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Record-high global temperatures, melting glaciers and rising 
sea levels, deadly forest fires, droughts and floods, massive 
hurricanes. Everywhere we turn, it seems, natural disasters 
are striking.

Indeed, global climate change is bringing about more 
extreme weather events and changing our world, according 
to the World Meteorological Organization. Along the Gulf and 
Atlantic coasts, tropical storms have become more intense 
and more frequent due to increased levels of water vapor in 
the atmosphere. On the Georgia coast, sea levels have risen 
near Savannah by more than 9 inches since 1935. Scientists 
predict a continued rise of six more inches within the next 50 
years. Within the century, as much as 420 square miles of the 
Georgia coast may be flooded by the rising ocean. 

When it comes to our changing climate, the news is 
frightening, but within the Georgia Water Coalition’s 2021 
Clean 13 report, there are glimmers of hope. Here you will 
find the stories of individuals, businesses and communities 
taking action that can bend the curve on global warming, 
protect our water and make our communities more 
sustainable and resilient. 

From youth water education efforts in Camilla to global solar manufacturers in Dalton, these inspirational stories show 
the power of individual action and innovation that will be required to secure a livable world for future generations. Best 
of all, each tale is “Georgia grown.”  

In 2019, Dalton became home to the largest manufacturer of solar panels in North 
America with the opening of Hanwha QCELLS facility which annually produces 
enough panels to generate 1.7 gigawatts of electricity. QCELLS chose the location, 
in part, because of the need to be close to the growing solar market in Georgia and 
the Southeast. 

At the community level, Athens-Clarke County has embraced clean energy by adopting 
a goal of making its entire community powered 100 percent by renewable energy 
sources. In the university community, solar arrays are popping up on fire station roofs 
and low-income neighborhoods are getting water and energy efficiency assistance. 

Georgia Water Coalition Clean 13 Highlights Public and 
Private Efforts to Protect Georgia’s Water

CLEAN WATER HEROES
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A network of some 70,000 miles of rivers and streams courses 
through Georgia. These waterways are connected to nearly five 
million acres of wetlands and together they feed and fill more than 
425,000 acres of public lakes and reservoirs. Along with the state’s 
underground aquifers, these water bodies supply Georgia’s 10 mil-
lion residents with some 3 billion gallons of water daily that is used 
for everything from drinking water to cooling nuclear reactors.



Georgia-grown businesses are also leading the way in the adoption of electric vehicles. Ft. Valley’s Blue Bird Bus 
Corporation is now the country’s leading manufacturer of electric school buses and expects that by 2030 nearly 100 percent 
of its sales will be for electric or alternative fuel buses. By eliminating greenhouse gas emissions, this trend will lead to 
cleaner air for today’s school children and a more livable world for future generations.  

And, on at least one Georgia farm, regenerative land 
management practices are proving their ability to sequester 
as much carbon as is produced by the livestock raised on the 
farm. The beef raised by White Oak Pastures in Southwest 
Georgia’s Bluffton community has a carbon footprint 111 
percent lower than conventionally raised beef. 

Other communities are addressing the issue of plastic 
pollution, seeking alternatives to our dependence on 
petroleum-based products that contribute to global climate 
change, litter our natural landscapes and harm wildlife. 

In Savannah, the city partnered with local restaurants and 
bars in the city’s entertainment district on a pilot project 
to replace plastic to-go cups with infinitely-recyclable, 
Georgia-made aluminum cups. The pilot was so successful 
that additional restaurants are buying in and consumers 
are clamoring for the cups, taking them home as souvenirs 
rather than tossing them in trash cans or recycling bins. 

In the City of South Fulton nestled along the Chattahoochee River, city leaders this year voted to make their municipality 
the first in Georgia to implement regulations prohibiting private businesses from using plastic bags. Other communities 
are watching and now following their lead. 

And, everywhere individuals are taking action. In Southwest Georgia’s Lee County, code enforcement officer Jim Wright 
has become known for his work to clean Kinchafoonee and Muckalee creeks and make them accessible for residents 
and visitors for boating and fishing. Leading community cleanups, Boy Scout projects and development of public access 
points along the creeks, the Lee County employee and his community have transformed these waterways. 

On the Georgia coast, Dr. Dionne Hoskins-Brown of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has 
become an advocate for Georgia’s coastal waters and through a NOAA partnership with Savannah State University, Georgia’s 
first public university for African Americans, is working to diversify NOAA’s workforce. During the past 20 years, Hoskins-
Brown’s work has made the historically black university one of the nation’s top producers of marine science graduates—
some of whom are now working for NOAA studying how climate change is impacting fisheries and coastal communities.  

On the other side of the state, Mitchell County’s 4-H program is educating students that might someday become marine 
scientists. In partnership with the Stripling Irrigation Research Park in Camilla, Mitchell County 4-H sponsors an annual 
4-H20 camp to teach youth about the importance of the state’s water resources. Since 2008, hundreds of children have 
participated, and now “graduates” of 4-H20 Camp are becoming science and water management leaders. 

The actions taken by the businesses, local governments, non-profit 
organizations and individuals highlighted in this report are helping to 
bend the the curve on global warming, protect our water and make 
our communities more sustainable and resilient for this and future 
generations of Georgians.



In Fayetteville, Georgia Audubon and the Southern 
Conservation Trust are working at the micro-level, 
showing how little changes add up to big impacts. 
The two groups are partnering at Sams Lake 
Bird Sanctuary to eliminate invasive aquatic and 
terrestrial plants and restore native plants. The 
project is a lesson in the interconnectivity of our 
natural systems. The native plants produce more 
insects which in turn benefit the 138 bird species 
that live in or annually visit the 56-acre sanctuary of 
wetlands and wildlife.

When it comes to supporting environmental advocacy 
and water protection efforts in Georgia, perhaps 
there is no business as committed to change as 
Patagonia Atlanta. The iconic brand’s retail store 
in Atlanta funds local environmental organizations, 
donates products to these groups and provides 
employee volunteers for multiple causes. Since 
1996, the store has invested $1.3 million in local 
environmental organizations. 

At the state environmental policy level, the Georgia Water Coalition witnessed everyone from neophyte activists to 
seasoned legislators making a difference for Georgia’s water. 

Rep. Andy Welch (R-Locust Grove) and Sen. Chuck Hufstetler (R-Rome) took up the cause championed by the late Rep. 
Jay Powell of Camilla and during the 2020 General Assembly session successfully secured legislation that restores funding 
for the state’s environmental trust funds. The legislation initiated a constitutional amendment on the 2020 ballot that 
was overwhelmingly supported by voters. During the 2021 legislation session, measures were adopted that will ensure 
that fees collected for environmental cleanups will be used for that purpose. 

Finally, in rural Madison and Franklin counties, residents rallied together as the Madison County Clean Power Coalition to 
fight pollution from two local biomass-to-energy plants. When residents discovered the facilities were chipping and burning 
creosote-soaked railroad ties, they took their concerns to community and state leaders. Within a year, this small group of 
determined activists had secured state legislation banning the use creosote-soaked wood at power generation facilities.  

Together, the efforts of these “Clean 13” are adding up to cleaner rivers, stronger communities and a more resilient and 
sustainable future for Georgia.

The Georgia Water Coalition publishes this list not only to recognize these positive efforts on behalf of Georgia’s water 
but also as a call to action for our state’s leaders and citizens to review these success stories, borrow from them and 
emulate them. 

The Georgia Water Coalition is a consortium of more than 285 conservation and environmental organizations, hunting 
and fishing groups, businesses and faith-based organizations that have been working to protect Georgia’s water since 
2002. Collectively, these organizations represent thousands of Georgians. 

Georgia’s abundance of waterways make it a hotbed of aquatic and terres-
trial wildlife diversity. The state is home to more than 325 species of fish, 
including eight federally protected species. Georgia’s rivers also harbor 165 
species of mussels and snails, more than all but three other states in the 
country. In the sky, more than 340 species of birds live a portion of their lives 
in the state.
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INTRODUCTION:
During recent years, Georgia’s solar capacity has grown by leaps and bounds. 
Across the state, residents, businesses, industry and even electric utilities 
themselves are turning away from dirty energy from coal-fired power plants 
and embracing alternatives. But, what does it take to convert an entire county 
of more than 125,000 people from dirty power to clean, renewable energy? In 
Athens, a city that has never shied away from experimenting, they are finding 
out. In 2019, Athens-Clarke County leaders adopted a resolution committing 
city-county facilities to 100 percent renewable energy by 2035. The resolution 
further calls for the entire community to be relying on clean energy by 2050. 
At just 15 percent renewable today, the city is using a diverse funding mix 
including sales taxes, utility franchise fees, grants and private donations to 
expand its clean energy portfolio. From solar arrays to residential water and 
energy audits to electric vehicles, Athens-Clarke County is charting a course that 
might someday be duplicated by other communities.   

THE WATER BODIES:
Though miles from Georgia’s coast, Athens is surrounded by water. The 
primary business district is sandwiched between the North and Middle Forks 
of the Oconee River which provide drinking water and assimilate the treated 
wastewater of the community while providing a recreational corridor for city 
residents and visitors. The Oconee River Greenway Trails System, a linear park 
paralleling the rivers consists of some 13 miles of recreational paths while 
the rivers themselves host thousands of paddlers and anglers, supporting two 
local outfitters that rent boats and provide guide services on the Middle, North 
and Oconee rivers. Downstream, the Oconee feeds lakes Oconee and Sinclair, 
supporting Georgia’s “Lake Country” economies in Greene, Morgan, 
Putnam and Hancock counties. Inherent in Athens-Clarke County’s holistic 
approach to 100 percent clean energy are efforts to conserve water and 
reduce the amount of treated wastewater discharged to the Oconee 
River; a large percentage of the community’s electrical consumption is 
used to move and treat water.       

