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Alabama Sewage Rules Significantly Improve Thanks to Waterkeepers 

 Sewage plants in Alabama will now have to meet tighter limits for E. coli bacteria in order to make it safer to swim and fish in creeks 

across the state. Several nonprofit water advocacy organizations successfully compelled the state’s government to improve the rules. The new 

regulations lower the maximum concentration of E. coli that is allowed to be discharged at any given time during the summer by nearly 40%, 

and increase the period of time those standards apply by 50%, from four months to six months. 

 In 2015, the Black Warrior Riverkeeper, Choccolocco Creek Watershed Alliance, Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper, Coosa Riverkeeper, 

and Logan Martin Lake Protection Association pushed the Alabama Department of Environmental Management (ADEM) to increase the 

length of the legally defined summer recreation season to include May and October, which previously were considered part of the winter   

season when sewage plants are allowed to discharge higher levels of bacteria. The Environmental Management Commission, which governs 

ADEM, adopted that suggestion into the regulations in December 2016. Additionally, the E. coli limit that applies during that summer season 

was lowered from 487 col/100mL to 298 col/100mL. The revised regulations went into effect on February 3, 2017. 

 In January of 2017, ADEM was in the process of renewing seven sewage plant permits, posting them for public comment. Eight 

Waterkeeper organizations sent a letter to ADEM pointing out that those draft permits did not incorporate the new stricter limits that would be 

in effect by the time the permits were finalized. ADEM corrected six of the seven permits before they were finalized, and later corrected the 

seventh. Coosa Riverkeeper submitted the letter on behalf of all the Waterkeeper organizations in Alabama: Black Warrior Riverkeeper,            

Cahaba Riverkeeper, Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper, Coosa Riverkeeper, Hurricane Creekkeeper, Little River Waterkeeper, Mobile Baykeeper, 

and Tennessee Riverkeeper. 

 “Lowering the amount 

of bacteria sewage plants can              

discharge into streams, creeks, 

and rivers in Alabama is essential 

to protecting the health of people 

and wildlife using the water 

downstream,” said Black Warrior 

Riverkeeper Nelson Brooke. 

 In addition to the seven  

permits that were part of the             

dispute in early 2017, all sewage 

plant permits in Alabama will 

incorporate these revised                   

regulations as they come up for 

renewal over the next five years. 

That update represents an         

important win for Waterkeepers 

seeking to ensure the state’s                

waters are clean and safe for use.  

 Improving bacteria rules 

is part of a broader effort by 

Waterkeepers to protect and              

inform people who use the state’s 

waters. The Waterkeepers who 

filed the January letter worked 

with Alabama Rivers Alliance to 

file a petition for rulemaking with 

the Environmental Management 

Commission in March.  

 The petition sought to improve the minimum requirements imposed on sewage treatment facilities for public notification of sewage 

spills. Although the Commission denied the petition, they agreed to work toward its goals. In May, ADEM launched an opt-in email sewage 

spill notification system which the Waterkeepers and Alabama Rivers Alliance requested. The water advocacy groups have relayed their              

appreciation for this progress while continuing to promote their petition’s additional suggestions for protecting Alabama citizens from sewage 

overflows. To learn more about ADEM’s new notification tools, visit blackwarriorriver.org/sewage-spill-notification-tools/  

Folks can swim in Alabama waters with less concern thanks to new sewage rules. Photo by Black Warrior Riverkeeper. 

http://www.blackwarriorriver.org/sewage-spill-notification-tools/


 

 Page 2                                                                                                                                     Newsletter 30: 2017 Part 2 

Alabama Power Coal Ash Maps Show Potential Danger to River and Public 

 Alabama Power recently released coal ash inundation maps for five of its power plants in Alabama, including all three power plants 

located in the Black Warrior River basin. Coal ash is the waste that remains after coal is burned. It contains toxic heavy metals including  

mercury, arsenic, selenium, and chromium, which are harmful to human health, water resources, and wildlife. Coal ash is disposed of in             

unlined impoundments constructed of earthen dams near the river. The impoundments discharge millions of gallons of polluted water into the 

river system every day, and carry the risk of groundwater contamination and catastrophic structural failure. 

 The inundation maps show areas that could be impacted by coal ash waste from coal ash impoundments in the event of a dam 

breach. These maps are part of Alabama Power’s Emergency Action Plans prepared for Gorgas Steam Plant, Greene County Steam Plant, and 

Miller Steam Plant in case of a natural or manmade disaster. The Emergency Action Plans were federally required by the Coal Combustion 

Residuals (CCR) Rule. 

