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

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Georgia’s 2025

In this, the 7th edition of the Georgia 
Water Coalition’s Clean 13 Report, 
one of the honorees recognized in this 
report noted a pivotal moment in their 
regular outdoor outings with children in 
state parks. At the close of each event, 
Paddle4Tomorrow volunteers ask the 
youth, “Who owns this park?”

The correct answer, of course, is “YOU.” 

It’s a good question to ask, especially 
when it is followed up with the admonition 
that it is also theirs to protect. 

While the public officially owns more than 
five percent of Georgia’s land in the form 
of wildlife management areas, state and 
local parks, national forests and other 
federally-protected areas, collectively, 
Georgia’s 11 million people are 
responsible for stewarding and protecting 
ALL the land upon which we live as well as 
the water we drink and the air we breathe. 

This year’s Clean 13 report highlights individuals, businesses, industries, non-profit organizations and state and local governments that are 
doing just that. Across the state, both public and private interests are at work on innovative programs to address Georgia’s most pressing 
environmental challenges while preparing future leaders to understand and address those challenges. 

Paddle4Tomorrow, noted above, introduces youth to hiking and kayaking experiences in local and state parks, operating on the 
philosophy that in order for future generations to take action to protect nature they must first know, appreciate and understand it. 

Our public schools are also equipping students to meet future challenges. 

At Park Creek Elementary School in Dalton when federally-protected fish were discovered in creeks on the school’s 67-acre campus, 
educators, in conjunction with multiple partners, embarked on an effort to use the rare fish not only to teach children about wildlife habitat, 
but to restore portions of the campus to better protect the charismatically colorful fish known as the tri-spot darter. 

In Gwinnett County, Baggett Elementary’s outdoor classroom has transformed learning. The students raise trout, chickens, rabbits, herbs 
and vegetables and study the workings of an on-site solar array to understand science, technology, engineering, arts and math. The goal is 
to create the next generation of problem solvers. 

At the college level, the Partnership for Innovation housed at Georgia Tech connects summer interns and university-level researchers 
with non-profit organizations working to protect Georgia’s water. The program creates more robust water protection programs in local 

Paddlers stroke through the Okefenokee Swamp’s moss-draped tree canopy. Swamp advocates in June celebrated the end of a 
seven-year fight to stop a proposed heavy mineral sands mine when the Conservation Fund purchased the mining company’s 
landholdings. Despite this victory, more than 30,000 acres of critical land remain at risk to future mining.



communities and introduces students 
to careers in water resource and 
advocacy fields. 

This report also highlights citizens 
taking ownership of the health of their 
communities and our collectively-
owned water resources. 

In Rabun County, the Lake Burton 
Civic Association maintains an active 
water quality and bacteria monitoring 
program to track and identify 
pollution at iconic Lake Burton. 
The work has propelled them into 
advocacy, fighting developments that 
might harm the lake and implementing 
educational efforts to encourage 
lake-front property owners to manage 
their land with lake health in mind.

In Upson County, citizens have 
coalesced around a fight to stop a 
proposed plastics recycling facility 
near Thomaston. Opponents argue that the controversial process to be employed at the plant does more harm than good in the effort to 
reduce plastics pollution. Led by a former Upson County commissioner, the Upson Environmental and Governmental Transparency 
group aims to stop the plastics plant and reform how local authorities broker deals with prospective industrial developments. 

And, on the Georgia coast, citizens of McIntosh County triumphed in 
ending the practice of spraying herbicides to manage vegetation along 
the county’s road right of ways. Working with the county commission, 
advocates with Don’t Spray McIntosh developed a right of way 
management plan that protects the county’s many streams and wetlands 
and has resulted in a blossoming of roadsides with wildflowers and 
teeming with important bee and butterfly pollinators. 

In Augusta, in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene, volunteers with City 
Serve Augusta became heroes by assisting dozens of families with 
hurricane cleanup efforts. The work was a continuation of more than a 
decade of service projects that have benefitted the community and the 
Savannah River.  

In Southwest Georgia where the farming community relies on 
irrigation from surface and groundwater and where water scarcity has 
threatened both farms and federally-protected aquatic species, the 
Georgia Flow Incentive Trust (GA-FIT) is finding solutions. Advances 
in water conservation, development of new water sources and extensive 
research into the area’s water resources is leaving more water in area 
creeks and rivers for both farmers and protected mussel species. 

Meanwhile on the other side of the state, the University of Georgia 
Shellfish Research Lab on Skidaway Island is bringing oysters back 
to the Georgia coast. Thanks to the work of the lab, natural oyster beds 
are being restored while commercial farming operations are thriving. 
More of the mollusks means cleaner water in estuaries and more 
delicious seafood. 

The Savannah River in Augusta is among the many beneficiaries of the work highlighted in the Clean 13 report. City Serve 
Augusta, an annual community-wide service day in the city, this year installed life jacket loaner kiosks to improve safety at the 
city’s popular Lock and Dam Park. 

An American bittern probes the waters of the Okefenokee Swamp. Advocates won a 
major victory this year in stopping a proposed heavy minerals sands mine near the 
swamp. The victory was good news for the bittern and the other 199 species of birds 
that call the swamp home.



The business world is also pitching in for clean water. 

Arcadis, a multinational environmental engineering firm with offices 
in Atlanta, partnered with Chattahoochee Riverkeeper to develop 
a computer model that could be used to identify the best locations 
to place trash traps. These devices, typically placed in small urban 
streams, collect floating trash and prevent plastic and other trash from 
reaching our rivers and oceans. 

And, REI Co-op, a major player in the outdoor recreation retail  
scene in Georgia since 1990, supports local non-profits with grants, 
product donations and a product loaner program that helps get first-
time campers “in the woods.” Since 2022, REI Co-op has provided 
more than $500,000 to Georgia groups working to promote diversity 
among outdoor recreation participants and protect the state’s  
natural resources. 

Finally, this year’s report recognizes “Okefenokee Protectors” who 
scored one of the state’s biggest environmental advocacy triumphs 
in recent years. In June, the Conservation Fund brokered a deal 
with Twin Pines Minerals to purchase the company’s landholdings 
adjacent to the Okefenokee Swamp, thus ending a seven-year battle 
to protect the swamp from a dangerous heavy minerals sands mine. 

The $60 million deal was funded by philanthropists, 
but the collective efforts of dozens of advocacy groups, 
key legislators and thought leaders and hundreds of 
thousands of citizens made the deal a possibility. 

“To get the deal done, we were standing on the shoulders 
of all the people across Georgia that had been speaking 
out,” says Stacy Funderburke of the Conservation Fund.

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

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

A kayaker navigates through the Tallulah River gorge. Tallulah River Gorge State Park is one of 60 state 
parks and historic sites that attract visitors from across the globe to explore Georgia.

Georgia’s rivers, streams, lakes and estuaries are teeming with life. While beavers are 
common mammals inhabiting the state’s waterways, the state is also home to 325 
species of fish and 165 species of mussels and snails. Georgia ranks among the top five 
states in the country in terms of aquatic biodiversity.
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INTRODUCTION:
Famed British naturalist and the voice behind the Plant Earth 
television programs David Attenborough once said, “If children don’t 
grow up knowing about nature and appreciating it, they will not 
understand it, and if they don’t understand it, they won’t protect it. 
And, if they won’t protect it, who will?” At Paddle4Tomorrow they’ve 
taken Attenborough’s words to heart and developed programs that 
take children away from their screens and into the natural world. In 
2025, the all-volunteer group hosted ten events at local and state 
parks that engaged and educated nearly 300 children at no cost to 
the families participating. Through partnerships with schools in low-
income areas, local 4-H clubs and organizations serving immigrants 
and refugees, the youth they serve are diverse and unique. Indeed, 
Paddle4Tomorrow participants in 2025 hailed from homes where 16 
languages other than English are spoken. For youth unfamiliar with 
hiking and paddling, these adventures demystify nature. Meanwhile, 
the education that takes place along the trails and rivers helps them 
understand the natural world. And, Paddle4Tomorrow believes that 
protecting nature is bound to follow for these youth.

THE WATER BODY:
There are more than 70,000 miles of rivers and streams 
in Georgia, but of those miles, the state’s 14 major rivers 
and their significant tributaries account for less than 10 
percent of the total stream miles. The remainder of this 
life-giving system of water is made up of the thousands 
of small streams that course through business corridors 
in our cities, border backyards in the suburbs, and in 
rural areas, run past pastures and cropland and through 
dense, wild forests. Indeed, some 34 percent of the 
state’s total stream miles are classified as intermittent, 
meaning they do not even flow year round. But, these 
small streams are vitally important. They link land and 
water and are the vehicle by which critical nutrients for 
aquatic flora and fauna are transported downstream. 
Healthy small streams translate into healthy big rivers 
and reservoirs from which we draw our drinking water 
and where we boat, fish and swim. These small streams 
running through neighborhoods also typically provide 
Georgia’s youth with their first encounters with the wild, 
wet natural world.  

GEORGIA’S STREAMS
Non-Profit Connects Youth With Outdoors

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Paddle4Tomorrow

Georgia’s 2025

River Teen participants play in the headwaters of the Chattooga River. The organization’s outdoor 
experiences in 2025 reached a diverse group of youth. Participants hailed from homes where 16 
different languages other than English are spoken.

Paddle4
Tomorrow



THE CLEAN:
Alpharetta resident and realtor Tony Narcisse is, perhaps, an unlikely advocate for the natural world. “I was born and raised in Los Angeles 
about as far from the natural environment as you can get in California,” he said. But, despite his upbringing in the concrete jungle, his parents 
were intentional about introducing him to the natural world, and nature soon became his “safe space.” 