THE CLEAN:
While many communities are talking clean energy, Athens-Clarke County 
is walking with it, thanks in large part to a commitment to secure funding 
for clean energy initiatives.  In tandem with its clean energy resolution, 
the Athens-Clarke County Commission created a Community Energy Fund 

OCONEE RIVER  
Unique Funding Program Ushers In Clean Energy Future for the Classic City
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(CEF), taking a percentage of the fees that utilities pay for the use of publicly-
owned right-of-ways to generate millions for sustainable energy projects. 

Meanwhile, the city-county sustainability office has secured more than $2.7 
million in grants to support the initiative, and in November 2019, citizens voted 
to tax themselves through a Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax that provides 
$15.8 million to support the renewables vision. 

With cash in hand, Athens-Clarke County has gotten to work. Knowing that water and wastewater  treatment and 
conveyance accounts for roughly 75 percent of the city-county’s energy use, it has installed a 640kw solar array that now 
powers a portion of one of the community’s sewer treatment plants. 

A partnership with the West Broad Advisory Council and the Athens Land Trust with its Young Urban Builders has led to a 
community improvement program that helps low-income homes implement renovations that result in energy and water 
conservation savings. The program has undertaken 110 projects that have resulted in direct improvements to 25 homes and 
three churches while increasing quality of life for the entire neighborhood. 

In one case, a resident that abandoned her home to live with relatives because of extraordinarily high water bills was able 
to return to her home when an ongoing leak was identified and repaired. 

These programs, funded by the Southeast Sustainability Directors Network and Georgia Interfaith Power and Light, revealed 
how lower income homes fighting to pay mortgage and utility bills often need more than just low-flow toilets and LED lights. 

“For our stakeholders, it starts with meeting basic needs. You’ve got to fix the floor to be able to get to the toilet or even 
think about solar,” said Tawana Smith Mattox with the Athens Land Trust who is coordinating the program. “If you’re just 
surviving, your priority is not about solar. But once residents understand that these improvements can save money on utility 
bills that’s a different situation. Our program proves that provided the right resources and education, these communities 
can be the best leaders on the environment we have. Equity has to be part of the renewable energy program.” 

Elsewhere, solar arrays do, in fact, power city-county recreation centers, offices, fire stations and public works facilities. 
The savings government agencies have reaped from the solar power has freed up funds for other budget priorities and now, 
those agencies are turning to the sustainability office wanting to save more through innovative clean energy initiatives. 

For instance, the fire department is working to secure long-lasting rechargeable batteries that will power their trucks while 
idling. The batteries eliminate the need to run the diesel engines, reducing wear and tear on the engines, saving on fuel 
costs and eliminating emissions that contribute to poor air quality and climate-changing greenhouse gases. Likewise, other 
government departments are transitioning their fleets to all-electric and hybrid vehicles. 

Just two years into the initiative, Sustainability Officer Mike Wharton said that Athens-Clarke County’s boldness is paying 
dividends. “Athens is not afraid to try a lot of pilots and scale it up from there,” he said. “We’re learning this is a viable 
option that can reap benefits beyond just the environment.” 

Mike Wharton, Sustainability Officer Athens-Clarke County, 706-613-3838, mike.wharton@accgov.com
Dr. Tawana Smith Mattox, Director of Community Education and Empowerment, Athens Land Trust,  
706-613-0122, tawana@athenslandtrust.org 

For More Information Contact:

In 2019, the Athens-Clarke County Commission 
adopted a resolution committing the local 
government to be relying on 100 percent 
renewable energy sources by 2035. The 
Commission also created a fund to pay for clean 
energy initiatives, including the conversion of 
the government’s transportation fleet to zero-
emission and low-emission vehicles. 
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INTRODUCTION:
In the 1930s, when several high-profile accidents raised questions about the safety 
of school buses, A.L. Luce, owner of the Blue Bird Bus Company in Ft. Valley 
resolved to build buses with steel bodies. Likewise, when he heard the story of 
a child who became ill and died from riding in a school bus without side curtains 
during inclement weather, Luce resolved to build buses with all weather windows. 
By the late 1930s, those innovations earned the upstart manufacturer in Middle 
Georgia a reputation for safe buses and soon his business took off. Fast forward 
some 80 years and Blue Bird is at it again. This time the company is leading the 
way in the production of all-electric, zero-emission buses, an innovation that 
protects children from bus exhaust that can cause asthma and lung disease—and 
helps mitigate the impacts of climate change by reducing greenhouse gases. The 
company currently has more than 700 electric buses delivered or on order, making 
it the top producer of electric school buses in the nation. By 2030, the company 
expects nearly 100 percent of its sales will come from alternative fuel buses.  

THE WATER BODIES:
Ft. Valley Georgia is 170 miles from the Georgia’s coast, but the electric buses 
being produced there may be part of the solution to mitigate the impacts of sea 
level rise in the state’s coastal communities. Sea levels have risen more than 
nine inches since 1935 at Savannah’s Fort Pulaski, a symptom of human-produced 
greenhouse gases causing global climate change. Scientists expect coastal 
Georgia to experience at least six more inches of sea level rise within the next 
50 years. Other studies suggest that within the next century, 420 square miles 
of the Georgia coast will be flooded by rising seas—that’s a land mass equal to 
nearly four cities the size of Savannah. Already, Tybee Island is being impacted 
with the causeway connecting the island to the mainland regularly inundated 
during spring tides. With 29 percent of U.S. greenhouse gases coming from the 
transportation sector, clean transportation and energy alternatives are just one 
of many solutions needed to turn back the impacts of global climate change, 
including impacts to Georgia’s 100-mile coast, home to 14 barrier islands, some 
400,000 acres of tidal marshlands and some 650,000 people.  

THE CLEAN:
Yellow, for safety reasons, has long been the color associated with school buses, 
but with Blue Bird’s investment in electric vehicles, green is becoming an equally 
significant color for safety—for the health of the children transported today and 
the safety of the children that will inhabit the world in the future. 

GEORGIA’S COAST  
Ft. Valley Bus Manufacturer’s Move To Electric Helps Stem Climate 
Change, Protect Children   

BLUE BIRD BUS
CORPORATION
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Studies have shown that exhaust from diesel buses accumulates within the bus cabin, posing health risks to passengers. 
These findings were among the drivers pushing Blue Bird toward lower emission propane and electric buses. 

Blue Bird produced its first electric bus in 1994. These vehicles were employed during Atlanta’s 1996 Olympic Games. Since 
then, the company has continued to develop its electric technology. Today, the company has delivered or has on order 
more than 700 electric buses across the United States and Canada. Last year, Fulton County became the first school district 
in Georgia to operate an all-electric Blue Bird bus. By 2030, the company, which owns about 33 percent of the school bus 
market and has 180,000 buses in operation, expects nearly 100 percent of its sales to be alternative fuel buses, which 
consists of either electric or propane. 

The benefits of Blue Bird’s electric buses go beyond protecting the health and safety of the children riding in them today. A 
2018 Union of Concerned Scientists study showed that factoring in the emissions inherent in generating the electricity used 
to charge the vehicles, electric buses create half the emissions of diesel-powered buses. As the country’s power grid moves 
away from coal and natural gas to wind and solar, the benefits will only increase. Ultimately, the move to electric vehicles 
will be part of the solution to slow and turn back the impacts of climate change.  

Electric buses help protect our water as well. By reducing dependence on petroleum products, the inherent risks in 
delivering fuel and oil to consumers are lessened. In operation, the electric buses leak no fuel or oil and thus eliminate a 
significant source of non-point source pollution that harms urban streams in particular. 

And, the buses are turning some heads when it comes to the bottom line.  While they are two to three times as expensive 
as traditional fuel-powered vehicles, electric buses translate into savings on fuel and maintenance costs. West Fargo Public 
Schools in West Fargo, North Dakota, found that they saved nearly 70 percent on fuel costs and with no oil and filters to 
change regularly, the school district discovered that the total operational costs for their electric bus was a fourth the cost 
of its diesel buses. 

What’s more, the school district reported, the quiet ride changes the dynamics of the school bus experience. Gone are the 
raucous children yelling over the roar of the diesel engine. The quiet ride resulted in better behaved students and reduced 
stress on the driver.

As demand increases, Blue Bird is expanding its production. Earlier this year, the company announced it would ramp up its 
production of electric buses to 3,000 annually, roughly a fourth of the company’s annual output. 

 “We are committed to providing school bus fleets with safe, clean-power transportation, and with electric-powered 
buses it’s easy to see how students and the community can benefit” said Phil Horlock, president and CEO of Blue Bird 
Corporation.  “Across North America, Blue Bird school buses transport more than eight million children to school each day; 
by eliminating harmful NOx emissions from the tailpipe, we are protecting students against the risk of asthma and lung 
disease. Safe, clean transportation is our priority.”

Gabrielle Young, Blue Bird Corporation,  
Director of Marketing, 478-345-3190,  
gabrielle.young@blue-bird.com

For More Information Contact:
Top: The Blue Bird Bus Corporation in Ft. Valley is the 
nation’s top manufacturer of electric school buses. By 2030, 
the company expects nearly 100 percent of its sales to be 
alternative fuel buses powered by electricity or propane.  
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INTRODUCTION:
The City of Savannah is known for street-level revelry. It is part of the city’s 
DNA and a huge part of its tourism-based economy. From the annual St. Patricks 
Day Parade to the SCAD Savannah Film Festival, the city attracts millions of 
visitors annually. As often as not, these visitors patrol the streets of the historic 
and entertainment districts with “travelers” in hand sipping from cups filled 
with green beer or the city’s signature cocktail, Chatham Artillery Punch. When 
the drink is finished…the cup is discarded to be picked up by the city’s public 
works crews the following morning. Annually, these crews remove some 1 
million pounds of litter—largely plastic drink cups--from Savannah’s streets and 
parks—all of it bound for a city landfill that is rapidly running out of space. When 
newly-elected city alderman, Nick Palumbo, heard of this, a light went off. 
What if, he asked, we could replace the plastic drink cups, with something that 
could be infinitely recycled…like aluminum to-go cups? After making contact 
with a Georgia-based manufacturer, Palumbo, together with leadership from Joe 
Shearhouse Jr. with the city manager’s office, berthed an innovative voluntary-
pilot program to convert Savannah’s purveyors of beer and punch from plastic to 
aluminum. The results have been a reduction in litter and plastic pollution, less 
waste headed to the landfill and…an improved experience for Savannah’s bar 
and restaurant patrons.   

