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A stench increasingly wafts over rural east Georgia communities and concerns grow
among residents who question if its source — a controversial soil additive — is
doing more harm than good. 

The Georgia Department of Agriculture oversees soil amendments, a product made with
industrial byproduct waste that’s being pitched to landowners as a cheap, even free,
alternative to fertilizer. Though soil amendments are registered with the state, a lot remains
unknown about the makeup of soil amendments and what contaminants they might harbor. 

To address concerns, GDA recently approved new rules. But with a bill in the Georgia
Legislature to give regulatory powers to local officials failing this year, and lingering doubts
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about the new rules’ effectiveness, Georgia communities don’t see their concerns or questions
getting addressed. 

Here's what you need to know about soil amendments:

From the source

Soil amendments can come from just about anything, from chicken meat processing facilities
to industrial bakery operations. But in general, most of it goes through the same process to
get to its liquid-like texture: dissolved air floatation (DAF). 

This is a common process where wastewater, like what is used to washdown meat processing
equipment, has air pushed through it that causes all the little particulates in the water to float
to the top and are skimmed off. This process happens multiple times with finer and finer
mesh screens until all that is left are the small pieces that make up the sludge-textured
material that is soil amendments. 

Wet predicament

The waste made into soil amendments is a challenge not only for companies producing the
waste but for waste companies and agencies. Washdown water and DAF skimmings are too
wet for a landfill — they don’t allow the landfill operators to stack waste in a way that still
allows air flow, which is key for waste to decompose. But it’s also not fit for a wastewater
treatment center. 

Too wet for one, too chunky for the other.

12 PHOTOS

Photos: Soil amendment spraying in Jefferson County leaves residents
upset
Soil amendment spraying in Jefferson County has left residents upset as they continue to deal with the aftermath.
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What does it take to sell or distribute soil amendments?

Once the waste is made, a separate soil amendment company or contracted hauler comes and
picks up the waste from the producing facility and transports it directly to the field. 

To distribute soil amendments, companies must apply for a registration with the Georgia
Department of Agriculture for each individual product. In that application, companies must
provide: 

Product name;
A Standard Industrial Classification or North American Industry Classification System
code, which tells what specific industry produced the product;
A description of the soil amendment and the industry processes all the waste included in
the amendment goes through;
The intended use of the product and the “suitable rates and frequency to site,” although
most all applications simply state that the rates and frequency will be based on soil
testing results that GDA doesn’t require or keep track of; and,
Lab testing of the product that looks for a slate of heavy metals and a few minerals.

What's in it?

The Georgia Department of Agriculture doesn't keep track of what facilities or producers soil
amendment companies get material from, but using the registration documents, most soil
amendments come from meat or other food-related industrial byproducts, like pet food or
even salad dressing.

The agency requires testing for heavy metals and some minerals, but environmental
advocates and neighbors argue this sampling regimen should be more aggressive. These tests
don't include potential contaminants like industrial cleaners or solvents that could be in
washdown water from industrial facilities or other industrial pollutants that are being found
more and more often, such as PFAS, also known as the "forever chemical."

Chris James, a state EPD employee, measuring a flathead catfish found dead in Little River. EPD
says soil amendment runoff over the summer from a Washington, Georgia farm killed nearly 1,700

https://www.savannahnow.com/story/news/environment/2022/06/28/epa-releases-preliminary-guidelines-forever-chemical-pollution-ogeechee-riverkeeper/7454890001/


4/18/23, 5:53 PM Here are the basic facts on soil amendments

https://www.augustachronicle.com/in-depth/news/environment/2023/04/18/here-are-the-basic-facts-on-soil-amendments/69959150007/ 4/5

Spreading rules and regulations, lack of enforcement

For a long time, where the soil amendment was going was a mystery. Neighbors would keep
track of where the trucks were setting up, spraying and then moving to every couple of weeks,
but GDA didn't keep any records of what lands were receiving soil amendments.

Under the new rules GDA approved late last year, the soil amendment companies must keep
records of the distributions, including the product, quantity, date and time, and contact
information of the landowner who accepts soil amendments onto their property.

GDA doesn't keep these records, so they are not publicly available documents, but the law
states companies must turn them over within three days if the agency asks to see them.

Investigations and enforcement

Neighbors who live next to where soil amendment is spread have filed nuisance complaints
with GDA and the Georgia Environmental Protection Division for years, but there has been an
uptick in those since last summer.

These complaints are handled by GDA unless there is concern that the soil amendment has
caused environmental harm, like the fish kill that happened in Wilkes County last summer, in
which case the Georgia Environmental Protection Division completes its own investigation.
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Y ou could see Paul Urbanek’s anger in the white of his knuckles as he gripped the
steering wheel of his pickup truck as it bounced over what once was a level green
pasture. You could hear the exhaustion in his voice as he described how it had

looked and what happened to it.  

The lines around the 74-year-old's eyes and the way he looked down and shook his head
revealed both the frustration with himself for trusting he could get something for nothing and
the frustration with the company he believes used his life’s investment as a dumping ground. 

“All of this was green grass. Now look at it,” Urbanek said as he waved his hand over a sandy
grey field with a few tufts of emerging sprouts, stripes of some black, tar-like substance and
dead, dry weeds.  

SUBSCRIBER EXCLUSIVESUBSCRIBER EXCLUSIVE
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What happened to the fields?

A year or so back he sold off his herd of beef cows and used the profits to reinvest in his 200-
acre farm, which straddles Highway 88 west of Wrens, Georgia. He put up new fence, cut
roads along the property line, flattened out his rolling pastures and planted millet. 

Then in late July and early August, he saw a team of tractors spreading something from huge
blue metal containers on a nearby farm. Eventually he pulled in and asked the guys what they
were doing. 

That’s how Urbanek learned about soil amendments and became one of the first landowners
among a group of at least 12 across Jefferson and Glascock counties near Augusta who have
had them spread on their properties over the last nine months.  

While there are numerous types of soil amendments registered, the ones in those big blue
containers are primarily a greasy, watery liquid from industrial food manufacturing sites that
are spread by the millions-of-gallons on farm and pasture land throughout rural Georgia. But
over the last few years, its regulating agency — the Georgia Department of Agriculture — often
has not known exactly where it comes from nor where it ends up hitting the ground
throughout the state.  

Rural citizens like Urbanek have complained about the stench, flies and disturbance that soil
amendment, commonly called sludge, has caused for decades. But a fish kill over the summer,
and new changes to the regulations, have brought the issue to a boiling point for neighbors
seeking relief as well as for some farmers, companies and politicians promoting the
"beneficial-reuse" program. 

Cheap fertilizer or stinky waste?

Urbanek said that one of the guys loading the tank on his tractor from the big blue containers
told him that soil amendment was liquid fertilizer that comes from chicken plants, a Coca-
Cola plant, and a cat and dog food plant in northeast Georgia.  

Video: Paul Urbanek shares story of soil amendment spraying on his
farm (5:05)

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE
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Soil amendment can be almost anything. Per Georgia Rules & Regulations, it is a substance
that can be used to change the characteristics of soil to make it better for growing —
characteristics like its ability to absorb water or reduce compaction. Unlike fertilizer, which
adds nutrients to dirt, soil amendment is not supposed to claim any nutritional value, but that
doesn’t mean suppliers don’t market it to farmers as if it were a fertilizer. 

Most all industrial-byproduct soil amendments are made from DAF (Dissolved Air Flotation)
skimming, where washdown water from cleaning industrial (usually food-related) equipment
is pushed through screens. Most of the little bits — in meat facilities, it's feathers, bits of meat,
entrails — are collected and sent to rendering facilities where it can be sold for products like
animal feed. What is left is a mushy, often greasy substance comprised of the smallest
pieces.   

“He said that it was carrots and ground up stuff like that ... and it makes the grass grow really
good,” Urbanek said. The tractor driver told him there was no human waste in it, but that it
does smell for a bit after they spray it. And, Urbanek said, the guy told him it was free. 

Getting something for nothing?

“He asked, ‘You have some ground?’ I said, 'Yeah, right down the road here about 4 miles,’”
Urbanek said. “He shut the tractor off and got in his truck and followed me over there.”  

After the guy saw his farm, Urbanek said he was expecting to hear from a supervisor or get
some paperwork in the mail. But the very next day they had installed four of those big blue
tanks on his property near a neighbor’s home and business. Before he had spoken to anyone
the tractors were digging and spraying that very day. 

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County, Ga.,
on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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“Fertilizer is real expensive and they were doing this for free,” Urbanek said. “I thought, well,
that’s pretty good and they’re allowed to do it. Why not?” 

But from that first morning, Urbanek said, he felt uneasy about what was happening. He
never did get anything in writing. And where he had seen the tractors move slowly across the
pasture down the road, slicing open the earth, spraying and closing it back all at the same
time, on his property it was different. There was nothing installed on the tractors that closed
in the ruts. 

“The tractors had like six 3-inch lines running out and they’d drag that tine down about a foot
and it would fill that ditch up,” Urbanek said. “The water and whatever they were putting in
would fill that ditch up so that it was running over.” 