As an adult and an avid 
kayak angler, he’s brought 
that personal experience 
to the youth he and his wife 
Ruth and a bevy of volunteers 
serve in the Atlanta area. 

The programs involve 
taking 8-to-12-year-olds 
on hikes and paddle trips 
in local parks where they 
learn outdoors skills, natural 
history and environmental 
stewardship.

“We end each event with a test that the kids have to pass to be able to go 
home,” Narcisse said. “It’s a simple test. We ask, ‘Who owns this park?’ We 
get the ‘park ranger’ or ‘Mr. Narcisse.’  We correct them. It’s their park; you 
can come to it any time, but you have to take care of it.” 

Through partnerships with other non-profits, youth learn about flora and 
fauna, water quality, no trace camping ethics, litter reduction, recycling and 
composting. Paddle4Tomorrow even partners with local chefs to provide 
meals for the children that include locally-grown produce that help children 
make the link between land, water and the food they eat. 

This year, when some of their long-time participants aged out of the program 
for 8-12-year-olds, the youth lobbied for a program for teens and “River 
Teens” was born. The group paddled the Chattahoochee, Etowah and 
enjoyed a weekend camping trip exploring the Chattooga River.  

For the youth the experience goes beyond education. Challenging them 
physically in the natural world is transformative, Narcisse said. “They go 
from, I can’t! I’m afraid! to I can do this! In the end, there’s a sense of pride. 
They feel good about who they are.”  

The experience with the youth is also transformative for Narcisse and the 
dozens of volunteers that assist. “People ask, ‘How do you keep hope?’” 
Narcisse said. “Just spend a day with kids in the outdoors. If that doesn’t give 
you hope, your hope-o-meter is broken.”

River Teens participants paddled the Chattahoochee and the Etowah River and participated in a weekend camping adventure along the 
Chattooga River. Tony Narcisse said of the kayaking trips: “They go from, ‘I can’t! I’m afraid! to ‘I can do this!”

Participants in Paddle4Tomorrow’s River Teens program learn about water quality 
by conducting Georgia Adopt-A-Stream chemical water monitoring tests during 
one of their river journeys.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Tony Narcisse, Paddle4Tomorrow, tony@paddle4tomorrow.org, 678-778-7377
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INTRODUCTION:
When an endangered species shows up in your backyard, what do 
you do? If it’s a grizzly bear, authorities don’t recommend inviting it 
inside, but if it’s a colorful, two-inch fish turning up in the backyard 
of a school, it might just be a teaching moment. That’s exactly what 
happened at Dalton’s Park Creek Elementary School. Long known 
as the “Carpet Capitol of the World,” Dalton is home to acres and 
acres of floor covering manufacturing facilities, but the region is also 
known for its rich aquatic biodiversity. The upper Coosa River basin is 
considered one of the most biologically diverse river basins in North 
America, harboring 30 endemic fish, mussels, snails and crayfish—
critters that are found no where else in the world. Among them is the 
tri-spot darter which happens to breed in tiny ephemeral streams on 
Park Creek’s 67-acre campus. Since administrators there learned 
about the fish taking up part-time residence, they, along with multiple 
federal, state and local partners, embarked on an effort to use the fish 
not only to teach children about wildlife habitat, but to restore portions 
of the campus to better protect the charismatically colorful fish.

THE WATER BODY:
The upper Coosa River basin, which includes most of Northwest 
Georgia as well as portions of Tennessee and Alabama 
is a biological treasure trove. In the Conasauga River 
basin alone, which drains Dalton, the state recognizes 
93 rare animals, including 53 aquatic species, half 
of which are protected species under state or federal 
statutes. The State Wildlife Action Plan, a Department 
of Natural Resources-created strategy to conserve 
populations of native wildlife, lists the Conasauga River 
basin as one of its highest priority watersheds in terms of 
global aquatic significance. The high-level of endemic 
species drives that. Several of the rare and protected 
species in the Conasauga River basin, including the tri-
spot darter, are found no where else in the world. Mill 
Creek, which passes through the Park Creek Elementary 
property and through the heart of Dalton’s industrial 
landscape, miraculously still harbors the tri-spot, a 
federally-threatened fish with a unique life cycle, that 
lays its eggs in tiny streams on the school’s campus. 
These streams typically flow only during the wet winter 
and spring seasons. 

CONASAUGA RIVER/MILL CREEK
Dalton School Protects Habitat for Endangered Fish

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Park Creek Elementary School

Georgia’s 2025

During the school’s Student Environmental Jamboree, representatives from the Tennessee Aquarium 
provide activities for students to learn about the Conasauga River basin’s aquatic diversity. The river and its 
tributaries are home to 53 rare aquatic species.

Park Creek
Elementary

School



THE CLEAN:
What initially started in 2020 as an effort to teach students 
about nutrition and environmental stewardship by creating 
a one-acre food plot on the campus went to the next 
level when biologists learned that tri-spot darters were 
breeding in streams by the school. Since then, Park Creek 
has partnered with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Georgia 
Department of Natural Resources, Dalton State College, 
the State Botanical Garden of Georgia, Limestone Valley 
Resource Conservation and Development Council, Coosa 
River Basin Initiative and others on wide-ranging efforts to 
eliminate invasive species on the property, replace mowed 
lawns with native plant meadows, propagate seeds of 
native plants, remove litter from Mill Creek and its feeder 
streams, and of course, educate the school’s nearly 600 
students—all of which lead to protecting habitat for the rare 
fish that calls the school property home. 

“If we can enhance what’s around the creek, we can enhance what’s in the creek,” said principal 
Brandon Headrick. 

In 2023, the school held a Student Environmental Jamboree in which students learned about fish, plants 
and birds and their habitat as well as careers in natural resource conservation. Today, students assist in 
growing native plants and collecting seeds through a partnership with the Georgia Native Seed Network 
and community volunteer events are held to continue restoration of the campus property. 

Dalton State College students 
have also benefitted from 
the programs at Park Creek 
Elementary. Interns from the 
college have surveyed Mill 
Creek’s tributaries to identify 
locations where road, water and 
sewer infrastructure might be 
inhibiting spawning migrations of 
the tri-spot darter. 

The fish swim up tiny streams in 
the late winter and early spring to spawn in wet areas. These nursery 
locations serve to protect the young from predators found in larger 
streams. During the breeding season, the male tri-spot darters sport 
brilliant orange bodies with iridescent turquoise blotches—the kind of 
showy display that has inspired coloring books and stickers distributed 
to Park Creek students. 

Restoration efforts on the school’s campus have involved transforming mowed laws into native plant 
meadows that attract pollinators and protect tributaries of Mill Creek where the federally-protected tri-
spot darter is known to spawn.

An aerial view shows the expanse of Park Creek Elementary’s 67-acre campus. Educators 
there along with multiple partners have transformed to campus into an outdoor 
education space while also improving habitat for the federally-protected tri-spot darter 
that is known to spawn in small creeks on the campus.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Brandon Headrick, Principal at Park Creek Elementary School, Brandon.
Headrick@dalton.k12.ga.us, 706-428-7700
Jesse Demonbruen-Chapman, Coosa River Basin Initiative, jesse@coosa.org, 
706-232-2724

Among the projects implemented on 
the school campus is a nature trail with 
interpretive signs highlighting the tri-spot 
darter. The restoration and environmental 
education project has involved multiple 
local, state and federal partners.
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INTRODUCTION:
Each school day, more than 1,000 students walk through the doors 
of Baggett Elementary in Gwinnett County, and once they arrive they 
learn from some 3,000 rainbow trout, nine chickens, countless plants 
in pollinator and vegetable gardens, one rabbit and, beginning last 
year, a 12-panel solar array. Indeed, the school’s outdoor classroom 
is one of the most immersive in metro Atlanta, and instructors there 
are using hands-on activities to advance their STEAM (science, 
technology, engineering, arts and math) curriculum. Among the 
many projects…fourth graders study ecosystems by nurturing trout 
from eggs to fry to adults; third graders learn about pollution by 
participating in the school’s waste reduction program (the chickens 
are fed food scraps from the cafeteria); and, first graders explore 
habitat by growing herbs and wildflowers in a pollinator garden. 
Since the program began in 2022, the school’s student body regularly 
leaves their classrooms to get “their hands dirty.” The “project-based 
learning” approach is paying dividends. Instructors are finding 
students better behaved and more engaged while math and science 
scores on standardized tests are on the uptick.

THE WATER BODY:
Baggett Elementary sits just a mile from the Yellow River, a 
76-mile-long tributary of the Ocmulgee River in east metro 
Atlanta that assimilates the wastewater of much of Gwinnett, 
Rockdale and Newton counties; generates electricity at 
Milstead Dam in Rockdale County and serves as a focal 
point of outdoor recreation at Gwinnett County and the City 
of Porterdale’s riverfront parks. The Yellow River Water Trail, 
a recreational boating trail stretching from Lawrenceville 
to Jackson Lake, attracts canoeists and kayakers that run 
the upper river’s whitewater and drift lazily along its lower 
reaches. Baggett Elementary’s on-site activities help protect 
the Yellow, but also have far-reaching implications for other 
water bodies in Georgia and our global climate. The solar 
array installed at the school in 2024 helps reduce demand 
for electricity generated from fossil fuel and nuclear power 
plants which rely on water drawn from Georgia’s rivers. 
Ultimately, on-site solar arrays like the one at Baggett 
Elementary can reduce the amount of water drawn from our 
rivers and eliminate greenhouse gas emissions from fossil fuel 
power plants.

