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

The Georgia Water Coalition’s Dirty Dozen report highlights the politics,
policies and issues that threaten the health of Georgia’s water and the wellbeing of more than 10 million Georgians.
The Dirty Dozen is not a list of the state’s “most polluted places.” Instead the
report is a call to action for Georgia’s leaders and its citizens to solve ongoing
pollution problems, eliminate potential threats to Georgia’s water and correct
state and federal policies and actions that lead to polluted water.
The problems highlighted in this eleventh edition of the report span the length
and breadth of the state from Lake Harding in the west to St. Simons Sound
on the coast and from the Conasauga River in the north to the Okefenokee
Swamp in the south.
Of the 12 issues highlighted, five make return appearances on the inauspicious list.
Underlying each issue is an intersection between quality of life and quest for
profit. Whether its an upstream development filling a neighborhood amenity
lake with muddy sediment or a mining company threatening one of Georgia’s
natural wonders, in each is the struggle to find a balance between protecting
our natural resources and accommodating the demands of a growing
population and sustainable economy.
Topping the returners to the Dirty Dozen list is Georgia Power Company’s coal
ash. While other states have forced power utilities to remove toxic coal ash
from unlined pits at coal-burning power plants, Georgia’s leaders through
the state’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) are poised to allow the
company to keep its ash in unlined pits where it is making groundwater unfit
for human consumption.
Milliken’s textile plant in Screven County also returns to the list, largely
because of another year of failure by EPD to force the company to
take responsibility for its dangerous discharges into the Ogeechee
River. Since 2018, EPD has failed to finalize a new pollution control
permit for the facility while the company continues to discharge
harmful polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) into the river. Meanwhile,
a study of fish tissue that the plant was supposed to conduct remains
uncompleted. The study would help determine the potential health
impacts to those who eat fish caught from the river.

A flotilla of plastics piles up on the South River in
Atlanta. The proliferation of plastics is a growing
pollution problem and makes this year’s Dirty
Dozen report in an unusual way. A proposed
plastic rendering plant in Macon-Bibb County
seems like a silver bullet solution to plastic litter,
but in fact, it’s part of the problem. The facility
will convert plastics into diesel and other fuels that
when burned will create more greenhouse gases
while perpetuating our dependence on plastics.

In Charlton County, the ongoing fight over a proposed
heavy mineral sands mine near the Okefenokee Swamp
returns to the list. In the past year, more than 40,000
e-mails have been sent to EPD and more than 10,000
e-mails and phone calls have been received by Gov. Brian
Kemp’s office urging the state to stop this mine. Its future
rests with EPD which will soon decide whether to issue
environmental permits for this controversial proposal that
has drawn international attention.

Okefenokee Swamp lovers have been vocal in their opposition to a
proposed heavy mineral sands mine in Charlton County that presents a
grave threat to the swamp. More than 40,000 people have sent e-mails
to Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division asking them to save the
swamp while Gov. Brian Kemp’s office has fielded more than 10,000
e-mails and phone calls on the issue.

While the wreck of the Golden Ray cargo ship has finally
been removed from St. Simons Sound, the long-term
impacts of the maritime disaster remain unclear. Coastal
advocates are calling on Georgia officials to request
a Natural Resources Damage Assessment (NRDA) by
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA). The process would involve a thorough evaluation
of the damage done to the Sound and surrounding areas
and hold responsible parties accountable.

Also on the coast, a legacy pollution problem returns to the list in the form of the Hercules 009 Landfill Superfund
site in Brunswick. Since the 1990s, a landfill operated by Hercules adjacent to the Golden Isles Parkway has leached
benzene and other toxic chemicals into groundwater. Recent testing suggests that the contaminants are migrating in
groundwater to adjacent properties.
Notably new to the report this year is the issue of climate change and how Georgia’s elected officials have been mostly
silent and inactive on this problem. Two additional issues highlighted in the report are directly related to climate
change or are exacerbated by our changing climate.
While Georgia is considered one of the state’s most vulnerable to climate change, it is also one of the least prepared
states to deal with the public health impacts of climate change, according to a recent study by the Trust of America’s
Public Health. In particular, Georgia’s elected officials have been slow to embrace policies that transition the state
toward cleaner energy sources.
Yet, at the same time state leaders seem to have embraced a proposed plastics rendering plant in Macon. Said to be
the largest plastics “recycling” facility in the nation, the proposed plant would take plastics and break them down to
diesel and other fuels. What seems like a silver bullet for the plastics pollution problem is, in fact, part of the problem,
generating more greenhouse gases through the production, transformation and ultimate burning of fossil-fuel-based
plastics, while perpetuating our dependence on plastics.
And, finally, there’s one pollution problem that is likely to get worse
with climate change: harmful algal blooms that thrive in nutrientrich water and warm temperatures. Earlier this year, a family pet
died after coming in contact with cyanobacteria at Bull Sluice Lake
on the Chattahoochee River in Roswell. Since then, Chattahoochee
Riverkeeper has identified two more locations on the river’s reservoirs
with harmful algal blooms. Nutrients washing off the land from
thousands of sources make this a particularly difficult problem to fix;
it will take the efforts of literally millions of individuals.

The final four items in the report are old pollutants we’re all
too familiar with in Georgia—dirt, industrial spills, chicken
manure and textile plant waste.
In Fayetteville, local residents and Flint Riverkeeper have
filed a lawsuit against Trilith, the operators of a mix-used
development associated with one of the largest film
production studios in the nation. Dirt from the development
is regularly washing into Whitewater Creek and Bennett
Lake, destroying the lake and residents’ use and enjoyment
of it. Homeowners that bought into the Crystal Lake
subdivision on Bennett Lake are now dealing with a muddy
mess that continues to get worse.
At Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, a series
of jet fuel, de-icing fluid and sewage spills have caused fish
kills in the Flint River, which, to the surprise of many, courses
through pipes and culverts for about two miles underneath
the airport and its five runways. River advocates are calling
for the airport to eliminate these needless insults to a river
that has already suffered the expense of Atlanta building the
world’s busiest airport.

The Ocmulgee River flows through Central Georgia as the largest coalfired power plant in the nation looms on the horizon. Coal ash stored
in unlined pits at Plant Scherer in Monroe County is polluting groundwater as it is at three other coal-fired power plants along the Chattahoochee River. Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division is poised
to allow Georgia Power Company to keep its coal ash in these unlined
pits rather than forcing them to remove it to safe, lined landfills.

In North Georgia’s Gordon County, residents and chicken producers are squaring off over mega chicken houses. As
the demand for poultry has grown so has the demand for efficient production methods. As a result, Georgia’s chicken
farms have gotten larger, as has the concentration of chicken manure and the odors it brings. But, more is at stake that
just nuisance odors. The manure is contributing to algal blooms in downstream reservoirs in the Coosa River system
and has the potential to foul private drinking water supplies.
Finally, along Georgia’s Conasauga and Oostanaula rivers history is repeating itself. When carpet manufacturers
polluted those streams with dyes in the 1960s and 70s, the City of Calhoun abandoned its drinking water intake on the
Oostanaula and spent millions developing a new supply on a less polluted waterway. Now an invisible pollutant—PFAS,
used to make carpet stain resistant and known to cause human health problems—has caused the City of Rome to stop
using its water intake on the Oostanaula and have prompted legal action against carpet manufacturers. Meanwhile,
PFAS continue to pollute our drinking water because Georgia’s environmental regulators have not placed limits on
how much of these contaminants can be discharged to our rivers.
Addressing the issues highlighted in this report through stronger enforcement of clean water laws, legislative action
and sound permitting and policy decisions by state and federal agencies will ultimately lead to cleaner, healthier
streams, rivers, lakes and estuaries. Of course, responsible actions
by individuals, businesses, industries and local governments are also
critical to solving these pollution problems.
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.

