearly
400,000 acres of salt marsh, 14 barrier islands and 100 miles of coastline.
Recognized as a globally significant ecosystem, Georgia’s coast is one of
the state’s signature landscapes.

ST. SIMONS
SOUND

THE DIRT:
The Golden Ray disaster in St. Simons Sound might ultimately become the most costly marine disaster in U.S. history,
but the impacts of the initial oil spill and additional harm brought about by the controversial salvage plan currently
underway still have not been fully evaluated.
The lack of a complete assessment of this harm leaves Georgians with few options to hold Golden Ray’s owner,
Hyundai, accountable for the disaster that spread oil over 30 miles of shoreline last September. Marine salvage
experts have warned that the chosen salvage plan could do even more harm than last year’s oil spill.
That plan involves cutting the car carrier into eight massive sections and hauling it away on barges. During the cuts,
contractors have said they expect fires, and as many as 800 of the 4,200 cars on board could spill into the sound.
They also expect a portion of the 45,000 to 60,000 gallons of fuel still on the Golden Ray to be released. A mesh
barrier surrounding the wreckage has been put in place to contain such spills.
The company first assigned this task has claimed there’s a better way. Donjon-SMIT, the marine salvagers that
originally responded to the disaster, filed a lawsuit after the Coast Guard gave the salvage contract to T & T Salvage,
a Texas-based company that has never conducted a marine salvage of this nature.
Donjon-SMIT has conducted two car carrier salvages, and based on those experiences, had proposed dismantling the
ship in smaller sections and removing the cars individually to minimize impacts to the sound.
Donjon-SMIT’s lawsuit failed, but it did cast considerable doubt on T & T’s ability
to effectively remove the sunken vessel while protecting the environment.
Meanwhile, environmental assessments to determine how the sound and
surrounding marshes and barrier islands have been impacted by the disaster have
been inadequate.
The Coast Guard or Georgia’s Department of Natural Resources could assure
local residents by requesting that the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) conduct a Natural Resources Damage Assessment
(NRDA) of St. Simons Sound. An NRDA would determine what impacts
have occurred and then recommend appropriate restoration projects and
compensation to the public for losses associated with the disaster.
Those expenses would be paid by the ship’s owner, Hyundai. To date,
however, neither the Coast Guard or the state has made such a request.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The U.S. Coast Guard or Georgia’s Department of
Natural Resources should request and secure a NRDA.
If the federal and state agencies fail to act, citizens
should demand it, and Gov. Brian Kemp and Georgia’s
congressional delegation should secure such assessments.
Hyundai should be held accountable for all damage to
St. Simons Sound and the surrounding area.

Top: In the early stages of the Golden Ray
disaster, oil from the ship escaped to St. Simons
Sound. Between 45,000 and 60,000 gallons of
fuel remain on the ship and could be released to
the sound during salvage operations. Above: Oil
from the Golden Ray cargo ship soils the marshes
in St. Simons Sound in this photograph shot
shortly after the ship capsized after leaving the
Port of Brunswick. A year later, the ship remains
in the sound, and experts warn that the chosen
method of removing the massive ship could
release additional pollutants to the sound.

For More Information Contact:
Fletcher Sams, Executive Director &
Riverkeeper, Altamaha Riverkeeper,
404-985-9606, fletcher@altamahariverkeeper.org

2020’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
GEORGIA’S RIVERS AND STREAMS
Landfill Leachate Poses Risks
INTRODUCTION:
Garbage…it’s kicked to the curb and it’s out of mind—its final destination:
a local landfill. It may be out of sight and out of mind, but it’s hardly
out of our lives. In fact, we’re learning it may come back to haunt us.
Once deposited at the local landfill, rain falls on that trash and, like
water through a coffee maker, the rain percolates through the trash
to produce landfill leachate. To prevent contamination of ground and
surface water, landfill operators must collect this water and remove
pollutants. The preferred method at Georgia’s public and private municipal
solid waste landfills is to truck or pipe the waste to a local wastewater
treatment plant. There, it is treated along with ordinary sewage. The
catch is that landfill leachate is not ordinary sewage. It can contain a
witch’s brew of pollutants. These pollutants can impact the effectiveness
of sewage treatment plants, causing illegal discharges of untreated
sewage. Furthermore, many of those pollutants cannot be removed in the
treatment process, leading to their release into local rivers and streams.