YELLOW RIVER
Outdoor Classroom, Solar Array Provide Unique  
Learning Opportunities

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Baggett Elementary School

Georgia’s 2025

At Baggett Elementary’s aquaponics lab, students tend vegetables growing hydroponically in 
pools where the school’s trout are raised. Nutrients generated by the trout feed plants growing 
hydroponically in the fish nurseries. The interplay between the fish and plants is used to teach 
students about ecosystems and chemistry.

Baggett
Elementary

School



THE CLEAN:
The number of science-based, hands-on learning opportunities at 
Baggett boggles the mind. But, for sure, it toggles the minds of the 
school’s students. 

There’s an aquaponics/hydroponics lab where students raise trout 
as part of the Small Fry to Go program. Nutrients generated by the 
trout feed plants growing hydroponically in the fish nurseries. The 
interplay between the fish and plants is used to teach students about 
ecosystems and chemistry. The fish ultimately are released to the 
Chattahoochee River and the hydroponically grown food is used in 
the cafeteria or goes home with students and teachers. 

In the school’s cafeteria, there’s an expansive composting and waste 
reduction program through a partnership with Food Well Alliance. 
When students complete their meals, they deposit compostable fruits 

and vegetables in one bin; non-compostable food scraps in another (to be used as feed for the school’s flock of chickens) and set aside still 
shareable food (think apples and packaged muffins) to be consumed by other students. During the 2024-25 school year, Baggett ranked as 
the top composting school in Gwinnett, diverting 2,568 pounds of food waste from the landfill and into the production of fertile soil for the 
school’s gardens. 

The students raise and care for the school’s chickens and rabbit, collecting eggs daily…to the tune of about three dozen weekly which are used 
in at-school science studies or sent home as food for families. 

The vegetable and flower garden includes more than 600 square-feet of cultivated space, plus three greenhouses. In this space, the students 
learn about biodiversity, soil science, and life cycles. 

The “A” in STEAM is also incorporated. Last year, students and instructors merged the school’s pollution prevention program with its visual arts 
program to transform 875 plastic bottles into a Chihuly-esque sculpture that now hangs in the cafeteria. 

A program with nearby Gwinnett School of Math and Science (a local public high school) employs nine juniors and seniors as interns throughout the 
year who assist Baggett’s science discovery teacher, Amy Sapp, in mentoring students, maintaining the outdoor classroom and facilitating the waste 
reduction program. 

The solar array, installed in November 2024 with financial assistance from Gwinnett Clean and Beautiful and Better Tomorrow Solar, is now 
engaging students in science and technology lessons. Students analyze how the panels generate power based on variables like sunlight, 
weather and seasons. 

For a school where 89 percent of the students receive free or reduced 
meals, the outdoor classroom provides many hands-on experiences 
and life skills not typically learned in suburban homes and apartment 
complexes where most of the school’s student body lives. The 
atmosphere is transformative. 

“What I see is students enjoying learning,” said Sapp, now in her fourth 
year at the helm of the program. “Students love the outdoor projects. 
They love getting to cook what they harvest (from the chicken coop and 
garden). They get way more from that than they would from a work sheet.”

Students gather around a bed of kale and broccoli for an outdoor classroom lesson. 
Through some 600-square-feet of garden space, students learn about biodiversity, soil 
science and life cycles.

Students gather around herbs sprouting in the school’s hydroponics lab. Food grown at 
the school is used in the cafeteria or goes home with students and teachers.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Amy Sapp, Science Discovery Teacher, amy.sapp@gcpsk12.org, 678-851-2199
Jennette Gayer, Environment Georgia, jennette@environmentgeorgia.org,  
404-370-1764
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INTRODUCTION:
For non-profit organizations and college students, the summer 
internship is a conundrum. They both want and need each other, 
but non-profits typically don’t have stores of cash to pay interns. 
And, students typically can’t afford an unpaid summer internship. 
Nationally, an estimated 57 percent of internships at non-profit 
organizations are unpaid. This conflict leaves non-profits at a 
competitive disadvantage in recruiting talent and closes the non-
profit world to aspiring students. Since 2020, the Partnership for 
Innovation (PIN) at Georgia Institute of Technology has worked to 
address that problem. With both private and public funding, PIN has 
connected college students from across the country with non-profit 
organizations in Georgia working to protect the state’s water—all 
through paid internships. In 2025, PIN connected 103 interns 
representing 27 colleges with 50 organizations across the Southeast. 
In recent summers, these interns, paid with supplemental funding 
from PIN, have worked on projects with Coosa River Basin Initiative, 
Georgia Rivers, Okefenokee Swamp Park and others. Additionally, 
PIN’s Community Research Grant has funded water research projects 
by connecting faculty experts at colleges and universities with local 
governments and non-profit groups.

THE WATER BODY:
A network of some 70,000 miles of rivers and streams 
courses through the state. These waterways are connected 
to nearly five million acres of wetlands and together they 
feed and fill more than 425,000 acres of public lakes and 
reservoirs. Along with the state’s underground aquifers, these 
water bodies supply Georgia’s 11 million residents with some 
3 billion gallons of water daily that is used for everything 
from drinking water to cooling nuclear reactors. In addition 
to these services, Georgia’s waterways are home to more 
than 325 species of fish, including eight federally protected 
species, and the rivers also harbor 165 species of mussels 
and snails, more than all but three other states in the country. 
The state’s bountiful outdoor recreation opportunities fuel 
large portions of the state’s economy. The Outdoor Industry 
Association estimates that outdoor recreation contributed 2.2 
percent of the state’s gross domestic product in 2023—about 
$18.5 billion—and accounted for $9.3 billion in wages and 
salaries for Georgians.

GEORGIA’S WATER
Internships, Research Programs Connect Colleges  
with Conservation Groups

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Partnership for Innovation

Georgia’s 2025

PINterns participating in the Partnership for Innovation Summer Internship program gather for an 
end-of-the-summer Emerging Innovators Celebration. In 2025, PIN placed 103 interns representing 
27 colleges and 50 organizations across the Southeast, including many organizations in Georgia 
working to protect the state’s water resources.

Partnership
for

Innovation



THE CLEAN:
When the Coosa River Basin Initiative in Rome wanted to continue its summer Swim 
Guide program in 2025, it looked to PIN, and two “PINterns” from Berry College 
and Georgia Southern University took the job. The pair collected and tested water 
samples at nearly 30 sites in northwest Georgia during their internship. The results 
provided river and lake users with valuable information about bacteria levels in 
swimming holes and boating paths. 

Likewise, when Georgia Rivers looked to add more water trails and safety data to 
its Georgia River Guide App, a boating guide app to the state’s rivers and streams, 
PINterns from Auburn University and George Mason University did the research 
and data input. 

And, when Okefenokee Swamp Park needed assistance building the nomination 
to secure UNESCO World Heritage Site designation for the Okefenokee Swamp, 
PINterns from Georgia Southern University and Richmond University stepped up. 

PIN’s work doesn’t stop at internships. The program also builds teams of university-
level researchers and city or county governments to solve community issues. 
In 2023, PIN partnered with Georgia Southern University’s Institute for Water 
and Health, the City of Brunswick, and their residents to conduct water quality 
monitoring in waterways surrounding four hazardous waste sites around the 
city. Local residents were trained by researchers from the university to regularly 
collect water samples and test for contaminants, bacteria and other water quality 
parameters. These tests are critical for the health and well-being of residents who 
rely on subsistence fishing and crabbing to feed their families.

PIN has also partnered with The Water Tower, a non-profit based in Gwinnett 
County, that conducts water treatment research and work force development in 
water resource fields. In 2024, PINterns conducted water 
testing on Lake Lanier to detect dangerous cyanobacteria, 
and in 2025, PINterns studied methods for removing toxic 
forever chemicals from drinking water. 

The PIN program is unique in that non-profits submit 
applications for innovative community-developed 
projects. Once projects are selected, prospective interns 
apply to those projects that best fit their education and 
career goals. Organizations then interview and select 
from those interns who expressed interest in their work. 

Participation in the program has grown threefold since 
2022. Collectively, the 2025 summer program invested 
some $1 million, helping students gain on the-job training 
and helping non-profits advance their clean water work.

Among the programs that PINterns participated was a summer-long 
bacteria monitoring effort in northwest Georgia conducted by the Coosa 
River Basin Initiative. Interns gathered water samples at some 30 
locations throughout the summer to provide river and lake users with 
valuable information about bacteria levels in favorite swimming and 
fishing holes.

PIN’s “class of 2025” gather for a group photo before deploying to summer internships at organizations 
across the Southeast. This summer, interns from multiple colleges and universities assisted Coosa River 
Basin Initiative, Georgia Rivers, Okefenokee Swamp Park and others on clean water initiatives.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Cody Cocchi, PIN Student Engagement Manager,  
cody.cocchi@innovate.gatech.edu, 404-894-6903
Katie O’Connor, PIN Community Research Manager,  
katie.oconnor@innovate.gatech.edu, 404-894-7238
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INTRODUCTION:
Lake Burton, created when Georgia Power Company dammed the 
Tallulah River in 1920, is an iconic North Georgia mountain reservoir, 
known for its clear, cold, and clean water. Although large portions of 
the Tallulah’s drainage basin are protected as national forest, water 
quality in the lake is not without threats. In fact, one of Georgia’s 
seminal Clean Water Act cases resulted from pollution flowing into 
Lake Burton. Settled in 2011, that case stemmed from a complaint 
raised by a Lake Burton resident concerned about muddy water 
washing into the lake. The subsequent lawsuit forced the Georgia 
Department of Transportation to abide the state’s sedimentation and 
erosion laws. Now, more than a decade after that incident, Lake 
Burton residents continue to work to keep the lake clean. The Lake 
Burton Civic Association (LBCA) maintains a volunteer citizen water 
monitoring program that regularly tests for contaminants and other 
water quality parameters, conducts an annual cleanup, educates 
its members on best practices for protecting the lake, and monitors 
activities that might threaten the lake.