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER

CHATTAHOOCHEE AND OCMULGEE RIVERS

Toxic Coal Ash Pollutes Water Near Power Plants, State Regulators
Poised to Leave it There
INTRODUCTION:
Few pollution problems have vexed state environmental regulators,
environmental advocates and the Georgia Power Company more than coal
ash. In fact, coal ash, the toxic remains of the burning of coal for power
generation, is making a sixth consecutive appearance in the Dirty Dozen
report. Perhaps most vexed are property owners near Georgia Power’s
coal-burning power plants along the Ocmulgee and Chattahoochee rivers
that are now suffering from the legacy of decades of dirty power. At Plant
Scherer in Monroe County on the Ocmulgee and Plants McDonough in
Cobb County, Yates in Coweta County and Wansley in Carroll County on
the Chattahoochee, coal ash now lies stored in unlined pits submerged in
groundwater, and Georgia Power’s own monitoring confirms that the ash
is polluting the groundwater. At Plant Scherer, local residents surrounding
the plant are reliant on private wells for their drinking water supplies, and
last year confronted lawmakers urging them to do something to protect
their homes and property. They were met with inaction. Now Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) is poised over the next few
months to approve plans that will allow Georgia Power to leave their coal
ash where it is. It is the pet owner’s equivalent of leaving dog poop in a
public park. Georgia Power and state regulators are making the risky bet
that no one will step in it.

THE WATER BODY:
The Chattahoochee and Ocmulgee rivers are two of Georgia’s signature
rivers with both connected inextricably to the state’s capital city.
Together, water from the two river basins supplies more than 80
percent of metro Atlanta’s water supplies and receives about 85
percent of the treated wastewater of metro Atlanta communities.
While the Chattahoochee flows on Atlanta’s western flank, the
Ocmulgee’s headwater streams begin in the City of Atlanta and its
eastern suburbs. Collectively, the rivers and their tributaries have for
years provided the water necessary to generate electricity at coal-fired
power plants like Scherer, McDonough, Yates and Wansley. And, of
course, they are recreational meccas, providing boaters, anglers and
swimmers with play places like Jackson Lake on the Ocmulgee and
West Point Lake on the Chattahoochee as well as miles of free-flowing
river for paddling enthusiasts.

CHATTAHOOCHEE
& OCMULGEE
RIVERS

THE DIRT:
Other states are protecting their citizens from toxic coal ash. In Virginia, state legislators passed in 2019 a measure that
requires that coal ash be removed from unlined pits and disposed of in lined landfills. That same year, North Carolina
ordered Duke Energy to excavate all coal ash from unlined pits. But, in Georgia, state leaders have bowed to pressure
from Georgia Power, and EPD is set to allow Georgia Power to keep 45 million tons of coal ash buried in unlined pits
along the Chattahoochee and Ocmulgee rivers where it is coming in contact with groundwater.
Already, EPD has approved a similar plan for coal ash at Georgia Power’s Plant Hammond on the Coosa River near
Rome, and the agency is expected to make decisions about the coal ash at Scherer, McDonough, Yates and Wansley
in the coming months.
Federal coal ash disposal regulations require that the toxic waste be stored in a dry state, absent the presence of
liquids, but at all four power plants, the coal ash sits in unlined pits where it is already mixing with groundwater,
polluting that water and risking migration to surface water.
For instance, at Plant McDonough, Georgia Power has proposed collecting more than 10,000 gallons of leachate
daily from one portion of a closed, unlined ash pond to prevent it from flowing into the Chattahoochee. But, at
plants Yates and Wansley, the company has thus far refused to collect leachate migrating to groundwater.
The result of this weak cleanup plan is predictable. Georgia Power’s own monitoring reports show significant levels
of coal ash pollutants in groundwater surrounding its unlined pits.
The coal ash storage site at Scherer is so unsuitable that it would be illegal to construct a new municipal solid waste
landfill there today, even if it had a liner and a leachate collection system. In fact, Georgia’s landfills that receive
household waste are held to higher standards than Georgia Power’s unlined coal ash pits.
The cost of EPD’s failure to require proper coal ash cleanups is trickling down to the local level. Last year, Monroe
County officials voted to proceed with a $16 million plan to extend county water service to bring relief to residents
around Plant Scherer.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The proposed permits for coal ash storage at plants Scherer, McDonough, Yates and Wansley violate federal
regulations and should be rejected
Top: The coal ash pit at Plant Scherer sits adjacent to Lake Juliette, part of the Rum Creek Wildlife
by EPD. EPD should require Georgia
Management Area. The site is so unsuitable for storing waste that it would be illegal for the state to
Power to excavate its coal ash stored
permit a new municipal solid waste landfill at the location, but Georgia Power’s plan is to leave the
in unlined pits and remove it to
ash where it lies.
safe, lined landfills away from state
waters and require more stringent
For More Information Contact:
monitoring of waste streams coming
Fletcher Sams, Executive Director & Riverkeeper,
from their coal ash storage facilities.
Altamaha Riverkeeper, 404-985-9606,
fletcher@altamahariverkeeper.org
Kevin Jeselnik, General Counsel, Chattahoochee
Riverkeeper, 770-380-6507, kjeselnik@chattahoochee.org
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OGEECHEE RIVER

Delays in Setting Pollution Limits at Textile Plant Risks River, Public Health
INTRODUCTION:
Sometimes pollution problems make appearances on the Georgia Water
Coalition’s Dirty Dozen report because they are emerging threats; others
appear in the report year after year because of inaction. Such is the case
with the ongoing pollution of the Ogeechee River by the Milliken textile
facility in Screven County—the very same facility that in 2011 caused the
death of some 38,000 fish. At issue is the failure of state environmental
regulators to definitively tell the company what pollutants—and in
what amounts--it can safely discharge to the Ogeechee River. Since 2018,
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) has delayed setting
new pollution limits for the facility. Last year, it finally released a draft
pollution control permit for the textile plant, but a year later, that draft
permit has still not been finalized. Meanwhile, the company continues
to discharge chemicals into the river known to cause health problems
in humans, and it appears EPD will allow the company to continue this
practice without setting limits on how much of these dangerous chemicals
can be put in the river.

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

OGEECHEE
RIVER

THE DIRT:
Delays—especially in the midst of an international healthcare
crisis—are understandable, but for the Ogeechee River, its
wildlife, and the people that live and recreate on it, the time of
waiting has been particularly frustrating. The delay in cleaning
up the discharge from Milliken’s Screven County textile mill
predates the pandemic by two years.
In 2018, when it was time to reevaluate the company’s
pollution control permit to determine if changes needed to
be made, EPD punted, allowing the company to continue
operating under the 2014 permit under an administrative
extension. Finally, in September of 2020, EPD released a new
draft permit for the facility which was met with alarm and
outrage by Ogeechee River advocates.
Notably, the draft permit failed to require the company to conduct a study to determine if fish were being
contaminated with toxins discharged from the plant. In fact, under the 2014 permit, Milliken was required to
perform a fish tissue study, but the study was never completed.
Tests conducted by Ogeechee Riverkeeper showed that, in fact, the company was releasing significant amounts
of PFAS, a man made chemical the company uses to make flame retardant fabrics and that have been linked to
numerous human health problems.
The draft permit, now more than a year old, does not place limits on how much PFAS can be discharged to the river,
only that the company disclose what PFAS chemicals they are using. In the past seven years, the facility has violated
its existing pollution control permit at least 35 times and been fined more than $350,000. The facility has been in
violation of its existing permit on multiple occasions since the draft permit was issued in September of 2020.
Rather than getting tough on a habitual polluter with a track record of multiple permit violations, EPD is instead
giving the company a pass, proposing to eliminate limits on some pollutants and reducing the number of times
Milliken is required to test for other pollutants.

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

Top: The Milliken textile plant in Screven County uses PFAS to make flame-retardant
fabric and then releases the harmful chemicals into the Ogeechee. Above: As part of
a previous pollution control permit, Milliken was to have conducted a study of fish
tissue to determine if the river’s fish were accumulating pollutants discharged from
the plant. The study would help determine if local anglers were in danger of ingesting harmful pollutants when they eat fish caught from the river. The company never
performed that study.