 Gorgas Steam Plant has a 420 acre lake (Rattlesnake Lake), originally constructed in 1953, with a total storage capacity of 467               

million cubic feet of coal ash on the Mulberry Fork in Walker County. Greene County Steam Plant has a 474 acre impoundment with a total 

storage capacity of 232 million cubic feet of coal ash on the Black Warrior River in Greene County. Miller Steam Plant has a 341 acre                

impoundment with a total storage capacity of over 591 million cubic feet of coal ash on the Locust Fork in Jefferson County. All three                  

impoundments are federally classified as having Significant Hazard Potential, where failure could cause significant economic loss and                   

environmental damage. Alabama is the only state in the nation without a dam safety law and regulatory authority. 

 According to a 2012 report, Alabama’s coal-fired power plants dispose of almost 15 million pounds of toxic metals in on-site ash 

ponds, more than plants in any other state. That report also identified Alabama Power’s Miller Steam Plant in western Jefferson County as 

sending more toxic metals to its ash pond than any other plant in the country, more than 5 million pounds annually.  

 In November 2016, to comply with federal regulations, Alabama Power announced its preliminary coal ash closure plans to “cap in 

place” the ash at these three power plants, leaving it to sit in an unlined pit and likely pollute groundwater and the river nearby for centuries to 

come. This decision came after many other utilities in the southeast instead chose a closure option strongly encouraged by clean water                   

advocacy organizations: excavate the coal ash and move it to a lined landfill away from rivers and lakes. 

 “Alabama Power should remove their coal ash from these unlined impoundments by the river and place it in lined landfills with                

adequate leachate handling.” said Nelson Brooke, Black Warrior Riverkeeper.  

 To view Alabama Power’s maps and associated documents, visit blackwarriorriver.org/coal-ash-maps/. To learn more about coal ash 

in Alabama and the southeast, visit: southeastcoalash.org. 

A preventable disaster: the 2008 Kingston, Tennessee coal ash spill. Photo by John Wathen, Hurricane Creekkeeper. Flight by SouthWings.org. 

http://www.blackwarriorriver.org/coal-ash-maps/
http://www.southeastcoalash.org/
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Nearly 10 Million Pounds of Toxic Chemicals Dumped in Alabama’s Rivers 
 A recent analysis of data reported by industry indicates that nearly ten million pounds of toxic chemicals were dumped into                          

Alabama’s rivers in 2015. Over 50,000 pounds of those chemicals are carcinogens, and over a quarter million of them cause reproductive  

issues. The data was self-reported by industry to EPA’s Toxics Release Inventory, from which Coosa Riverkeeper analyzed the data to                   

produce these rankings. 

 “Toxic chemicals in our rivers and lakes aren’t just bad for the fish. Most Alabamians get their drinking water from our rivers,” says 

Coosa Riverkeeper, Frank Chitwood. “Removing these toxic chemicals costs money that ultimately gets passed on to ratepayers. Clearly, our 

priorities are backwards. We should place a much higher priority on the protection of our drinking water.” 

 In the last two years, major controversies have erupted in North Alabama as multiple drinking water systems on the Coosa and             

Tennessee Rivers faced difficulty removing perfluorinated compounds (PFCs) that had been dumped into those rivers by industry. PCBs and 

mercury are two other toxic chemicals commonly found in rivers in Alabama which can cause health issues in wildlife and humans. 

 The top of the rankings are largely dominated by power plants, paper mills, chicken processors, and heavy manufacturers. For the 

most part, the discharge of these chemicals is legally authorized by the Alabama Department of Environmental Management through their 

National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System permitting program authorized under the Clean Water Act. 

 In the Black Warrior River basin in 2015, two large chicken processing plants were responsible for the top overall release of toxics, 

mostly nitrate compounds. Tyson Farms’ Blountsville Processing Plant ranked #4, releasing 891,578 pounds of toxic pollutants into Graves 

Creek, a Locust Fork tributary. American Proteins’ rendering plant in Hanceville ranked #8, releasing 346,947 pounds of toxic pollutants into 

the Mulberry Fork. 

 Also in the Black Warrior watershed, Alabama Power’s Gorgas and Greene County steam plants ranked in the state’s top ten in two 

disturbing categories: most cancer-causing toxics released (Gorgas: #7, Greene: #8) and most developmental toxics released (Gorgas: #3, 

Greene: #4). Developmental toxics can interfere with normal development, both before and after birth. In the top ten for amount of                           

reproductive toxics released, Gorgas Steam Plant ranked #9 and ERP Compliant Coke ranked #10. 

