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Georgia’s water Future: Evolving 
toward Sustainability? 

G a i l  C o w i e
g e o r g i a  D e p a r t m e n t  o F  n a t u r a l  r e S o u r C e S 

l e i G h  a s k e w  a n d  C o u r t n e y  t o b i n
u n i v e r S i t y  o F  g e o r g i a  F a n n i n g  i n S t i t u t e

We all know of water as a force of change, altering 
the landscape through slow, steady erosion and episodic, 
powerful floods. In the State of Georgia, over the past 
five years, we have seen water act as a different kind of 
force. Water, or more precisely, concerns about pending 
scarcity of water, have acted as a force for institutional 
change. Due to an uncommon coincidence of factors, 
the state’s water management institutions are now 
shifting toward forms that, on the face at least, are more 
consistent with sustainable use of water resources.

Compared with much of the world, the eastern 
United States is a water-rich region. Georgia, for 
example, receives an annual average of 50 inches of rain 
statewide. Unlike the western United States, eastern 
water management institutions, including Georgia’s, 
were established and developed in a climate of plenty. 
Over the last four decades, water management 
decisions were largely made in response to specific 
issues or needs. Systematic evaluation of resources and 
planning for long-term use was limited and on local or, 
at best, regional scales.

In recent decades, however, population growth, 
economic expansion, and changes in technology have 
markedly increased demands on the state’s water 
resources. At the same time, regional differences in 
water resources and the way they are used have become 
more dramatic. Evidence of stresses and adverse 
impacts on the water resources in three regions of the 
state has emerged. In southeast Georgia, groundwater 
withdrawals have contributed to saltwater intrusion and 
a decline in water quality in some portions of a major 
aquifer. In southwest Georgia, ground and surface 
water withdrawals have combined to alter surface 
water flows in some watersheds. And, in the Atlanta 
metropolitan region in north Georgia, questions have 
been raised about the impacts of poor water quality on 

the region’s economic future as well as the long-term 
viability of its water sources. Concerns about all of 
these factors, in turn, have been exacerbated by a series 
of major droughts and interstate litigation over water 
resources.

By the late 1990s, these factors began to raise broad-
based concerns about growing stresses on Georgia’s 
water resources and the potential for long-term water 
scarcity in some areas of the state. A legislative study 
committee ultimately resulted in legislation that 
authorized water planning with a scope not before 
undertaken in Georgia.1 

Similar dynamics are evident throughout the eastern 
United States, and states have responded to these 
challenges with a variety of approaches to statewide 
and regional water planning.2  Florida’s response is 
perhaps the most comprehensive, where the state’s 
regional water management districts systematically 
update water supply assessments and prepare regional 
water supply plans. In 2001, for example, four of the 
regional planning areas had resources that were deemed 
insufficient to meet 20-year needs and were required 
to submit plans to achieve the necessary water resource 
development projects.3 A recent update showed some 
plans have achieved remarkable success in increasing 
capacity, while others outline actions that, if taken, will 
provide the area with enough water in 2025.4

Other states in the southeast are considering or 
proposing statewide water and regional planning 
processes. In South Carolina, a bill authorizing 
statewide water planning was recently introduced in 
the South Carolina General Assembly.5 Legislators 
and stakeholders in Alabama have been exploring the 
options for statewide water planning “like Georgia’s” 
but a study committee recently concluded they do not 
have enough data to submit a plan this year.6
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Georgia’s experience with statewide water planning 
may prove to be instructive for similar initiatives in 
other states. Georgia’s planning effort has resulted in 
significant changes in the state’s approach to water 
management, changes that may ultimately lead to more 
effective long-term management of the state’s limited 
water resources. This paper outlines significant aspects 
of the statewide water planning process, summarizes 
changes in management that are now underway, and 
highlights characteristics that may contribute to long-
term sustainability of resource use and management.

Statewide water planning: Bringing users to the 
table

Georgia’s Comprehensive Statewide Water 
Management Planning Act was adopted in 2004.7 The 
act established a process for development of a plan led 
by the state agencies with major responsibility for water 
management, followed by consideration and adoption 
by the Georgia General Assembly.

The act required extensive stakeholder involvement 
in development of the plan. To meet this statutory 
requirement, a broad-based technical and public input 
process was conducted from June 2005 to December 
2007 (Table 1). This process was more extensive and 
intensive than seen in many statewide water planning 
initiatives, and proved to be critical to water planning 
on a scale not previously attempted in Georgia. The 
linchpin of the process was a series of stakeholder 
advisory committees.