THE WATER BODY:
The City of Savannah exists because of and is sustained by the Savannah 
River. Located at the mouth of the river, for close to three centuries the city’s 
fortunes have risen and fallen with the tides of the river. It is home to the Port 
of Savannah, the largest container terminal in the U.S. while the river itself 
supplies a portion of the city’s drinking water supply. Meanwhile, the coastal 
waters and barrier islands beyond the river’s mouth support coastal tourism as 
well as robust commercial and recreation fishing economies. An estimated 15 
million people visit the Georgia coast annually, supporting some 24,000 tourism 
and fisheries-related jobs. Yet, the beauty of the coast that attracts those 
visitors is threatened by plastic pollution. Plastics foul the river and coastal 
waters and put at risk federally protected species like Atlantic and shortnose 
sturgeon, right whales and several species of sea turtles. All use Georgia’s 
coastal waters during a portion of their life cycles.    

THE CLEAN:
First met with skepticism, the City of Savannah’s two-month pilot program 
to convert restaurants and bars from single-use plastic to-go drink cups to 

SAVANNAH RIVER  
Switch to Aluminum To-Go Cups Aims to Reduce Litter, Plastic Pollution
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infinitely-recyclable aluminum to-go cups has, thus far, been a resounding success. 

During August and September, the city distributed some 50,000 aluminum cups to 14 
restaurants who agreed to purchase the cups and participate in the pilot program. 
The cups, which included a QR code that patrons could scan to take an online 
survey, have proven popular with restauranteurs, patrons and the city’s public works 
department. 

Of the more than 500 patrons that responded to the online survey, 95 percent said 
they preferred the aluminum cups to plastic and 80 percent said they would pay at 
least 10 cents more per cup for the aluminum. In fact, nearly 18 percent said they 
would pay as much as a $1 more per drink for the “aluminum experience.” 

“We’ve had people e-mail us wanting to purchase these cups. The patrons love 
them,” said Brian Huskey, owner of Abe’s on Lincoln and B. Matthew’s Eatery, who 

noted that because the cups are sturdy and reusable many of his customers have taken the cups home with them as 
souvenirs rather than tossing them in the recycling bins, trash cans…or on the street.  

Preliminary reports from the city’s public work crews have also been positive. There’s been less plastic to clean off the 
streets. And, as it turns out, the shiny silver cups are easier for cleanup crews to spot and because they are stronger 
than flimsy, lightweight plastic cups, they’re easier to gather. Once collected, city crews ship them to recycling 
facilities, where, unlike plastic which has a finite recycling lifespan, the cups can be recycled infinitely. 

Since starting the program, Alderman Palumbo and Shearhouse said they have fielded calls from cities all over the 
country wanting to duplicate Savannah’s experiment. 

What’s more, the cups are manufactured in Georgia by Ball Container Corp near Rome. 

Said Palumbo: “We’ve got Georgia manufacturing, sustainability and alcohol rolled into one program. That’s a tough hat 
trick to pull off!” 

While some restaurants have been hesitant because of the higher cost—5 to 10 times more per cup than the three-cent 
plastic cups—initial feedback from patrons and restaurants suggest that the superior experience of drinking from the 
sturdy aluminum tumblers is worth it. Since the program began, additional restaurants have joined. 

It appears the two-month experiment with shiny aluminum to-go cups will become a permanent fixture in Savannah’s 
downtown, and if enough restaurants buy in, the days of plastic cups littering city streets could be numbered. 

“It’s not cheap, but it’s smart,” said Huskey. “There’s a lot of litter from that program (Savannah’s open container district), 
and anything we can do to mitigate that, is smart.” 

Nick Palumbo, Savannah City Alderman,  
912-220-8439, npalumbo@savannahga.gov

For More Information Contact:

Top: The City of Savannah’s pilot program to move bars and restaurants 
in the city’s entertainment and historic districts from plastic to aluminum 
to-go drink cups was embraced by numerous establishments. Feedback from 
the two-month trial was positive and the city expects more restaurants to 
make the switch from plastic to aluminum in the future.  Above: Savannah’s 
aluminum to-go cups included a QR code that patrons could scan to take an 
online survey. Of the more than 500 patrons who responded to the survey, 
95 percent said they preferred aluminum to plastic and 80 percent said they 
would pay more for each drink for the “aluminum experience.”
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INTRODUCTION:
As the 1950s approached, plastics were a novelty, creeping into American 
consumerism in the form of combs, slide rules, toy soldiers and even light switch 
plates, but America’s love affair with plastics was beginning to take hold. A 
1948 edition of the Atlanta Constitution carried the headline “Atlanta’s Young 
Plastic Industry Outgrows Its Building Space in 2 Years.” By the late 1950s, 
plastic furniture was in vogue. By the late 1970s, plastics became the most used 
material in the world. By the 1980s, plastic bags supplanted paper and cloth at 
supermarkets. Today, every American uses an average of nearly 1,200 plastic 
bags annually. Improperly disposed of and rarely recycled, they have become a 
nuisance and threat to our environment and wildlife. But, the political influence 
of “Big Plastic” is as huge as plastics’ impact on our natural world. In 2015, the 
plastics industry lobbied Georgia’s General Assembly to enact laws that would 
prevent local Georgia governments from implementing bans or regulations of 
plastics. That measure was narrowly defeated, and now, Georgia communities 
are taking the lead in curbing Georgia’s plastic pollution problem. In March, the 
City of South Fulton became the first Georgia city to enact ordinances requiring 
private businesses to shift from plastic to sustainable alternatives.  

THE WATER BODY:
The City of South Fulton hugs the east bank of the Chattahoochee River 
downstream from the City of Atlanta. Nowhere in Georgia is the issue of plastic 
pollution more clearly illustrated than on the Chattahoochee in South Fulton, 
Douglas and Coweta counties. When improperly disposed of, single-use plastics 
(mostly bottles, bags and food containers) are carried through metro Atlanta’s 
stormwater conveyance system to creeks and then on to the river where they 
collect in massive flotillas, fouling an otherwise scenic stretch of the 
Chattahoochee. Ultimately, they are bound down river to West Point Lake 
and even further beyond to the Gulf of Mexico. All along their route they 
litter the landscape and, while slowly degrading, are ingested by birds, 
fish and turtles, causing illnesses and death.  

CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER 
New City Takes Lead in Reducing Plastic Pollution

CITY OF
SOUTH FULTON

CLEAN WATER HEROES
City of South Fulton  
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THE CLEAN:
The single-use plastic pollution problem is, indeed, massive. Since the 1960s, an estimated 8.3 billion metric tons of plastics 
has been created. Of that, 6.3 billion has become plastic waste; only 9 percent has been recycled. The rest is filling up 
landfills or degrading in natural systems, fouling the scenic beauty of our land and water while posing a risk to wildlife.

Weaning our world from single-use plastics seems an insurmountable task—especially in the face of politically-powerful 
businesses that profit from the massive plastic economy, but thankfully, small communities are slowly placing a priority 
on sustainability. 

On March 1, the City of South Fulton became the first Georgia municipality to not only ban single-use plastics at city facilities, 
its plastics ordinance requires private businesses to cease distributing plastic bags and certain plastic containers. 

After the ordinance was adopted Councilwoman Carmalitha Gumbs said, “We are joining a global effort to reduce waste, 
prioritize sustainability and protect our environment. It is our hope that the measure will encourage residents to increase 
recycling and other waste reduction practices and motivate our business community to play a substantial role in making South 
Fulton a greener and more eco-friendly community.”

Larger stores like Kroger and Publix have made the shift and now the city is working toward getting all retailers to adhere to 
the ordinance. 

In implementing its plastic ordinance South Fulton has bucked the powerful plastics industry that has successfully lobbied 
legislatures in 18 states to restrict local governments from regulating single-use plastics; while joining countless other 
municipalities and at least 10 states that have enacted some form of plastics regulations. 

For Gumbs, it’s about protecting the beauty and future of her city 
which includes plans to be part of a 125-mile multi-modal trail 
along the Chattahoochee River (the Chattahoochee RiverLands 
project was featured in the Georgia Water Coalition’s 2020  
Clean 13 Report).  

“We’re not going to attract the right kind of businesses if we’re 
not focused on making a cleaner, greener community,” she said, 
noting the connection between economic development and livable 
communities. “Who wants to walk by a river that’s full of trash.” 

Since South Fulton enacted its ordinance, Clarkston became 
Georgia’s second city to enact ordinances prohibiting single-use 
plastics by private businesses.