THE WATER BODY:
Spreading across 2,775 acres, Lake Burton is the largest of the 
four Tallulah River reservoirs  in northeast Georgia’s Rabun 
County. Burton, Nacoochee, Mathis, and Tallulah Falls 
dams, completed between 1910 and 1926, initially powered 
the streetcar system in Atlanta. Today, they continue to 
produce hydropower, though their output accounts for less 
than two percent of Georgia Power’s total energy portfolio. 
The Tallulah is renowned for its scenic beauty. In the late 
1800s, prior to construction of the dams, Tallulah Gorge, 
with its series of precipitous waterfalls, was a tourist hotspot 
known as the “Niagara of the South.” Today, Tallulah Gorge 
State Park anchors the region’s tourism-based economy 
and preserves the two-mile-long, 1,000-foot-deep gorge. 
Twice each year, Georgia Power sponsors a series of water 
releases that permit hundreds of thrill-seeking paddlers 
the opportunity to run the Class IV-V whitewater through 
the gorge. The river’s reservoirs also play a vital role in the 
economy of Rabun County, attracting tourists as well as part-
time and full-time residents. Lake Burton’s 62-mile shoreline 
is home to about 1,200 homes. In 2024, the average selling 
price for lakefront homes was $2.5 million.

LAKE BURTON/TALLULAH RIVER
Lake Dwellers Work to Protect Water Quality

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Lake Burton Civic Association
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The Tallulah River, which feeds Lake Burton, flows out of the Chattahoochee National Forest and 
through Rabun County. From 1910 to 1926, Georgia Power Company constructed a series of dams on 
the river creating four small reservoirs, of which Burton is the largest.

Lake
Burton

Civic
Association



THE CLEAN:
The value of properties surrounding Lake Burton is 
dependent on the quality of water in the lake itself. 
Thus, it’s little wonder that LBCA members take 
caring for their reservoir seriously. 

With assistance and guidance from Savannah 
Riverkeeper (the Tallulah forms the headwaters of 
the river), LBCA volunteers have conducted regular 
Georgia Adopt-A-Stream water quality monitoring 
as well as regular bacteria monitoring at a dozen 
locations on the lake for the past several years. 
The Clean Water Team, as they call themselves, 
collects samples from boats, conducts tests for 
dissolved oxygen and pH, and incubates water 
samples overnight to determine bacteria levels. The 
results provide important data for lake users and 
environmental regulators. Not surprisingly, their tests 
indicate a healthy reservoir. 

“Not a one of us are scientists,” said Yolanda Adrean, chair of the 
Clean Water Committee at LBCA, “We’re just highly motivated to 
keep this a clean and safe lake.” 

LBCA also partners with Georgia Power Company each spring to 
conduct a lake-wide cleanup during which volunteers remove tons of 
debris from the reservoir. 

The attention to water quality in the lake has turned LBCA’s Clean 
Water Team members into the river and lake’s fiercest watchdogs. 
They monitor local development and inspect construction sites for 
erosion and sedimentation problems. Recently, when they discovered 
a proposed housing development planned to employ septic tanks 
in an area ill-suited for such wastewater infrastructure, they lobbied 
state and local officials and ultimately put a stop to the project. 

Through constant and consistent communication with their 2,300 
members, LBCA encourages lakefront homeowners to do their part 
to protect the lake, disseminating information about best practices to 
protect water quality—from warnings about uses of herbicides and 
pesticides to reminders to properly maintain home septic systems. 

The results of their advocacy are found in the water and in the local 
economy—a clean lake that continues to attract multi-million dollar 
real estate investments. 

With training provided by Savannah Riverkeeper, the Lake Burton Civic Association has organized its Clean Water 
Team to conduct regular Georgia Adopt-A-Stream water monitoring at multiple locations on the iconic North 
Georgia reservoir.  

Famous as the “Niagara of the South,” the Tallulah Gorge anchor’s the regions’ tourism-
based economy, and the Tallulah’s reservoirs also play a vital role in the economy of Rabun 
County, attracting tourists as well as part-time and full-time residents.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Yolanda Adrean, Lake Burton Civic Association, yadrean@gmail.com,  
404-210-1618
Tonya Bonitatibus, Savannah Riverkeeper, riverkeeper@savannahriverkeeper.org, 
706-826-8991
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INTRODUCTION:
At first blush, the above headline seems incongruous. Why would 
residents oppose a facility aimed at tackling a pollution and litter 
problem of such global scale as plastics? But, this is not a typical 
recycling facility. The proposed Brightmark Circularity Center 
will employ the highly controversial recycling method known as 
pyrolysis, a heat and chemical process that gobbles energy, releases 
carcinogens like benzene and dioxin into the air and generates 
more greenhouse gases than making plastic directly from fossil fuels. 
Indeed, the vast majority of plastics recycled through pyrolysis never 
become plastics again. Instead, they are converted back to fossil fuel 
and used to create more dirty energy. When Macon-Bibb County 
leaders turned the company away in 2022, they pulled up stakes and 
moved 60 miles west, now threatening Upson County and its 28,000 
residents. And, those residents are having none of it. Organizing as 
the group Upson Environmental and Governmental Transparency 
(UEGT), local advocates have highlighted the dangers of pyrolysis 
and raised serious questions about the ethics of Georgia policy that 
allows unelected local development authorities to broker tax deals to 
lure industries and other developments.

THE WATER BODY:
Statewide, Upson County’s portion of Potato Creek 
is well known among whitewater kayakers and 
canoeists as home to thrilling rapids, but locally 
it’s best known as the primary water source for 
Thomaston and Upson County residents, supplying 
as much as 11 million gallons daily to homes and 
businesses. The proposed Brightmark facility would 
be located on land draining to the creek upstream of 
city’s raw water intake pipes. After flowing through 
Thomaston, Potato Creek empties into the Flint, a 
334-mile river that starts in East Point and courses to 
southwest Georgia before joining the Chattahoochee 
to form Florida’s Apalachicola River. Like Potato 
Creek, the Flint River as it runs through Upson County 
draws outdoor recreation visitors from across the 
country to float its fall line rapids and cast for shoal 
bass, Georgia’s official riverine sport fish.

POTATO CREEK/FLINT RIVER
Locals Fight Plastics Recycling Facility in Upson County

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Upson Environmental &  
Governmental Transparency
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The beauty of Upson County’s rivers and streams is a primary asset for the community. The Flint River and 
Potato Creek draw recreation visitors from across the country to float fall line rapids and cast for shoal bass, 
Georgia’s official riverine sport fish.
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THE CLEAN:
When news broke in early 2024 that the Thomaston-
Upson Industrial Development Authority had struck a 
deal to provide some $35 million in property tax breaks 
to lure Brightmark and its proposed $905 million, 
2.5 million square-foot recycling facility, it didn’t take 
long for UEGT to coalesce. The group, dedicated to 
protecting the county’s air, land and waterways and 
promoting government transparency (the tax deal was 
struck by the Development Authority without input from 
the public or elected officials) has since been at the 
vanguard of the fight to derail the proposed facility. 

“For the life of me, I can’t understand why they’d want 
such a dangerous industry in our community,” said 
UEGT leader Rusty Blackston, a former Upson County 
commissioner and former member of local industrial 
development authority, “It’s not a good fit for our 
community—or any where—with this company.” 

Using the tools of social media and grassroots activism, Blackston and his fellow 
Brightmark opponents have saturated Upson County with messages highlighting 
the risks posed by the plant and the poor track record of a similar Brightmark 
facility in Indiana. In a matter of weeks, volunteers gathered 600 signatures on 
a petition opposing the plant that was delivered to county commissioners. Some 
5,000 flyers were mailed to local residents, and today, yards signs reading “Say 
No to Brightmark” can be seen all over the county. At a July 4th celebration in 
downtown Thomaston earlier this year, the group conducted an informal poll; 98 
percent of those queried opposed the plant. 

The group’s activism has garnered the support of the Sierra Club, Flint Riverkeeper, 
Environment Georgia and the Southern Environmental Law Center which recently 
penned an extensive comment letter urging Georgia’s Environmental Protection 
Division to deny Brightmark a permit allowing them to discharge air pollutants at 
the facility. 

While educating local residents about the dangers posed by the facility itself, 
the group has also highlighted the problem of unelected local development 
authorities brokering behind-closed-door deals with prospective industries. These 
quasi-governmental authorities are found in every county in Georgia and state 
policy grants them broad authority to offer local tax breaks to lure new industry 
and developments with limited oversight from elected officials and the public—a 
problem UEGT says state legislators should address.

Upson County residents gather at a public meeting to discuss the proposed Brightmark facility. The Upson 
Environmental and Governmental Transparency group has organized members of the community to educate 
the public about the dangers associated with the controversial recycling center and to call for greater oversight 
of unelected local development authorities that use tax dollars to lure new industries to communities across 
the state.