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

Heavy Mineral Sands Mine Threatens One of Georgia’s Natural Wonders
INTRODUCTION:
In far Southeast Georgia’s Charlton County, where the state’s panhandle
dips toward Florida, Twin Pines Minerals, an Alabama-based mining
company, has sought since 2019 to secure necessary permits to plumb the
depths of Trail Ridge on the Okefenokee’s Swamp’s eastern border for
heavy mineral sands (primarily titanium) —first with federal authorities
and now with Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD). Each
time, the authorities have frowned at Twin Pines’ proposals, requesting
additional scientific investigations to determine whether and to what
extent mining would impact the Okefenokee, a treasured National
Wildlife Refuge and Wilderness Area spanning more than 400,000 acres.
In response, Twin Pines has repeatedly scaled back their mining proposal
in an effort to avoid what it has called “unacceptable” environmental
scrutiny. What was formerly a first mining phase of about 1,200 acres is
now a so-called “demonstration project” on about 600 acres. Currently,
EPD is reviewing the company’s latest round of filings and will soon make a
decision about whether the mine will be allowed. Public opposition to the
mine has been swift and overwhelming. In the last year, EPD has received
more than 40,000 comments and Gov. Brian Kemp’s office has received
more than 10,000 e-mails and phone calls urging the state to stop the mine
and save the swamp.

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

OKEFENOKEE
SWAMP

revenue annually while creating 750 jobs in Georgia and Florida. In addition to supporting local economies, the swamp
also provides ecological services like storm protection, water quality, commercial and recreational fishing habitat and
carbon storage that are annually worth as much as $125,000,000.

THE DIRT:
While Twin Pines Minerals’ current “demonstration project” would mine 582 acres of land less than four miles from the
Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge, the company controls more than 7,000 adjacent acres, including parcels within 400
feet of the swamp. With tens of thousands of adjacent acres held by other private entities who have expressed interest in
leasing their property to mining operations, the Twin Pines project is the proverbial nose of the camel in the tent.
Unfortunately, EPD has signaled it will only review impacts on the 582 acres. The cumulative impacts of multiple
mines along Trail Ridge is anyone’s guess.
In fact, Twin Pines withdrew its federal permit application when it faced a cumulative impacts analysis. Experts who have
reviewed Twin Pines’ plans expressed grave concerns about the mine’s potential to lower water levels in the swamp.
Such an outcome could alter the unique ecosystem of the swamp leading to more frequent and severe wildfires and
impact recreational use of the vast wilderness and thus, the tourism economy that is so important to Charlton, Clinch
and Ware counties.
In October 2020, a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service hydrologist found fault with Twin Pines’ study that concluded their
operation would have a minimal impact on the swamp. She called the company’s conclusions “at a minimum, poor
to speculative, and at best unknown.”
It remains to be seen whether the company’s most recent plans filed with state authorities will be any different. EPD
is expected to open these filings for public review in the near future.
Twin Pines plans to dig 50-foot deep pits in Trail Ridge, altering the natural layers of the ridge that regulate
groundwater and surface water flows in the swamp. Additionally, the company’s plans call for pumping more than
one million gallons of water daily from the underlying aquifer, a plan that could lower groundwater levels in the
hydrologically-linked swamp.
This specter of uncertainty has been raised in the pursuit of titanium dioxide, a common compound that is processed
primarily to create pigment for paint, plastics and paper. One of Georgia’s seven natural wonders, the Okefenokee
Swamp is the last place you’d want to risk to dig for minerals that are abundantly available elsewhere.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Gov. Brian Kemp must take a stand
against the mine, and Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division
must deny permits for this risky
project. State legislators should also
pursue measures that permanently
protect the swamp from future
mining proposals.

Top: Twin Pines Minerals, LLC, is poised to begin digging if it can secure necessary state environmental
permits. The company proposes mining 582 acres along Trail Ridge just east of the swamp. The company
controls some 7000 acres, including parcels within 400 feet of the swamp.

For More Information Contact:
Rena Peck, Executive Director, Georgia River Network,
404-395-6250, rena@garivers.org

Bob Sherrier, Associate Attorney, Southern Environmental
Law Center, 404-521-9900, bsherrier@selcga.org
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ST. SIMONS SOUND

Golden Ray Shipwreck is Gone, But Extent of Damage Must Be Assessed
INTRODUCTION:
In October, the last chunk of 656-foot long Golden Ray cargo ship that
capsized in September 2019 was removed from St. Simons Sound. The cost of
the salvage operation, considered the largest wreck removal in U.S. history,
approached $1 billion. For more than a year, a massive 25-story, 10,000-ton
floating crane, associated equipment and crew labored to cut the massive
vessel into eight sections and methodically haul those sections away for
salvage along with more than 4000 automobiles that the ship carried. In
total, the project involved some three million man hours. While the visible
signs of the wreck are now gone, the long-term impacts of more than
two years of oil leaks, fires and ship debris crashing into St. Simons Sound
remains unknown. While leaders of the salvage operation have claimed
that “beaches and marshes are probably as clean as they have been in many
years,” coastal advocates have called for a more thorough assessment of
the shipwreck’s impacts and want to see the ship’s owner, Hyundai, held
accountable for damage done to the sound and surrounding coastline.

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.

THE DIRT:
In the initial aftermath of the September 2019 wreck of the Golden
Ray, petroleum from the ship laying on its side in St. Simons Sound
leaked into the water ultimately fouling some 30 miles of shoreline.

ST. SIMONS
SOUND

During the salvage operation, additional oil, debris from the ship and automobiles spilled into the sound. Thousands
of gallons of oil were released, hundreds of birds were oiled and more shoreline was impacted. Oil has since been
documented more than 10 miles from the wreck site.
Salvage operators erred in constructing an environmental protection barrier—a floating barrier around the wreck to
prevent the escape of debris and pollutants—that worked only at water speeds up to one knot. The currents rushing
through St. Simons Sound routinely exceed four knots. Oil and other debris were regularly documented along the
shore during salvage operations.
Responsibility for the boat’s removal and environmental response plans fell to Unified Command, a federallymandated partnership between Gallagher Marine Systems (the salvage company hired by Hyundai) the U.S. Coast
Guard and Georgia’s Department of Natural Resources.
In addition to managing the removal of the wreck, Unified Command is responsible for assessing the wreck’s
environmental impacts and conducting mitigation where necessary.
Unified Command has claimed that water samples collected from the sound “confirm no long-term impacts,” but
observers with the coastal conservation groups Altamaha Riverkeeper and One Hundred Miles have said, not so fast.
“The goals of Unified Command to insure a timely and environmentally sound cleanup have been set aside in favor
of Hyundai’s wishes,” said Altamaha Riverkeeper Fletcher Sams.
In November, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division proposed
fining the ship’s owner, Hyundai Glovis Co., $3 million for the
damage to Georgia’s coast, but Altamaha Riverkeeper and others
have called on state officials to do more. They want to hold Hyundai
accountable by requesting a Natural Resources Damage Assessment
(NRDA) to be conducted by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA). The NRDA process would provide for
further evaluation of the damage to the sound and surrounding
areas and determine best methods for restoring damaged natural
resources, including assessing and restoring the public’s lost use of
injured natural resources such as fishing and swimming.
Top: Debris from the Golden Ray awaits removal. During the
year-long salvage, oil and debris were repeatedly released into
St. Simons Sound. Coastal advocates have called for a thorough
assessment of the damage wrought by the shipwreck. Above:
Smoke bellows from the Golden Ray during salvage operations.
The fire was one of many setbacks that hampered the removal of
the ship from St. Simons Sound. Throughout the operation, oil
and debris were released into the Sound.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia officials must request a Natural Resources Damage
Assessment be conducted by NOAA to definitively determine the
impact of the Golden Ray ship wreck and salvage operation on St.
Simons Sound and the surrounding area. Hyundai should be held
accountable for the cost of mitigation and restoration efforts.