Advisory committee composition and process
The Comprehensive Statewide Water Management 

Planning Act established guiding policy for the state-
wide water plan: “Georgia manages water resources in 
a sustainable manner to support the state’s economy, to 
protect public health and natural systems, and enhance the 
quality of life for all citizens” (emphasis added).8 This 
statement required a broad planning scope, one that 
considered a wide range of potentially competing water 
uses: 1) offstream or extractive uses, where water is 

withdrawn and transported for human consumption, 
used in industrial processes, or applied for agricultural 
production, among others; and 2) instream uses that 
occur within the banks of a water body — assimilation 
of wastewater, recreation, hydrolelectric production, and 
support of fish, wildlife, and other ecosystem services. 

The breadth of this planning scope required 
equally broad involvement in the advisory committee 
process. A desire to tap a wide range of interests 
was a fundamental premise in defining the advisory 
committees and determining their composition and 
process.

Differing geographic interests were involved 
through seven Basin Advisory Committees (BAC). 
Six of the seven were organized along river basin 
boundaries, with each committee’s geographic 
boundaries encompassing one or more of the state’s 
fourteen major river basins (Figure 1). A seventh 
committee represented the geographical area of the 
Metropolitan North Georgia Water Planning District, 
which was created by state legislation in 2001. 

BAC members included representatives of local 
governments, business interests, agricultural concerns, 
environmental advocates, and other non-governmental 
organizations.9 These committees were convened to 
provide structured regional perspectives and input on 
water management objectives and potential policy 
tools and/or options. The BAC were not asked to 
reach consensus on specific issues. The primary goal 
of the committees was to build a better understanding 
of divergent opinions and interests in the state’s water 
resources. Attempting to reach consensus as a product 
may have precluded reaching this goal and, instead, 
members were simply asked to provide input from a 
diverse range of perspectives on proposed management 
objectives and policy decisions. The convening 
state agency worked with a wide range of statewide 
organizations, from economic developers to canoeing 
enthusiasts, to identify candidates for each BAC.  

A Statewide Advisory Committee (SAC) brought 
together representatives of organizations that had 
statewide interests and constituencies, in order to 

Component Description 

Advisory committees  

 Technical Four committees with a total of 45 members and 10 meetings 

 Basin Seven committees with a total of 187 members and 42 meetings 

 Statewide One committee with a total of 32 members and 8 meeting  

Town hall meetings Three rounds of meetings held around the state for a total of 22 meetings 
with attendance over 2700 

Public meetings Two rounds of public meetings/hearings around the state for a total of 

18 meetings with attendance over 1000 

Web-based review and comment on draft 
plans 

Approximately 600 comments through an interactive website and 400 
comment letters received by mail 

 

Table 1. Technical and public involvement process
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provide structured statewide perspectives on water 
management policy tools and/or options. SAC 
participants were asked to speak for their entire 
organization, members of which occasionally had 
different and/or competing interests in various parts 
of the state. Membership on the SAC replicated 
the diversity seen in the BAC membership, with 
leaders from the environmental, business, industry, 
recreation, and agricultural sectors, and city and county 
government associations. Again, the intention of the 
SAC was not to build consensus, but to gather input 
from a broad range of perspectives to determine the 
correct course for water management in the state.

In order to gain as much input as possible in the 
time available, advisory committee meetings were led by 
professional, neutral facilitators. Each meeting focused 
on specific water management objectives or practices 
(e.g., meeting instream and offstream needs for water, 
maintaining water quality). BAC meetings on each set 
of topics preceded the SAC meetings on those topics.

Prior to each meeting, committee members received 
a discussion paper prepared by agency staff.10 BAC 
meetings were structured to provide basic information 
on the topic and then garner opinions and comments 
on proposed policy options. Facilitators provided 
reports summarizing the discussion that occurred at the 
BAC meetings, which were, in turn, used to revise the 
proposed policy options for the SAC’s consideration.

Input from the BAC often highlighted the topics or 
policy options that were particularly controversial. This 

input helped shape the agendas for the SAC meetings. 
In addition, because SAC members were primarily 
professional staff from statewide organizations, the 
committee could delve into specific proposals in greater 
detail. For example, due to the extensive amount of 
comment and concern over interbasin transfers and 
surface storage in the BAC meetings, those topics 
were given additional time and addressed at a separate 
SAC meeting. Similarly, a computer model designed to 
estimate the amount of water available for use without 
adversely affecting downstream interests, a critical 
element of water planning, received detailed attention 
in SAC meetings.  

Advisory committee outcomes 
One of the challenges that faced the advisory 

committees was meetings were not designed to build 
consensus on a given topic. Instead, facilitators solicited 
a variety of opinions on each management objective to 
help shape an acceptable management plan. Creation 
of the management plan reflected Georgia’s need to 
change its framework for water management, turning 
from managing under conditions of plenty to managing 
finite capacities of water resources. With such broad 
representation on each committee, a goal of gathering 
information from divergent perspectives, and given 
competing interests for water resources, the possibility 
of reaching consensus on all objectives was low. 