Carmalitha Gumbs, Councilwoman,  
City of South Fulton, 804-393-0744, 
carmalitha.gumbs@cityofsouthfultonga.gov

For More Information Contact:

Top: Nestled along the Chattahoochee River, the City of South 
Fulton is well aware of the impact of plastic pollution as large 
flotillas of plastics collect along the banks of the river when 
heavy rains flush plastics off the urban landscape upstream. South 
Fulton’s plastic ordinance is an effort to help stem this pollution 
which fouls our waterways and threatens wildlife. Above: Earlier 
this year, the City of South Fulton became the first municipality 
in Georgia to enact an ordinance requiring private businesses to 
shift from plastic bags to sustainable alternatives. Now paper or 
reusable bags are the norm at local grocery stores. 
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INTRODUCTION:
While Georgia Audubon’s primary focus is saving birds, it should come as no 
surprise that the organization, along with its partner, the Southern Conservation 
Trust (SCT), are being recognized for saving bugs. Birds, after all, depend on 
bugs.  More accurately, Georgia Audubon is removing invasive plant species and 
planting native species at SCT’s Sams Lake Bird Sanctuary in Fayette County with 
the intent, among other things, of creating habitat for more insects. The project 
is a reminder of the interconnectedness and fragility of the natural order. 
Invasive plant species—both terrestrial and aquatic—impact habitat for the 
insects that form the base of the food chain on which birds and other wildlife 
depend. When completed, the restoration project will improve prospects for 
year-round feathered residents of Sams Lake as well as the millions of birds that 
migrate over Georgia each spring and fall. 

THE WATER BODY:
The story of Sams Lake begins with one of Georgia’s most-renowned story 
tellers. The family of Ferrol Sams, Fayetteville native and author of the 
“Run with the Horseman” series of novels, donated the land to the Southern 
Conservation Trust in 1995. In 2008, when the City of Atlanta built a fifth runway 
at Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport, impacting some 14 acres of wetlands 
along the Flint River, the city was required by federal law to restore wetlands 
elsewhere. Sams Lake was the chosen mitigation site at which the city spent 
$5 million to convert a former manmade reservoir into an extensive wetland 
area. Today, the natural wetlands, managed as a public park by the Southern 
Conservation Trust, help mitigate the impacts of development in the upper Flint 
River watershed by storing water and slowly delivering it to Perry Creek and 
then on to Whitewater Creek which flows to Line Creek and the Flint 
River. This storage and delivery system benefits the river during periods 
of drought and reduces the risks of flooding during rain events. The 
wetlands also store nutrients and pollutants helping maintain healthy 
creeks and rivers downstream.     

THE CLEAN:
Georgia Audubon’s mission is to “build places where birds and people 
thrive.” At Sams Lake Bird Sanctuary, they have that in spades. Trails 
along the restored wetlands lead to observation platforms where Great 
Blue Herons, Great Egrets and Wood Ducks patrol the sanctuary’s watery 
expanses while the woods surrounding the wetlands team with warblers, 
woodpeckers and Wild Turkeys. 

FLINT RIVER  
Habitat Restoration at Nature Preserve Enhances Bird Habitat and Flint River

GEORGIA AUDUBON
& SOUTHERN

CONSERVATION
TRUST

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Georgia Audubon & Southern Conservation Trust
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Unfortunately, despite the extensive wetland restoration effort, the sanctuary, like many natural areas, has been 
invaded by non-native plants. During the past decade, aquatic plants released from home aquariums have spread and 
choked the open water wetlands, disrupting foraging areas for shorebirds and water fowl. On the sanctuary’s land, 
privet, Bradford pear trees and other invasives have pushed out native species. The end result: The bird sanctuary has 
become less inviting to birds. 

Recognizing this, Georgia Audubon applied for and secured a $45,000 matching grant from 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and since January has waged war on invasives, removing 
both aquatic and terrestrial plants using mechanical and chemical methods. This fall, the 
organization will replace the invasives by planting natives like dogwoods, black gum and 
blueberries along with native grasses. 

In turn, the native plants are expected to expand the population of insects in the sanctuary 
and the natural buffet for birds will be open for business again. 

“If we don’t have the native plants, we don’t have the insects and our bird populations 
will slowly decline,” said Gabe Andrle, Habitat Conservation Program Manager with Georgia 
Audubon. 

Research bears that out. In one study, Douglas Tallamy, a professor of entomology and 
wildlife ecology at the University of Delaware, found that a single native white oak tree 
hosted more than 400 caterpillars from 19 different species. On a neighboring Bradford pear 
he found only a single inch worm. 

And, the number of insects that birds need to brood their young is astounding. Studies show 
that a single clutch of common chickadees needs 6,000 to 9,000 caterpillars to fledge.

Researchers place much of the blame for declining bird populations on the loss of native 
habitat as more land has been developed and repopulated with a proliferation of non-native 
species, leaving birds fewer places to rest, nest and feed. 

The restoration at Sams Lake will benefit not only the birds that breed in the sanctuary, 
but will also serve the millions flying over Georgia during annual migrations. On some days 
during the spring and fall, as many as 32 million birds use a path over Georgia, largely 
following creeks and rivers where they descend to rest and refuel. 

With the project, Georgia Audubon believes it can help revive declining populations of Rusty Blackbirds and Brown-
headed Nuthatches, and make the sanctuary more homey for the other 136 species of birds—from Little Blue Herons to 
Indigo Buntings--that have been spotted on the property. 

“We want to make Sams Lake 
as productive as possible,” 
said Adam Betuel, Director 
of Conservation with Georgia 
Audubon. “We want to make 
it a birding destination.” 

Adam Betuel, Director of Conservation, Georgia Audubon,  
678-973-2437 adam.betuel@georgiaaudubon.org 
Gabe Andrle, Habitat Conservation Program Manager, Georgia Audubon,  
678-973-2437 gabe.andrle@georgiaaudubon.org 
Nick Kilburg, Director of Parks and Education, Southern Conservation 
Trust, 770-486-7774 nick@sctlandtrust.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: A Northern Flicker 
emerges from a tree cavity at 
the Sams Lake Bird Sanctuary. 
Birdwatchers have identified 
138 species within the 56-
acre sanctuary. Photo by 
Marlene Koslowsky Above: The 
Sams Lake Bird Sanctuary in 
Fayette County encompasses 
56 acres of wetlands and 
woods. A partnership between 
Georgia Audubon and the 
Southern Conservation Trust 
is eliminating invasive aquatic 
and terrestrial plant species 
at the sanctuary and restoring 
native plants aimed at 
improving bird habitat. Photo 
by Gabe Andrle
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INTRODUCTION:
Beware cynics: If you believe our state and country’s system of government 
is broken, this story may challenge your narrative of unresponsive, uncaring 
government bureaucracies and corrupt elected officials. In 2019, when purported 
“clean energy” facilities opened in rural Madison and Franklin counties and 
immediately began polluting their neighbor’s air and water, those neighbors took 
offense…and took action. With little-to-no experience in community organizing 
and even less experience in fighting battles over industrial pollution, a small group 
of Madison County residents organized and not only stopped the pollution, but 
successfully lobbied state legislators and Gov. Brian Kemp to adopt legislation 
preventing statewide the kind of pollution that was plaguing their community. 
Their activism resulted in Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division levying 
fines totaling more than $81,000 against the offending business and continues to 
force the company to take steps to protect surrounding communities from air, 
water and noise pollution. Harnessing the power of grassroots activism as well as 
the authority of state and federal environmental laws, the Madison County Clean 
Power Coalition (MCCPC) changed their community and their state.  

THE WATER BODY:
The Broad River—formed by its Middle, North and South forks as well as the 
Hudson River—rises in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains in Stephens 
County and flows to the Savannah River at Clarks Hill Reservoir. It is among just 
a few Georgia rivers that remains undammed, and thanks to its free-flowing 
water, thousands come annually to paddle its thrilling whitewater, supporting 
three commercial outfitters. The river also provides drinking water to the cities 
of Royston and Franklin Springs. Along its course through northeast Georgia, 
it is home to rare robust redhorse fish and at Anthony Shoals holds one of the 
state’s largest stands of rare shoals spider lilies. The South Fork of the Broad 
River is home to Watson Mill Bridge State Park, a popular water recreation site 
located downstream of the offending “clean energy” plant in Madison County.    

THE CLEAN:
When Georgia Renewable Power (GRP) came to Madison and Franklin counties 
to build biomass fuel plants to generate electricity, they promised tax revenues, 
jobs and clean energy, but soon after the facilities opened in 2019, nearby 
residents in Madison County began complaining of noxious fumes causing burning 
eyes and skin, difficulty breathing and nose bleeds. They were also alarmed to 
discover trainloads of creosote-soaked railroad ties being stockpiled, chipped 

BROAD RIVER   
Citizen Activists Organize to Protect Rural Community, Pass 
Environmental Legislation

MADISON COUNTY
CLEAN POWER

COALITION

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Madison County Clean Power Coalition
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and burned at the plants—something the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency specifically warns individuals not to do 
because of the risk of inhaling toxic chemicals. In Franklin County, polluted stormwater runoff from the plant’s wood 
stockpile killed more than 2,500 fish in a small creek feeding the Broad River. 

Complaints to local leaders followed, along with numerous articles and letters to the editor in local newspapers. Soon a 
small group of concerned citizens coalesced, meeting at the home of Gina Ward with designs on holding a public meeting 
to rally locals. They hoped that meeting would attract a few dozen; more than 300 showed up. 

“I was trying to save my home,” said Ward, a paraprofessional at a local 
elementary school. “I learned that polite people get poisoned. You can’t 
always be sweet and nice and get people to listen to you. You have to be 
aggressive and you have to make some noise.” 

Together, the Madison County Clean Power Coalition (MCCPC) began making 
some noise. They contacted Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) 
which investigated their complaints. Those investigations ultimately led to the 
state fining GRP more than $81,000 for air and water quality violations.  

After their public meeting in Madison County, the group connected with 
residents in Franklin County who were experiencing similar problems with 
GRP’s Carnesville plant. That led to another public meeting where Rep. Alan 
Powell (R-Hartwell) was in attendance. Moved by MCCPC’s presentation, 
Powell introduced legislation to ban the burning of creosote treated wood for 
power generation. 