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

Susan Inman, Coastal Advocate, One Hundred Miles, 321-331-0912,
susan@onehundredmiles.org
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BRUNSWICK’S GROUNDWATER

Superfund Site Leaches Toxic Chemicals into Groundwater
INTRODUCTION:
From 1948 to 1980, Hercules Inc. in Brunswick produced a pesticide used
by cotton and soybean farmers marketed under the name toxaphene. As
it turned out, the chemical wasn’t just toxic to insects, but humans as well.
A known cancer-causing chemical, once released to the environment, it
persists for decades and accumulates in the food chain. Unfortunately, the
toxic chemicals weren’t restricted to the manufacturing site. From 1976
to 1980, Hercules dumped wastewater sludge from the manufacturing
process in a nearby seven-acre landfill. That landfill and the nearby
manufacturing site are two of Georgia’s 16 federally designated Superfund
sites where legacy pollutants pose a threat to human health and the
environment. Cleanup and monitoring of pollutants at the site has been
ongoing since the 1990s. In August, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) completed a mandated five-year review of site cleanup
plans and determined that the current plans “protected human health
and the environment.” However, over the long term, EPA concluded that
more groundwater testing and groundwater remediation were needed.
In October, Hercules released new groundwater monitoring data that
reinforced EPA’s long-term analysis. Pollutant levels found in monitoring
wells located on adjacent property indicated that the 40-year-old pollution
problem is ongoing.

THE WATER BODY:
While Georgia is renowned for its more than 70,000 miles of rivers and
streams that provide public water supplies for most Georgians,
the water beneath the state’s surface is equally important. About
17 percent of Georgia’s public water supply is drawn from wells,
and virtually all public water supplies in South Georgia pull
from groundwater. In rural Georgia where public water systems
are scarce, some 95 percent of residents rely on private wells.
Pollutants, once in groundwater, are difficult to remove and can
persist for decades. At the Hercules 009 Landfill Superfund Site, one
of the first cleanup actions put in place was extending public water
lines to residents and businesses near the closed landfill whose
wells had been contaminated. Today, toxic pollutants continue to
be detected in the groundwater, but there has been no effort to
eliminate this persistent pollution problem.

BRUNSWICK’S
GROUNDWATER

THE DIRT:
The 16-acre Hercules 009 Landfill Superfund Site sits in the heart of one of Brunswick’s busy commercial districts
along the Golden Isles Parkway. It is surrounded by a car dealership, a church, a shopping center and other
businesses, an elementary school and a large apartment complex.
In the initial phases of the cleanup in the 1990s, nearby residents relying on private wells were connected to the
public water supply system. Since then, some 14,000 cubic yards of soil has been excavated from areas around the
landfill and consolidated with a mixture of cement to form a cap over the former landfill site.
But, as recent groundwater monitoring has shown, the pollution is far from being contained. Over the past decade, data
shows benzene levels in groundwater consistently well above what EPA considers safe levels for the toxic chemical.
In a June letter to EPA, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division countered EPA’s assertion that groundwater
migration was “under control” stating, “It does not appear that migration is under control since analytical results
indicate that benzene has migrated off-site…and an additional off-site investigation in this area is being conducted.”
That additional off-site investigation conducted by Hercules during the last year on new monitoring wells located on
property adjacent to the Superfund site bears out EPD’s concern.
The monitoring data in these off-site wells showed benzene levels 70 times the
maximum contaminant level goal outlined in EPA’s cleanup plan.
While groundwater contamination remains a concern and local residents and Brunswick
leaders have urged EPA to force Hercules to conduct a more thorough cleanup, an
additional threat is the release of benzene from soils into the atmosphere.
Benzene is a highly flammable, colorless liquid that evaporates quickly into the
air. It is harmful to the eyes, skin, airway, nervous system, and lungs and can cause
blood cancers like leukemia.
With a 19-building apartment complex, an elementary school and multiple
commercial businesses, including a Walmart Supercenter, surrounding the old
landfill site, this is a risk that should not be viewed lightly, according to local
advocates who have long urged a more thorough cleanup than EPA has thus far
imposed on Hercules.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
should act to address the concerns of the
Brunswick community by requiring Hercules
to delineate the extent of migration of
toxic contaminants in groundwater around
the landfill site and implement a cleanup
plan that will protect local residents and
surrounding property owners.

Top: The Hercules Landfill Superfund site sits along Goldens Isle Parkway next to a car dealership, a church, a shopping center, an elementary school and a large apartment complex.
Monitoring suggests that contaminated groundwater is migrating off the 16-acre site. Above:
When first developed toxaphene was known for its effectiveness in killing crop pests. Now, we
know that toxaphene is also harmful to humans. In 1990, use of toxaphene in the U.S. ceased.

For More Information Contact:
Rachael Thompson, Executive Director,
Glynn Environmental Coalition, 912-466-0934,
gec@glynnenvironmental.org

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
GEORGIA’S COAST

State Government Silent on Climate Change
INTRODUCTION:
Global climate change has steadily shown its impacts in Georgia. On the
coast, sea levels have risen more than nine inches at Savannah’s Fort
Pulaski since 1935. Scientists expect coastal Georgia to experience at least
six more inches of sea level rise within the next 50 years. Peach farmers
have seen greater crop losses due to warmer winters and in many cases
have shifted to more resilient varieties. Experts say that over the next 50
years, climate change will force Georgia farmers to grow different crops
than what they grow today. In cities across the state, average temperatures
have risen as have the number of heat wave days, creating a health threat
especially for residents in substandard housing. Scientists predict that
by 2050 Georgians will experience more than four times the number of
heat wave days than they did at the turn of the century. Despite current
conditions and dire warnings, Georgia elected officials have taken no
comprehensive action to turn back global climate change or make the
state’s communities more resilient against this looming threat.

THE WATER BODY:
Climate change impacts all of Georgia’s water bodies. On the Georgia coast
where sea levels have already risen nearly a foot since the 1930s, scientists
predict that within the next century, 420 square miles of the Georgia coast
will be flooded by rising seas—a land mass equal to nearly four cities the
size of Savannah. First to be impacted will be the coast’s 400,000 acres
of super productive salt marshes, which are critical to the health of
Georgia’s estuaries and commercial seafood industry. Scientists predict
that sea level rise will cause the loss of between 14 and 34 percent of
these marshes. Inland, climate change has already generated more
extreme cycles of drought and flood on the state’s rivers. Moving
forward, experts predict more frequent damaging floods and worst
droughts that will increase competition for water resources and harm
aquatic wildlife, including 152 species that are at risk of population
declines or out right extinction.

GEORGIA’S
COAST

THE DIRT:
While local governments from Tybee Island to Athens and Savannah to Atlanta have taken action to address global
climate change, at the state level, there’s been mostly silence and inaction.
The state’s efforts to confront the impacts of climate change have been restricted
primarily to programs on the coast aimed at helping local communities plan for recovery
and redevelopment following natural disasters. Meanwhile, the state efforts to promote
clean energy projects have been tepid.
On the campaign trail in 2018, Gov. Brian Kemp’s platform was notably void of any mention
of climate change or clean energy. His actions in office have reflected that disinterest.
The inaction is particularly alarming given Georgia’s vulnerability. In a recent study reviewing the health impacts of
climate change conducted by the Trust for America’s Public Health and John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public
Health, Georgia ranked among the top ten most vulnerable and least prepared states in terms of dealing with the
public health impacts of the climate crisis.
With some high-profile Republican leaders denying climate change exists, some observers place the blame for
Georgia’s climate inaction on party politics. But, a poll conducted by the Conservation Coalition in 2020 showed
there may well be a disconnect between those leaders and Republican voters. The poll revealed that nationally 81
percent of voters considered climate change an important issue, including 68 percent of voters who identified as
Republican. In Georgia, the same poll showed that 86 percent of voters, including 78 percent of Republican voters,
believed the government should accelerate clean energy development.
Unlike other states, Georgia does not have a renewable energy portfolio standard, requiring public utilities to
increase energy production from renewable sources. Nor does the state offer clean energy tax credits, solar power
rebates, or sales tax or property tax exemptions to encourage residential clean energy projects.
Notably, for a time Georgia led the nation in the sale of zero-emission electric vehicles (EV), but when the legislature did
away with a generous $5000 tax credit, sales plummeted. An annual fee charged to EV drivers has further dampened
enthusiasm for EVs, though Georgia still ranks among the top ten states in the number of electric vehicles on the road.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia’s governor and other state leaders must
recognize the crucial role that state government has to
play in the comprehensive effort necessary to address
climate change. The state can look to the Drawdown
Georgia Project for solutions that include a reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions associated with residential,
commercial, industrial and institutional buildings,
transportation, water and wastewater management,
solid waste management, and energy generation. They
can use the influence of state government to both slow
climate change and prepare Georgia for the potential
impacts of climate change. Approving tax credits for
clean energy is an easy place to start.