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia is a water rich state. More than 70,000 miles of streams and
rivers drain the state’s land and feed some 425,000 acres of reservoirs.
Along the coast, five large estuaries are fringed by some 400,000 acres of
coastal marshes. These water bodies, along with underlying groundwater,
provide our drinking water. At sewage treatment plants, they assimilate
our treated waste. And, along their courses where we fish, boat and
recreate, they support an outdoor recreation economy that generates
an estimated $27.3 billion annually in consumer spending and $1.8
billion in state and local taxes. And, for many, these waterways provide
sustenance in the form of fish and shellfish.

THE DIRT:
Each day, tens of thousands of gallons of landfill leachate is trucked
or piped from Georgia’s some 50 municipal solid waste landfills to
sewage treatment plants—both small and large—around the state.
For operators of these sewage plants, the leachate can wreak havoc
on their treatment systems causing failures and illegal discharges of
untreated sewage.

GEORGIA’S
RIVERS AND
STREAMS

In Meriwether County, landfill leachate piped from Waste Management’s Turkey Run Landfill to the City of
Hogansville’s sewage treatment plant did just that, prompting Meriwether County to prohibit the landfill from
releasing effluent to the county’s sewer system until the landfill operators implemented a pre-treatment program.
In fact, state regulations leave much of the responsibility for the proper handling and disposal of landfill leachate to
local sewage treatment plants and waste haulers.
Large municipal facilities that handle millions of gallons of sewage require landfill operators to pretreat the leachate
and they set limits on the volume and contents of the leachate they accept.
But, for smaller municipal sewage facilities without industrial pretreatment programs, the regulation of landfill leachate
falls to Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division, (EPD) and those regulations only kick in under certain conditions.
Earlier this year, the City of Blairsville was caught in a dust up when its sewage treatment plant began taking 11,000
gallons of leachate daily. The state only steps in to regulate when the leachate contributions exceed 25,000 gallons
daily, or in certain other situations, and then only when it is aware that a facility is handling the leachate.
Homeowners on nearby Lake Nottely (which receives the discharge from Blairsville’s sewage treatment plant) quickly
raised concerns about the possibility of the leachate containing PFAS, or per-and polyfluoroalkyl substances, a
manmade chemical used in nonstick pans, waterproof jackets and a host of other consumer goods. Linked to several
health concerns in humans, once in the environment, PFAS can accumulate in fish, making them risky to consume.
EPD tested the discharge from the Blairsville facility and found no evidence of dangerous levels of PFAS, but
Blairsville leaders quickly stopped accepting the leachate.
Lake Nottely residents were right to be concerned. Though federal and state environmental regulators have not
established safe standards for PFAS in effluent from sewage treatment plants, recent studies have fingered PFAS as
an emerging pollutant of concern, especially in landfill leachate.
A study published by the American Chemical Society in 2017 estimated that U.S. landfills sent more than 1300 pounds of
PFAS to municipal sewage treatment plants in 2013. A U.S. Geological Survey-supported study released earlier this year
determined that 65 percent of PFAS that enter sewage treatment facilities are ultimately discharged to local water bodies.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:

Top: Most of Georgia’s landfill leachate is sent
to municipal sewage treatment plants where
it is processed and then released to streams
and rivers. A recent U.S. Geological Survey
funded study showed that 65 percent of PFAS
that enter sewage treatment facilities are
ultimately discharged to local water bodies.

With the likelihood that landfill leachate contains PFAS and other pollutants
of concern, federal and state regulators should determine the environmental
and human health risks associated with these pollutants and provide guidance
to both landfill and sewage treatment plant operators. Additionally, given the
large amount of landfill leachate being moved around
the state, EPD should have a better understanding of
For More Information Contact:
how much is produced and where it is being disposed.
Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, Riverkeeper
Sewage treatment plants, especially small operators
and Executive Director, Coosa River Basin
without pretreatment programs, should think twice
Initiative, 706-232-2724, jesse@coosa.org
and consult with EPD before accepting landfill leachate.

UPDATES FROM PREVIOUS DIRTY DOZEN REPORTS
2019: GEORGIA’S PUBLIC HEALTH
Legislative budget writers keep stealing from
environmental funds
As noted in the introduction to this report, earlier this month,
Georgia voters passed a constitutional amendment that finally allows
legislators to dedicate fees collected for specific purposes for their
actual intended purposes. This is the first step to ensuring that fees
citizens pay to fund the state’s Solid Waste and Hazardous Waste
Trust Funds will be used to cleanup illegal tire dumps and hazardous
waste sites and support local clean community programs. Over the
past three decades, more than $500 million in fees has been collected
from citizens and businesses for these funds, but legislators have
redirected more than $200 million of those fees to other portions of
the state budget. Dedicating these fees will prevent legislators from
continuing this practice.