During the pandemic-impacted 2020 General Assembly session, as HB 857 wound its way toward passage, MCCPC members 
worked tirelessly, filling legislators’ inboxes with e-mails on the issue. Citizens who’d never set foot in the capitol building 
soon found themselves testifying before senate and house committees. Ultimately, the bill won unanimous passage in both 
chambers and was signed into law by Gov. Brian Kemp. 

MCCPC hasn’t stopped with the passage of HB 857. Now, the group is bird dogging GRP’s efforts to secure a permit to 
discharge pollution into a tributary of the South Fork of the Broad River. Members are collecting water samples from the 
creek and testing them to ensure the company ultimately does no harm. 

They’ve also raised funds and installed air quality monitors around the Madison County plant that for a year collected data 
on particulate matter. EPD is now testing those monitors to confirm the group’s troubling findings of ongoing pollution. 

Thus, through the dedicated actions of just a few residents, state laws have been re-written and a polluting industry has 
been held accountable...it’s enough to soften the harshest cynics. 

“For so long I felt incapable of making a 
difference,” Ward said, reflecting on the long and 
still ongoing fight. But, ultimately, she says she 
learned that ordinary people can make a difference: 
“You don’t need education; you don’t need fancy 
language. You just need boots on the ground.” 

Gina Ward, Madison County Clean Power Coalition,  
706-410-0105, gward3p@gmail.com 
Ruth Ann Tesanovich, Madison County Clean Power  
Coalition, 706-207-5831, rtesanovich@outlook.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: Residents in Madison and Franklin counties 
rallied to protect their communities from pollution 
after two biomass power generation facilities 
opened. Their advocacy resulted in Georgia’s 
Environmental Protection Division levying fines 
against Georgia Renewal Power totaling more 
than $81,000. Above: Madison County Clean Power 
Coalition members successfully lobbied state 
legislators and Gov. Brian Kemp to adopt legislation 
banning the burning of creosote-soaked railroad 
ties at energy producing facilities.
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INTRODUCTION:
The genesis of 4-H Clubs dates back to the late 1800s when agriculture 
researchers learned that the best way to get farmers to implement innovative 
farm practices was to reach the young people on the farm. Now, more than 100 
years after 4-H Clubs were nationalized and spread throughout the country as 
part of the national Cooperative Extension System, the youth clubs continue 
to provide innovative education and growth opportunities for students in every 
state in both urban and rural communities. Georgia is home to one of the largest 
4-H programs in the nation with more than 240,000 students participating, and 
in Southwest Georgia’s Mitchell County, 4-H leaders, in cooperation with the 
University of Georgia’s Stripling Irrigation Research Park have created yet another 
innovative way to educate children and adults through what they call 4-H20 Camp.  
At this camp, the four “H’s” (head, heart, hands and health) are expanded to 
include hydrogen, one of the two building blocks of water. Since 2008, this camp 
has taught hundreds of youth in Southwest Georgia about the importance of the 
state’s water resources and water conservation in a region where water—and the 
farms where it makes things grow—are the backbone of the economy. 

THE WATER BODY:
In Southwest Georgia, the Flint River and the Floridan aquifer which feeds it, are 
perhaps the region’s most important natural resources. They help crops grow on 
more than 640,000 acres of irrigated farmland with the market value of crops 
grown in the area estimated at more than $2 billion. On any given day during a 
dry growing season, farms in Southwest Georgia can pump as much as 584 million 
gallons of water from the Flint, its tributaries and the underlying aquifer—about 
the same amount that metro Atlanta’s 15 counties use in a single day. Perhaps the 
state’s most unique river, the Flint courses 346 miles from metro Atlanta 
(a portion of it flows in a pipe beneath the runways of Hartsfield-Jackson 
Atlanta International Airport) to southwest Georgia where it joins the 
Chattahoochee to form Lake Seminole and then the Apalachicola River in 
Florida. When the Flint arrives in southwest Georgia it interacts with the 
limestone of the Dougherty Plain with spectacular results. Limestone bluffs 
front the river and breathtakingly cold and beautiful blue hole springs rise 
up along its flanks to feed it. Meanwhile, a host of fish and wildlife call 
it home, including the shoal bass, the state’s official riverine sport fish, 
which attract anglers from across the globe. The river is both economic 
engine and recreational oasis for the people of Southwest Georgia.    

FLINT RIVER  
4-H2O Camp Teaches Kids Importance of Water   

MITCHELL
COUNTY 4-H

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Mitchell County 4-H

Georgia’s 2021



THE CLEAN:
In 2008 when Mitchell County 4-H Agent, Jennifer Grogan hatched the idea for 4-H2O camp, the region was in the midst of 
an extended drought as well as ongoing water wars with Florida and Alabama over the use of water in the Apalachicola, 
Chattahoochee, Flint river basin. The time was right to teach children the importance of the region’s water resources. 

“Before they can respect it or better conserve it, children need to learn the important roles water plays in their lives,” 
said the now retired 4-H Agent. “From streams and rivers to irrigation and food to just plain refreshing fun, water touches 
everyone. It’s the essential ingredient to life and a healthy economy, particularly in Southwest Georgia.”

Now, 14 years into the program, hundreds of youth have now been educated through the three-day camp. In 2019, 250 people 
participated representing 13 counties in Georgia as well as several students from neighboring Alabama. Over the years, a host 
of experts--irrigation specialists, farmers, fisheries and wildlife biologists, solar energy experts, meteorologists and regional 
water managers--have all presented programs at the camp. 

Students have learned—but they’ve also had lots of fun. They come prepared to get wet. As 
it turns out, massive center pivot irrigation systems are awfully fun to play under, and “edible 
aquifers,” a creation of cookies, candies, marshmallows and Sprite make for a delicious treat 
after the sweet combination has illustrated how rain filters into the Floridan aquifer. 

“You’ve got to throw food into the mix; you’ve got to be creative because not all kids learn 
the same,” said Debra Cox, Mitchell County 4-H Educator who now coordinates the camp. 
“These kids are our future leaders and they need to know what a powerful resource water 
is in our community.” 

Indeed, many “graduates” of the Mitchell County 4-H program and 4-H20 camp are now 
adults working on the front lines of issues addressed in the camps. 

Casey Cox, a former Mitchell County 4-Her, local farmer and former executive director of 
the Flint River Soil and Water Conservation District, was among those recognized in the 
Georgia Water Coalition’s 2019 Clean 13 report for her efforts in converting local farmers 
to high efficiency irrigation systems. 

And, Dillon Blount taught classes on weather at 4-H20 camp as a 4-H’er and a graduate 
student. He recently obtained his master’s from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee’s 
atmospheric science program and is currently working as a teaching assistant while working 
on his Doctorate of atmospheric science. 

The Stripling Irrigation Research Park, a University of Georgia research and education center 
in Camilla, has played a pivotal role in hosting and organizing the event and was a 2018 Clean 
13 Awardee.  The Charles Stripling family has provided 
financial support to make the camp affordable for all. 

Though its been 14 years since that first camp amidst a 
severe drought, education efforts about the importance 
of water and the need to use it efficiently are as relevant 
today as they were in 2008.

Debra Cox, Mitchell County Extension 4-H  
Educator, 229-336-2066, dscfcox@uga.edu
Brian Hayes, Mitchell County Extension CEC &  
Ag Agent, 229-336-2066, hayesbw@uga.edu

For More Information Contact:

Top: Students participating in 
4-H20 camp come prepared to get 
wet. While part of the learning 
involves measuring the amount of 
water released from center-pivot 
irrigation systems, the lessons end 
in some old-fashioned fun in the 
sprinklers. In 2019, 250 students and 
adults hailing from 13 counties and 
Alabama participated in the camp.  
Above: “Ranger” Nick Fuhrman of 
the University of Georgia shows off 
wildlife during 4-H20 Camp. The 
3-day camp teaches youth about the 
importance of water as well as the 
wildlife, both aquatic and terrestrial, 
that depend on the state’s streams, 
rivers, lakes and aquifers.
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INTRODUCTION:
There was a time in the not so distant past when solar power was for the 
environmentally-conscious consumer who was willing to pay a little extra for 
clean energy. My, how times have changed. Today, solar power—even without 
government subsidies—is the cheapest energy available. The cost of solar 
photovoltaic panels has dropped 89 percent over the last decade, and now 
everyone with an eye on their bottom line is going solar—from homeowners to 
utilities. No where is this trend more evident than in Georgia’s Carpet Capitol 
of Dalton where in 2019 Q CELLS, a South Korea-based company, opened the 
largest solar panel factory in the Western Hemisphere. The company now feeds 
thousands of solar panels daily to the Southeast’s growing solar power grid, and 
does it with eye toward sustainability, producing “ultra-low-carbon” panels. Q 
CELLS aims to minimize its carbon footprint—the amount of energy used and 
greenhouse gas emissions created in the manufacturing and transportation of 
the product—and ensure that they are less than traditional photovoltaics.   

THE WATER BODY:
While Georgia’s solar power capacity is growing, it still accounts for less than 
four percent of the state’s energy demands. The vast majority of Georgia’s 
electricity is dependent on Georgia’s rivers that provide the water critical to 
generating electricity at coal, gas and nuclear power plants. No other entity 
in Georgia pumps more water from our rivers than do these thermoelectric 
generating facilities, taking close to 600 million gallons a day from rivers like 
the Savannah and Altamaha, home to massive nuclear power plants. Of the 
state’s total water withdrawals for thermoelectric plants, some 25 percent—or 
about 150 million gallons—is consumed and never returned to the water bodies. 
Meanwhile at coal-fired power plants, millions of tons of toxic coal 
ash—the remains of the coal burned to power steam turbines, continues 
to threaten our rivers and groundwater in communities like Rome and 
Cartersville along the Coosa and Etowah rivers in Northwest Georgia, and 
Juliette and Macon on the Ocmulgee in Central Georgia. Solar power—
generated with no water inputs and no hazardous byproducts--provides a 
clean energy alternative to these aging, dirty coal plants.      