Top: Sunny day flooding on Georgia’s coast like this in Brunswick has become
more regular due to an increased frequency of extreme high tides. In the
absence of rain, flood waters now regularly inundate private property and prevent people from traveling to work, school, and home. Photo by Daniel Parshley
Above: To hold back incoming water, Jekyll and St. Simons Island have invested
in shoreline hardening projects, like the one shown here. Officials on Tybee and
Sea Island have invested in dune reconstruction and marsh restoration projects
in efforts to build resiliency against rising seas. Photo by Megan Desrosiers

For More Information Contact:
Megan Desrosiers, President/CEO, One
Hundred Miles, 912-223-8608, megan@
onehundredmiles.org
Chris Manganiello, Water Policy Director,
Chattahoochee Riverkeeper, 706-614-8698,
cmanganiello@chattahoochee.org

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
OCMULGEE RIVER

Plastics-to-Fuel Plant in Macon-Bibb is Part of the Problem, not Solution,
to Plastic Pollution
INTRODUCTION:
It’s undeniable the planet has a plastic pollution problem. Since the 1950s,
an estimated 8.3 billion metric tons of plastics has been created. Of that,
6.3 billion has become waste, and today only nine percent of plastics are
actually recycled. The rest fill up landfills or litter our land and water,
threatening wildlife, spoiling the world’s natural beauty, and compromising
our health. What’s more, because they are derived from fossil fuels, the
production of plastics contributes to global climate change. In recent
years, plastic makers and multinational fossil fuel corporations have touted
“advanced recycling,” also called “chemical recycling,” as a solution to
plastic pollution. These techniques use chemical treatments combined with
high heat to turn plastic waste into fuel and other petrochemical products.
Georgia now has a proposal from the San Francisco-based company
Brightmark to build the world’s largest plastic-to-fuel processing plant in
Macon-Bibb County. At first blush, the facility shines like a silver bullet for
reducing plastic pollution—but experts suggest that converting plastics to
fuel only contributes to global climate change and local pollution and keeps
our society dependent on plastics.

THE WATER BODY:
The proposed plastics-to-fuel facility would be located in Macon-Bibb County
within the Ocmulgee River basin. While the large development project
would stress water and air quality in the basin, its impacts would reach
even beyond the boundaries of the Ocmulgee River watershed. The
Ocmulgee River, flowing through the heart of Macon, actually begins in
the heart of Atlanta as the South River and in the capital city’s eastern
suburbs as the Yellow and Alcovy rivers. Those rivers mingle together at
Jackson Lake formed by Lloyd Shoals Dam near Jackson. From the dam,
the Ocmulgee flows some 250 miles to its confluence with the Oconee
River to form the Altamaha, Georgia’s largest river. On its journey
through middle Georgia, it supplies drinking water for hundreds of
thousands of Georgians, including the people of Macon.

OCMULGEE
RIVER

THE DIRT:
At a time when fossil fuels are falling out of favor and being replaced by greener energy sources like wind and solar
and when electric cars are fast replacing our gas guzzlers, the companies that produce fossil fuels are scrambling to
secure their future. Plastics—made from fossil fuels—are seen as their savior. In the next 30 years, plastic production
is expected to grow to 25 million metric tons annually, more than double current production levels. By 2030,
according to one report, the greenhouse gases generated from plastic production will exceed those generated from
the nation’s coal-fired power plants.
Not surprisingly, plastics manufacturers and fossil fuel companies are fighting back against plastics bans and other
regulations while simultaneously lobbying lawmakers to provide public funds for “advanced recycling” technologies
that use heat or chemicals to break down plastics into fuels and other products.
A 2020 Greenpeace report identified $506 million in taxpayer funds that have been used to support “advanced
recycling” since 2017, including $187.5 million for a plastics-to-fuel facility in Indiana developed by Brightmark, the
company that wants to build in Macon-Bibb County. Brightmark is seeking $500 million in tax exempt bonds from
the Macon-Bibb County Industrial Development Authority to help fund its project.
Brightmark’s plans call for a $680 million, 5.3-million square-foot facility that would divert 400,000 tons of plastic
waste annually and turn it into 64 million gallons of ultra-low sulfur diesel fuel, naphtha blend stocks (used to
produce gas, kerosene and lighter fluid among other things) and 20 million gallons of wax. British Petroleum is lined
up to be Brightmark’s biggest customer for its diesel fuel.
While some plastic-to-fuel technologies have shown promise in the laboratory, when scaled up to industrial levels,
many have failed.
Observers warn that the “chemical recycling” facility in Macon would result in the release of greenhouse gases and
highly toxic dioxins locally while producing fuels that, when burned, will release still more greenhouse gases. The
process would also perpetuate our dependence on plastics and fossil fuels by creating new pipelines for unrecyclable
plastic waste.
In the midst of an ongoing climate crisis, plastic-to-fuel facilities should not be considered, according to Jessica
Wahl, Clean Energy Associate with Environment Georgia. “We need to transition away from single-use plastics and
embrace clean energy sources like solar rather than investing in projects that lock in our reliance on fossil fuels,” she
said. “Plastic-to-fuel technologies pollute our air and water and they have no place in a circular economy.”

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Macon-Bibb leaders should consider the negative local
and global impacts of the proposed Brightmark facility
before issuing bonds to fund this project. No public funds
should be used to support a project that contributes
to the growing climate crisis. Furthermore, local
governments and state leaders should enact measures
aimed at reducing our dependence on single-use plastics;
the real solution to our plastic waste problem is to reduce
our consumption and production of these materials.

Top: Plastics pile up on the South River in Atlanta. Since the 1950s, an
estimated 8.3 billion metric tons of plastics has been created. Of that, 6.3
billion has become waste, and today only nine percent of plastics are
actually recycled. The rest fill up landfills or litter our land and water.

For More Information Contact:
Jessica Wahl, Clean Energy Associate,
Environment Georgia, 404-370-1764,
jwahl@environmentgeorgia.org

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER

High Nutrient Levels Lead to Dangerous Toxic Algal Blooms
INTRODUCTION:
The shocking, sad story was widely distributed: in January a beloved
family pet died after swimming in Bull Sluice Lake on the Chattahoochee
River near Roswell. Investigators ultimately laid the blame for the death
on cyanobacteria, a blue-green algae that can produce cyanotoxins, and
warned pet owners to use caution when visiting Bull Sluice Lake. Since
then, Chattahoochee Riverkeeper has identified three separate locations
along the Chattahoochee where harmful algal blooms have occurred,
posing risks to both pets and their owners: Bull Sluice Lake, West Point
Lake near LaGrange, and Lake Harding near Columbus. Cyanobacteria is a
naturally occurring microscopic organism that thrives in warm, nutrient-rich
water. The excessive nutrients in the Chattahoochee River, however, are not
natural. Those nutrients stem from stormwater runoff that carries fertilizers
from home lawns and gardens, golf courses, agricultural operations and
failing septic systems, and the conditions for algal growth are enhanced by
hotter weather linked to human-induced global climate change.