And they didn’t stay in the pastures. Urbanek said the tractors ploughed up the roads he had
cut all over his property and along his fence lines, spraying out the stuff in their tanks just
about everywhere they could drive their tractors. 

They stayed for 30 days, he said, from early August until Sept. 12. Urbanek said they ran two
shifts, starting early in the morning, working all day long until a second set of drivers would
show up and work as late as 3 a.m. The tractors ran, digging trenches and filling them, every
day, rain or shine. And there were trucks coming in to refill the containers all the time,
Urbanek said. At one point, they moved eight containers onto his property.  

Torn ground sits muddy with rainwater at a spraying location in Jefferson County on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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“I never could get in touch with anybody,” Urbanek said. “The only way I could talk to
somebody was go over there and talk to one of the guys on the tractor. And they wouldn’t tell
me nothing.” 

At one point he asked them to move the containers because he knew the smell would carry on
the wind to his neighbors on that side, but they never did.  

“Those people, they paid the price,” Urbanek said. 

Officials fielding complaints

Georgia state Sen. Max Burns and the then soon to be elected Commissioner
of Agriculture Tyler Harper visited Urbanek’s fields in August. 

Burns said that he has been hearing complaints about soil amendment
applications from throughout eastern Georgia. The problem, he said, appears
to be spreading throughout more rural, less populated areas. 

“We’ve seen, coming down from the northern part of our state, filtering into
our area ‒ Jefferson County, Warren County, Elbert County, Lincoln County ‒ we’re seeing
the disposal of processing byproduct applied to soil,” Burns said. “It’s causing problems.
Severe problems. Untenable problems.” 

Burns tied the issue to the Georgia poultry industry, pointing out that chicken is the No. 1
agricultural product in the state and agriculture is the largest industry. 

The senator said that he has seen soil amendments applied properly where there are no
complaints and he has seen what he calls unhealthy applications that create issues like what
he saw at several locations in Jefferson and Warren counties.  

“One of the problems we have is we don’t know what they are putting out there,” Burns said.
“I can go and I can smell it and I can see the remnants of it, but I don’t know what it is.” 

Another problem, Burns said, is lack of enforcement and lack of resources for enforcement.  
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“I think the issues here in Jefferson County have highlighted the fact that this is not a
problem that is going to go away if we ignore it. It’s going to get worse,” Burns said. “It’s going
south ... it’s coming to you, bubba. It’s just not there yet, but it’s coming.” 

While complaints and lawsuits about soil amendments have existed since the early 2000s,
Harper's predecessor, former state Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black, said he wasn’t well
versed on the topic until recently.  

“There’s a lot of law that’s in the (Georgia) Department of Agriculture,” Black said prior to
leaving office. “There’s probably still elements of the law that in 12 years I haven’t even
considered or seen because, for whatever reason, maybe everything’s going alright or that
body of law has sort of passed relevancy or something.”  

Soil amendment was “a little bit that way,” Black said. The soil amendment law was passed
back in 1976, and halfway through his time in office he said he probably never even looked at
the law.  

“It was a pretty insignificant kind of thing,” Black said. But in the last couple of years — five
years or less — he said the calls started increasing.  

Those complaints led the Department of Agriculture to take a closer look at the Georgia Soil
Amendment Act and in 2020 and 2021 the General Assembly passed legislation that added
new requirements for those registering products, application rules that required amendments
to be injected subsurface and creating penalties for those who violate provisions of the law.
The legislature also provided the agency with funding to add two positions to investigate
complaints.

"There was a lot of stuff out there that nobody knew where the heck it was or where it was
going," Black said. "There was a lot of this type of soil amendment-type product that was
obviously not registered."

FILE - Former Georgia Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black makes a point during a campaign
speech at the Republican Party Middle 12th Congressional District BBQ at the Cadillac Ranch in
Sylvania.
ENOCH AUTRY
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Black said that he knows that waste streams that were once monitored by the Georgia
Environmental Protection Division under Land Application System (LAS) permits have since
been registered as soil amendments, though he cannot quantify how many of those have been
approved in the last five years.

"The product hasn't changed," Black said, adding that the content of the soil amendment is
the responsibility of the individual or company registering the waste stream product as a soil
amendment. Those two new positions that were added, they are also now responsible for
randomly testing amendments being applied to make sure that their contents match the label
created when it is first permitted.

"Prior to our initiative to strengthen this law they weren't checking anything," Black said.

The rules and regulations regarding the use of soil amendments were amended again in
December. As of Feb. 16, Harper's administration placed these new rules under a 90-day
review and the Georgia legislature has appropriated an additional $550,000 for soil
amendment regulation and enforcement.

The lingering effects

Urbanek said he wished he had never allowed them on his place. Not only does he not have
the money to flatten out the ridges they left that he is afraid will tear up his equipment, but he
says he is going to have to borrow money to replant. And then there is also the mystery of
what they left in the soil itself.

Urbanek said the tractors left black streaks of a dark, oily substance that he saw come in on
separate trucks and go straight into the tractor tanks. That substance was on his roads and in
his fields. Urbanek said the tractor drivers told him that it came out of a Coca-Cola plant, but
he is suspicious. It looks more like a tar or syrup, than anything else, he said. Where it was
applied on top of the ground, it killed what grass was there. 

“We only have two donkeys here and I won’t let them out on these pastures,” Urbanek said.
He is scared they might get sick.  

While the worst of the smell went away after about four weeks, three months later, in some
places, he said that he can still smell it. 

USA Today Network reporters Marisa Mecke and Abe Kenmore contributed to this report.
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A stench increasingly wafts over rural east Georgia communities and concerns grow
among residents who question if its source — a controversial soil additive — is
doing more harm than good. 

The Georgia Department of Agriculture oversees soil amendments, a product made with
industrial byproduct waste that’s being pitched to landowners as a cheap, even free,
alternative to fertilizer. Though soil amendments are registered with the state, a lot remains
unknown about the makeup of soil amendments and what contaminants they might harbor. 

To address concerns, GDA recently approved new rules. But with a bill in the Georgia
Legislature to give regulatory powers to local officials failing this year, and lingering doubts
about the new rules’ effectiveness, Georgia communities don’t see their concerns or questions
getting addressed. 

Here's what you need to know about soil amendments:

12 PHOTOS

Photos: Soil amendment spraying in Jefferson County leaves residents
upset
Soil amendment spraying in Jefferson County has left residents upset as they continue to deal with the aftermath.

Much remains a mystery: HereMuch remains a mystery: Here
are the basic facts on soilare the basic facts on soil
amendmentsamendments

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

As soil amendments start showing up more and more on farms throughout east
Georgia, many are wondering what's in it and why it smells so bad

Marisa Mecke Augusta Chronicle
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From the source

Soil amendments can come from just about anything, from chicken meat processing facilities
to industrial bakery operations. But in general, most of it goes through the same process to
get to its liquid-like texture: dissolved air floatation (DAF). 

This is a common process where wastewater, like what is used to washdown meat processing
equipment, has air pushed through it that causes all the little particulates in the water to float
to the top and are skimmed off. This process happens multiple times with finer and finer
mesh screens until all that is left are the small pieces that make up the sludge-textured
material that is soil amendments. 

Wet predicament

The waste made into soil amendments is a challenge not only for companies producing the
waste but for waste companies and agencies. Washdown water and DAF skimmings are too
wet for a landfill — they don’t allow the landfill operators to stack waste in a way that still
allows air flow, which is key for waste to decompose. But it’s also not fit for a wastewater
treatment center. 

Too wet for one, too chunky for the other.

What does it take to sell or distribute soil amendments?

Once the waste is made, a separate soil amendment company or contracted hauler comes and
picks up the waste from the producing facility and transports it directly to the field. 

To distribute soil amendments, companies must apply for a registration with the Georgia
Department of Agriculture for each individual product. In that application, companies must
provide: 

Product name;
A Standard Industrial Classification or North American Industry Classification System
code, which tells what specific industry produced the product;
A description of the soil amendment and the industry processes all the waste included in
the amendment goes through;
The intended use of the product and the “suitable rates and frequency to site,” although
most all applications simply state that the rates and frequency will be based on soil
testing results that GDA doesn’t require or keep track of; and,
Lab testing of the product that looks for a slate of heavy metals and a few minerals.

What's in it?

The Georgia Department of Agriculture doesn't keep track of what facilities or producers soil
amendment companies get material from, but using the registration documents, most soil
amendments come from meat or other food-related industrial byproducts, like pet food or
even salad dressing.
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The agency requires testing for heavy metals and some minerals, but environmental
advocates and neighbors argue this sampling regimen should be more aggressive. These tests
don't include potential contaminants like industrial cleaners or solvents that could be in
washdown water from industrial facilities or other industrial pollutants that are being found
more and more often, such as PFAS, also known as the "forever chemical."

Spreading rules and regulations, lack of enforcement

For a long time, where the soil amendment was going was a mystery. Neighbors would keep
track of where the trucks were setting up, spraying and then moving to every couple of weeks,
but GDA didn't keep any records of what lands were receiving soil amendments.

