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Georgia’s “Tale of Two Cities,” the worst of times for water 
     It looks like concern for water is overshadowing other problems and rightly so.  Last week Dahlonega and Lumpkin County held a community expo at Park & Rec for those wanting to know more about the water situation and the conservation policies being enforced.  A lot of folks came by, including representatives from Lt. Governor Casey Cagle’s office and Senator Saxby Chambliss’ office.  They joined in conversations about past and present droughts and described how families managed to live through them by being good neighbors and helping each other.
     There are reports of wells and springs going dry, including some that did not fail in the 1981 drought.  I am reading a lot of newspapers from around the Southeast in order to gauge the seriousness of water problems in other communities.  Most of Georgia is under Level 4 drought restrictions while Alabama has none.  
     Phenix City, Alabama, just across the Chattahoochee River from Columbus, has no water restrictions.  While Columbus residents are banned from watering anything but food gardens, people in Phenix City are allowed to use the 7 million gallons of water it pumps out of the Chattahoochee River every day for whatever they want.  This is leading to a lot of friction between the two cities because one look at the river reveals that the flow is below normal.  Residents of Columbus can’t understand why Georgia has such tight water restrictions and Alabama does not.  

     The best story I heard this week is that Georgia was supposed to own part of the Tennessee River.  In June of 1796, the United States Congress established the state of Tennessee.  Part of the Act designated the south boundary of the new state to be the 35th degree of north latitude.  Remember, this was an act of Congress. 

     Today, using modern mapping and measuring techniques, we know that the now recognized, established and accepted northwest corner of Georgia is approximately 5,600 feet (about 1.1 miles) south of where the Congressional acts and the record description say it should have been placed.  The correct location actually falls north of where the old Tennessee River bed was located prior to the formation of the Nickajack Reservoir and the subsequent flooding.  The Tennessee River would thus cut into a corner of Georgia, much as I-24 cuts into the state at Wildwood, today.
     Boundary disputes are nothing new.  Just consider how long it took to resolve the boundary dispute between Lumpkin and Dawson Counties.  Although Atlanta’s mayor and others have suggested taking water from the Tennessee River, I don’t think a boundary law suit between Georgia and Tennessee over water is likely to happen.  Georgia will have to find other ways to provide for water in future droughts.  
     How much more water can still be taken from Lake Lanier?  It depends on whom you ask. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers estimates that Lake Lanier has about 280 days of drinkable water left, including 169 days in the "dead pool" (inactive storage) at the bottom of the lake.  At that level, the water would be below the dam's major hydropower turbines that push water into the Chattahoochee River while generating electricity. According to the Corps, water readily available in Lake Lanier can supply metro Atlanta with drinking water for another 111 days.  The state--which does not include the dead pool in its calculations--estimates about 80 days of easily accessible drinking water storage remains in the lake.

     The AJC Political Insider quoted Gov. Sonny Perdue as saying that his directed 10 percent cutback in water usage in north Georgia was largely symbolic and would have little effect on whether the region dries up and blows away.   These kinds of statements really “bug” me because I know folks in Dawson and Lumpkin Counties are trying to conserve water.  Dawson County’s Etowah Water and Sewer Authority and Lumpkin County Water and Sewerage Authority both report water usage down at least 15 percent.  These reports sound more than “symbolic” to me.  
     Last Thursday the Governors of Alabama, Georgia, and Florida worked out a deal with Interior Secretary Kempthorne and Corps commander Lt. Gen. Van Antwerp to reduce the flow out of Lanier by 16 percent.  The governors have agreed to meet December 12 to draft a “drought water-management plan” and to provide a finished plan by mid-February 2008.
     Let’s hear what you think about our water problems.  I can be reached at 689 N. Chestatee Street, Dahlonega, Georgia 30533, 706/864-6589, e-mail hamerson@alltel.net.  Or call Gerald Lewy, my Communications Director at 706/344-7788.  He’ll know how to get your message to me.  Remember, the secret of good government is a well-informed electorate.
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