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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.
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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
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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.