 “Polluted water, contaminated fish, and unhealthy humans are tough prices to pay when polluting companies could be paying their 

fair share of the balance,” says Nelson Brooke, Black Warrior Riverkeeper. “Instead of discharging pollutants at a profit, polluters should be 

required to spend more money to reduce their impact on our water, environment, and health.” 

 To view the industries’ self-reported data, visit blackwarriorriver.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/2015_TRI_Data.pdf.  

Tyson Farms’ Blountsville Processing Plant’s wastewater treatment plant and discharge (top center) discharges to a wetland (bottom left).    
The wetland then flows into Graves Creek, a tributary to the Black Warrior River’s Locust Fork, upstream of popular paddling and fishing areas. 

Photo by Nelson Brooke. Flight by SouthWings.org. 

https://blackwarriorriver.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/2015_TRI_Data.pdf
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®
Patrol Log   

 Here are some of recent field activities of our Riverkeeper, Nelson Brooke. 

To report pollution anywhere in the Black Warrior River watershed, call Nelson at 

(205) 458-0095, email him at reportpollution@blackwarriorriver.org or visit our 

Report Pollution page where you can upload photos, always a helpful aspect of   

pollution tips: blackwarriorriver.org/report-pollution. You may remain anonymous. 

 

January 18: Received a complaint about pollution in Lost Creek (Jefferson Co.) and 

found it in terrible condition.   

 

February 14: Inspected improvements to one of two clarifiers at Donaldson               

Correctional Facility’s Wastewater Treatment Plant. Upgrades at the plant are the 

result of our second lawsuit filed over permit violations at the facility, which was 

settled on September 26, 2014.  

 

February 23: Documented contaminated water flowing off an old waste storage site 

toward Village Creek near the old Ensley Iron Works.   

 

February 24: Checked on sedimentation issues in the upper end of Highland Lake 

in Blount County after receiving a call from a concerned citizen. 

 

February 27: Patrolled Lost Creek (Walker Co.) in the patrol boat to check on bank 

slumps next to the Reeses Branch Mine.  

 

March 7: Investigated a wetlands draining caused by an ALDOT crew on Hwy. 75 

near Pinson. It caused sedimentation and turbidity in one wetland.  Additionally, an 

unnamed tributary to Turkey Creek, which is known to harbor the endangered rush 

darter, was partially excavated and filled with rip-rap. 

 

March 29: Patrolled Valley Creek with intern Jacqueline Taylor via canoe to check 

on Birmingham Hide & Tallow’s discharges into the creek. 

 

April 10: Patrolled with interns to check discharges from Metalplate Galvanizing in 

Avondale as well as Jefferson Co. manholes that routinely have sewage overflows. 

 

May 11: Helped Joe Jenkins with a turtle survey on the Locust Fork (Jefferson Co.). 

 

May 20: Took part in a Bioblitz in Hale County to see what biologists could find in 

the floodplain swamps. All sorts of neat critters were found. 

 

May 27: Responded to a complaint about habitat degradation and pollution in Town 

Creek near Jasper. We appreciate landowners and those who use creeks and the  

river reporting local issues to us! We need your help in keeping a vigilant eye on our 

water resources. Together, we can be better advocates for the river system. 

 

July 11: Patrolled an unusually wet Locust Fork via canoe with Jason Throneberry, 

Director of Freshwater Programs with the Nature Conservancy in Alabama. 

 

June 6: Documented and reported a manhole overflowing into a tributary that feeds 

into Opossum Creek. 

 

July 18: Patrolled the river’s Oliver Pool in Tuscaloosa and documented signage 

placed at a tributary to the river by the City of Northport warning the public about a 

recent sewage spill.  

 

August 2: Documented where the City of Birmingham sprayed herbicide into and 

along Village Creek in East Lake. 

 

September 5: Received a number of calls and emails from concerned citizens in the 

West Jefferson area about sewage from New Jersey spilling out of cargo boxes                

being hauled via truck from a railyard to the Big Sky Environmental Landfill.                      

Locals banded together and pushed for relief from the stinky mess. 

Lost Creek stained orange and full of waste rock from 
coal mining. Photo by Nelson Brooke.  

A wetland in Turkey Creek’s basin impacted by                
an ALDOT project’s sediment runoff. Photo by Nelson Brooke.  

Experts discuss upgrades made to Clarifier #1 at                  
Donaldson’s wastewater plant. Photo by Nelson Brooke.  