THE WATER BODY:
Coursing 435 miles from the Blue Ridge Mountains to the Florida state line
in southwest Georgia, the Chattahoochee River is Georgia’s longest and
most important river. It provides drinking water for more than five million
people and carries away the treated wastewater of those same users. The
river fills eleven reservoirs of varying size that provide water for drinking,
energy generation, irrigation, and recreation—to anglers, swimmers
and pleasure boaters. In the Atlanta area, the Chattahoochee River
National Recreation Area hosts more than three million visitors annually
who float the river’s gentle rapids, cast for trout in its cold water and
jog, walk and bike on riverside trails. The 48-mile long national park
stretching from Buford Dam to Atlanta has an annual economic impact
of $125 million, and has been the impetus for broader plans to create
public greenspace and river access along the Chattahoochee’s route
downstream from Atlanta to Coweta County. It is now a primary water
recreation destination for the region and is poised in the future to be
even more so.

CHATTAHOOCHEE
RIVER

THE DIRT:
It is a pet owner’s nightmare: a walk in the park turns deadly. Usually, the nightmare envisioned involves encounters
with wild animals. Toxic microscopic bacteria aren’t supposed to be the killers. But, currently, that’s the danger at
various points along the Chattahoochee, and perhaps, other waterways across Georgia.
What’s more frustrating, there’s not a single source that can be blamed for the harmful algal blooms. The high
nutrient levels that have caused the algal blooms come from thousands of sources and are the cumulative result of
the actions of millions of people. Thus, eliminating these sources of pollution requires actions not by a single water
utility or local government, but by multiple individuals.
When it rains, fertilizer spread on lawns and gardens, chicken manure applied to farm fields, overflows from
failing septic tanks and municipal sewage systems, pet waste and even lawn clippings and leaves all wash downhill
to streams and rivers. If natural vegetative buffers along small creeks are not left in place, the likelihood of these
nutrients entering waterways increases.
Once in the river, the nutrients coalesce where the flow slows, like in the Chattahoochee’s many reservoirs, and algal
blooms can proliferate, including blooms of cyanobacteria. Climate change may also play a role in spreading blooms
as algal growth is greatest during warm weather, suggesting that this is a problem that will only be exacerbated by
current climatic trends.
On the surface of the water cyanobacteria may appear blue, green, brown or red and
look like foam, scum or large floating mats, especially along the shoreline, but there’s
no way to know visually whether an algae bloom contains cyanobacteria.
In 2013 in an effort to address high nutrient levels in the state’s reservoirs, Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) completed a plan for adopting nutrient criteria
standards for the state’s waterways and committed to adopting specific standards by
2020. Now a year beyond that original timeline, EPD has not finalized those standards.
EPD has created a webpage providing resources to help citizens understand the causes
of and identify potential harmful algal blooms, but there is no mechanism for reporting
problems. Numerous states, including neighboring Tennessee and South Carolina have
systems in place that allow citizens to report potential harmful algal blooms.
Top: The Chattahoochee River and Bull Sluice Lake near Roswell are popular destinations
for pet owners and their dogs, but harmful algal blooms containing cyanotoxins on the
lake pose a risk to both pets and their owners. Nutrient-rich stormwater flowing into the
river from multiple sources and warm weather provide the right conditions for cyanobacteria to proliferate. Above: Blue-green algae proliferates on a portion of Lake Harding,
a Chattahoochee River reservoir located between West Point and Columbus. During the
past year, testing by Chattahoochee Riverkeeper has identified locations on Lake Harding,
West Point Lake and Bull Sluice Lake where harmful algal blooms have occurred.

For More Information Contact:
Jason Ulseth, Chattahoochee Riverkeeper,
404-352-9828, julseth@chatthoochee.org

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Georgia and Alabama environmental regulators
must develop harmful algal bloom reporting
systems, and EPD must follow through with
plans to develop nutrient criteria standards for
Georgia’s waterways. Individuals and property
owners must take action to stem the flow
of nutrients to streams and rivers, including
minimizing use of fertilizers, maintaining septic
systems, properly disposing of pet waste and
protecting natural streamside buffers.

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER

WHITEWATER CREEK

Mixed-Use Development Catering to Film Industry Muddies Creek,
Lake in Fayetteville
INTRODUCTION:
Dirt, in the case of this Dirty Dozen entry, is, in fact, the pollutant
of concern. Dirt—more specifically the muddy sediment washing off
construction sites and other disturbed areas after heavy rains is considered
the leading cause of water pollution in Georgia. This stormwater colored
by Georgia’s red clay hills blocks sunlight from aquatic plants, impacts
fishes’ and other aquatic animals’ ability to find food and reproduce, fills
drinking water reservoirs, drives up the cost of treating drinking water,
clogs stormwater pipes and infrastructure causing flooding and impacts
recreational use of our waterways. Thus, when Georgia experiences a
building boom and land is cleared for new homes and businesses, our
rivers get hammered as well. During the last several years, residents
downstream of the Trilith Studios and adjacent mixed-use development
in Fayetteville have learned first-hand just how much damage sediment
can do when developers do not properly install and maintain structures
to keep the dirt from migrating downhill and into creeks and adjacent
properties. Dirt from the movie studio development is filling wetlands
along Whitewater and Sandy creeks, clogging a neighborhood amenity
lake and damaging residents’ use and enjoyment of their properties.
Now, the developer faces a Clean Water Act suit brought by downstream
property owners and Flint Riverkeeper.

THE WATER BODY:
With its headwaters near Fairburn in South Fulton County, Whitewater
Creek winds some 26 miles through the heart of Fayette County
before joining Line Creek and ultimately the Flint River. It has played
an important role in the history of Fayette County powering two early
grist mills: Bennett’s Mill and Starr’s Mill. Established prior to the Civil
War, Bennett’s Mill and the lake the mill dam creates, is the water
body most impacted by dirt from the Trilith development. Today,
Whitewater Creek continues to serve the Fayette County community,
providing a portion of the region’s drinking water, and serving as an
aesthetic and recreational amenity for residents, especially at places
like Crystal Lake Estates on Bennett Lake where access to swimming,

WHITEWATER
CREEK

boating and fishing opportunities drives property values. Whitewater Creek is also important to the region’s rare
aquatic wildlife. Portions of the creek immediately downstream of Bennett’s Lake have been designated as critical
habitat for four federally protected mussel species: the gulf mocassinshell, shiny rayed pocketbook, oval pigtoe and
purple bankclimber, all of which are sensitive to sediment pollution.

THE DIRT:
In the 1980s, when property along historic Bennett’s Lake was subdivided and developed, its promoters chose the
name Crystal Lake to market the new neighborhood. Much to the dismay of homeowners who have since invested
in the desirable lakefront lots in suburban Fayette County, dirt washing off the Trilith development immediately
upstream has transformed their crystal lake into a muddy mess.
Bennett Lake has been filled in places with as much as two feet of sediment; portions of the lake that were once
navigable are no longer so; where once there was water, vegetation has sprouted; wetlands along the creek have
been filled with red mud. Crystal Lake residents no longer use their amenity for swimming, boating and fishing the
way they once did.
State erosion and sedimentation laws are in place to prevent this kind of damage to downstream water bodies and
property owners, but since beginning to clear land, operators of the Trilith development have repeatedly failed to
abide by these laws.
The 234-acre development on steeply-sloped terrain is part of a mixed-use residential development associated with
Trilith Studios, one of the largest film and production studios in the country and known for its many Marvel Studios
blockbusters like Avengers Infinity War. Among the major investors in Trilith is Dan Cathy, CEO of Chick-fil-A.
In 2018, the City of Fayetteville noted no less than 70 erosion and sedimentation law violations at the development;
in 2019, additional violations were noted and in 2020, city inspectors required Trilith developers to remediate
wetlands that had been covered with mud from stormwater leaving their construction sites.
Since 2019, Flint Riverkeeper has monitored outfalls from the development and routinely found turbidity levels more
than 10 times the levels allowed by law, documenting more than 70 incidents where discharges from the Trilith
development violated state laws.
Despite multiple complaints filed with the developer, as well as local and state environmental regulators, Crystal Lake
residents have seen the pollution continue, and in July filed a federal Clean Water Act suit to bring Trilith in compliance
with state and federal laws and recover damages.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
Trilith must act immediately to stop the continued
pollution of Whitewater Creek and Bennett’s
Lake, and settle the pollution and trespass suit
filed by Crystal Lake Estate homeowners and Flint
Riverkeeper to restore and remediate damage
done to the creek, lake and wetlands.