GEORGIA’S RIVERS  
Dalton Solar Panel Manufacturer Ushers In Clean Energy Economy

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Hanwha Q CELLS

Georgia’s 2021

HANWHA
Q CELLS



THE CLEAN:
In the past decade, the sun belt of the Southeast has been one of the fastest growing markets for solar power. Four 
of the top ten states in terms of solar capacity are now located in the Southeast—Texas, North Carolina, Florida and 
Georgia. Being close to their customers was a primary reason Q CELLS choose North Georgia for its facility. 

Now the plant, with its 700 solar workers located within sight of I-75, 
churns out more than 10,000 solar panels daily, or about 25 percent of 
U.S. solar panel production. Annually, the plant will produce enough solar 
panels to generate 1.7 gigawatts (GW) of electricity. In two years, Q 
CELLS’ Dalton facility will produce more solar capacity than is currently 
installed in Georgia (3.06 GW). 

Translation: thanks in part to a readily available local supplier, the future 
for solar power in Georgia is…well, bright. Already, the massive solar array 
needed to power the new Facebook data center in Newton County makes 
use of panels produced at Q CELLS’ Dalton facility. 

What’s more, the company is manufacturing the panels with sustainability in mind. While solar power is considered some 
20 times “cleaner” in terms of CO2 emissions compared with power produced by burning coal, the production of solar 
panels is energy intensive and generates greenhouse gases. 

To address the embodied environmental costs of producing solar panels, 
Q CELLS established with other manufacturers the Ultra Low-Carbon Solar 
Alliance, an organization dedicated to reducing the amount of energy used 
and the greenhouse gas emissions generated in the manufacturing process. 

The carbon footprint of the Dalton-produced solar panels can be up to 50 
percent less than typical solar panels. Of course, the manufacturing facility 
is partially powered by massive solar-panel-topped carports that shade 
the employee parking area at the plant, further reducing the company’s 
reliance on traditional, dirty energy from fossil-fuel power plants.   

With Q CELLS producing thousands of solar panels annually and acres of 
Georgia land being converted to utility-scale solar arrays, the popular 
“Georgia Grown” slogan of the Department of Agriculture might as easily 
be applied to the state’s surging solar power industry. Slowly and steadily, 
these Georgia businesses are replacing the state’s out-dated, dirty, coal-
fired power supplies.

Scott Moskowitz, Director of Market Intelligence  
and Public Affairs Q CELLS North America,  
404-202-2794, scott.moskowitz@qcells.com  

For More Information Contact:

Top: The Hanwha Q CELLs plant in Dalton is powered 
partially by solar-panel-topped carports that shade 
the employee parking area. The carbon footprint of 
the Dalton-produced solar panels can be up to 50 
percent less than typical solar panels. Left: Opening 
in 2019, the Hanwha Q CELLS faciility in Dalton 
produces more than 10,000 solar panels daily, or 
about 25 percent of U.S. solar panel production. 
Annually, the plant will produce enough solar panels 
to generate 1.7 gigawatts (GW) of electricity. In 
two years, Q CELLS’ Dalton facility will produce 
more solar capacity than is currently installed in 
Georgia (3.06 GW). Above: A solar array in Woodland 
California is one of many installations making use 
of Hanwha Q CELLS solar panels. Q CELLS’ Dalton 
facility is the largest producer of solar panels in the 
Western Hemisphere.
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INTRODUCTION:
It is not coincidental that Georgia’s first public university for African Americans 
found its way to the coast.  While Savannah State University (SSU) originated 
in Athens on the campus of the University of Georgia in 1890, legislators were 
aware that the greater population it was meant to serve was located on the coast 
and moved the college to its Thunderbolt location in 1891. There and across the 
state’s barrier islands and coastal marshes, descendants of the formerly enslaved 
created the Gullah Geechee culture-one with its own distinctive language, arts 
and foods that is inextricably place-based and connected to the water and its 
bounty.  SSU evolved to offer degree programs in marine and environmental 
sciences that were fitting to its coastal setting. Yet despite this historic connection 
to Georgia’s maritime waters, in the 20th century this cultural connection did not 
translate into African Americans pursuing careers in the marine sciences. For the 
past 20 years as a fishery biologist with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) National Marine Fisheries Service, Dr. Dionne Hoskins-
Brown has worked to change that. Guiding her has been her belief that African-
Americans had an untold legacy in their understanding of the marine sciences.  
Through a partnership between NOAA and SSU, Hoskins-Brown has taught and 
mentored hundreds of youth and future marine scientists. Her work has helped 
diversify NOAA’s work force, bringing Black talent to the civil science agency that 
had previously been underrepresented.   

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.    

GEORGIA’S COASTAL WATERS  
Scientist, Educator, Mentor Works to Expand Diversity of Marine 
Science Research Community   

DR. DIONNE
HOSKINS-BROWN

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Dr. Dionne Hoskins-Brown  
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THE CLEAN:
In 2000, NOAA tapped Hoskins-Brown to fulfill a commitment the agency made to SSU to prepare more African American 
scientists to serve in the science agency’s mission to expand our knowledge of climate, weather, oceans and coasts. Twenty 
years later, the historically black university annually ranks as a top producer of marine science graduates in the country. 

Hoskins-Brown has mentored dozens of students through the years with 13 going on to earn master’s degrees while three 
have pursued Ph.Ds. And, yes, several have gone on to careers with NOAA. She has also garnered $5.6 million in research 
and training grants to support NOAA programs at the university. Her hope is that the students she teaches and mentors 
will not face the same awkward questions she answered upon entering the field after graduating from Savannah State and 
securing her doctorate in marine sciences at the University of South Carolina.  

“I really got tired of people asking me, “How did you get involved in marine science?” 
when what they were really asking was “How did YOU get involved in marine science?” 
she said. The implication was that African Americans simply didn’t do marine science. 

But coming from the tidewater of Virginia, the grandchild of woman who fished 
regularly, it seemed a natural fit. After 20 years at NOAA she believes that to solve 
pressing coastal issues like sea level rise and global climate change, the agency needs 
a diverse talent pool. After all, the large African American population still living along 
Georgia’s coast and its barrier islands will be among the first impacted by these issues. 

“Are all your fisheries healthy? Is excluding talented people working for you?” she asked. “We need brilliance whereever it 
comes from, and we can do without the bias that says that it can’t come from a place like Savannah State.”  

In addition to building the cooperative program with the historically black university and continuing her duties as a 
research scientist with NOAA, Hoskins-Brown has for the past 10 years held a free summer camp that reaches local 
elementary through high school students with lessons in biology, physics and marine science. 

Her interest in the fishing traditions of the Gullah Geechee culture also led her to secure a grant that enabled her to 
preserve the oral histories of fishing families on the Georgia coast on the NOAA Voices From the Fisheries website. 

And while reverence for the Gullah Geechee culture remains strong on the coast, Hoskins-Brown says the students entering 
marine science today transcend just those roots within the culture. 

“The students I work with are “Finding Nemo” kids,” she said. “These are kids that are in love with the environment. 
They want to save dolphins and sea turtles. I don’t think we are reconnecting them [with traditional fishing-based coastal 
cultures]; they are just reclaiming what they own.”

Dr. Dionne Hoskins-Brown, Fishery Biologist,  
National Oceanic and Atmosphere Administration,  
912-358-4289, dionne.hoskins-brown@noaa.gov

For More Information Contact:

Top: Savannah State University students conduct field work in 
Romerly Marsh Creek under the direction of Dr. Dionne Hoskins-
Brown. Over the years, she has mentored dozens of students 
with 13 going on to earn master’s degrees and while three have 
pursued Ph.Ds.  Above: For the past 20 years, NOAA fishery 
biologist Dr. Dionee Hoskins-Brown has coordinated a partnership 
between NOAA and Savannah State University (SSU) designed to 
bring more Black talent to the science agency. SSU annually ranks 
among the nation’s top producers of marine science graduates. 
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INTRODUCTION:
When it comes to outdoor recreation, it’s an iconic brand—one associated 
with high-end clothing and equipment for everything from mountain climbing 
expeditions to whitewater rafting adventures. Its mountain-scape logo is as 
recognizable as the Nike swoosh or the Coca-Cola wave, but Patagonia is not 
your typical consumer goods company. Visit the company website, and you’ll find 
it easier to get information about saving fish than finding that pair of waders you 
need for the next fishing trip. But, this is what you would expect from a business 
started by minimalist mountain climbers and surfers that in 2018 adopted 
the mission statement: “We’re in business to save our home planet.” While 
Patagonia has been a world leader on environmental issues ranging from climate 
change to dam removal, the Patagonia retail store in Atlanta has been a driving 
force in local environmental activism, supporting countless environmental 
organizations through monetary and product donations, funneling its associates 
to volunteer at those organizations and providing its retail space as a place for 
environmental advocates to engage with their customers. 

THE WATER BODY:
Patagonia Atlanta’s support of Georgia’s environmental advocates has been 
largely focused on organization’s protecting local waterways. For instance, 
the South River Watershed Alliance protects this important tributary of the 
Ocmulgee River that flows through the heart of Atlanta and serves as a primary 
receptacle for the region’s treated wastewater. Chattahoochee Riverkeeper, 
likewise, protects Georgia’s most important river, one than supplies some 5 
million Georgians with drinking water, while the Coosa River Basin Initiative 
protects one of the most biologically-diverse river systems in North America, 
harboring an impressive 30 aquatic animals that are found no where else 
in the world. Patagonia’s support has also targeted small streams like 
Atlanta’s Proctor and Utoy creeks through the West Atlanta Watershed 
Alliance which has worked to restore and enhance these urban streams. 
Name a river in Georgia and Patagonia has likely touched it in some way…
and not just with a pair of swimming trunks.   