Under the new rules GDA approved late last year, the soil amendment companies must keep
records of the distributions, including the product, quantity, date and time, and contact
information of the landowner who accepts soil amendments onto their property.

GDA doesn't keep these records, so they are not publicly available documents, but the law
states companies must turn them over within three days if the agency asks to see them.

Investigations and enforcement

Neighbors who live next to where soil amendment is spread have filed nuisance complaints
with GDA and the Georgia Environmental Protection Division for years, but there has been an
uptick in those since last summer.

These complaints are handled by GDA unless there is concern that the soil amendment has
caused environmental harm, like the fish kill that happened in Wilkes County last summer, in
which case the Georgia Environmental Protection Division completes its own investigation.

Chris James, a state EPD employee, measuring a flathead catfish found dead in Little River. EPD
says soil amendment runoff over the summer from a Washington, Georgia farm killed nearly 1,700
fish in Little River.
GEORGIA ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION DIVISION

https://www.savannahnow.com/story/news/environment/2022/06/28/epa-releases-preliminary-guidelines-forever-chemical-pollution-ogeechee-riverkeeper/7454890001/
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A ll that lies between Colt Turner’s farm on Highway 88 and Paul Urbanek’s
pastures is a wire fence.

For the past 10 years, Colt Turner and his family have built a business at Spanish Cross Ranch
near Augusta, where he trains and raises nearly 60 horses each year for customers throughout
the country.  

But last summer, the pasture next door threatened everything. Urbanek, his closest neighbor,
allowed the spreading of soil amendment on his fields, believing it to be a free alternative to
fertilizer. From Urbanek's soil amendment saturated fields, breezes carried swarms of flies,
flocks of buzzards and an inescapable stench.

SUBSCRIBER EXCLUSIVESUBSCRIBER EXCLUSIVE

STINKING REGRETS

Georgia horse trainer facedGeorgia horse trainer faced
plagues of flies, buzzards, moreplagues of flies, buzzards, more
due to soil amendmentdue to soil amendment

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

The stench and content of soil amendments spread next door greatly impacted
this Georgia horse trainer's professional and personal lives.

Parish Howard Augusta Chronicle
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And though the vermin disappeared with the onset of winter, Turner is still uneasy as to what
summer might bring.

No escape from the 'awful' stench

Before the buzzards, before the flies, there came the smell.   

Within hours of digging and filling the first trenches on Urbanek’s land, a wave of putrescence
rolled out from it. Whichever direction the wind blew, it carried the smell of rotting meat
from his fields.

"It’s awful,” Turner said. “Inside of your car smells like it. Your clothes get to smelling like it.
You turn on your air conditioning (and it comes in). You have to burn candles and anything
you can to keep the stench out of your house.” 

Georgia horse trainer Colt Turner talks about flies, smell that are
hurting his business (2:43)

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE

Colt Turner poses for a photo with a horse at his horse training site in Jefferson County, Ga., on
Feb. 10, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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Some farmers see soil amendment as a substitute for expensive fertilizer, which is designed to
introduce nutrients to the soil to promote plant growth. While soil amendments might
contain some beneficial nutrients, such as nitrogen, amendments are designed to improve soil
texture, it’s aeration and ability to absorb water.      

As more and more local farmers agreed to apply soil amendment on their properties,
neighbors within 2 to 3 miles of these sites began to complain of the same stench.  

Then came buzzards, flocks of the carrion feeders, wheeling and descending in search of the
feast. And finally, there were the flies. 

"You can’t leave your window down for 10 seconds without your vehicle being flooded with
flies,” Turner said. “Behind the dog’s ears are raw as can be from scratching.”  

His sons ‒ Sawyer and Evan, ages 4 and 5, respectively ‒ could not go outside to play because
of the clouds of biting flies that were breeding in the neighboring fields.   

“You have to ask what is in there that is attracting vectors like that (flies, buzzards, etc.),” said
Bert Langley, retired director of compliance for the Georgia Environmental Protection
Division. “A soil amendment that is affecting the physical characteristics of the soil shouldn’t
have all the biological materials in there that flies and all would be attracted to.

"So, is it really a soil amendment? I don’t think there’s much soil amendment going on with
most of this stuff. I think it’s purely cheap fertilizer or sham waste disposal.” 

'There was no comfort for them'

The plague of flies impacted his business, Turner said. Every month, horses from as far away
as Michigan arrive at his ranch.

“People rely on me to send them home looking better than they came,” he said.  

The flies were probably the worst of it, Turner said. In the summer, when temperatures often
top 100 degrees, he usually keeps his customers’ animals in his barn during the day. There, he

Vultures pick at the ground in a field where soil amendment is sprayed on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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can run fans on them, feed them and keep them out of the sun. But his barn is only about 50
yards from Urbanek’s fence.  

“They couldn’t stay in the barn because of the flies. They can’t get away from them even with
the fans on,” Turner said. 

In the stalls, covered in thousands of biting flies, the animals would pace and stomp, flicking
their tails and twitching their faces, constantly moving to shake off the clouds of insects.

“There was no comfort for them,” Turner said. “They rely on us for comfort, feed, water and
everything else and there was absolutely nothing we could do but let them out so they could
roll.” 

In the pastures, the horses could run and roll in the grass. 

“When I send a horse home, they’ve got to be in good condition,” Turner said. “When they
come home bleached out from the sun or if they don’t have the weight they need to have on
them, or if they are covered in fly bites, it doesn’t look good on my business.”

Dr. Chip Pritchard, who runs Ogeechee Veterinary Associates in Louisville, Georgia, said that
flies impact horses' appearance and their health.

"Flies can cause significant stress for these animals," said Pritchard. "In heavy loads, they can
suck a fair amount of blood from the animals. And they can transmit various diseases
themselves." 

Colt Turner bridles a horse on his horse training site in Jefferson County, Ga., on Feb. 10, 2023.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

When I send a horse home, they’ve got to be in
good condition. When they come home
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In the pens, the horses share water troughs. These big metal tanks also entice the buzzards
and cowbirds that land and appear to feast on the soil amendments in the fields next door. 

“They’re coming in and eating and then flying to every farm and who knows what they are
spreading,” Turner said.

Contents remain a mystery

Every day for more than a month, Turner watched truck after truck unload thousands of
gallons of soil amendment into storage tanks on Urbanek's property. He saw workers load
tractors with the stuff and spread it into open trenches. They worked day and night, sunshine
or rain.

His family depends on a well just a few hundred yards from the fields. So one day, he called a
supervisor for the spreaders and asked if they could tell him what exactly was being spread on
the fields next door.   

“He said no. He could tell me what some of it is, but couldn’t give percentages of what’s in it,”
Turner said.   

At one point Turner sent a video of a tractor spraying the waste feet off the ground from the
rear of an applicator tank. 

“He told me that a pipe had busted the week before but it had been repaired and was fixed,”
Turner said. “I told him, no, I was sitting there watching it while I was talking to him. He said
he was going to get it fixed and harrow back over it. They never harrowed over anything until
a month or two later.” 

What can be done to regulate soil amendments?

Colt Turner bridles a horse on his horse training site in Jefferson County, Ga., on Feb. 10, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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For weeks, Turner took photos and complained to his county commissioners; complained to
anyone who would listen.  

In August, Sen. Max Burns and Tyler Harper, the new Georgia Commissioner of Agriculture,
visited Turner’s home and saw Urbanek’s fields. Recently introduced legislation by state Rep.
Rob Leverett and backed by Burns proposed to add more county-level control over the spread
of soil amendments — but the legislation did not make it out of committee in time to pass this
year.

In February, Jefferson County's commissioners passed a resolution expressing their
opposition to soil amendment application and urged state officials to provide improved
oversight of the practice.

In that resolution, which was sent to Harper, Gov. Brian Kemp and others, commissioners
voiced their concerns that the Department of Agriculture does not have the “proper regulatory
framework or manpower in place to effectively run the” program and so officially asked the
state to improve oversight of the ingredients and application. 

It also requested the state give the county the “right to know and the ability to provide
enforcement assistance to the Georgia Department of Agriculture staff.” 

Agriculture Commissioner of Georgia Tyler Harper (left) talks with farmers in Jefferson County
during his campaign.
SUBMITTED
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Harper’s office has not responded to multiple requests from the USA Today Network for
comment on this subject. However, he recently sent a letter to the chairmen of the Senate and
House Agriculture and Consumer Affairs Committees promising to work with the General
Assembly to address soil amendment issues across the state.

In the letter, Harper said the Department of Agriculture plans to conduct a 90-day review and
examination of the new soil amendment rules that took effect Jan. 1.

"This review process will allow us to determine whether these new rules do enough to address
issues raised by residents, community leaders, and industry professionals," Harper noted.
"We will also be looking for ways to strengthen the Soil Amendment Program within the
Department."

Harper's predecessor, former Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black, recently said the agency
does “random checks” of soil amendment to ensure the product is actually the material the
companies registered. An open records request found that this claim was true, albeit limited. 

Since the beginning of 2020, only seven random samples have been taken, all after July, when
the community outcry about soil amendments peaked. The tests look for heavy metals and
nutrients, which can provide limited information about environmental safety but doesn’t
conclusively confirm for the agency if the amendment is what the company claims it to be.  