Dedicated to protecting Upson County’s air, land and waterways, UEGT has 
saturated the community with “No Brightmark” signs. The signs are now a 
common sight along the county’s highways and byways.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Rusty Blackston, Upson Environmental and Governmental Transparency, 
rusty7552icloud.com, 706-975-9598
Jennette Gayer, Environment Georgia, jennette@environmentgeorgia.org,  
404-370-1764
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INTRODUCTION:
McIntosh County is the least populated and perhaps wildest of 
Georgia’s seven coastal counties. Only about 12,000 people occupy 
the county’s 322,000 acres. Indeed, forests and salt marshes account 
for more than 90 percent of the county’s land; water in the form of 
marshes, intertidal zones and freshwater wetlands cover much of the 
county. Take a stroll along any road in the county, and you’ll likely 
encounter water. So, in 2022 when the McIntosh County Commission 
began advertising for proposals to spray herbicides to control 
vegetation along the county’s roadways, it caught the attention of 
more than one resident. Locals organized, the county commission 
responded and soon, the county abandoned herbicides for a strategic 
mowing program. The results of this citizen-born movement are 
now being seen in a healthier Altamaha River delta and beautified 
roadsides teeming with wildflowers, bees and butterflies.

THE WATER BODY:
The Altamaha River is Georgia’s largest river, draining some 14,000 
square miles of the state and pumping on average some 3.2 trillion 
gallons of water into the Atlantic Ocean each year—about 100,000 
gallons every second. When it reaches McIntosh County and the 
Georgia coast it spreads into a labyrinth of river islands, salt marshes 
and coastal barrier islands that define the culture and landscape of 
the area. This estuary supports Georgia’s largest fleet of shrimp boats 
that haul in about $4 million worth of wild shrimp annually while also 
drawing tourists that generate $59 million in economic activity in 
McIntosh County. The county’s coastline and river delta encompass 
Wolf Island, Blackbeard Island and Harris Neck national wildlife 
refuges as well as the Altamaha Wildlife Management Area and the 
protected barrier islands of Sapelo and Little St. Simons. 

THE CLEAN:
In early 2022, when Mark Yeager ran across an ad in The Darien 
News placed by McIntosh County seeking bids for managing the 
county’s roadside vegetation with herbicides, he was dumbfounded. 
“Why would they want to do that here of all places?” he said. His 
mind went to the tens of thousands of watery acres in McIntosh 
County, and he wondered what would be sprayed on roads in front 
of his home near Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge.  

A quick review revealed that three of the four herbicides planned for 

ALTAMAHA RIVER DELTA
Citizens Stop Herbicide Spraying Along Roadsides

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Don’t Spray McIntosh County
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A sulphur butterfly inspects as Catesby’s lily along a McIntosh County roadside. Local 
butterfly enthusiasts have documented 49 species of butterflies along the county’s roads. 
The strategic mowing program has helped increase habitat for these important pollinators.
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County



use included warnings against applications in and around surface water. Yeager 
sounded the alarm with an e-mail sent to dozens of neighbors and colleagues. 
Soon, another neighbor, Bill Lewis, developed a Facebook page on the issue. In 
just two weeks, the page earned nearly 200 followers…a significant number in 
the sparsely populated county. The issue even played a role in county commission 
elections that fall, propelling Davis Poole to a seat on the commission. 

Citizens lobbied the county commission. Local ecologist Christa Hayes presented 
evidence showing that the county’s roadsides were home to 91 species of plants 
that hosted 49 species of butterflies. Charlie Phillips, who farms clams in the 
waters of McIntosh County urged commissioners to protect water quality and his 
aquaculture operation that is among the largest south of Chesapeake Bay. Keep 
McIntosh Beautiful also weighed in, urging the commission to stop the spray. 

The commission responded, creating a steering 
committee tasked with developing a roadside 
vegetation management plan more friendly to bees, 
butterflies, clams and humans. 

The result was a resolution adopted in May 2023 
that allows mowing for safety purposes within 15 
feet of the roadside during the growing season. 
Mowing during the growing season is prohibited 
within the right of way outside that 15-foot zone, 
and herbicide spot-spraying is permitted only along 
hazardous steep grades and prohibited any where 
near water. 

The “re-wilding” of the county’s roadsides is beginning to pay dividends. Local nature observers are reporting 
increases in populations of sand hill milkweed, a host plant for threatened Monarch butterflies. Meanwhile, 
rare pitcher plants are thriving as a result of less frequent mowing. 

With the success at the local level 
behind them, advocates hope to 

convince other maintainers of road and powerline right of ways to stop 
the spray. Coastal Electric Co-Op, a local power provider in the area, 
hasn’t used herbicides for nearly a decade, and local advocates hope 
that the Georgia Department of Transportation and Georgia Power 
Company will ultimately follow their lead. 

For now, McIntosh residents are discovering anew their roadsides. 
“The right of ways are not just a no man’s land,” Yeager said, “We’re 
showing what they can be if we stop needless wall-to-wall mowing. 
We just need to leave it alone and let Mother Nature do the work. She 
knows what she’s doing.” 

McIntosh County’s tourism industry generates about $59 million in 
economic activity annually, much of it from outdoor recreation activities. 
The need to protect water quality in the county’s rivers, streams and 
estuaries prompted local advocates to speak out against a county plan 
to use herbicides and ultimately secure a plan that does not rely on 
chemicals to maintain county road right of ways.

Carnivorous hooded pitcher plants have thrived in wet depressions along Lecount Road 
in McIntosh County since the county adopted its strategic mowing program. During the 
growing season, mowing is permitted only within 15 feet of the road.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Mark Yeager, Don’t Spray McIntosh County, markfyeager@icloud.com,  
404-202-3690

Hooded pitcher plant and orange 
milkwort grow side by side along a 
McIntosh County road. The county’s 
strategic mowing program has led 
to a “re-wilding” of local roadsides, 
teeming with wildflowers and the 
pollinators that frequent them.
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INTRODUCTION:
When Hurricane Helene blasted through the Augusta area last 
September it left in its wake a path of death and destruction . Winds 
gusted at up to 100 mph; trees toppled like dominoes; 13 inches of 
rain fell in less than two days. The storm wrought some $81 million 
in property damages and left six people dead in Richmond County 
alone. Arborists estimated that the area lost 10 percent of its tree 
canopy. In the midst of this devastation, the community was blessed 
in that it already had a volunteer army of fellow citizens cultivated 
over the past decade by local churches, non-profit organizations, 
law enforcement agencies and city leaders. After the hurricane, City 
Serve Augusta, a community-wide day of service involving hundreds 
of local residents and typically held in early October, instead turned 
all its resources toward rescuing and restoring neighbors and their 
damaged properties. The effort was heroic, but it was just another in 
a long list of projects completed through the service day since 2012. 
From stream and river cleanups to trail restoration projects, City Hope 
Alliance, through its signature day of service, is restoring people, 
rebuilding communities and, along the way, caring for the Savannah 
River.

THE WATER BODY:
Augusta and the Savannah River are inseparable. Since 
Augusta’s founding in 1736, the river has played an outsized role 
in the town’s history. The river’s floods periodically ravaged the 
town, but that same water, routed to the city through the Augusta 
Canal, powered Augusta’s mills and industries and provided a 
direct route to the seaport at Savannah. The river, more than any 
other natural feature, grew the town into what today is Georgia’s 
second largest city. The river provides its citizens and businesses 
with some 15 million gallons of water daily while industries in 
greater Augusta—from a paper mill to a fertilizer plant—rely on 
up to 100 million gallons from the river daily. Even along the 
circa-1845 Augusta Canal which parallels the river for nearly 
seven miles, the hydro-plants put in place more than a century 
ago to power textile mills are still used to generate electricity for 
area businesses. That same canal, along with the mainstem of 
the Savannah, is a community outdoor-recreation mecca with 
boating and multi-use paths meandering down and beside the 
waterways. Thus, it’s no wonder leaders and citizens alike have 
an affinity for the river and motivation to care for it. 

SAVANNAH RIVER
Volunteers Support Neighbors, Clean Water  
in Augusta

CLEAN WATER HEROES
City Serve Augusta
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King Mill, one of Augusta’s many historic textile mills, stands along the circa-1845 Augusta 
Canal. Today, boating and multi-use paths meander down and beside the canal and the 
Savannah River. The canal, river and adjacent trails have become outdoor recreation meccas 
for the community. 

City
Serve

Augusta



THE CLEAN:
After Hurricane Helene blew through in late September 2024 
and the scale of the disaster became evident, leaders of City 
Hope Alliance, who had been planning their annual City 
Serve Augusta day of service for early October, pivoted to 
storm relief. They purchased several chainsaws, organized 
volunteer crews and over the next five weeks aided some 100 
residents in mostly low-income neighborhoods, removing trees 
and debris from ravaged homes. Six weeks after the storm, 
they hosted a community celebration where they served up 
lunch for first responders and power company lineworkers and 
recognized 40 “Hurricane Helene Heroes” 

A year after the storm, during City Serve Augusta 2025, the 
Alliance went right back to business as usual. Hundreds of 
residents turned out for projects all over the city, including the 
construction of kiosks at the popular Lock and Dam Park on the 
Savannah River. The kiosks now provide free loaner life jackets 
to park users. That project was prompted by the heroic rescue 
of a drowning man in the Savannah River by a Richmond 
County sheriff’s deputy and bystanders earlier this summer. 

It’s the exact kind of situation City Hope Alliance was established to address. The Alliance brings together churches, non-profit organizations, 
city leaders, law enforcement and others within Augusta-Richmond County to identify needs and problems in the community and organize 
volunteers to implement solutions. 