THE CLEAN:
Ask any of the dozen or so employees at Patagonia’s store on East 
Andrews Drive in Buckhead and they will tell you selling the company’s 
iconic fleece jackets is just a side hustle. They are really in the 
environmental protection business. 

GEORGIA’S WATER  
Atlanta Retailer Supports Local Environmental Advocacy Efforts

PATAGONIA

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Patagonia
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“It’s a running joke,” said Emily Cruse, the store’s environmental and social media coordinator, “The fleece is a side gig 
that allows us to provide the robust grants to local organizations. The icing on the cake is the activism that we do.” 

Patagonia’s grant program is part of the company’s larger effort to 
donate one percent of its sales to save the planet. Noting that just 
three percent of all philanthropic giving is directed to environmental 
causes, the company has been steadfast in focusing its efforts on 
protecting the wild places that its clothes and equipment enable folks 
to explore. 

Since 1985, the company has awarded more than $140 million in cash 
and in-kind donations to environmental causes; the Atlanta store alone 
has invested $1.3 million in local environmental organizations since 
1996, typically awarding upwards of $75,000 annually, mostly to small 
grassroots organizations.

The giving from the East Andrews shop doesn’t end there. The store’s 
donation program has provided more than $60,000 in products and 
clothing that has helped local organizations raise untold sums through 
auctions, raffles and other fundraisers. 

Of course, fleece jackets and board shorts aren’t the only things 
going out the door to serve the community. Patagonia employees do 
as well. The store allocates about 200 hours of paid volunteer time 

to its staff annually, enabling them to work at local non-profits. In 2019, staff members volunteered with Trees Atlanta 
to help produce free food for local communities at the Browns Mill Urban Food Forest. Other organizations benefitting 
from Patagonia’s volunteer program include Georgia Conservancy, West Atlanta Watershed Alliance and Georgia River 
Network. The store also participates in the Time to Vote initiative by distributing “Elect Climate Leaders” yard signs and 
closing its doors on election day so that employees can vote and volunteer at polling places. 

Finally, Patagonia Atlanta opens its retail space to non-profits for tabling and special events that engage the business’s 
customers. Over the years, the retail space has been the locale for film screenings, panel discussions and podcasts. 

Online, Patagonia Atlanta uses its presence not so much to promote sales, but to push activism, sharing the stories of the 
local organizations it supports. 

But, such is to be expected from the company that’s in business to “save the planet.” 

Emily Cruse, Environmental and Social Media Coordinator,  
Patagonia Atlanta 404-266-8182, Emily.Cruse@patagonia.com

For More Information Contact:

Top: Patagonia employees gather at the Climate March 
at the Georgia Capitol in 2019. The Atlanta store closed 
for the day so that employees could participate.  Above: 
Emily Cruse, environmental and social media coordinator 
at Patagonia’s Atlanta store, says that selling fleece is just 
a “side gig” that allows the Atlanta store to support local 
environmental groups. 
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INTRODUCTION:
Lawmaking, as many a Georgia legislator will attest, is not a sprint. More often 
than not, bringing an idea forth, drafting a bill, brokering compromises and finally 
adopting legislation is more of a marathon. This was certainly true when it came 
to legislation that dedicated fees collected from citizens for solid waste and 
hazardous waste cleanups. It was years in the making, requiring a constitutional 
amendment passed by voters in 2020 and then enabling legislation that was 
adopted during the 2021 session. In fact, the effort took so long that many of 
the key players in its passage did not survive to see it become law. When Rep. 
Jay Powell, who was the primary advocate on the issue, died suddenly in 2019, 
other legislators stepped in to push the issue over the legislative finish line. Key 
among those were Rep. Andy Welch (R-Locust Grove) and Sen. Chuck Hufstetler 
(R-Rome), budget hawks who honored Powell’s legacy by finally ending the 
decades-old budgetary practice of taking money from fees collected for these 
environmental programs and using it to pay for other state operations.   

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia is blessed with abundant water resources. A network of some 70,000 
miles of rivers and streams courses through the state. These waterways are 
connected to nearly 5 million acres of wetlands and together they feed and 
fill more than 425,000 acres of public lakes and reservoirs. Along with the 
state’s underground aquifers, these water bodies supply Georgia’s 10 million 
residents with some 3 billion gallons of water daily that is used for everything 
from drinking water to cooling nuclear reactors. In addition to these services, 
Georgia’s waterways are home to more than 325 species of fish, including eight 
federally protected species, and the rivers also harbor 165 species of mussels 
and snails, more than all but three other states in the country. The 
state’s bountiful outdoor recreation opportunities fuel large portions of 
the state’s economy. The Outdoor Industry Association estimates that 
consumer spending on outdoor recreation activities in Georgia annually 
tops $27 billion and generates $1.8 billion in state and local tax revenue. 
Illegal dumps and languishing hazardous waste sites like those targeted 
for cleanup through funding from the state’s Solid Waste and Hazardous 
Waste trust funds undermine the health of the waterways that support 
the state’s recreation and tourism-based economies.      

GEORGIA’S WATER  
State Legislators Restore Trust in Environmental Trust Funds

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Rep. Andy Welch & Sen. Chuck Hufstetler
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THE CLEAN:
Budget spreadsheets make the legislative juices flow for Rep. Andy Welch and Sen. Chuck Hufstetler. For Welch, who 
retired after the 2020 session, working on the state budget is among his fondest memories of ten years in the General 
Assembly. Likewise, Hufstetler, chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, finds solace in spreadsheets. “Numbers are 
not political,” he said. “They are facts—data—and I am always data driven.” 

Thus, it’s no surprise that these legislators took up the mantle of Rep. Powell’s cause to eliminate the annual looting of 
the Hazardous Waste and Solid Waste trust funds. Funded by fees that citizens and businesses pay when they purchase 
tires or dump trash at a local landfill, the trust funds are intended to provide money to clean up illegal dumps and 
hazardous waste sites. Between the 1990s and 2019 some $520 million was collected through the program, but more 
than $210 million of that was diverted to pay for other parts of the state budget, leaving hundreds of hazardous waste 
sites and illegal tire dumps awaiting cleanups. 

The intent of the dedicated fees legislation was to stop this looting and ensure that fees collected from citizens were 
used for their intended purposes. “The issues were of significant importance for good governance—fiscal responsibility 
and transparency,” said Welch who postponed his retirement for one year to see HR 164 across the finish line. 

During the 2020 legislative session, Welch worked on compromise language that included provisions sunsetting the 
dedication after 10 years, allowing the legislature to suspend the dedication during a financial emergency and limiting 
total dedicated fees to no more than one percent of the state budget. 

With this language, Hufstetler and other senators won the endorsement of Sen. Jack Hill, the powerful chairman of 
the Senate Appropriations Committee who for years had blocked similar legislation. With Hill’s backing, HR 164 won 
unanimous approval in the Senate. Sadly, Sen. Hill would die less than a month after the resolution’s passage. 

HR 164 put a constitutional amendment on the November 2020 ballot, asking voters if fees 
should be dedicated. Voters approved the amendment with nearly 82 percent supporting 
it. Finally, during the 2021 session, the House and Senate adopted HB 511 which officially 
dedicates fees collected for the Hazardous Waste and Solid Waste trust funds.  

Rep. Powell’s legacy is secured, and now, perhaps, contaminated sites that have 
languished for years can be remediated and brought back to productive use. 

“This was Jay’s bill,” Hufstetler said. “It was important to us to honor his legacy. It 
was just sad that he wasn’t there to see it 
through.”  Welch concurred, saying he was 
grateful for the over two-thirds majorities in 
both chambers who voted for the measure 
and the leadership of Speaker Ralston and 
Lieutenant Governor Duncan.

Andy Welch, Partner at Smith, Welch, Webb &  
White Attorneys, 770-957-3937, awelch@smithwelch.com
Sen. Chuck Hufstetler, 404-656-0034,  
chuck.hufstetler@senate.ga.gov 

For More Information Contact:

Top: Sen. Chuck Hufstetler (R-Rome) worked 
during the 2020 legislative session to convince 
his Senate colleagues to support HR 164. The 
resolution passed unanimously in the Senate. 
Left: During the pandemic-impacted 2020 
General Assembly session, Rep. Andy Welch 
worked on compromise language that secured 
the passage of HR 164. The resolution set before 
voters a constitutional amendment in November 
2020 that they overwhelmingly supported. 
Passage of that amendment now allows 
legislators to “dedicate” fees collected by the 
state for specific purposes, including the cleanup 
of illegal dumps and hazardous waste sites.
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INTRODUCTION:
In the mid-1990s when Will Harris decided to give up the pesticides, herbicides, 
hormones and antibiotics on his “traditional” cattle farm, more than one of 
his neighbors looked at him curiously and thought him a bit crazy. But, the 
1976 graduate of the University of Georgia’s School of Agriculture and fourth 
generation of Harrises to work the family farm in Bluffton was convinced 
there was a better way—for the animals, the land and his family. He decided 
to return to the farming methods practiced by his great-grandfather in the 
1800s—something his White Oak Pastures now calls “regenerative farming” 
or radically traditional farming. The goal: to leave the land better off every 
year.  The model has worked. The 3,000-acre farm has been transformed into 
a zero-waste, living ecosystem that builds top soil, protects nearby creeks and 
sequesters carbon…despite a herd of 2,000 greenhouse gas producing cattle. 
White Oak Pastures markets its beef, pork, poultry, lamb and fowl directly to 
consumers online and at its on-site farm store while also selling to Whole Foods, 
Publix, Kroger and a host of high-end restaurants. With a thriving business 
that employs more than 180 people in rural Early County, no one questions his 
business decision now. 