One other sample was submitted with this inquiry from GDA, but it was taken from a farm
during an investigation in 2021 — not exactly random.  

Black also said the state Environmental Protection Division has “reasonably frequently”
referred permit-holders to the GDA’s soil amendment program, moving waste from one
agency’s oversight to another. Sara Lips, EPD's director of Communications and Community
Engagement, said the agency did not have a specific comment to Black’s statement. 

'God knows what that is over there'

Turner was relieved when the tractors finally left in early September. But the smell remained
for weeks. And the flies did not disappear until the first cold snap in November. For three
months, he continued to keep his children inside. 

Since then, things have mostly returned to normal on Turner’s ranch. He still sees the tanker
trucks on the road every morning, but they no longer make deliveries to his neighbor.

Still, he wonders what will happen when it warms up, if there's anything lying dormant in the
soil next door. And for him, the trucks on the road are a reminder that the problems he faced
have not moved far.  
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“My dream was always to have a place that when people drove by they’d say, ‘That’s a pretty
place.’ And every waking moment, on the weekends, all I do is work on my place and try to
make it better,” Turner said. “You couldn’t come outside in the summertime at sunset when
it’s finally cooling off and enjoy it because the flies are so bad and the smell."

He shook his head, recalling the worst of it. "God knows what that is over there.” 

USA Today Network reporters Nikolai Mather, Marisa Mecke and Abe Kenmore
contributed to this report.
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S am Moore, chairman of the Wilkes County commission, has been fielding calls

about soil amendment for years. On a Thursday night in late June, he received a

call leading him to Little River, a tributary of the Savannah River north of Augusta.

There, he saw the aftermath of a soil amendment spill that left 1,700 fish dead and kicked up

dust on the issue of soil amendment throughout east Georgia.

This year, Moore said he feels the county commissioners are more organized and coordinated

to tackle the issue than they've ever been. Working under the Association of County

Commissioners of Georgia (ACCG), he has banded together commissioners from all over east

Georgia with the common goal of getting more local authority to handle a situation they feel

is out of hand.

STINKING REGRETS

Wresting control from the state:Wresting control from the state:
Local officials seek local oversightLocal officials seek local oversight
over soil amendmentsover soil amendments

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

County-level officials and advocates in Georgia say the state needs to allow
more oversight and enforcement of soil amendments at the local level.
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Soil amendment complaints ramping up

Some Georgia farmers turned to soil amendments as a cheap alternative to fertilizer, which is

designed to introduce nutrients to the soil to promote plant growth. Though soil amendments

might contain some beneficial nutrients, such as nitrogen, amendments are designed to

improve soil texture, its aeration and ability to absorb water.    

While complaints about soil amendments are nothing new, Moore and other commissioners

agreed the complaints and demands for action have ramped up over in the last year. But

despite the complaints they receive, Moore and his fellow county chairs argue their hands are

tied. 

"It's kind of a circle, that when citizens call us they really can't seem to ever get anywhere,"

Moore said. "I think the people in our county are beginning to realize this is a state issue and

there's not a whole lot the county is allowed to do."  

Oglethorpe County commission Chairman Jay Paul knows that struggle all too well. He's

served only about two years in his current position. Before that he spent more than a decade

working for the Georgia Environmental Protection Division as an environmental specialist. In

that role, he said his agency received complaints of the smell and nuisances of soil

amendments.

But just like now, his hands were largely tied back then.

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County,
Ga., on Jan. 26, 2023.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

Jay Paul Oglethorpe County Commissioner on local government and
soil amendment (2:45)
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Right now, the Georgia Department of Agriculture regulates and enforces rules regarding soil

amendments. If it crosses into an environmental contamination problem — like the fish kill —

EPD will step in. But for county commissioners, they have no say over what soil amendment

enters or is used in the county. And they can't make landowners stop applying when flies or

stench harm the quality of life for neighbors.  

Paul's first encounter with soil amendments was in 2009, when he said the EPD received a

complaint from Elbert County. He said EPD regularly received calls throughout his time with

the agency, but the only time employees could write citations was when there was an obvious

solid waste violation, such as septage on a field. Of course, he said, they couldn't penalize

anybody for breaking Georgia Department of Agriculture rules.

Advertisement

Looking to take back control

County commissioners have a couple of ways they want to try and take back local control over

the issue. Todd Higdon, the chair of Madison County’s commission, likened the powers local

leaders have over other types of possible sources of pollution, such as engine oil.  

“My code enforcement officer in the county can go out tomorrow if you dump a 55 (gallon)

drum of oil in your backyard and run it into the creek. He’s coming with a fine; at the county

level, not the state level,” Higdon said. “Why are these (soil amendment distributors) any

different?” 

Jay Paul, Oglethorpe County Commissioner, on local government and soil amendment.

JOSHUA L. JONES, ATHENS BANNER-HERALD
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GDA has maintained that this type of delegation isn’t possible, that it would require a change

in the state constitution to legally share those powers so that local leaders could enforce laws

in lieu of employees at GDA or EPD. But attorneys at the Southern Environmental Law

Center say that is incorrect.  

April Lipscomb, a senior attorney at the SELC and leader of the Georgia Water Coalition, a

group of water advocates throughout the state, said it would require legislative action at the

Capitol but there is legal precedent for what the commissioners want. For example, she said

that the Georgia Erosion and Sedimentation Control Act (E&S Act) allows EPD to certify

counties or cities as local issuing authorities to administer and enforce the E&S Act.  

Once they’re certified, those local entities can issue land disturbance permits and enforce

violations of those permits. Lipscomb said something similar could be done for soil

amendments, giving the counties the power to inspect soil amendment application sites and

enforce violations of the soil amendment laws.  

Advertisement

Looking to the lawmakers

The Association of County Commissioners of Georgia, a nonprofit organization for Georgia’s

county governments, is working on legislation that would allow county governing authorities

Gray water in tributary was photographed by the Environmental Protection Division for its
investigation. EPD says soil amendment runoff from a Washington, Georgia farm killed nearly 1,700
fish in Little River.
GEORGIA ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION DIVISION
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the ability to inspect locations where soil amendments are being applied. Additionally, the

organization said counties would like to know the chemical makeup of soil amendments and

where it is being applied in their respective counties.  

ACCG said it will use personal testimonies of citizens and county elected officials to “tell the

story of how their rural quality of life is threatened without enhanced oversight and

enforcement over the application of soil amendments.”

A proposed bipartisan bill, introduced by Rep. Rob Leverett (R- Elberton),

did not make it out of committee in time to become law this session, but will

be up for consideration again next year.

"It's been a big problem in my district and in some other districts around

me," Leverett previously told the Network before introducing the legislation,

HB 477. "I think it's an important program and I think it's a good program. I

want to see the program stay and I'm just worried that some of the abuses by

some bad actors will hurt the overall health of the program."

Leverett worked with ACCG on the bill, which would set up an online portal where soil

amendment distributors would have to log the location and composition 48 hours before

spreading, if the county opts in. It would also allow county officials to issue stop-work orders

in cases of egregious violations of the soil amendment law and notify GDA for further

enforcement.

Now that the bill is on hold until next session, ACCG is hoping the state Legislature will

provide additional resources for GDA to inspect and enforce the application of soil

amendments.

Early after the bill's failure, that wish is starting to be realized. On March 9, Georgia

Commissioner of Agriculture Tyler Harper released a statement that the state House

allocated $550,000 in its budget as additional funding for the Soil Amendment Program.

Beyond asserting powers at the local level, the county commissioners said state regulation

could remedy the problem as well by requiring industrial facilities to process their waste on-

site.  

One of the main reasons facilities are assumed to prefer getting rid of their waste as a soil

amendment is because it’s cheap, and it circumvents a major problem: soil amendment waste

Georgia state
Representative
Rob Leverett
GEORGIA GENERAL
ASSEMBLY

Agriculture Commissioner of Georgia Tyler Harper (center) talks with farmers in Jefferson County
during his campaign.
SUBMITTED
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is too far from water for wastewater treatment centers, but it's too much of a liquid for

landfills. By requiring companies to solve the problem at their facilities — which is costly, but

can be done — Higdon said it wouldn’t foist the burden onto communities to deal with the

waste when it is deposited sporadically by companies with little oversight.   

The example the commissioners gave was processing chicken through stainless steel pipes.

Regular steel can’t be used because it picks up unsafe bacteria, which is why processing

facilities were required by state law to use stainless steel pipes for health safety. Likewise,

they said, requiring companies to process waste on site would protect Georgians.  

“They would probably do it,” commission Chair Lee Vaughn of Elbert County said. “They

wouldn’t like it, but they’d probably do it.” It would be costly, but like the stainless steel pipes,

it would be a cost of doing business that has to be done.  

While the recent ire from communities over soil amendment has been larger than in the past,

the complaints aren’t new.  

A 2008 lawsuit alleges that more than 100 complaints were filed with the EPD against a

single soil amendment company from 2007 to 2008 alone. Moreover, county commissioners,

EPD’s online complaint tracker and community members themselves say that a steady

stream of complaints has been consistently aired throughout the last two decades. 