For Savannah Riverkeeper, the Alliance with its annual day 
of service, has been a key partner in cleanups along, and 
in, city streams and the Savannah River. City Serve Augusta 
volunteers have also worked to restore overgrown trails that 
provide access to a pedestrian bridge that now spans the 
river between Augusta and North Augusta, SC. 

And when threats to the Savannah have arisen, Riverkeeper 
has called on partners within City Hope Alliance to be 
advocates for river protection. 

The Alliance’s projects and the volunteerism of local residents 
has helped improve and transform communities city wide. 

“When we all work together, it’s pretty powerful. We 
can solve problems that have felt unsolvable,” said Luke 
Niday, the Alliance’s executive director and pastor at First 
Presbyterian Church of Augusta. “We’re also better leaders 
for having worked together.” 

Volunteers work on one of the city’s multi-use recreational trails during City Serve Augusta, an 
annual day of service. Volunteers have worked to restore overgrown trails that provide access to a 
pedestrian bridge that now spans the Savannah River between Augusta and North Augusta, SC.

City Serve Augusta volunteers work on a beautification project along a multi-use recreational path. 
Each year hundreds of volunteers participate in a day of service in the city. The program was initiated 
to identify needs and problems in the community and organize volunteers to implement solutions.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Luke Niday, Outreach Pastor at First Presbyterian Augusta and City Hope Alliance 
Executive Director, lniday@firstpresaugusta.org, 706-262-8845
Tonya Bonitatibus, Savannah Riverkeeper, riverkeeper@savannahriverkeeper.org, 
706-755-4839
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INTRODUCTION:
Farming is a risky business. Droughts and hurricanes, changing 
markets, insects and diseases all create a high level of uncertainty 
for farmers. For southwest Georgia farmers, those normal risk factors 
have, for years, been compounded by water wars with neighboring 
states and the need to protect the aquatic wildlife that depends on 
the same water used to grow crops. When drought hits the region, 
crops and wildlife are both imperiled. But, with a determined group 
of stakeholders, an infusion of tens of millions of dollars in federal 
and private funding coupled with years of research and project 
implementation, there’s a glimmer of hope. With development of 
alternative irrigation sources, water-saving irrigation methods, and 
plans for protecting federally protected freshwater mussel species, the 
Georgia Flow Incentive Trust (GA-FIT) is now mapping a way forward 
that reduces uncertainty for farmers and protects aquatic species.

THE WATER BODY:
The Flint River is unique among Georgia rivers. It runs 334 miles 
from Atlanta to the Georgia-Florida state line behaving much like 
other rivers that flow from middle Georgia, across the Fall Line and 
into the Coastal Plain, but once it reaches southwest Georgia’s 
Dougherty Plain, a level area underlain by Swiss-cheese-like 
limestone formations and the extensive Floridan aquifer, it changes 
significantly. The small creeks that are common upstream disappear, 
replaced by numerous springs and seeps flowing from the aquifer 
and a handful of streams also fed primarily by the Floridan aquifer. 
In the river’s final 68 miles, the river has only four notable tributaries. 
In this region, groundwater and surface water are intertwined 
like two dancers in a waltz of water scarcity and abundance. In 
normal years, abundant water supports 640,000 acres of irrigated 
farmland, but in times of drought, the water demand to produce food 
and fiber in the region can drop the level of the aquifer and leave the 
Flint River and its tributaries so low that the survival of endangered 
freshwater mussels — and other aquatic life — is threatened.

THE CLEAN:
Water managers in southwest Georgia know the quandary: How 
can farmers in the region continue to produce some $2 billion worth 
of crops annually without imperiling wildlife, water recreation and 
drinking water sources? 

FLINT RIVER AND TRIBUTARIES
Restored Stream Flows Offer Hope for Farmers,  
Imperiled Fauna

CLEAN WATER HEROES
GA-FIT
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Southwest Georgia streams like Ichawaynochaway Creek have been the target of GA-FIT’s 
extensive water conservation projects. Its programs seek to keep more water in the 
region’s creeks and rivers to sustain endangered aquatic fauna as well as local farms.

GA-
FIT



GA-FIT is finding the answers, working to develop 
new drought response tools and a Habitat 
Conservation Plan (HCP) to ensure the survival of 
six species of federally protected freshwater mussels 
that live in the Flint and its tributaries. 

The project is drilling new wells into deep aquifers, 
enabling producers drawing from surface water to 
switch to these alternative sources during drought. 
Withdrawals from those deeper wells do not impact 
the Floridan Aquifer or surface water flows which 
keeps more water in the streams when it’s needed 
most. A network of real-time monitoring wells 
installed by GA-FIT are being carefully observed 
to ensure that no inadvertent harm occurs while 
conserving the Floridan and surface waters.  

GA-FIT has also experimented with alternatives 
to the state-authorized voluntary suspension of 
irrigation required when a “drought” is declared. 
The state’s Flint River Drought Protection Act allows 

farmers to participate in an auction, providing bids declaring how much they are willing to accept to cease irrigation during that growing 
season. The law’s intent is to maintain minimum stream flows. Since passage by the Georgia Legislature in 2000, the auction has only been 
used twice, in part because the state must declare a drought by March 1 prior to the growing season when water is typically abundant. Field 
trials conducted by GA-FIT showed that alternative suspension contracts could provide greater flexibility for addressing low flows in targeted 
Flint River tributaries. 

Finally, GA-FIT has worked with biologists studying 
the Flint’s imperiled mussels to identify necessary 
flows to sustain populations. The result is a 498-
page HCP aimed at protecting the freshwater 
mussels while enabling farmers to continue 
operating. The draft Plan is now with the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service for review. 

“We’re leaving more water in the creeks for both 
mussels and farmers than we were 25 years ago,” 
said Mark Masters with the Georgia Water Planning 
and Policy Center at Albany State University which 
is directing the GA-FIT projects. “The fact that the 
Floridan Aquifer is no longer off-limits for irrigators 
and that we are simultaneously cataloging the 
recovery of certain species in the region is evidence 
that years of good work on agricultural water 
management is paying off. The GA-FIT team is 
proud to be a part of that good story.” 

A GA-FIT project to drill wells into deep aquifers enables agricultural producers drawing from surface water 
pumps like these to switch to alternative sources during drought, thus reducing pressure on surface water and the 
Floridan aquifer.  

Biologists with the Jones Ecological Research Center inventory freshwater mussels in the Flint River. Extensive 
research conducted by the center has enabled GA-FIT to identify necessary flows in the Flint River and its tributaries 
to sustain populations of federally-protected species. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Mark Masters, Georgia Water Planning and Policy Center,  
mmasters@h2opolicycenter.org, 229-430-2900
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INTRODUCTION:
There was a time when the lowly, filter-feeding mollusk we know as 
the oyster was king in Georgia. Around the turn of the 20th century, 
Georgia was the leading producer of oysters in the country, feeding 
Americans’ voracious appetite at the time for canned oysters. 
Production peaked around 1908 at nearly 8 million pounds, but over 
the next several decades, Georgia’s oyster haul steadily declined. 
Overharvesting, combined with changing American diets, slowed 
canned oyster production, and Georgia’s oyster harvest has since 
declined. But, in recent years, thanks to the work of the Shellfish 
Research Lab at the University of Georgia’s Marine Extension and 
Georgia Sea Grant facility on Skidaway Island, Georgia’s oysters 
are making a comeback. The lab now breeds oysters that are sold 
to commercial aquaculture operations; the lab also works to restore 
natural oyster reefs and oyster populations along the Georgia coast. 
The benefits have accrued in a growing wild harvest and oyster 
aquaculture industry; healthier and more biodiverse coastal waters; 
and a more resilient coastline.

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia’s 100-mile coast is a desirable destination and place to live. 
Home to some 650,000 residents, it hosts an estimated 
15 million visitors annually, bound for the state’s beautiful 
beaches, islands and historic cities. These natural 
amenities support 24,000 tourism and fisheries jobs for 
Georgia citizens. Likewise, the ports at Brunswick and 
Savannah support more than 430,000 full and part-time 
jobs statewide. Thriving amongst this hustle and bustle 
of human activity is a coastline full of plant and animal 
life. In the brackish water between the inland shore and 
the Atlantic Ocean are 14 barriers islands and 400,000 
acres of salt marsh. The marshes are among the most 
biologically productive natural systems on Earth, capable 
of producing some twenty tons of biomass per acre. In 
this nutrient-rich area, blue crabs, oysters, shrimp and 
other shellfish thrive, supporting local businesses and our 
craving for tasty seafood. Celebrated in song and verse 
the proverbial “Marshes of Glynn” are one of Georgia’s 
signature landscapes.

GEORGIA’S COASTAL WATERS
Shellfish Research Lab Breaths New Life into Coast,  
Oyster Industry

CLEAN WATER HEROES
University of Georgia Marine  
Extension and Georgia Sea Grant
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Bags of oyster shells are placed on mud flats nears salt marshes at Blythe Island near Brunswick. The 
artificial reefs provide habitat for young larval oysters to find purchase and grow into adult mussels. In 
turn the reefs help protect against marsh erosion and provide habitat for plants and animals that form the 
base of the aquatic food chain. Photo Courtesy of UGA Marine Extension and Georgia Sea Grant
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THE CLEAN:
Aside from being delicious to eat and, at one time, 
a major part of Georgia’s coastal seafood industry, 
oysters are considered a keystone species. Keystone 
because when that middle stone is removed the 
whole arch of habitat and biodiversity on the 
Georgia coast crumbles. 