Despite this challenge, a mail survey sent to basin 
advisory committee members indicated a high level 
of satisfaction among participants. The survey was 
distributed to all basin advisory committee members 
approximately eight months after the process was 
completed and 35 percent of participants responded.11 

Respondents indicated overwhelming satisfaction 
with the process itself. Of the survey respondents, 66 
percent were mostly or very satisfied with the overall 
process. This result indicates BAC members were 
comfortable not seeking consensus. Simply having 
the opportunity to express their opinions about the 
management objectives, and exchange views with 
members from other sectors, was satisfactory for the 
majority of respondents.

Respondents overwhelmingly agreed the composi-
tion of their BAC was reflective of their region. More 
than 92 percent reported the membership balance on 
their specific BAC brought together the diverse inter-
ests in their watershed. However, there was frustration 
expressed in the lack of attendance on occasion and the 
tendency of some members to bring extreme views to 
the table. 

Survey respondents reported the facilitated meetings 
were conducive to open and honest communications 
with 88 percent either agreeing or mostly agreeing with 
this statement. This statistic reflects an appreciation for 
the structure of the meetings and participants’ ability 
to express their opinions and to hear those of others. 

Figure 1. Basin Advisory Committees used in 
development of Georgia’s 2008 State Water Plan 
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water sources, the emphasis is on avoiding significant 
deviations from historic flow patterns and so, protecting 
downstream users. Water quality assessments will look 
from a watershed perspective at wastewater treatment 
levels that are required to protect water quality. These 
assessments are the first step in moving away from 
the first-come, first-serve system for permitting water 
withdrawals and wastewater discharges that has 
developed over the past few decades. 

Resource assessments, in turn, provide the starting 
point for regional water planning, the second critical 
step in the evolution of Georgia’s water management 
institutions. In a guiding policy statement, the State 
Water Plan recognizes the following: “The characteristics 
of water resources and water users vary significantly in 
differing regions across Georgia. Protecting the ability of 
the state’s water resources to meet needs for water supply 
and assimilation of wastewater will require regional, 
resource-based plans that identify the management practices 
appropriate to the resources and users in each region.” 

The State Plan then lays out a framework for 
development of regional plans that will span the 
entire state (Figure 2). As noted above, one regional 
water planning district was created in 2001, out of 
concern for growing demand and increasing stresses 
on water resources in the Atlanta metro area. The 
State Water Plan extends regional planning to all 
areas of the state, including those that do not yet have 
evidence of resource stress. It establishes ten Water 
Planning Councils to guide development of regional 
plans. Members are to be appointed by the governor, 
lieutenant governor, and speaker of the house and, 
collectively, councils are to be broadly representative of 
the water-related interests in the region.

Through regional planning, water management 
practices will be selected, specified, and laid out for 
implementation. The State Water Plan provides 
guidance on use of practices to manage water quality 
as well as water supply, including water conservation, 
surface water storage, interbasin transfers, and 
management of nonpoint source  pollution, among 
others. Implementation of regional plans will primarily 
occur through actions at the local level and, once 
regional plans are adopted, state law requires water 
withdrawal permits and state grants and loans be 
consistent with their provisions.

Finally, state law and the State Water Plan require 
periodic review and revision of plans on a three to five 
year cycle. Regional plans are to include benchmarks 
for assessment of plan effectiveness and identification 
of necessary revisions. Periodic review and revision of 
the state plan and the regional plans enables adaptive 
responses to changes in water use, forecasted demands, 
and resource conditions.

Resource assessments are currently underway. 
Preparation of regional plans is expected to begin in 
earnest in spring 2009, following appointment of the 

Members were allowed and expected to disagree, but 
that generally did not derail the discussions or impact 
respondents’ ability to freely express their opinions.

The policy options proposed by agency staff were 
revised in response to multiple rounds of input from the 
advisory committees, and the working documents 
changed considerably over the 18-month course of 
advisory committee meetings. Among other specifics, 
discussion at advisory committee meetings emphasized 
the need for flexibility to adapt to differing circum-
stances in different regions of the state. Many also felt 
it was critical to maintain a full range of management 
practices as future options. At the same time, advisory 
committee members stressed the need for actions to 
ensure equity among different users, across different 
regions and river basins, and between upstream and 
downstream interests. Finally, advisory committee 
members strongly urged action be taken to fill 
information and data gaps before significant policy 
commitments are made. Revisions of staff proposals 
included provisions intended to address these major 
concerns as well as a number of specific issues.

This evolution in the content of the plan is 
reflected in responses to a final survey question about 
impact. BAC members who responded to the survey 
generally felt their input, meaning their comments and 
discussions about the water management objectives, 
was reflected in the final state water management plan. 
Sixty percent of respondents reported the BAC process 
had some or considerable impact on the final plan. 
Respondents generally felt the final management plan 
was responsive to the comments received and their 
comments and opinions were integrated into the final 
plan.  