2019: ST. MARYS RIVER
Legislative loophole invites out-of-state toxic
coal ash to Georgia landfills, including one in
Charlton County

Included in multiple Dirty Dozen reports since
2011, the problem of legislators diverting funds
from the state’s Hazardous Waste and Solid
Waste Trust Funds was addressed earlier this
month when voters approved a constitutional
amendment allowing legislators to dedicate fees
for specific purposes. This is seen as the first step
in ensuring that fees that citizens and businesses
pay into these trust funds will be used for their
intended purposes...like cleaning up illegal tire
dumps like this one.

During the 2020 General Assembly session, Sen. William Ligon (R-White
Oak) introduced SB 123 that would raise the surcharge that local
governments can charge landfill operators per ton of coal ash from
$1 to $2.50, bringing it level with surcharges for ordinary household
garbage. The measure passed both chambers and was signed into law. The higher fee for coal ash should
make Georgia landfills less attractive disposal options for out-of-state coal ash producers.

2019: LAKE LANIER
Chronic pollution at private
sewage treatment plant
highlights state’s failure to
enforce clean water standards

This aerial view shows the Baker & Glover Mobile Home Park’s sewage treatment
pond near Lake Lanier. Since being included in the 2019 Dirty Dozen report, Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division has required the facility to reduce its phosphorus
discharges to Lanier which should improve the overall health of the lake.

Shortly after the publication of the 2019
Dirty Dozen report, Georgia’s Environmental
Protection Division (EPD) took enforcement
action and ordered corrective measures at a
small private, wastewater treatment facility
that was polluting Lake Lanier. EPD’s action
forced the operator to reduce phosphorus
discharges to the lake which should improve
the health of the lake.

2018: OFFSHORE DRILLING
Governor Nathan Deal’s silence on Trump administration proposal to drill for
oil off Georgia’s coast betrays coastal communities
During the past several years, Georgia’s coastal communities have strongly voiced their opposition to
opening Georgia’s coast to offshore oil drilling. In 2018, more than 5,000 Georgians petitioned Gov.
Nathan Deal to take a stand against offshore drilling. Likewise, in recent years, 22 cities and counties
on the Georgia coast have adopted resolutions opposing the practice while Georgia’s coastal legislators
sponsored and endorsed similar legislation in the General Assembly. In September, President Donald
Trump responded to this opposition by announcing that he would extend a moratorium on offshore
drilling on the Georgia coast for 10 years.

2017: WHITEWATER CREEK
Reservoir proposal a bad deal for
Southwest Georgia
Like many bad ideas, a proposed plan to build two
reservoirs covering some 26,000 acres of land along
Whitewater Creek in Southwest Georgia, has landed in
the trash heap of history. Pitched as a way to “solve” the
ongoing water wars between Georgia and Florida by
supplementing flows into the Flint River, the reservoir
project developers could find no suitors among local or
state authorities to secure the publicly-backed funding
needed for the project. Strong local opposition played a
role in dissuading support.

2014: FLINT RIVER
Textile manufacturer’s pollution, state
water policy create conundrum

An angler casts his fly on the Flint River. In 2017, a proposal
to build reservoirs on Whitewater Creek, a major tributary of
the Flint River, in Southwest Georgia was included in the Dirty
Dozen report. The project was opposed by local residents, and the
developers of the reservoir were never able to find suitors at the
local or state level to invest tax dollars in the proposal. Thus, fish
habitat on Whitewater Creek and the Flint River was spared.

When Tencate’s land application sewage treatment system near the Flint River in Upson County began
polluting the property of neighbors, Flint Riverkeeper and local property owners took action to stop the
pollution. The textile manufacturer ultimately reached a settlement agreement that all parties believe
will ultimately lead to a cleanup. Furthermore, the legal action prompted EPD to improve its policies for
the land application of sewage and industrial waste.

2011: FLINT RIVER
Flint River sucked dry as EPD allows too many withdrawals
The need to restore flows to the Flint River was highlighted in the inaugural Dirty Dozen report and was
revisited in subsequent reports. Sometimes, it takes time to change the narrative. During the past nine
years, EPD has changed its policies to encourage the return of highly treated wastewater to the upper
Flint, and on the lower Flint, it has stopped issuing new agricultural water withdrawal permits. The state
is now working with Southwest Georgia farmers and other stakeholders to improve the efficiency of
crop irrigation and approving permits for sewage treatment plants in metro Atlanta that return flows to
the river.