With this in mind, UGA’s Shellfish Research Lab 
began in 2014 developing an oyster hatchery, 
brooding adult oysters for seed that could then be 
sold to aquaculture operations and used to rebuild 
wild oyster reefs along the coast. 

The lab’s work directly led in 2019 to the passage 
of state legislation that has jump-started the coast’s 
nascent oyster aquaculture industry. In 2025, the 
lab produced four million oyster seeds that were 

then sold to commercial oyster “farmers” like Tybee Oyster Company. By the end of next year, the Lab expects seven commercial operations 
to be up and running in the state’s designated mariculture zones near Savannah, Darien and Brunswick. The farmers grow the young oysters in 
floating baskets and sell the finished oysters primarily to restaurants for on-the-half-shell consumption. 

Since 2004, the Lab has also invested in restoring natural oyster reefs. The program starts with the collection of spent oyster shells from 
restaurants. Those shells are then placed in strategic locations along the Georgia coast creating reefs where young larval oysters, known as 
“spat,” can find purchase and grow into market-sized adults, thus supporting the state’s commercial wild oyster harvesters. 

Last year, the We Recycle Shell program, conducted in partnership with Georgia’s Department of Natural Resources and Shell to Shore, 
diverted more than 87,000 pounds of oyster shells from landfills; the shells will be used to create new oyster reefs along Georgia’s salt marshes. 

Research at UGA’s Skidaway facilities has highlighted just how 
important the seemingly insignificant oyster is to the Georgia 
coast. The reefs that the shellfish form serve as a natural 
bulwark, helping to reduce erosion of marshes and building 
a coast more resilient to hurricanes and other storm events. 
The reefs also attract and provide habitat for plant and animal 
life that form the base of the aquatic food chain. Finally, the 
oysters filter and clean coastal estuaries. A single adult oyster 
can filter up to 50 gallons of water daily; a reef covering an 
acre can contain enough oysters to clean nearly 10 million 
gallons of water daily. 

More oysters—whether grown in baskets by aquaculture 
producers or clinging to dense reefs along Georgia’s 
marshes—means healthier estuaries and a stronger coast. 
Thanks to the UGA Shellfish Lab, the future of the coast and 
commercial oyster operations looks bright.

Thomas Bliss, director of the shellfish research lab on Skidaway Island, explains the life cycle of oysters to visitors 
to the lab. The lab raises some four million oysters annually that are sold to commercial aquaculture operations. 
Photo Courtesy of UGA Marine Extension and Georgia Sea Grant

The shellfish lab is largely responsible for growing Georgia’s nascent aquaculture industry where 
“farmers” grow oysters in floating cages like these. By late 2026, the lab expects seven commercial 
operations to be up and running in the state’s designated mariculture zones. 
Photo Courtesy of UGA Marine Extension and Georgia Sea Grant

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Thomas Bliss, Director of Shellfish Research Lab, tbliss@ug.edu, 912-598-2348 
Laura Solomon, Tybee Oyster Co., laura@tybeeoyster.com, 757-971-2434
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INTRODUCTION:
They’ve been colorfully called everything from litter getters to water 
goats, and over the past 20 years, these in-stream litter collection 
devices have played an increasingly important role in stemming 
plastic pollution in our rivers, estuaries and oceans. Typically, these 
floating booms span the width of a small creek and direct floating 
litter to a collection cage from which the trash is manually removed. 
They prevent floating drink bottles and other debris from reaching 
larger water bodies and efficiently remove it from the environment. 
But, they’re not cheap. The traps can range from a few thousand 
dollars to tens of thousands of dollars, and the cash-strapped local 
governments and water-protection non-profits that typically install 
these devices need to get the most trash bang for their buck. When 
Chattahoochee Riverkeeper (CRK) installed multiple traps on urban 
streams in Atlanta, they quickly learned that the trash produced varied 
widely from stream to stream. They then went to work analyzing 
data in Arc-GIS, a geospatial data processing software, to identify 
streams most in need of trash traps. Around the same time, engineers 
with Arcadis, a multi-national environmental engineering firm with 
offices in Atlanta, approached Riverkeeper with an offer to provide 
in-kind work through the company’s internal grant program designed 
to connect its engineers with local community organizations. The 
result was the creation of a computer model that could be used by 
laypersons to identify the best locations to place trash traps. Since 
then, the Arcadis-created model has been employed by organizations 
across the country to strategically place trash traps in the monumental 
battle to stem plastic pollution in our waterways.

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia’s urban streams receive the brunt of our pollution. Flowing 
between dense development with acres of pavement, concrete and 
buildings, after every heavy rain, they receive the products of the 
urban landscape…oil and grease from parking lots, pet waste from 
sidewalks and lawns, overflows from combined sewer storm drains…
and all manner of litter—from candy wrappers to drink bottles. 
Virtually every stream in metro Atlanta and the state’s other urban 
areas fails to meet state water quality standards. Litter in the form 
of plastic drink bottles and cups, Styrofoam food containers, plastic 
bags and cigarette butts is perhaps the easiest pollution to keep out 
of urban streams (it only takes putting this trash in an appropriate 
receptacle). Unfortunately, this pollution finds its way into urban 

URBAN STREAMS
Engineers Develop Model for Siting Trash Traps

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Arcadis
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Arcadis employees remove trash from an Atlanta area trash trap. A trash trap on one 
Atlanta urban stream collected more than 2,000 drink bottles in one year.

Arcadis



streams in droves. A single trash trap on Proctor Creek in 
Atlanta collected some 2,000 plastic water bottles over the 
course of a year. Left to flow to rivers and oceans, this litter 
accumulates, slowly breaks down and poisons our environment, 
creating health hazards for both wildlife and humans. 

THE CLEAN:
With some 36,000 employees operating in 30 countries, 
Arcadis has its fingerprints on environmental engineering 
projects across the globe, and the company encourages its 
employees to partner with local organizations to leverage their 
engineering skills and resources to improve the communities 
where they serve. In 2022, staff in Arcadis’s Atlanta office 
secured a $40,000 internal grant designed to help local 
governments and non-profits get the most from their trash traps. 
Some 1,000 work hours later, Arcadis employees had created 
a software tool that enables users to identify streams likely to 
generate the most floating trash. 

By analyzing population data, the percentage of land covered 
by man-made structures, the slope of the surrounding land and 
the intensity of rain events, the mapping tool ranks areas from 
“least trashy to trashiest,” thus taking the guess work out of siting trash traps. The program even analyzes demographics, taking into account 
low-income and minority communities, allowing users to place trash traps in communities most in need. 

Since its creation, Arcadis has partnered with Chattahoochee 
Riverkeeper to train other water protection organizations 
and college students in the model at workshops in Georgia, 
Alabama, and North Carolina. Chattahoochee Riverkeeper 
used the model and grant to site and install a trap on Cooper 
Creek in Columbus, Georgia, and the Haw River Assembly 
in North Carolina used it in siting two traps in the Haw River 
basin near Raleigh. The model has even made it to New 
Jersey where it is being used to run stream models for the 
entire state.

Arcadis employees didn’t just stay behind their computers 
on this project. They got their hands dirty, assisting with a 
CRK stream monitoring event and multiple stream cleanups, 
including the clean out of a trash trap.   

“We learned just how much trash the City of Atlanta 
produces,” said Ramsey Cook, who led the Arcadis team. 
“The exciting thing is that the tool can be used not just to 
collect trash, but to show just how much trash urban areas 
are producing and help cities promote litter prevention 
campaigns and ordinances.” 

Arcadis’s $40,000 internal grant enabled employees in its Atlanta offices to develop a model for 
identifying streams most likely to receive significant amounts of litter and helped Chattahoochee 
Riverkeeper install an innovative floating wetland trash trap on Cooper Creek in Columbus.

In addition to creating the model to identify “trashy” streams, Arcadis employees participated in 
several Chattahoochee Riverkeeper stream cleanups. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Ramsey Cook, Arcadis, ramsey.cook@arcadis.com, 706-767-2423
Ashley Desensi, Chattahoochee Riverkeeper, adesensi@chattahoochee.org,  
404-352-9828
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INTRODUCTION:
Since 1990, REI Co-op has been a major player in Georgia’s outdoor 
recreation scene. Today, the country’s largest consumer co-op 
operates five stores across the state, employs over 300 workers and 
counts more than 590,000 co-op members in Georgia. While REI 
has long provided apparel, bikes, tents, and backpacks to outdoor 
enthusiasts, it has also made significant investments to ensure the 
outdoors is accessible to everyone.  Through its grant program, gear 
donations, special events, and in-store classes it’s expanding the 
ability of Georgia’s non-profit organizations to engage citizens of all 
races, ethnicities and abilities in outdoor recreation and environmental 
advocacy.  The results of REI’s investments are evident. Diverse groups 
are shopping at REI stores, exploring the outdoors, and joining efforts 
to protect Georgia’s natural resources.

THE WATER BODY:
Georgia’s streams, rivers, lakes, estuaries and ocean are the state’s 
natural water parks, playing a major role in attracting the 174.2 
million tourists that visited the state in 2024. Collectively, these visitors 
spent $45.2 billion and supported 470,000 jobs for Georgians. In 
recent years, outdoor recreation has accounted for 2.2 percent of 
the state’s gross domestic product. Boating and 
fishing alone generated $1.1 billion in economic 
activity in 2023. Across the state some 70 canoe, 
kayak, tube, raft and paddleboard outfitters 
and hundreds of independent fishing guides 
rely on the state’s waterways for their livelihood. 
Outdoor recreation is especially important for 
economic development in rural Georgia. Of the 
state’s 159 counties, 96 percent are home to 
streams that support travel by small motorized 
vessels or canoes and kayaks. As more 
visitors and locals enjoy these waterways, the 
possibilities of engaging individuals in protecting 
water resources also grows—accruing benefits 
for our economy and our environment. 

