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1 Introduction 

The Georgia Environmental Protection Division (EPD) has required that the Commissioners of 
Decatur County conduct a three phase watershed assessment and protection plan on the 12-digit 
HUC, 031200080703, that contains the Decatur County Industrial Park Water Pollution Control 
Plant (WPCP), excluding the portion of the HUC that is within Bainbridge city limits. On behalf of 
Decatur County, Stantec Consulting Services Inc. (Stantec) prepared a Monitoring Plan (Stantec 
2005) as the first phase of the watershed assessment. The second phase, a detailed assessment 
including analysis of water quality monitoring data, was completed in May 2007 (Stantec 2007) and 
is the basis for development of the third phase. The purpose of this third and final phase is to 
present a watershed protection plan that contains different protection strategies to protect existing 
water quality in the assessment area. This plan was developed in accordance with EPD Watershed 
Assessment and Protection Plan Guidance (EPD 2005).  

2 Basis for Watershed Protection 

2.1 Phase I and II Findings 

The Monitoring Plan was executed between April and November 2006. Monitoring was conducted 
at two sampling sites on the Flint River, one at the upstream end of the assessment area and one 
near the downstream end. The extent of the monitoring plan was limited to two sites due to the 
small size of the study area and the absence of perennial flowing streams, other than the Flint 
River, within it. The detailed assessment included an analysis of this data along with historic water 
quality data from the Flint River. Although there was insufficient data to show a pattern of 
improvement or impairment in regards to nutrients, it was evident that fecal coliform levels have 
drastically decreased over the past thirty years. There were no water quality violations at either site 
or from the WPCP discharge. The water quality dynamics in the Flint River are more likely affected 
by river basin-scale impacts. 

2.2 Pollutant Sources 

The detailed assessment showed that there are no immediate sources of degradation within the 
predominantly rural assessment area. Predicted growth in the area is low and would most likely 
include low-density residential areas that should not contribute significant quantities of pollutants or 
stormwater runoff to the river. 

The industrial park, roads, and runway have the highest level of impervious surfaces and are likely 
the main source of stormwater runoff in the assessment area. This runoff is treated by stormwater 
detention ponds at the industrial park. The imperviousness of the residential areas is much lower as 
the houses are on large lots and/or are surrounded by open space. Runoff from these impervious 
surfaces has ample time to infiltrate before reaching the Flint River.  

There is one confined animal feeding operation in the watershed as discussed in the watershed 
assessment (phase II). It should not be a nutrient source as all of the waste is shipped off site and 
out of the assessment area. Management of these pollutant sources is discussed in section 4.0.  
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3 Code and Regulation Evaluation 

A number of codes and regulations were reviewed and evaluated to determine any existing tools 
that can be used to protect the water quality of the assessment area. The county and the Southwest 
Georgia Regional Development Center (SWGRDC) both have comprehensive plans that cover the 
assessment area. The county also has a number of ordinances that apply to the assessment area. 
Additional state regulations are in place to protect water quality.  

3.1 Decatur County Comprehensive Plan 

The Decatur County Joint Comprehensive Plan, which also includes the towns of Attapulgus, 
Brinson, and Climax, was completed in 2007 (SGWRDC 2007). The plan includes an 
implementation strategy that contains a number of goals, objectives and policies. The overall goal 
for the natural resources portion of the plan is to “conserve, protect, and manage the natural 
resources of Decatur County” (SWGRDC 2007). Most of the objectives listed under this goal have 
some positive impact on water quality. Two objectives deal with protecting surface and ground 
water quality. Other objectives involve conservation and an attempt to balance human use of the 
land with protection of the environment.  

