»

{

y

~dPF
GEORGIA

WATER
COALITION

CAPITOL CONSERVATION DAY — PROTECTING THE OKEFENOKEE, PUBLIC HEALTH AND
CONSUMERS

Coalition urges legislators to protect Georgia’s communities and water

For more information contact:

Chris Manganiello, Chattahoochee Riverkeeper, 706-614-8698, cmanganiello@chattahoochee.org
Mike Worley, Georgia Wildlife Federation, 470-955-9585, mworley@gwf.org

Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, Coosa River Basin Initiative, 678-978-4665, jesse@coosa.org

Amy Sharma, Science for Georgia, 404-481-8043, Amy.Sharma@scidga.org

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE, March 4, 2025—More than 160 conservation advocates from the
mountains, across the Dougherty Plain, and to the coast gathered today at the Capitol to urge
legislators to vote for strong communities and clean water.

Members of the Georgia Water Coalition (GWC), a consortium of more than 250 organizations,
lobbied legislators to support three bills to protect the Okefenokee from mining; protect
communities from “forever chemicals”; and protect consumers from rising energy bills associated
with the unprecedented growth of water hungry data centers.

The Okefenokee Protection Act (HB 561) & 5-Year Mining Moratorium (HB 562)

Since 2019, the GWC has worked for the protection of the Okefenokee Swamp and Trail Ridge. Due
to the minerals present in this area, mining companies have long sought to establish operations in
this region. Trail Ridge is a key part of the Okefenokee ecosystem, regulating water flowing in and
out of the swamp. However, when the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge was created, Trail Ridge
was left unprotected. Bipartisan legislation has been introduced to fix this oversight and protect the
Okefenokee.

For over two years, Chairwoman Darlene Taylor (R-Thomasville) has led a bipartisan effort to protect
the Okefenokee Swamp. Taylor, along with Chairman Ron Stephens (R-Savannah), Chairman Steven
Sainz (R-St. Marys), Chairman Gerald Greene (R-Cuthbert), Rep. Debbie Buckner (D-Junction City) and
Minority Leader Carolyn Hugley (D-Columbus). Each bill has over 75 additional co-singers committed
to protecting the Okefenokee.

The Okefenokee Protection Act (HB 561) is a simple bill that would permanently ban mining on a
specific part of Trail Ridge adjacent to the Okefenokee Swamp. And the 5-Year Mining Moratorium
(HB 562) temporarily halts mining permits along Trail Ridge, giving time for the state, advocates, and
property owners to implement more permanent conservation efforts to protect the Okefenokee.

“Georgians have made it clear—through polls, letters, local resolutions, and more—that the
Okefenokee Swamp is too valuable to risk,” said Mike Worley, President and CEO of the Georgia
Wildlife Federation. “Both HB 561 and HB 562 protect the swamp, public and private property from
lowered water levels and from increased wildfire risk.”



The Forever Chemicals Transparency Act (HB 611)

PFAS, or “forever chemicals,” are toxic substances linked to cancer, liver damage, and other health
risks. They persist in the environment, contaminating Georgia's water. Most public wastewater
treatment plants cannot remove these forever chemicals, and industries are not required to disclose
the use of these humanmade substances. This leaves communities—which are mostly concentrated
in northwest Georgia—with costly cleanups and raising water and sewer rates while contamination
spreads unchecked.

Under current law, industries that use these chemicals do not have to disclose their use to the
municipal treatment plants where wastewater is sent to be treated. The GWC supports House Bill
611, introduced by Chairman Eddie Lumsden (R-Armuchee) and co-sponsored by Chairman Bill
Hitchens (R-Rincon), Chairman Kasey Carpenter (R-Dalton), Chairman Victor Anderson (R-Cornelia),
and Chairman Buddy DelLoach (R-Townsend). HB 611 would require industries to disclose PFAS use
to utilities, enabling targeted treatment and reducing costs. Early action would protect public health,
make water cleaner, and prevent expensive cleanups.

“HB 611 closes an information gap by requiring industries to disclose when they are sending PFAS to
municipal wastewater treatment plants,” said Jesse Demonbreun-Chapman, the Executive director
of the Coosa River Basin Initiative. “HB 611 allows those public utilities to effectively do their jobs
and protect the environment.”

Asking Data Centers to Pay to Play (SB 34)

Over the last year, public interest in data centers has grown considerably. Data centers are buildings
filled with computer equipment to process internet traffic, facilitate cloud computing and artificial
intelligence, and store increasingly massive amounts of digital data. These facilities have become
more visible due to their increasing demands on our water resources and electric infrastructure,
their growing physical size, and their community and environmental impacts.

Senate Bill 34, introduced by Chairman Chuck Hufstetler (R-Rome) and 20 Republican and
Democratic Senators, would require new data centers that demand 100 megawatts of electricity or
more to pay for “costs associated with increased fuel requirements, generation costs, and
transmission costs” related to the data center’s operations. SB 34 is similar in nature to the recently
approved Public Service Commission (PSC) rule that puts data centers on the hook for some
associated costs with electric service. However, rules can be changed more easily, and SB 34 would
become the law of the land.

“SB 34 would ensure that costs caused by data centers are paid by data centers and not by other
Georgia Power billpayers,” said Amy Sharma, Executive Director of Science for Georgia. “Current PSC
rules could allow billions of dollars in data center-caused costs to be paid for by all Georgia Power
billpayers.”
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The Georgia Water Coalition is an alliance of more than 250 organizations with a mission is to
protect and care for Georgia's surface and groundwater resources, which are essential for sustaining
economic prosperity, providing clean and abundant drinking water, preserving diverse aquatic
habitats for wildlife and recreation, strengthening property values, and protecting the quality of life
for current and future generations. The coalition was formed in 2002 and produces a report every
two years outlining its recommendations for water management in Georgia.