THE WATER BODY:
White Oak Pastures sits on a rise of land that separates the Flint and 
Chattahoochee River basins in the heart of Southwest Georgia. At 435 miles 
long, the Chattahoochee is Georgia’s longest river, and provides drinking water 
for almost half the state’s population. The Flint and the streams and aquifers 
that feed it supply drinking water for Georgians and water the “breadbasket of 
Georgia,” providing millions of gallons of water for farms daily during 
the growing season. In Alabama, the Chattahoochee is used to power 
multiple industrial facilities, including a nuclear power plant. In Florida 
the state’s seafood industry depends heavily on adequate freshwater 
flows coming down the Flint, Chattahoochee and Aplachicola rivers into 
Apalachicola Bay, an estuary that has historically produced 90 percent of 
Florida’s oyster harvest. Meanwhile, a host of federally protected aquatic 
species depend on the river system. Water flowing off White Oak Pastures 
flows to Spring Creek in the Flint basin and Kolomoki Creek in the 
Chattahoochee basin, and as with all farms, what happens there doesn’t 
stay there. The health of these streams and the rivers they feed depend 
on proper land management upstream.   

FLINT AND CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVERS  
Southwest Georgia Farm Reinvents Traditional Agriculture,  
Protects Land & Water   

WHITE OAK
PASTURES

CLEAN WATER HEROES
White Oak Pastures
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THE CLEAN:
If you want to know just how much Will Harris has transformed his farm and 
his rural Early County community, just ask one of his daughters, Jenni. “When I 
was 18, I wanted to get the hell out of Bluffton,” she said. She fled to Valdosta 
State University, graduated and then headed north to the big city. From Atlanta, 
she soon found herself pining for home. “I thought community was a volume of 
people living close to each other, but I learned volume doesn’t equal community. 
I became jealous of what was happening in desolate, rural Bluffton.” 

Now, as the farm’s director of marketing, she works alongside her father, sister, 
brother-in-law and her wife and raises her son on the same land where she was reared. 

As much as the community has changed, the transformation at White Oak Pastures is most visible on the land. Employing a 
“poly-cultural production” model in which ten species of animals are raised and moved regularly to “greener pastures,” White 
Oak has developed a management system in which the animals positively impact the land. 

As the animals are moved frequently, cattle graze the grass, sheep and goat forage on woody forbs, free-range chicken 
scratch and peck to disturb the soil. Each leaves behind its specialized manure to nourish the soil. 

You won’t see bare patches of soil at White Oak; the frequent pasture moves prevent that. You will see lots of trees. The 
Harrises have learned that the most productive soil in the pasture is along the edges of woods where leaf litter and manure 
(livestock like shade) accumulate. They plant upwards of 1000 trees—oak, ash and pecan—each year. 

Their practices have been so successful that an independent study completed in 2019 showed that White Oak Pastures-raised 
beef had a carbon footprint 111 percent lower than conventionally raised beef and concluded that the farm sequesters 
so much carbon through its land management practices that it offsets the greenhouse gases generated by its flatulent, 
defecating cows. 

Over the years, the organic content and microbial activity in White Oaks’ soil has steadily increased, making the land not only 
more productive for the farm animals but for all animals. Insect populations have grown—fireflies once rare in the days of 
industrial farming have returned—and their predators—frogs, birds and bats have returned in number as well. 

The impact of the farm on local waterways becomes evident after heavy rains. Streams draining neighboring land flow 
turbulent and bright red with eroded soil; streams draining White Oak Pastures are considerably less turbid. 

Visitors from across the world now visit Bluffton (pop. 94) to learn from the White Oak Pastures team and sample their farm 
products including steaks and sausages (of course!) as well as tallow-based candles and lotions, hand-made leather goods and 
even pet chews (no part of their animals goes unused). The farm even has a restaurant and rental cabins. 

Jenni Harris is happy she returned. “I’m most proud of the community we have created in Bluffton,” she said. 

Jenni Harris, Director of Marketing,  
White Oak Pastures, 229-641-2081,  
jenni.harris@whiteoakpastures.com 

For More Information Contact:
Top: Employing a “poly-cultural production” model in which ten species 
of animals are raised and moved regularly to “greener pastures,” White 
Oak Pastures has developed a management system in which the animals 
positively impact the land. Above: Will Harris, center, and his family and 
management team have built White Oak Pastures into a business that 
employs 180 people and provides meat to Whole Foods, Kroger, Publix 
and multiple high-end restaurants.
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INTRODUCTION:
Bordered on one side by the Flint River and bisected by Muckalee and 
Kinchafoonee Creeks, Lee County is rich in waterways, and thanks to the 
efforts of the county government there, and specifically the work of the 
county’s code enforcement officer, Jim Wright, the citizens of the county have 
a richer lifestyle because of these creeks. Wright, whose wide-ranging duties 
include enforcing anti-litter laws, state erosion and sedimentation regulations 
and county animal control ordinances, has worked since 2006 to clean up the 
county’s creeks and river and make them more accessible for county residents 
and visitors. His advocacy has led to the establishment of water trails on the 
Muckalee and Kinchafoonee that attract thousands of boaters and anglers 
annually and support a local kayak rental business. Annual Rivers Alive and Keep 
America Beautiful cleanups organized by Wright have left the streams cleaner 
than they have been in a generation, and led Flint Riverkeeper, Gordon Rogers 
to comment: “If we had 38 Jim’s in the rest of the Flint River’s counties, we 
could fold the operations of Flint Riverkeeper and do something else.”  

THE WATER BODY:
Muckalee and Kinchafoonee Creeks might be best known for their ties to popular 
music. Country music superstar and Lee County native, Luke Bryan, has made 
“Muckalee” a household name, including references to the creek in a number 
of his hits. Meanwhile, the Kinchafoonee Cowboys, a band formed in 1991 by 
several Lee County musicians has over the years solidified its reputation as one 
of Athens, Georgia’s favorite party bands. But for Lee Countians, the creeks are 
more than just lyrical names on a map. Kinchafoonee Creek handles the 
county’s wastewater, receiving upwards of two million gallons of treated 
sewage daily from Lee County and Leesburg facilities. The creeks’ flow—
with direct connections to the Floridan aquifer—irrigates thousands of 
acres of local cropland, and thanks in part to the recent efforts of Wright 
and Lee County, the creeks themselves have become a popular local 
recreational amenity that attracts both residents and visitors. The two 
creeks join near Albany at Lake Chehaw to form Muckafoonee Creek and 
help sustain flows on the Flint River.  

MUCKALEE AND KINCHAFOONEE CREEKS  
Lee County Code Enforcement Officer’s Work Leads to  
Revitalization of Local Streams

JIM WRIGHT
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THE CLEAN:
When Jim Wright’s family moved to Lee County when he was a teenager, he soon found fun on 
Kinchafoonee and Muckalee Creeks, fishing, swimming, floating and searching for arrowheads 
and fossils. Back then, he said, you rarely saw people using the creek. 

Now, 40 years later, the creeks are a destination. 

“What we’re seeing is a big jump in the numbers of people who come travel our waterways,” 
he said, noting that many are non-county residents. “Once it is pristine looking, you will 
attract more people.” 

The path to pristine creeks started for Wright in 2008 when he organized his first Rivers Alive cleanup. At first, the idea of 
removing all of the trash that had accumulated in the creeks after several severe floods—including ones that washed entire 
mobile homes into the creeks—seemed overwhelming. 

“The first few years, I didn’t think I was ever going to win,” he said. But, with each successive year, participation in the 
cleanups grew, and now, Wright says, “The days of us coming back with hundreds of pounds of garbage are just not there.” 
The amount of trash in the creeks has dropped even as use of the creeks by recreational boaters has increased. 

The increase in visitorship is attributed largely to the development of public access points along both creeks. Where once 
creek access was limited to overgrown right-of-ways or poorly maintained bare dirt launches littered with trash, Wright’s 
efforts on behalf of Lee County have led to developed and maintained access points that include boat ramps, trash cans, 
information kiosks, and picnic tables. Two such landings provide boating access to Lee County’s only waterfall on Fowltown 
Creek as it enters the Kinchafoonee and a popular blue hole spring. 

The extent of Wright’s care for the creeks was illustrated in 2020 when a flood washed an entire dumpster into 
Kinchafoonee Creek. Once alerted of the massive runaway dumpster, Wright tracked it miles down the creek into Dougherty 
County where, with the help of Dougherty County, Georgia Power Company and Flint Riverkeeper, he was able to recover 
it. Grateful for the rescue, the owners donated it to the county which now uses it to train firefighters in…you guessed it, 
dousing dumpster fires. 

Additionally, Wright has coordinated with local Boy Scouts to install mile markers on the creeks which have aided in the 
rescues of boaters; helped secure a patrol boat for Flint Riverkeeper;  assisted Dougherty County with its Rivers Alive 
cleanups; and organized landfill-fee amnesty days to help move illegally-dumped trash to the local landfill. As Flint 
Riverkeeeper board member and Lee County resident, David Dixon, said, “If there is a project to improve or protect water 
in the area, you can usually find Jim involved in it.” 

For Wright, his job brings him full circle to his days as a teenager floating the creeks: “I never dreamed I’d be in a position 
to do what I’m doing on these creeks—that I could be one of the many guardians of these creeks.”

Jim Wright, Code Enforcement Office,  
Lee County, 229-344-8034, jwright@lee.ga.us

For More Information Contact:

Top: Wright has organized Rivers Alive cleanups in Lee County since 
2008. Over the years, volunteers have found less and less trash on 
the creeks even as recreational use of the creeks has soared. Above: 
Lee County code enforcement officer Jim Wright  whose wide-
ranging duties include enforcing anti-litter laws, state erosion and 
sedimentation regulations and county animal control ordinances, 
has worked since 2006 to clean up the county’s creeks and river and 
make them more accessible for county residents and visitors. 