Dr. Malia Fincher holding a three-toed amphiuma that 
was found in a cypress swamp. Photo by Nelson Brooke.  

mailto:reportpollution@blackwarriorriver.org
http://www.blackwarriorriver.org/report-pollution
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Our Holy Family Cristo Rey Catholic High School intern Jay Byner (right) and his friends explore the river on our patrol boat. Photo by Nelson Brooke.   

®
Patrol Log   

October 6: Patrolled Fivemile Creek in Bessemer with Holy Family Cristo Rey Catholic 

High School intern Jay Byner to check on the creek’s flow conditions. Unfortunately the 

creek’s flow was quite low, exposing much of its limestone bedrock. 

 

October 9: Documented many invasive aquatic plants in the river at the Howton’s Camp 

boat launch just below the confluence of the Locust and Mulberry forks. Of particular  

concern is salvinia minima, which is a small but very aggressive aquatic fern. 

 

October 11: Investigated a gasoline spill into Crooked Creek after a tanker truck wrecked 

on I-65, spilling 7,200 gallons of gasoline. The stench in the air and sample results showed 

gasoline definitely impacted this tributary to the Locust Fork near Mt. Olive. 

 

October 18: Documented and reported a manhole overflowing with raw sewage going 

down a storm drain that leads to Village Creek. 

 

November 1: Patrolled an unnamed tributary to Cottonwood Creek and documented an 

illegal wastewater discharge from Uniontown’s lagoon via an unpermitted pipe. 

 

November 6: Patrolled Birmingport on the Locust Fork with our Holy Family Cristo Rey   

intern Jay Byner and his classmates. Continue to document dilapidated structures falling 

into the river. 

 

November 9: Inspected Metro Recycling’s tire landfill in Blount County to see their                

progress toward properly closing the landfill. After all this year’s summer rain, adequate 

groundcover has finally been achieved at the site.  

 

December 4: Patrolled Carthage Branch in Moundville to check on the creek below the 

biodiesel plant, now operated by HERO BX. It was looking clear, but silted in as always. 

 

This sign was placed near the river by Northport to 
warn the public of a sewage spill. Photo by Nelson Brooke.  

An ERT cable floats on the Locust Fork as it is 
towed behind our patrol boat. Photo by Nelson Brooke.  
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 Using scientific skills to serve the community by educating the  

public and influencing public policy has always been the professional goal of 

Dr. Kenya L. Goodson. Kenya is a native of West End Tuscaloosa, living in 

close proximity to the Black Warrior. She has nine years of experience in 

wastewater and stormwater quality and environmental regulation.  

 Kenya has worked for the State of Alabama as a Public Health                           

Environmentalist, inspecting onsite sewage disposal systems in Tuscaloosa 

County. Her work in the rural community of Tuscaloosa inspired her to     

pursue a career in environmental engineering that focused on science policy 

and developing solutions to systemic concerns in environmental health. 

 Kenya obtained her Ph.D. in Civil Engineering from The University 

of Alabama. Her dissertation research at UA focused on the effect of                     

chemicals of concern, such as pharmaceuticals and personal care products, in 

wastewater during stormwater events. As an environmental consultant in the 

District of Columbia, Kenya had the opportunity to work on a major                     

stormwater implementation plan to reduce stormwater pollutants in the area. 

 Kenya currently serves Stillman College as a science instructor in 

the UPWARD BOUND program in the Education Support Services or TRIO. 

She has also taught organic chemistry and environmental science at Stillman 

College and Brightwood College as an adjunct instructor, respectively.    

Kenya also serves as a co-liaison for the Kudzu Coalition of West Alabama’s 

Environmental and Sustainability group. She spends her time serving the 

community, discussing politics, networking, and fellowshipping with friends. 

®
Board Member Bio: Dr. Kenya Goodson  

®
2017 Accomplishments  

2017 has been a fascinating year! While protections for public health, recreation, and wildlife are facing an unprecedented assault by the   

federal government, Black Warrior Riverkeeper has never been more productive. In the first 10 months of 2017, we…  

 

 Created and released an interactive map of all the sewage spills reported throughout Alabama last year.  
 

 Persuaded Alabama Environmental Management Commissioners to study better sewage spill notification.  
 

 Informed citizens about ADEM’s new sewage spill notification tools with our partners who pushed for them.  
 

 Reduced E. coli limits by 40% in all Alabama sewage permits by working with all 8 Alabama Waterkeepers.   
 

 Appealed in court with partner organizations in order to hold the EPA accountable to the Clean Water Act. 
 

 Intervened in a federal challenge filed by 18 states who seek to undo key protections for endangered species. 
 

 Challenged a coal mine’s stream fill permit on the Locust Fork by using the Endangered Species Act.  
 