The commissioners previously tried and failed to have legislation at the state level remedy

their problems. But this is the first year they’ve worked so collaboratively on the issue, and

they agree the communities have rallied more around the issue this year than ever before.

Get news and insights sent to your inbox. Sign up for
email newsletters.

Sign up

Tanks of soil amendment sit in a field in Jefferson County on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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A ngela Brown Walden is a Jefferson County native. Her cousin Michael Brown, who
lives down the road from her, started spraying soil amendment on his property in
July 2022. At first, she didn’t know what to make of it.  

“Well, we'd never heard of that. We didn't have a clue what it was,” she said.  

Word around town was that Brown was spraying “chicken blood and guts” on his property.
Walden didn't know what to make of it.

“Like, what is this? Is this legal?” she recalled thinking. “Certainly we knew about chicken
litter. We had that put out on our own farm, but we never heard anything about the chicken
blood and guts.” 

SUBSCRIBER EXCLUSIVESUBSCRIBER EXCLUSIVE

STINKING REGRETS

Frustrated neighbors use socialFrustrated neighbors use social
media to call out soil amendmentmedia to call out soil amendment
users, providersusers, providers

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

Angela Walden and others turned to Facebook to report on and call out soil
amendment providers and users in Georgia.
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This, however, was a totally different beast. Soon after, Walden noticed a stench creeping
onto her land. Walden, whose family has been farming for four generations, was more than
used to unpleasant smells. 

“We know what animals smell like. We know all these smells,” she said. “But this is rotting,
dead flesh.” 

It made Walden feel like a prisoner in her own home. Her husband, the normally healthy
caretaker of the family farm, had to take medication every day to cope with the effects of the
stench. Her father, a disabled elderly man, could no longer sit on his own porch due to the
smell. Other family members living nearby started keeping their children and pets indoors.  

“The smell,” she said, “is unlike anything you’ve ever smelled before.” 

Throughout her countless meetings with county commissioners, state Department of
Agriculture representatives and other politicians, Walden marveled at how little there was to
be done.

Finding a way to fight back

“The only way you're going to stop it is for your community to call the landowner out by
name,” she said. “Let them know who's putting it out, where it's at, how much they're putting
out and what you know about it. That's the only way to stop it.” 

She and her son, Adam Walden, decided to create a Facebook group for Jefferson County
residents curious about soil amendment. There, community members could share videos,
photos and personal accounts of where the soil amendment was being shipped and where it
was being spread. Soon, several similar groups cropped up, almost like a neighborhood watch
for soil amendment in northeast Georgia. 

Video: Georgia resident Angela Walden talks about spraying near
home (3:12)

Georgia resident Angela Walden talks about soil amendment spraying near her family's farm in
Jefferson County.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE
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Walden uses the Facebook page as a news clearinghouse. Posts include updates on county
boards of commissioners passing resolutions regarding soil amendments, legislation being
introduced in Atlanta and news stories.

Many of the posts are a sort of citizen journalism, looking to identify where waste is being
spread and the landowners who are having it applied. It has also been a platform to recruit for
specific actions ‒ webinars, calling legislators, and even a trip to Atlanta in support of new
regulation.

It was in those Facebook groups that Walden found some of her strongest allies.  

“We all know each other. I think that's another reason that our communities bonded together
is because the ones that this has affected, we all care about each other,” she said. “We
understand. We’re sympathetic to how it's affecting everybody's daily life.” 

USA Today network reporters Abe Kenmore, Marisa Mecke and Parish Howard contributed
to this story.

More in this series

The Walden family farm in Wrens, Ga., is seen from across the street on Jan. 26, 2023.
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S am Moore, chairman of the Wilkes County commission, has been fielding calls

about soil amendment for years. On a Thursday night in late June, he received a

call leading him to Little River, a tributary of the Savannah River north of Augusta.

There, he saw the aftermath of a soil amendment spill that left 1,700 fish dead and kicked up

dust on the issue of soil amendment throughout east Georgia.

This year, Moore said he feels the county commissioners are more organized and coordinated

to tackle the issue than they've ever been. Working under the Association of County

Commissioners of Georgia (ACCG), he has banded together commissioners from all over east

Georgia with the common goal of getting more local authority to handle a situation they feel

is out of hand.

STINKING REGRETS

Wresting control from the state:Wresting control from the state:
Local officials seek local oversightLocal officials seek local oversight
over soil amendmentsover soil amendments
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County-level officials and advocates in Georgia say the state needs to allow
more oversight and enforcement of soil amendments at the local level.
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Soil amendment complaints ramping up

Some Georgia farmers turned to soil amendments as a cheap alternative to fertilizer, which is

designed to introduce nutrients to the soil to promote plant growth. Though soil amendments

might contain some beneficial nutrients, such as nitrogen, amendments are designed to

improve soil texture, its aeration and ability to absorb water.    

While complaints about soil amendments are nothing new, Moore and other commissioners

agreed the complaints and demands for action have ramped up over in the last year. But

despite the complaints they receive, Moore and his fellow county chairs argue their hands are

tied. 

"It's kind of a circle, that when citizens call us they really can't seem to ever get anywhere,"

Moore said. "I think the people in our county are beginning to realize this is a state issue and

there's not a whole lot the county is allowed to do."  

Oglethorpe County commission Chairman Jay Paul knows that struggle all too well. He's

served only about two years in his current position. Before that he spent more than a decade

working for the Georgia Environmental Protection Division as an environmental specialist. In

that role, he said his agency received complaints of the smell and nuisances of soil

amendments.

But just like now, his hands were largely tied back then.

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County,
Ga., on Jan. 26, 2023.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

Jay Paul Oglethorpe County Commissioner on local government and
soil amendment (2:45)
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Right now, the Georgia Department of Agriculture regulates and enforces rules regarding soil

amendments. If it crosses into an environmental contamination problem — like the fish kill —

EPD will step in. But for county commissioners, they have no say over what soil amendment

enters or is used in the county. And they can't make landowners stop applying when flies or

stench harm the quality of life for neighbors.  

Paul's first encounter with soil amendments was in 2009, when he said the EPD received a

complaint from Elbert County. He said EPD regularly received calls throughout his time with

the agency, but the only time employees could write citations was when there was an obvious

solid waste violation, such as septage on a field. Of course, he said, they couldn't penalize

anybody for breaking Georgia Department of Agriculture rules.

Advertisement

Looking to take back control

County commissioners have a couple of ways they want to try and take back local control over

the issue. Todd Higdon, the chair of Madison County’s commission, likened the powers local

leaders have over other types of possible sources of pollution, such as engine oil.  

“My code enforcement officer in the county can go out tomorrow if you dump a 55 (gallon)

drum of oil in your backyard and run it into the creek. He’s coming with a fine; at the county

level, not the state level,” Higdon said. “Why are these (soil amendment distributors) any

different?” 

Jay Paul, Oglethorpe County Commissioner, on local government and soil amendment.

JOSHUA L. JONES, ATHENS BANNER-HERALD
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GDA has maintained that this type of delegation isn’t possible, that it would require a change

in the state constitution to legally share those powers so that local leaders could enforce laws

in lieu of employees at GDA or EPD. But attorneys at the Southern Environmental Law

Center say that is incorrect.  

April Lipscomb, a senior attorney at the SELC and leader of the Georgia Water Coalition, a

group of water advocates throughout the state, said it would require legislative action at the

Capitol but there is legal precedent for what the commissioners want. For example, she said

that the Georgia Erosion and Sedimentation Control Act (E&S Act) allows EPD to certify

counties or cities as local issuing authorities to administer and enforce the E&S Act.  

Once they’re certified, those local entities can issue land disturbance permits and enforce

violations of those permits. Lipscomb said something similar could be done for soil

amendments, giving the counties the power to inspect soil amendment application sites and

enforce violations of the soil amendment laws.  

Advertisement

Looking to the lawmakers

The Association of County Commissioners of Georgia, a nonprofit organization for Georgia’s

county governments, is working on legislation that would allow county governing authorities

Gray water in tributary was photographed by the Environmental Protection Division for its
investigation. EPD says soil amendment runoff from a Washington, Georgia farm killed nearly 1,700
fish in Little River.
GEORGIA ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION DIVISION
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the ability to inspect locations where soil amendments are being applied. Additionally, the

organization said counties would like to know the chemical makeup of soil amendments and

where it is being applied in their respective counties.  

ACCG said it will use personal testimonies of citizens and county elected officials to “tell the

story of how their rural quality of life is threatened without enhanced oversight and

enforcement over the application of soil amendments.”

A proposed bipartisan bill, introduced by Rep. Rob Leverett (R- Elberton),

did not make it out of committee in time to become law this session, but will

be up for consideration again next year.

"It's been a big problem in my district and in some other districts around

me," Leverett previously told the Network before introducing the legislation,

HB 477. "I think it's an important program and I think it's a good program. I

want to see the program stay and I'm just worried that some of the abuses by

some bad actors will hurt the overall health of the program."