Top: The mixed-use Trilith development, with Trilith studios in the
background, sprawls over some 234 acres. The acres of cleared land has
resulted in tons of sediment being released to Whitewater and Sandy creeks
and impacting Lake Bennett in Fayetteville.

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

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
FLINT RIVER

Chronic Spills at Nation’s Busiest Airport Foul Drinking Water Supplies
INTRODUCTION:
What started as a race car track more than 100 years ago is now the
source of chronic pollution to communities in Fayette, Clayton and
Spalding counties. In 1909, Asa Candler, the founder of Coca-Cola, built
an Indianapolis-style race track along the Flint River in hopes of attracting
auto racing events. This venture was less successful than his foray into the
soft drink business, and the track was shuttered after just a year, but it
found second life hosting air shows and barnstorming events. Turns out,
it was a great place to land planes. It was ultimately purchased by the city
of Atlanta in 1929 and has since grown into the nation’s busiest airport.
Today, Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport sprawls over
4,700 acres and sits, literally, on top of the Flint River. The river courses
for nearly two miles in pipes and culverts beneath the 6.8 million squarefoot terminal and five, two-mile runways. As such the Flint and other
small streams that course around and beneath the facility are susceptible
to spills—jet fuel, de-icing chemicals and sewage. Unfortunately, the
airport has a dismal track record of preventing these spills. The Flint and
downstream communities that draw their drinking water from the river
have suffered.

THE WATER BODY:
Despite its inauspicious beginnings covered by the airport, the 346-mile
Flint is a remarkably beautiful and resilient river. Leaving behind its urban
beginnings, it spills across the Piedmont in shoals and rapids and through
some of the most spectacular river scenery in the state at Pine Mountain
and Sprewell Bluff. There, it harbors rare fish like the Halloween
darter and highly sought-after sport fish like the world-famous shoal
bass. Undammed for most of its length, it is one of only 42 rivers in
the 48 contiguous states that flows for more than 125 miles without
being confined behind a dam. Each day in metro Atlanta, the Flint
and its tributaries provide about 30 million gallons of drinking
water to residents in Clayton, Fayette, Spalding, Pike and Coweta
counties. Downstream, in Southwest Georgia, the Flint continues to
serve as a work horse. Along with the Floridan aquifer with which
it is hydrologically connected, the Flint provides irrigation water to
hundreds of thousands of acres of cropland.

FLINT
RIVER

THE DIRT:
There’s no doubt Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport is a major economic
driver for metro Atlanta. Airport studies report that the complex employs some
63,000 people and has an annual economic impact of $82 billion, but those
studies are silent on the airport’s environmental impact, particularly on the Flint
River that has suffered as the airport has grown up around it.
In September, fish in the river perished when some of 700 gallons of spilled jet
fuel coursed through the airport’s stormwater system to the river. This was not
the first incident to foul the Flint. In 2017, there was a 1,000-gallon fuel spill and
a year earlier, a 4,500-gallon spill. De-icing fluid, used to take ice and snow off
planes’ wings, has also been released to the river in the past.
Even a month after the most recent spill, an oily sheen remained on the river and
fumes were recognizable along the river’s course just downstream from the airport.
Sewage spills associated with the airport have also plagued the river. During the last decade, Georgia’s
Environmental Protection Division (EPD) documented 13 sewage spills into the Flint or its nearby tributaries, three of
which caused fish kills. Earlier this year, EPD levied a fine of $22,914 against the airport.
Within 30 miles downstream of the airport are three drinking water intakes drawing an average of 30 million gallons
a day from the Flint for residents in Fayette, Clayton and Spalding counties. During the most recent spills, water
authorities that manage these drinking water systems say the airport and EPD did not notify them in a timely manner.
While a state law passed in 2014 requires businesses to report spills that could endanger health or property of
downstream water users to EPD, there is no requirement that those businesses notify the users directly, and EPD has
wide latitude in determining if it should notify state and local emergency response officials and whether to notify
anyone else, including water authorities.
The latest spill comes at a time when a consortium of businesses, local governments and non-profit organizations—
including Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport—are working together to “Find the Flint” and restore the
Flint’s headwaters while revitalizing communities along its course.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The airport must make sufficient
investments in sewage, fuel and
de-icing containment infrastructure
to ensure 100 percent elimination
of spills to the Flint River. When
spills occur that impact downstream
water users, the airport should
notify not just EPD, but appropriate
water authorities in Clayton, Fayette
and Spalding counties.

Top: The Flint River as it appears before coursing through pipes and culverts beneath HartsfieldJackson Atlanta International Airport. The Flint rises just a couple of miles north of the airport in East
Point and courses for some two miles underneath the airport, making it susceptible to fuel and sewage
spills at the sprawling facility. Photo by Joe Cook Above: At Forest Parkway, immediately downstream
from the Atlanta airport, absorbent mats were used to collect jet fuel that made its way to the Flint
River following a spill that occurred Sept. 28. The spill killed fish in the river and threatened public
water supplies downstream. Photo by Hannah Palmer

For More Information Contact:
Gordon Rogers, Flint Riverkeeper, 912-223-6761,
gordon@flintriverkeeper.org
April Lipscomb, Senior Attorney, Southern Environmental
Law Center, 404.521.9900, alipscomb@selcga.org

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
COOSAWATTEE RIVER

Gordon County Residents Clash with Mega Chicken Farms
INTRODUCTION:
Over the last 70 years, Georgia has established itself as the nation’s
leading producer of chickens. In recent years the state’s chicken farmers
have produced an astonishing 1.3 billion broilers annually. If there were
ever a chicken uprising, the state’s 10.7 million human residents would
be outnumbered 140 to one. The rise of Georgia’s chicken population has
led to inevitable clashes with the state’s growing human population as
property owners seek to protect their homes and lifestyles from nuisances
associated with large confined animal feeding operations. This year in
North Georgia’s Gordon County, which ranks second among Georgia
counties in broiler production, the clash reached a boiling point when
local residents objected to a proposed 24-unit chicken-house development
near the Coosawattee River. Prompted by concerned voters, in August
the county commission implemented a moratorium on permits for new
chicken houses. Since then chicken producers have argued that megafarms are the most efficient way to meet the world’s demand for poultry,
while local residents pleaded with the commission to protect their
property values and not put at risk their well water and further endanger
waterways already suffering from excessive nutrients—linked, in part, to
litter from chicken houses in the region.

THE WATER BODY:
With its headwater streams of the Cartecay and Ellijay rivers forming on
the flanks of the Blue Ridge, the nearly-50-mile-long Coosawattee River
begins its route through North Georgia in the City of Ellijay. From there it
winds to Carters Lake, formed by Carters Dam, and then out of the
Blue Ridge and into Northwest Georgia’s Ridge and Valley region
to its confluence with the Conasauga River to form the Oostanaula
River. It is part of the Upper Coosa River basin, which is famous for
its aquatic biodiversity. No other river basin in North America has a
higher percentage of endemic aquatic species; 30 crayfishes, fishes,
snails and mussels live in the river system and no where else on Earth.
The Coosawattee is home to rare and protected fish species like the
goldline, trispot and amber darters as well protected mussels like the
finelined pocketbook and Alabama creekmussel. The river and its
tributaries provide drinking water for the communities surrounding
Ellijay, Chatsworth and Calhoun.