 Publicized Alabama Power’s coal ash maps which illustrate potential danger to the river and citizens.  
 

 Helped Coosa Riverkeeper launch and promote their Fish Guide program to aid fishermen across Alabama. 
 

 Won Impact America’s annual “Birmingham’s Brightest Company” contest for the third time in four years.  
 

 Remained one of America’s few Platinum organizations on GuideStar, the top source of information on nonprofits.  
 

 Engaged hundreds of volunteers of all ages who donated thousands of community service hours in the watershed.   
 

 Made 41 educational presentations to business, civic, government, nonprofit, religious, and scholastic groups. 
 

 Wrote comment letters to government agencies, requesting improvements to 64 permits and/or  rules for our water.  
 

 Monitored 73 facilities across our 17-county watershed through patrols by foot, truck, canoe, boat, and plane.   
  

 Reviewed 300 facilities’ Discharge Monitoring Reports to record the number and nature of their violations.   



 

 

Please complete and mail form to: Black Warrior Riverkeeper, 712 37th Street South, Birmingham, AL 35222.   

Black Warrior Riverkeeper is a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt charitable organization.  Contributions are tax deductible to the extent allowed by law.   

 

Name(s)_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Address:____________________________________________________City, State, Zip:______________________________________________________ 

 

Phone(s):___________________________________________________Email(s):____________________________________________________________ 

 

Signature:___________________________________________________Date:_______________________________________________________________ 

 

If you enjoy the Black Warrior River, its tributaries, or its Sipsey, Mulberry, or Locust Forks, please tell us how and where: 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Payment Method: □ Check enclosed / □ American Express / □ MasterCard / □ Visa / □ Discover / □ Non-monetary Contribution (Volunteer or In-Kind) 

 

Credit Card number and expiration date (mm/yy):______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

□ Monetary donation: $_________ (If you prefer to donate stock, please call Charles Scribner at 205-458-0095 for easy instructions). 

 

□ In-kind donation (List donated goods or professional services):_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

□ Volunteer time (List hours and type of volunteering):_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

(Any gift above) In Memory of: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

(Any gift above) In Honor of: ______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Name & address to notify of memorial or honorarium gift: _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Our  mission is to protect and restore the Black Warrior River and its tributaries. We are a citizen-based nonprofit dedicated to                 

improving water quality, wildlife  habitat, recreation, and public health in our patrol area, the Black Warrior River watershed. This vital basin 

is contained entirely in Alabama, America’s leading state for  freshwater biodiversity. 

 Our staff includes 

Nelson Brooke (Riverkeeper), 

Eva Dillard (Staff Attorney), 

John Kinney (Enforcement 

Coordinator), and Charles 

Scribner (Executive                    

Director). Our website is 

BlackWarriorRiver.org.               

To report pollution or to              

discuss how you can help            

protect your water, call us at              

(205) 458-0095 or email                             

info@blackwarriorriver.org. 

 We are members of 

the Alabama Association of                       

Nonprofits, Alabama Rivers                

Alliance, River Network, and 

Waterkeeper Alliance. Other 

Waterkeepers in Alabama               

include Cahaba Riverkeeper, 

Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper, 

Coosa Riverkeeper,                       

Hurricane Creekkeeper, Little 

River Waterkeeper, Mobile 

Baykeeper, and Tennessee                 

Riverkeeper.   
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®
Membership / Donation Form 

Fishermen enjoy the river near 
Moundville as a barge passes.  

Photo by Nelson Brooke.  

http://www.blackwarriorriver.org/
mailto:info@blackwarriorriver.org
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Briganna Abernathy is a                 

biology major at UAB who 

grew up in Hueytown near the 

river. Briganna reviewed                 

facilities’ discharge monitoring 

reports and represented us at 

community events. She is              

introducing us to the organizers 

of academic competitions to 

plan possible collaborations.  

 

Kate Causey is a recent                 

graduate of Furman who                

majored in math with a minor 

in medicine, health, and culture. 

Kate reviewed facilities’                

discharge monitoring reports, 

patrolled the river, investigated 

coal mine pollution, and                

interviewed fishermen about 

their fish consumption patterns.  

 

Hope Runyan is a public               

relations major at Alabama who 

was our Curtis and Edith            

Munson Foundation PR Intern. 

Hope represented us at events, 

wrote releases, and made photo 

essays: blackwarriorriver.org/

adventures-of-hope/. 

mailto:info@blackwarriorriver.org
http://www.BlackWarriorRiver.org
http://www.blackwarriorriver.org/adventures-of-hope
http://www.blackwarriorriver.org/adventures-of-hope