Leverett worked with ACCG on the bill, which would set up an online portal where soil

amendment distributors would have to log the location and composition 48 hours before

spreading, if the county opts in. It would also allow county officials to issue stop-work orders

in cases of egregious violations of the soil amendment law and notify GDA for further

enforcement.

Now that the bill is on hold until next session, ACCG is hoping the state Legislature will

provide additional resources for GDA to inspect and enforce the application of soil

amendments.

Early after the bill's failure, that wish is starting to be realized. On March 9, Georgia

Commissioner of Agriculture Tyler Harper released a statement that the state House

allocated $550,000 in its budget as additional funding for the Soil Amendment Program.

Beyond asserting powers at the local level, the county commissioners said state regulation

could remedy the problem as well by requiring industrial facilities to process their waste on-

site.  

One of the main reasons facilities are assumed to prefer getting rid of their waste as a soil

amendment is because it’s cheap, and it circumvents a major problem: soil amendment waste

Georgia state
Representative
Rob Leverett
GEORGIA GENERAL
ASSEMBLY

Agriculture Commissioner of Georgia Tyler Harper (center) talks with farmers in Jefferson County
during his campaign.
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is too far from water for wastewater treatment centers, but it's too much of a liquid for

landfills. By requiring companies to solve the problem at their facilities — which is costly, but

can be done — Higdon said it wouldn’t foist the burden onto communities to deal with the

waste when it is deposited sporadically by companies with little oversight.   

The example the commissioners gave was processing chicken through stainless steel pipes.

Regular steel can’t be used because it picks up unsafe bacteria, which is why processing

facilities were required by state law to use stainless steel pipes for health safety. Likewise,

they said, requiring companies to process waste on site would protect Georgians.  

“They would probably do it,” commission Chair Lee Vaughn of Elbert County said. “They

wouldn’t like it, but they’d probably do it.” It would be costly, but like the stainless steel pipes,

it would be a cost of doing business that has to be done.  

While the recent ire from communities over soil amendment has been larger than in the past,

the complaints aren’t new.  

A 2008 lawsuit alleges that more than 100 complaints were filed with the EPD against a

single soil amendment company from 2007 to 2008 alone. Moreover, county commissioners,

EPD’s online complaint tracker and community members themselves say that a steady

stream of complaints has been consistently aired throughout the last two decades. 

The commissioners previously tried and failed to have legislation at the state level remedy

their problems. But this is the first year they’ve worked so collaboratively on the issue, and

they agree the communities have rallied more around the issue this year than ever before.
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Tanks of soil amendment sit in a field in Jefferson County on Jan. 26, 2023.
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I n Georgia, there are a few major companies that handle many soil amendments.
Those companies are run by a small network of people often with strong business and
sometimes political connections.

In one case, the Georgia Department of Agriculture seemed willing to move quickly to protect
one of these companies from an environmental complaint — a situation former state
Secretary of Agriculture Gary Black said was not out of the ordinary.

In March 2021, a complaint to the Georgia Environmental Protection Division spurred an
investigation revealing that a company was illegally spreading a soil amendment with no
registration on a Warren County property owned by a company called Little Ogeechee Farms.

STINKING REGRETS

Staying connected: Business,Staying connected: Business,
political ties to soil amendmentspolitical ties to soil amendments
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The businessmen behind soil amendments seemingly use political connections
to skirt enforcement.
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The complainant also noted that tanker trucks were "constantly going to (the) property," and
worried about water quality issues associated with whatever was being spread.

The EPD sent out an employee to Little Ogeechee Farms on March 29, 2021. Upon arrival the
employee was told by the business owner, Justin Echols, the soil amendments came from
Nestle Purina and Publix. The employee confirmed that day the soil amendment, originating
from a Publix dairy facility, was unregistered.

EPD found that the soil amendment was spread by a company called GWAR, operated by
businessman Kacy Cronan, which has now been acquired by a larger company called Waste
Eliminator. Also involved, and organizing the registrations for the soil amendments, was
Proponic Solutions, another soil amendment company owned by businessman Jeff Fair, who
had connections to Cronan.

Fair declined to comment for this story. Cronan also declined numerous requests for
comment.

According to the EPD report, landowner Echols said he didn't know any of the soil
amendments were unregistered, but that he would consult with GWAR to get to the bottom of
it.  

“Mr. Cronan said he was working directly with Commissioner (Gary) Black, Dept. of Ag., and
the material should have been approved,” noted the EPD investigator.

A spokesperson for Purina said the company also was unaware of the situation, but that its
contract required their waste be plow-injected straight into the ground. Publix did not
respond to multiple inquiries from the USA Today Network.

"Products without an obvious, well-documented benefit are not appropriate for our
registration programs," a GDA employee wrote to Fair and Cronan on March 30, 2021.
"Negligible benefits aside, we can approve 'H-91 pb' as it is."  

FILE - Former Georgia Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black (second from right) toured Battle
Lumber Company in Wadley during his failed campaign for U.S. Senate. Featured in the photo are
(from left) state Sen. Max Burns, Jefferson County GOP member L.C. Clark Sr., Vice Chair of the
Jefferson County Republican Party Denny Livesay, Chairman of the county's Republican Party Alan
York, and Battle Lumber's Rob Swan.
SUBMITTED
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On March 31, 2021, the EPD issued a Notice of Violation, an official document the agency
uses to inform individuals that they've broken the law and that enforcement actions are
forthcoming. But by next day, Echols communicated with the EPD that the amendments were
approved and officially registered with GDA. EPD dropped the investigation a few days later.
Nothing came of it.  

What GDA asked to green-light a soil amendment

During that window of three workdays, GDA asked Fair to produce "data or studies" to
demonstrate that the amendment would agriculturally benefit soils. His response included
general information from the UGA Agricultural Extension about soil amendments that are
available online, but not any data or studies of his particular product.

GDA had no further questions in the email exchange. Otherwise, Fair and Cronan were all set;
the email served as "formal approval."  

The soil amendment's conveniently timed approval came five days after the initial complaint
was lodged with the EPD. Before that initial complaint, emails obtained by the USA Today
Network through open records requests show that Fair and Cronan received approval for one
of the soil amendments found at Little Ogeechee Farms, named H-96, in January 2021. Fair
had to follow up twice over the course of several weeks in order to get that amendment
approved.

The rushed order is business as usual, according to then-Georgia Agricultural Commissioner
Gary Black.  

“We’d do it for anyone," Black said in an interview with the USA Today Network before he left
office, adding that as long as a product met the department’s specifications, they’d go ahead
and give the product approval.   

County takes action, too

On March 25, 2021, Little Ogeechee Farms and Echols also received a nuisance citation from
Warren County.

Warren County attorney Scott Kelly, who was responsible for prosecuting the case, said that
the county was receiving complaints about odor and vermin due to the application of soil
amendments. Kelly agreed to a pretrial diversion, agreeing to drop the charges if certain
unspecified actions were taken, and on June 30, 2022, dismissed the case. 
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“The complaints diminished significantly after the citation was issued,” Kelly said, adding the
attorney for the defendants was “very good to work with.” 

On March 17, 2022, Little Ogeechee Farms sold some of its Warren County property — 478
acres — to Smooth Rock Farm for $1,268,000.

Reached by phone, Echols, a Greensboro resident, declined to comment. The USA Today
Network also sent an email with detailed questions about Little Ogeechee Farms to an
attorney for the company, who forwarded the email on to Echols. No response was received.  

State Rep. Trey Rhodes, also of Greensboro, listed Little Ogeechee Farms as a
business investment in 2021 on his financial disclosure. His financial
disclosure for 2022 and 2020 does not list Little Ogeechee Farms as an
investment.

“The entity in 2021 had several business investments and several investors. I
do not currently hold a position or ownership interest in the entity,” Rhodes
wrote in a statement shared through the press office for the Georgia House of
Representatives.  

In July of 2021, Little Ogeechee Farms was named as a debtor in a UCC filing — a legal
document filed when someone takes out a lien, in this case to purchase a piece of farm
equipment. Also named as debtors in the document are Echols, Rhodes, and Kacy Cronnan,
and one other person who seems to have been involved with Little Ogeechee Farms. Other
UCC filings by the farm do not mention Cronnan.

Political connections and soil amendments

Cronan is involved with some major players not only in soil amendment, but waste overall in
Georgia. And he has his own political connections.

When Waste Eliminator acquired GWAR in 2022, Cronan joined Waste Eliminator as a
partner, according to news reports. Waste Eliminator trucks have become a common site in
some rural counties, hauling tanks of soil amendment.

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County, Ga.,
on Jan. 26, 2023.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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In 2021, Cronan founded a compost company called Georgia Soil, now operated by Ward
Black, the son of Gary Black. That company is also now under Waste Eliminator.

Ward Black has described Cronan as his boss, but also re-iterated to other media outlets that
Georgia Soil has nothing to do with liquid soil amendments. Ward Black forwarded on a list of
questions from the USA Today Network for an official company response, but the Network
never received any.

Gary Black denied any suggestion that Cronan's soil amendments were approved quickly due
to personal connections.