One of the policies enacted to help meet the objectives of protecting water quality was the adoption 
of the Flint River Corridor Protection Ordinance in February of 1998. River Corridor Protection 
criteria (391-3-16.04) were established by the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to be used 
for environmental planning. The purpose of the river corridor ordinance is to help protect water 
quality by controlling erosion and river sedimentation and adsorbing flood waters. The ordinance 
allows for the protection of 100 feet of natural vegetative buffer on each side of the Flint River. 
There are some exceptions to this rule such as single family dwellings may be built in the buffer if 
the lot is at least two acres in size and any septic drainfields are located outside of the buffer. Road 
and utility crossings are also permitted. Forestry and agriculture activities are permitted as long as 
best management practices are followed. The SWGRDC has created a map identifying all of the 
protected river corridors in Decatur County and the county adopted the ordinance in compliance 
with DNR’s River Corridor Protection Criteria on February 10th 1998 (Appendix A). 

The River Corridor Protection Criteria are just one of five sets of environmental criteria established 
by DNR collectively referred to as the Rules for Environmental Planning Criteria (Chapter 39-3-16). 
Other Environmental Planning Criteria exist to protect groundwater recharge areas and wetlands. In 
Decatur County wetlands are protected by the development regulations adopted by the County in 
1989 and amended in 2000. The regulations require that all jurisdictional wetlands be mapped and 
that the developer meet all applicable Federal and State regulations concerning impacts on 
wetlands and waters of the State. IN addition, the soil erosion and sedimentation control ordinance 
(section 3.3) provides additional protection to wetland areas.The County has not adopted any 
regulations specifically protecting groundwater however, the County requires a minimum lot size of 
1.5 acres which is the same minimum lot size specified by the Environmental Planning Criteria. The 
county has enacted a policy regulating development in the floodplain. This is achieved through a 
floodplain ordinance that is described in section 3.4.  

The overall goal in the land use portion of the plan is to “minimize the impact of development on the 
environment, adopt land use regulations that encourage incorporating the existing vegetation and 
environmental attributes of the land into the development and make the development a part of the 
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environment rather than an encroachment on the environment” (SWGRDC 2007). This goal would 
be met by adopting a county zoning ordinance. This zoning ordinance would help protect prime 
agricultural land and limit intensive development. The county has enacted a subdivision ordinance 
which will help control growth by requiring a minimum lot size of 1.5 acres for single-family homes 
with septic systems and well water provided the soils are suitable. If soils are less suitable, lot size 
may be increased to 3 acres. On the other hand, if water or sewer is available, the minimum lot size 
is 0.75 acre. This ordinance is found in chapter 2 of the Decatur County Land Development and 
Construction Regulation.  

Summary Table 
Existing Watershed Protection Programs and Measures: 

• River Corridor Protection Plan 
• Floodplain Ordinance 
• Subdivision Ordinance 
• Wetlands Protection (within the development 

regulations) 
Watershed Protection Opportunities: 

• Groundwater Recharge Protection Plan (only 
partial protection to date) 

• County Zoning Ordinance 

 

3.2 Regional Agenda 

The Southwest Georgia Regional Development Center developed a 20-year Regional Agenda in 
1997 that compiled information from local comprehensive plans and additional information from 
regional planning committees (SWGRDC 2005). A set of goals and objectives was established to 
cover the planning period 1997-2017. The Agenda, and the data it is based upon, are updated 
every year although the most recently approved agenda available is from March 2005. 

A natural resource issue identified in the Agenda is the need for more comprehensive water 
management planning within the region. A number of goals were set to address this need, seven of 
which are applicable to this watershed protection plan. These are 1) management of water 
resources, 2) improving water quality by reducing frequency of contamination and protecting 
aquatic habitat and recreational benefits, 3) developing information on regional water use, 4) 
adoption and enforcement of DNR Environmental Planning Criteria, 5) increased collaboration 
between agencies developing and implementing natural resource plans, 6) protection of 
groundwater aquifers, and 7) increased protection of river corridors. A number of actions are 
proposed to accomplish the goals and objectives set forth in the Regional Agenda. Those that are 
applicable to this protection plan are discussed in Section 4.  

In addition, SWGRDC has the authority to review Developments of Regional Impact (DRIs). These 
are large-scale developments that may have regional effects. The RDCs evaluate the impacts the 
proposed development may cause, including any natural resource related impacts, and determine if 
it is compatible with the Regional Agenda. The RDC can then conclude if the development is not in 
the interest of the area although the local government has the final say as to whether or not a 
project proceeds. Since Decatur County is not metropolitan it is considered a Tier 2 county. 
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Examples of projects that would classify as DRIs in Tier 2 counties are housing developments with 
over 125 new lots and industrial buildings with over 175,000 gross square feet.  