THE CLEAN:
In 2024, The REI Cooperative Action Fund 
awarded $8.9 million in grants to nonprofit 

GEORGIA’S RECREATIONAL WATERS
Iconic Outdoor Recreation Retailer Opens the  
Outdoors to All

CLEAN WATER HEROES
REI Co-op
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Metro Atlanta youth participating in Youth In Nature’s River Strong Program during Georgia Rivers Paddle Georgia 
2025 get a hands-on experience with fish in South Chickamauga Creek. REI equipment kept the youth dry and 
comfortable in camp during the week-long adventure.

REI
Co-op



organizations nationwide. Since 2022, more than half a 
million dollars have been invested in Georgia based non-
profits focused on diversifying outdoor exploration. Recipients 
of the Fund’s ’s philanthropy in recent years have included 
organizations serving underrepresented youth, women-led 
organizations, adaptive sports for people with physical 
disabilities, and refugee and immigrant families. 

The co-op also hosts a gear loaner program through which 
it provides tents, sleeping pads and other essential products 
to non-profits to host first-time campers. This summer, the 
program enabled some 30 people to participate in Georgia 
Rivers’ week-long canoe/kayak adventure known as Paddle 
Georgia, including underserved youth from metro Atlanta, 
Latinx students from Dalton State College and African 
American participants from across the country. 

REI also uses its resources to bring the outdoors to the heart of the city. In 2022 and 2023, it hosted The GreATL Backyard Festival and 
Campout at Mercedes Benz Stadium’s tailgate area, The Home Depot Backyard. A thousand people camped, scaled rock climbing walls, 
pedaled a mountain bike pump track and even rappelled off the sides of the stadium. In 2024, the co-op sponsored a similar festival at Lee 
+ White in West Atlanta and earlier this year partnered with the Atlanta University Center on “Yard Fest”—an event designed to introduce 
outdoor recreation activities to students at the historic black institutions of Clark Atlanta, Morehouse and Spelman College. 

 “One participant experienced rock climbing, 
mountain biking, and kayaking—all for the very first 
time—within just 24 hours,” said Brian Powell, Market 
Specialist with REI Co-op’s Local Marketing Team, 
who witnessed many first-time outdoor experiences 
among students that weekend. “They were visibly 
nervous about getting on the water, but that initial 
apprehension quickly faded and was replaced by 
pure joy.” REI’s work also includes its employees 
teaching regular outdoor skills classes, ranging  
from bike repair to backpacking basics at its five 
Georgia stores. 

“We want the outdoors to be for everyone,” Powell 
said. “Everyone should feel like they can safely 
recreate in public spaces.” 

REI’s philosophy and actions are helping to change 
the tapestry of Georgia’s outdoor recreation 
community, and that’s paying dividends in protecting 
the state’s natural resources. 

“Getting all Georgians outdoors simply grows the state’s conservation advocacy community,” said Rena Peck, executive director of  
Georgia Rivers. 

Since 2022, REI has invested more than half a million dollars in Georgia based non-profits focused 
on diversifying outdoor exploration. The investments are now paying dividends. Georgia’s outdoors 
are increasingly hosting more diverse users and those users are joining efforts to protect the state’s 
natural resources.

REI tents line up at a campsite. In addition to providing loaner camping equipment to Georgia non-profits, the 
co op also has hosted outdoor festivals and camping events that bring the outdoors to intown Atlanta. In 2022 
and 2023, the retailer hosted The GreATL Backyard Festival and Campout at Mercedes Benz Stadium. A thousand 
people camped, scaled rock climbing walls and even rappelled off the sides of the stadium.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Brian Powell, REI Market Specialist, bpowell@rei.com, 404-633-6508



13
Georgia’s 2025

INTRODUCTION:
In April, hope for stopping the proposed Twin Pines heavy mineral 
sands mine adjacent to the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge 
in Charlton County seemed lost. Georgia’s General Assembly 
had failed yet again to take any action to protect the swamp and 
Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division (EPD) seemed poised 
to grant environmental permits needed by Twin Pines. But, just 
when all seemed lost, events transpired that altered the course of 
swamp history. Shortly after the close of the legislative session, 
former governor and secretary of the agriculture, Sonny Perdue, 
penned a letter urging the U.S. Department of the Interior to back the 
swamp’s nomination as a United Nations World Heritage Site. The 
same month, the owner of Twin Pines parent company died while 
the company itself found itself owing more than $1 million related 
to violations of various environmental laws. These events gave the 
Conservation Fund the opportunity to broker a $60 million deal to 
purchase all of Twin Pines’ landholdings along the eastern edge of 
the swamp. The sale ended the battle to “save the swamp” and set 
off celebrations among legislators, scientists and citizens who had 
doggedly opposed the mine since 2018.

THE WATER BODY:
Celebrated in everything from amusement park rides (Six Flags Over 
Georgia’s Tales of the Okefenokee) to comic strips (Pogo Opossum), 
the Okefenokee Swamp is one of Georgia’s seven natural wonders 
and the largest blackwater wetland in the U.S..  With more than 
350,000 acres designated as Wilderness Area, the swamp 
encompasses more than 400,000 acres of wild beauty protected as 
the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge, the largest such refuge in 
the eastern U.S. Hosting some 700,000 visits annually, it serves as a 
primary economic driver for the three Georgia counties surrounding 
it (Ware, Clinch and Charlton). Swimming, stalking, crawling and 
flying within this ecological treasure are 40 different mammals, 110 
reptiles and amphibians, 34 species of fish and more than 200 
species of birds. So impressive are its natural wonders that the U.S. 
Department of Interior has nominated the swamp for inclusion as 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site, a designation shared by other 
American natural wonders like the Grand Canyon and Yellowstone.

OKEFENOKEE SWAMP
Land Conservationists, Legislators, Citizens Score  
Victory for Okefenokee

CLEAN WATER HEROES
Conservation Fund &  
Okefenokee Protectors
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A swamp iris blooms along the Tater Rake Trail in the Okefenokee Wilderness Area. Of 
the refugee’s more than 400,000 acres, some 350,000 acres is designated as federal 
wilderness area where only person-powered vessels like canoes and kayaks are permitted. 

Conservation
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THE CLEAN:
When EPD presented Twin Pines’ Mining Land 
Use Plan to the public for review in 2023, the state 
agency received more than 78,000 comments. 
Virtually all were in opposition to the mine; many 
required detailed responses from EPD addressing 
technical comments provided by hydrologists and 
other scientists. 

This opposition was indicative of the outpouring of 
public support for the swamp during the long battle 
to stop the mine. Swamp love came from Charlton 
County residents and citizens in every state in 
country. It came from more than 40 conservation 
organizations that formed the Okefenokee 
Protection Alliance, and, importantly, it came from 
across the political spectrum. 

In the Georgia General Assembly, Rep. Darlene Taylor, a Republican from Thomasville, was the swamp’s biggest cheerleader. Her 
“Okefenokee Protection Act,” aimed at prohibiting mining along Trail Ridge, garnered support from more than half her House colleagues. 
Though it never passed, she kept pressure on leadership in her own party. 

Rep. Taylor and former Gov. Sonny Perdue weren’t the only well-known conservative voices for the swamp. Syndicated columnist Dick 
Yarbrough hounded state leaders for their inaction, and fellow columnist Loran Smith, long-time University of Georgia football sideline 
reporter, also called on leaders to stop the mine. Media outlets, especially the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, covered the story in detail. The 
drumbeat was long and persistent. 

“These days, most things don’t make it through a 24-hour news cycle. This stayed for a six-year news cycle,” said Stacy Funderburke with the 
Conservation Fund. “It speaks to the power of the swamp.” 

Noting that Twin Pines had invested millions gearing up to 
mine, Funderburke said the public probably wasn’t aware 
just how close the mine was to becoming reality. While the 
deal wasn’t exactly a last second “Hail Mary” pass (the 
Conservation Fund had been talking with Twin Pines for years), 
Funderburke said it is was certainly a winning touchdown 
during the two-minute warning. 

“To get the deal done, we were standing on the shoulders of 
all the people across Georgia that had been speaking out,” 
Funderburke said. “That pressure led to delays and allowed us 
to step through the door and figure things out.” 

For now, the swamp is safe, but more than 30,000 acres along 
Trail Ridge remain open to mining. Last month, advocates 
delivered more than 24,000 petition signatures to Gov. Brian 
Kemp, urging him to protect the rest of Trail Ridge. 

The Okefenokee Swamp attracts some 700,000 visits annually and serves as the primary economic driver for three 
Georgia counties surrounding it (Charlton, Clinch and Ware). Tourists come to experience the water lily and golden 
club dotted prairies along the swamp’s Wilderness Canoe Trail system.

Spring, summer or fall, the swamp is alive with wildflowers. The swamp’s fragile ecosystem was 
under threat by the Twin Pines heavy mineral sands mine for some seven years. The fight ended 
in June when the Conservation Fund brokered a $60 million deal to purchase the company’s 
landholdings on the eastern edge of the swamp.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Rep. Darlene Taylor, darlene.taylor@house.ga.gov, 404-463-2248
Stacy Funderburke, Conservation Fund, sfunderburke@conservationfund.org, 
678-637-6229