Cronan and his father, Kenneth Cronan, also had ties to former Georgia governor Nathan
Deal.

In 2011, then-governor Deal appointed Kacy Cronan to the Georgia Board of Public Safety
while Deal was still a partner in Gainesville Salvage and Disposal with Kenneth Cronan.
Kenneth Cronan received an appointment to the Georgia Ports Authority.   

While running for governor, Deal faced allegations that he improperly lobbied for a landfill
and a state contract for his auto salvage business while in congress. In both cases, businesses
owned by Kenneth Cronan, or co-owned by Deal and Cronan, were involved. Gainesville
Waste and Recycling was listed as the applicant for the landfill on state paperwork, according
to an AP investigation at the time.

More in this series

FILE - Former Georgia Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black makes a point during a campaign
speech at the Republican Party Middle 12th Congressional District BBQ at the Cadillac Ranch in
Sylvania.
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B ert Langley retired in 2017 as director of compliance for the Georgia
Environmental Protection Division. In his 35 years protecting the state’s air, water
and land resources, he bore witness to countless attempts by businesses to take

waste streams from industries and turn them into products they could then monetize.  
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The business model for producing and distributing soil amendments takes
advantage of loose industry regulation, says one-time EPD agent.
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In his last years in office, he saw more and more companies attempting to turn these wastes
into soil amendments that were being marketed to farmers as a cheap and sometimes free
alternative to fertilizer. 

According to the Georgia Department of Agriculture, fertilizer is designed to introduce
nutrients to the soil to promote plant growth. While soil amendments might contain some
beneficial nutrients, such has nitrogen, amendments are designed to improve soil texture, it’s
aeration and ability to absorb water.  

“Soil amendments are not fertilizer,” Langley said. “They are not supposed to be used as
fertilizer. They are not supposed to be marketed as fertilizer. They are not supposed to
reference anything at all about nutrient content. They are simply to help the physical
properties of the soil.” 

He said that one of his heartburns with the Department of Agriculture is that it has not done
anything about the companies who market soil amendments this way. 

Changing the rules for soil amendments

Retired Georgia Environmental Protection Division agent Bert Langley
SUBMITTED BY BERT LANGLEY
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The act that first established the rules for the use of soil amendments in 1976 outlined the
Georgia Department of Agriculture's regulations for these soil additives and included a
process for registering soil amendments for legal distribution, how they are labeled and
associated documentation.  

“A couple of people in the early 1980s realized that there was a loophole ... that you could take
certain waste products and use them in your manufacturing process and it ceases to be called
waste and becomes a new product,” Langley said.  

He remembers two companies taking zinc-rich dust from Atlantic Steel and selling it as a
micro-nutrient soil supplement for pecan trees. The dust also contained trace amounts of
other substances like lead and cadmium. 

“One of the companies tried to do it right,” Langley said. “They used limited quantities and
applied at very careful rates. The others didn’t and created a huge Superfund site.” 

Superfund sites are uncontrolled or abandoned locations identified by the EPA to contain
hazardous wastes that pose risks to human health and the environment recognized under the
Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act (CERCLA). 

Limited requirements placed on soil amendment providers

According to Kyra Brue, GDA's former open records coordinator, the agency doesn't require
soil amendment companies to tell the agency from where they source waste. Some of the
providers are known through investigations into noncompliance, where the information crops
up in agency investigation reports. But for the vast majority of registered soil amendments,
the only requirement is that companies list the NAICS code — North American Industry
Classification System, which identifies types of facilities by number codes — and a short
description of how the waste is produced.  
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Every registered soil amendment company completes an application with this information,
and that paperwork also includes a "representative analysis," giving a general breakdown of
the components of the soil amendment product. Additionally, a lab analysis is submitted,
which looks for minerals and heavy metals. Lab analyses are conducted by independent
laboratories and submitted by registrants. 

But environmentalists, like Savannah Riverkeeper Tonya Bonitatibus, argue that these lab
tests are woefully too limited in scope to catch the variety of industrial chemicals, detergents,
pollutants like PFAS or other contaminants that could infiltrate soil and waters through
industrial waste. For example, in 2008, businessman John Hulsey was sued for, among other
things, spreading dry cleaning waste on his land. A contaminant like this would not appear on
the lab analysis currently required by GDA. 

Following the business model

Langley said the business model used by many of these recycling companies and most, if not
all, of those currently spreading soil amendments are very similar. They find an industry with
a waste product. They underbid the current disposal costs and so get paid to take it. Then they
sometimes add other things to the waste and attempt to sell it as something else. If they
cannot sell it, Langley said, they give it away. 

"Hey, it’s a great model, except they end up getting contracts from waste producers to take
waste 12 months a year in large quantities to process into their product for which it usually
turns out they don’t have as good a market as they thought they did,” Langley said. “But they
are making their money on the front end to take the stuff and they can’t tell the waste
producer, ‘Hey, stop. I can’t take any more.’ They would lose their contracts.” 

Tonya Bonitatibus, Riverkeeper and Executive Director for the Savannah Riverkeeper, poses for a
portrait along the Savannah River in Augusta, Ga., on Tuesday, Jan. 24, 2022.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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That business model leads to the amount of waste being produced dictating how much is
applied at participating locations rather than that pasture’s need for certain amounts of the
soil amendment, Langley said.  

Paul Urbanek, a landowner near Wrens, Georgia who accepted soil amendments as a free
alternative to fertilizer last summer, said that after two weeks he approached the men on the
tractors on his property and asked them how much longer they would be there.

Urbanek said they told him they did not have any other place to go at that time and so would
"keep hitting this place" until another location opened up. They applied soil amendments on
his 200 acre pastures, along fence-line roads and just about anywhere they could run the
tractors and tanks day and night, sunshine or rain, for around 30 days.

Former Georgia Agriculture Commissioner Gary Black has said the Department of
Agriculture’s new soil amendment rules are attempting to address this by way of stricter
nutrient management plan policies, put into place Jan. 1, that are required for each site where
the amendments will be applied. But Langley does not believe that these changes will address
the real problem.   

USA Today Network reporters sent direct questions or requests for interviews to officials at
soil amendment companies including Waste Eliminator, Proponics Solutions and Recovered
Materials Company, but those requests were either denied or received no response.

'It's the Wild West now'

waste 12 months a year in large quantities to
process into their product for which it usually
turns out they don’t have as good a market as

they thought they did.

A streak of black soil amendment sits on top of a field at a spraying location in Jefferson County,
Ga., on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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“It's a great thing to reuse waste. It’s a bad thing to take advantage of people in such a way
that ... consumers get hurt, the agricultural industry gets hurt,” Langley said. “If (GDA) would
step up their actual overview and inspection and compliance activities with these soil
amendment people, I think it would go a long way. It’s the Wild West now.” 

While the Georgia Department of Agriculture registers products as soil amendments, it is
often up to product control contractors to ensure that these substances are applied at the
appropriate rates. Langley said that it is not clear if anyone is checking to see that they even
have the appropriate equipment to inject these products into the soil as required. 

“As the price of real fertilizer goes up, a little bit is better than nothing,” Langley said. “And
unfortunately, you’re taking advantage of people in ways they can’t predict what is going to
happen. We don’t know what is in a lot of that stuff.

"Metals are an obvious concern and the new rules do address some metals content, but there
are a lot of other industrial chemicals that could be showing up.”  

USA Today Network reporters Marisa Mecke and Abe Kenmore contributed to this report.

More in this series

A private property sign is posted outside a field where spraying is done near Warren County, Ga.,
on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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F or many landowners, the potential drawbacks of applying soil amendment — the
smell, the flies, the uncertainty and the angry neighbors — are too much. But others
see a golden opportunity: a free replacement for expensive fertilizer.

Bartow, Georgia farmer Joe McKenzie first saw soil amendments advertised on Facebook.
Within a few weeks, drivers delivered the product in big blue tanks and began applying it to
his fields.

McKenzie estimated the amendments, which he said he got for free, will save his nearly 100-
acre cattle ranch between $50,000 and $60,000 in fertilizer costs. After coming down from
their record highs last year, fertilizer prices average about $600 to $1,200 per ton, depending
on the type. 

STINKING REGRETS

With hiked fertilizer costs, someWith hiked fertilizer costs, some
farmers feel the benefits outweighfarmers feel the benefits outweigh
the risksthe risks

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK

While some detest soil amendments, other Georgia farmers see the benefits,
especially when considering rising fertilizer costs.
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Fertilizer is designed to introduce nutrients to the soil to promote plant growth, noted the
Georgia Department of Agriculture. While soil amendments might contain some beneficial
nutrients, such has nitrogen, amendments are designed to improve soil texture, it’s aeration
and ability to absorb water.    

McKenzie maintains that the amendments are beneficial. He knows of other farmers who
have taken it and had positive results. And when it comes down to it, he does not have the
money to apply the fertilizer his pastures would need to support the herd he wants to move
there.

Going by the book

Last December, Recovered Materials Company LLC (RMC), a soil amendment registrant and
transporter, held a virtual town hall meeting for Jefferson County residents. For the last year,
RMC has been delivering soil amendments to properties in multiple Georgia counties. 