Results: Georgia’s 2008 statewide water plan 
In January 2008, a final Comprehensive Statewide 

Water Management Plan was submitted to the Georgia 
General Assembly. It was adopted by over 75 percent 
of the vote in both houses of the legislature and signed 
into law by the governor in February 2008. The high 
level of support among elected officials was due, in 
part, to the breadth of engagement and support built 
through the broad-based technical and public input 
process. 

The final plan has three major elements that 
build toward more sustainable management of the 
state’s water resources. The first is a series of resource 
assessments focused on water quantity and water 
quality. Assessments will be conducted following major 
hydrologic boundaries to evaluate, in a consistent 
manner statewide, the water available for use and the 
capacity to assimilate wastewater. 

Water quantity assessments will estimate the 
capacity of individual water sources to provide water 
for use in a certain area while supporting other uses 
downstream or from that same aquifer. For surface 
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regional Water Planning Councils. It is expected the 
first set of regional plans developed under the State 
Water Plan will be adopted in 2011. 

Conclusions: Managing water for current and 
future generations

Increasing and competing demands for resources 
mean the water management challenges of Georgia’s 
future are likely to be much more complex than those 
of today. Meeting these challenges will require more 
sophisticated management and use of multiple water 
sources, not just the cleanest, easiest, or cheapest.

The 2008 State Water Plan provides a blueprint 
that may, when fully implemented, help the state meet 
those challenges. It is designed to provide a flexible 
framework for regional water planning and to move 
toward sustainable management of water resources over 
a large area with diverse resources and widely varied 
interests. 

The State Plan, and the process that produced it, 
have three fundamental characteristics that have been 
prescribed for more effective, long-term management 
of natural resources:12 

Greater participation by resource users•	 . While public 
involvement during plan development had an 
immediate purpose (ensuring the plan submitted 
to the General Assembly was supported and 

therefore adoptable), it also served the purpose of 
building longer-term engagement with water users. 
This objective was accomplished by provision of 
multiple forums for input, by significant revision 
to the draft plan in response to public comment, 
and by specification of the regional planning 
framework.  
     Creation of regional water planning councils, 
in turn, institutionalizes a set of new seats 
at the water management table. Stakeholder 
representatives can bring local knowledge into 
decision making. Interests with new seats at the 
table range from those in the large and medium 
urban areas in the northern and central part of the 
state, to those in the extensive agricultural areas 
in south Georgia, to those in the rapidly-growing 
counties along the coast.

Expanded communication and coordination in use of •	
shared resources. The plan structures interactions 
between regions and communities that share water 
resources and provides a framework for identifying 
regional solutions to water management 
challenges. In theory, at least, this framework will 
increase the recognition of water sources as shared 
resources: upstream, downstream, across state lines, 
and within and between regions.  

Improved information on resource conditions and •	
resource use. The plan explicitly recognizes we 
cannot effectively manage what we do not 
measure, underscoring the importance of resource 
assessments and increased investment in 
information regarding resource capacity and 
conditions. Results of assessments, with on-going 
monitoring as regional plans are implemented, will 
enhance the information base available for future 
revisions of plans and the management practices 
they specify.

Together, these characteristics build toward adaptive 
management, a cyclical learning process based on 
monitoring and improved understanding of resource 
conditions and review and revision of management 
approaches.13 And, they also build toward adaptive 
governance: governmental decision making about 
resources that involves affected parties in order to find 
an informed and stable consensus.14 Accomplishing 
both, however, will require a long-term commitment 
and significant investment of public resources.15

Furthermore, the approach to regional planning 
currently being implemented in Georgia faces two 
fundamental challenges, which other states undertaking 
such efforts also face. The first is the ongoing challenge 
of involving the broad spectrum of water users and the 
representativeness of those at the table.16 Participants 
saw the advisory committees that created the State Plan 
as reasonably representative, but questions have been 

 

Figure 2. Water planning regions defined pursuant to 
Georgia’s 2008 State Water Plan 
Water planning regions are outlined in black; the state’s 
major river basins are shown in color
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raised about whether this will prove to be true of the 
recently-appointed regional water planning councils.17

The second is the geography of regional planning. 
While resource assessments are to be conducted 
following hydrologic boundaries, regional planning for 
use of those resources will follow jurisdictional (county) 
lines rather than watershed lines. This approach reflects 
the reality of managing a system with natural and 
engineered features, but effectively marrying the two 
different geographies remains a challenge in regional 
planning.

For now, the long-run prognosis for changes in 
Georgia’s water management institutions and the long-
term outcomes that may result remain open questions. 
But, the experiment has been engaged, changes are 
underway, and the results will certainly bear watching.
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