COOSAWATTEE
RIVER

THE DIRT:
The clash between property owners and big chicken in North Georgia has been 70 years in the making and all but inevitable.
In 1950s, the chickens Americans put on their tables were raised mostly on traditional small farms. At that time, 1.6 million
farms raised chickens and the birds’ manure was mostly well distributed. But, by the dawn of the 21st century, the number
of farms raising chickens had dwindled to 27,000 while the number of birds produced had increased 1,400 percent. The
birds’ manure—and the smell that comes with it—is now concentrated at industrialized farming operations.
During the past three decades, the size of Georgia’s average poultry operation has only continued to grow. In 1987,
less than 10 percent of broiler operations housed more than 500,000 birds. Today, in response to growing demand and
the desire for more efficient production, some 80 percent of the state’s chicken farms hold 500,000 or more birds.
So, when residents in an area of rural Gordon County where already 16 chicken houses operate got wind of a
proposal to build 24 more houses in their community, they petitioned the county commission for relief. In August,
the commission responded by enacting a moratorium on construction permits for new chicken houses. In November,
they extended the moratorium another month.
Dust ups over chicken farms and the nuisance odors they create is nothing new for Gordon County that ranks second
in broiler production among the state’s 159 counties. In 2017, in response to a growing number of applications for
“mega chicken houses” capable of raising around 300,000 birds annually, the commission updated its ordinances to
strike a balance between protecting the county’s poultry farmers and homeowners.
But the problems of the industrial farms go beyond the smells and impacts to nearby property values. If chicken litter is
not managed properly it can foul both private groundwater wells near the operation and nearby streams and rivers.
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) has long-identified the Coosa system as suffering from an over-abundance
of phosphorus, a nutrient associated with chicken litter, that has caused algal blooms and fish kills in Weiss Lake, a reservoir
located on the Coosa River in Alabama. EPD, in conjunction with Alabama and federal authorities as well as local water
planners, has worked for years to achieve a 30 percent reduction in phosphorus flowing into Weiss Lake. Managing litter
and manure from the region’s chicken houses has been identified as one of the keys to meeting that goal.
The proposed, 24-house operation that brought about the county-wide moratorium could create around 6.7 million
pounds of phosphorus-rich chicken litter annually. Developers of the project have not indicated how and where the
litter would be disposed of, only that it would be put to “beneficial use…offsite as a soil amendment/fertilizer.”
If the broiler business continues its trend toward larger, more concentrated production models, the question of how to
manage chicken waste and just how many chickens is too many for a given community will continue to frustrate residents
and local governments.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
As industrial chicken farms grow larger, local
governing bodies must enact stronger ordinances
to limit the impacts of these operations on other
property owners and to protect private wells and
surface water resources. State authorities should
investigate ways to better manage the disposal of
chicken litter to ensure that high nutrient levels do
not harm the state’s rivers, streams and lakes.

Top: During the past three decades, Georgia’s poultry farms have only gotten larger.
In 1987, less than 10 percent of broiler operations housed more than 500,000 birds.
Today, some 80 percent of the state’s chicken farms hold 500,000 or more birds.

For More Information Contact:
Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, Executive
Director and Riverkeeper, Coosa River Basin
Initiative, 706-232-2724, jesse@coosa.org

2021’s
Worst Offenses Against

GEORGIA’S WATER
CONASAUGA & OOSTANAULA RIVERS
Manmade “Forever Chemicals” Taint Rivers, Water Supplies in
Northwest Georgia
INTRODUCTION:
During the later half of the 20th century, Northwest Georgia—and in
particular, the City of Dalton, evolved into the “Carpet Capital of the World”
once boasting that the area produced 90 percent of the world’s carpet.
While business boomed, local rivers suffered. Pollution from the bustling,
and unregulated, mills fouled the Conasauga and Oostanaula rivers. The
pollution was so bad that in 1980, the City of Calhoun downstream from
Dalton abandoned its drinking water intake on the Oostanaula and spent
millions developing a new supply on a less polluted waterway. Sadly, thanks
to manmade forever chemicals known as perfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS),
history is repeating itself. Linked to numerous adverse health impacts, PFAS
are used to make carpets stain resistant, and for years have been discharged
to local waterways. Now downstream communities are again wrestling
with upstream pollution. The City of Rome ceased withdrawing raw water
from the Oostanaula because of high levels of PFAS and is in the midst
of litigation against its upstream neighbors. Last month the city took the
extraordinary measure of approving a $99.4 million upgrade to the city’s
drinking water treatment facility to eliminate the harmful contaminants.
Meanwhile, the offending chemicals remain unregulated and continue to
flow into our public water supplies.

THE WATER BODY:
The Conasauga and Oostanaula are known for their rich aquatic
biodiversity. Part of the larger Upper Coosa River basin, no other river
system in North America has a higher percentage of endemic species
than does the Upper Coosa. Thirty species of mussel, snails, crayfishes
and fishes can be found in the waters of the Coosa and no where
else on Earth. Federally protected snails and mussels including the
interrupted rocksnail, Coosa moccasinshell and Georgia pigtoe and
fishes like the Conasauga logperch, trispot darter and amber darter
all find homes there. In a recent study of some 300 river systems in 11
Southern states, the Conasauga ranked as the seventh most imperiled
watershed because of its rich biodiversity. Northwest Georgia’s and

CONASAUGA
& OOSTANAULA
RIVERS

Northeast Alabama’s human population is also dependent upon clean water flowing in these rivers. Rome, Georgia,
along with Centre and Gadsden, Alabama all secure their drinking water from streams originating in Northwest Georgia.

THE DIRT:
If lawsuits are any indication of the levels of pollution in the Coosa River system (including the Conasauga, Oostanaula
and Chattooga rivers), then Northwest Georgia has a major problem.
Shortly after the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) announced health advisories for PFAS in 2016, the Northeast
Alabama cities of Centre and Gadsden on the Coosa River filed suit against carpet manufacturers for fouling their
drinking water source and forcing them to upgrade their treatment plants. The City of Rome, after all but abandoning its
water intake on the Oostanaula River and switching to the nearby Etowah River, soon followed. Two class action lawsuits
have also been filed by water customers in Rome and Summerville.
In the meantime, PFAS continue to pollute the Conasauga and every connected river downstream. While manufacturers
voluntarily phased out use of some PFAS chemicals, there are still 5,000 proprietary variants still in use and growing
research suggests that these PFAS can bring about similarly negative health outcomes for people and impacts to
freshwater aquatic wildlife.
Earlier this year, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) implemented a PFAS monitoring project to assess
contamination levels in drinking water sources across the state. Yet despite being a hotbed of PFAS usage due to the
state’s high concentration of textile mills, Georgia is not among the 14 states that have enacted PFAS regulations.
EPD does not require that manufacturing facilities disclose if they are using PFAS except in cases where a downstream
pollution problem has already been identified, and only when it involves public drinking water. Furthermore, EPD has not
set limits on how much PFAS these facilities can discharge to the state’s waterways.
And, the problem is not limited to the Conasauga-Oostanaula river system. PFAS contaminated the City of Summerville’s
drinking water source on Raccoon Creek in the Chattooga River basin of Northwest Georgia and forced the city to
upgrade its drinking water treatment facility. For a time, the city provided a tanker truck so residents could fill containers
of safe water to take back to their homes.
In October, the EPA announced that it planned to begin restricting PFAS discharges to waterways in 2022, an action that
would lead to Georgia enforcing such regulations.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
While federal action may be
pending, EPD should act now to
set limits on PFAS discharges to the
state’s rivers and require industrial
users of PFAS to publicly disclose
the use of these chemicals.

Top: In the later half of the 1900s as carpet manufacturing exploded in Northwest Georgia, the Conasauga and Oostanaula rivers were routinely discolored by wastewater discharges. While those problems
have been corrected and more people than ever are recreating on the rivers, PFAS, invisible pollutants,
still lurk. Used to make carpets stain resistant, PFAS are linked to numerous adverse health impacts and
continue to be discharged to waterways causing problems for communities like Rome that depend upon
the rivers for drinking water.

For More Information Contact:
Jesse Demonbreum-Chapman, Executive Director and
Riverkeeper Coosa River Basin Initiative, 706-232-2724,
jesse@coosa.org