“During that process, we have complied with all state and local rules and regulations,” said
Taylor Harbinson, president of RMC. “And we’re proud to say that since receiving our first
soil amendment registration all the way back in June 2021, we have operated and received no
violations.” 

Harbinson joined RMC in August 2022, bringing with him a background in the
manufacturing of liquid products for what he calls “some of the largest food service
restaurants in the country.” 

He said the purpose of the town hall was to explain exactly what RMC does and reassure the
community that his operation follows state Department of Agriculture rules and regulations. 

“We collect food processing byproducts from our customers and transport those byproducts
as soil amendments,” Harbinson said. 

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County, Ga.,
on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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The Georgia Soil Amendment Act of 1976 defines such an amendment as any substance
intended to change or enhance the characteristics of the soil or growing medium. 

“Those characteristics that we look to enhance would be increasing the penetrability of water
or air, increasing the water holding capacity, eliminating or decreasing soil compaction and
then otherwise altering the soil or growth medium in such a manner that the physical
properties are materially enhanced,” Harbinson said.  

RMC delivers these amendments to what he calls “product control contractors," who then
provide for the storage and land application of the amendments through subsurface injection.

Trusting the system

Farmers like McKenzie and land owners like Al Gunn trust the Department of Agriculture’s
registration process and the companies who are producing the amendments. 

The Gunn family has been raising beef cows in Jefferson County for almost 200 years. Over
the last half century, Gunn said, his family has added all sorts of things to the soil to improve
the land. Those additives include chicken litter, City of Augusta sewage and waste from paper
plants. Most recently, he applied a cat food plant's washdown — the sudsy liquid used to clean
the pet food manufacturing machines. It's the same soil amendment that many other Georgia
farmers have received.  

Gunn's tenant, another farmer, worked out a deal to spread the amendment on his family's
88-acre property. But Gunn said it was done with his consent. The farmer did not provide
them with a lot of details about the agreement, which wasn't a surprise to Gunn. 
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Tanks of soil amendment sit in a field in Jefferson County on Jan. 26, 2023.
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“I’m an engineer. I get paid to be detail-oriented. That’s what I gravitate to. But I don’t think
the general farmer is going to ask for the details and probably doesn’t even care about the
details,” he said.

When he asked for it, Gunn saw a chemical analysis of what was in the registered soil
amendment. He said it's mostly nitrogen.  

"It’s not as potent or powerful as fertilizer,” Gunn said. “But fertilizer, as (expensive) as it is,
you can’t afford to put it out. So you’re faced with putting this free stuff out that’s not as good
as fertilizer, but it’s free, versus putting nothing out.”    

“According to the United States Department of Agriculture, fertilizer makes up about 33% of
all farmers’ operating costs,” said John Monroe, RMC’s VP of Recyclables. “Soil amendments
offer a low cost, readily available alternative to traditional fertilizers.” 

Fertilizer costs, he said, increased 30% in 2022 following an 80% increase in 2021. 

Monroe argues that RMC, and other companies like it, support the state’s food industry,
which he calls Georgia’s largest economic engine, by recycling its byproducts, supporting the
economy and keeping food prices low. 

What about the cons?

The amendments were spread on both Gunn's family farm and McKenzie’s pastures for about
10 days. Both said that while it did smell, the aroma was mostly gone three weeks later.   

Gunn said that while he can sympathize with neighbors to these applications where the
tractors and tanks have stayed for over a month, he still takes issue with some who have
called it “toxic industrial waste,” terms he feels opponents use as a scare tactic. 

“Well, if you look at the textbook definition, they are correct,” Gunn said. “It is toxic in that
there is toxic biological growth in there — E. coli and other bad, nasty bacteria. If you take
water out of Briar Creek and set it in the sun for two weeks it’s going to be toxic. But don’t
mischaracterize and scare people.” 

USA Today Network reporters Marisa Mecke, Abe Kenmore and Nikolai Mather
contributed to this article.
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While new regulations might increase oversight into the content and
distribution of soil amendment, some worry about issues of enforcement.
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R egulations governing the content and application of soil amendments have
undergone some recent updates. As of Jan.1, the new rules include stricter
requirements as to what materials can go into soil amendments, as well as

additional documentation noting the product's contents and how it is distributed. 

Not everyone agrees the changes are enough, though, and the Georgia Department of
Agriculture is launching a review of the new regulations to see if they are sufficient.

Georgia's newly-minted agricultural commissioner, Tyler Harper, sent a letter on Feb. 16 to
the Georgia House and Senate Agricultural and Consumer Affairs committee chairs informing
the leaders that his agency plans to move forward with a 90-day review of the new rules.

"This review process will allow us to determine whether these new rules do enough to address
issues raised by residents, community leaders, and industry professionals," Harper's letter
read. He also wrote that the GDA was looking at other ways within the department to
strengthen the Soil Amendment Program.

Harper worked with state lawmakers to add $550,000 to the state budget for GDA's Soil
Amendment Program. Both chambers of the Legislature later approved the budget with that
addition.

New documentation, limited public access

The state's 1976 Soil Amendment Act says soil amendments should improve the physical, not
nutritional, features of the soil, and that has not changed under the new rules. The nutrients
in amendments created as industrial byproducts, however, will be subject to additional
testing and documentation by the companies.

Any property that receives an industrial byproduct soil amendment must first have a Nutrient
Management Plan that outlines what the land is being used for, recommended nutrient levels,
and how soil amendments will be applied, among other things.

While GDA, the regulating agency for soil amendments, can request the documents, the new
rule does not require regular inspections. This means public information about soil

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County, Ga.,
on Jan. 26, 2023.

KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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amendments will remain limited.

"The nutrient management plan, the testing that's required ahead of time, the application
rates that are supposed to be adhered to, all of that's great," Tonya Bonitatibus of the
Savannah Riverkeepers said. "The issue is currently whether or not that stuff is actually
submitted, or is just supposed to exist unless somebody asks."

New regulations continue existing requirements to analyze every industrial byproduct soil
amendment, including the total quantity of nitrogen and a range of metals. The new
regulation also outlines limits for a range of mostly heavy metals, including arsenic, copper,
lead and mercury.

Registrants also have to label any soil amendments that incorporate an industrial byproduct,
along with the name, address, industry code and other information for the producer of the
byproduct. Also, as under the prior rules, registrants have to record the total weight of
amendments and pay a 30-cent fee per ton.

Soil amendment distributors are required to keep records of the distributions, including the
product, quantity, date and time, and contact information of the landowner. Without
distributors being required to proactively file those records with the state, though,
Bonitatibus says it is hard to tell who is following the law.

"There's no way to tell whether somebody's illegal or legal" she said. "... I do think we still
have a ton of cowboys."

A bill that would have given some authority to counties to monitor soil amendments and issue
cease and desist orders in egregious cases stalled for the year. The bipartisan House bill, HB
477, was backed by the Association of County Commissioners of Georgia. Without an option
for local enforcement, ACCG and Bonitatibus both expressed the hope that GDA would get
sufficient funding for soil amendment enforcement instead.

The nutrient management plan, the testing
that's required ahead of time, the application

rates that are supposed to be adhered to, all of
that's great.The issue is currently whether or
not that stuff is actually submitted, or is just

supposed to exist unless somebody asks.
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Testing and sampling limitations leave questions lingering

GDA tries to do random samples when possible, but because the products are transported
directly from the source to the fields there aren’t many opportunities for GDA employees to
get their hands on some samples, according to the agency. When complaints arise, or when an
investigation is taking place, is when GDA can process samples to look for pollutants. 

Since the beginning of 2020, about 20 random samples have been taken, according to GDA
public records. Some of the samples are a little less than random, though, as many were
collected during investigations into companies or landowners breaking soil amendment rules.

The collection documents and lab results don’t give a wide picture of what is going on with the
soil amendments. The pages all lack information outlining the name of the soil amendment,
the location where it was collected, and the “fertilizer type” — although soil amendments are
not fertilizers. The documents also didn’t list information about transport, such as the
number of containers, container weight and tonnage that would only be reported if the
product was collected during transport rather than from the field.  

When asked about the missing information in these documents, GDA stated that this was
because “these samples were collected from bulk storage and/or deliveries, many of the fields
on the lab report are not relevant or required in this scenario.”

For independent organizations like the Riverkeepers, getting permission and funding to do
their own testing is difficult — the tests can cost as much as $2,000. Without knowing what
the amendments are, it is also hard to know what to test for and what was in the soil already.

In the limited sampling Ogeechee Riverkeeper has done, they found one pesticide that had
been banned for several decades.

"We have no way of knowing if it was in the soil from use before it was banned or if it came
from the soil amendments," said Damon Mullis, from Ogeechee Riverkeeper.

USA Today Network reporters Abe Kenmore, Parish Howard, Nikolai Mather and Marisa
Mecke contributed to this article.

A tractor pulling a tank full of soil amendment sprays the ground at a farm near Warren County, Ga.,
on Jan. 26, 2023.
KATIE GOODALE, AUGUSTA CHRONICLE USA TODAY NETWORK
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