Summary Table 
Existing Watershed Protection Programs and Measures: 

• Developments of Regional Impact (DRI) Reviews 
Watershed Protection Opportunities: 

• Comprehensive water management planning 

3.3 Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Control  

Although Decatur County adopted a Soil Erosion and Sedimentation Control Ordinance (chapter 
five of the Decatur County Land Development and Construction Regulation), EPD is the regulatory 
agent for soil and erosion control for the unincorporated parts of the county. In that role, EPD 
enforces the general NPDES stormwater permit and GA Erosion and Sedimentation Act of 1975 
which the ordinance is based on. They require the application of soil erosion and sedimentation 
control measures and practices for all land disturbing activity on areas greater than one acre in size. 
Control measures include using stormwater best management practices (BMPs), minimizing 
erosion, and leaving intact a 25-foot buffer along the banks of all state waters. This buffer can be 
thinned once construction is complete but a natural canopy that provides sufficient cover to keep 
shade on the stream bed is required. Construction on less than one acre but within 200 feet of state 
waters (excluding intermittent streams and channels that have water in them only during and 
immediately after rainfall events) also requires a permit.  

Land disturbing activities that disturb less than one acre and are not part of a larger development 
are not subject to this ordinance. If the disturbance is within 200 feet of an intermittent stream or 
channel that has water in it only during and immediately after rainfall, care must be taken to keep 
sediment within the boundaries of the property. In addition, any disturbance related to agriculture or 
forest practices, surface mining, or granite quarrying is exempt.   

3.4 Floodplain Ordinance 

Decatur County adopted a Flood Damage Prevention Ordinance that was recommended by the 
Georgia Floodplain Management Office for communities participating in the National Flood 
Insurance Program (NFIP). The ordinance is contained in Appendix B of the Decatur County Land 
Development and Construction Regulation. The ordinance complies with FEMA's floodplain 
management regulations as described in 44 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), Section 60.3. 
Although its main purpose focuses on public health and safety and minimizing public and private 
losses from flooding, there are some water quality benefits. Among other provisions, the ordinance 
is also designed to “control filling, grading, dredging, and other development which may increase 
flood damage or erosion and control the alteration of natural floodplains, stream channels, and 
natural protective barriers, which are involved in the accommodation of floodwaters” (DNR 2007). 
These provisions help protect surface waters by minimizing impacts to floodplains. Floodplains are 
not only important for flood storage but also have terrestrial and aquatic habitat functions and help 
improve water quality by reducing nutrient input into streams. The only areas of special flood hazard 
within the assessment area are found along the Flint River.  
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3.5 Environmental Health 

Appendix A of the Decatur County Land Development and Construction Regulation contains the 
public health department rules as they pertain to onsite sewage management systems. These rules 
are consistent with state regulations for onsite sewage management systems which require a 
minimum lot size of 65,340 square feet or 1.5 acres for houses with private wells. The 
Environmental Health Section of the Decatur County Health Department reviews and issues permits 
for onsite sewage management systems.  

4 Protection Strategy 

A stormwater best management practice, or BMP, is believed to be a “best” way of treating or 
limiting pollutants in stormwater runoff (Hunt 1999). Structural devices, used to manage and treat 
pollutant laden runoff, include buffers, detention ponds, stormwater wetlands, and others. Non 
structural methods include programs, ordinances, and policies in place to prevent pollutants from 
coming into contact with stormwater runoff. The protection strategy for this assessment area 
includes a combination of both structural and non-structural BMPs. 

4.1 Structural BMPs 

4.1.1 Detention Ponds 

Currently a number of wet detention ponds treat runoff from impervious surfaces within the 
industrial park. A detention pond retains stormwater runoff during and after storm events and 
controls both stormwater quantity and quality. The pond’s natural physical, biological, and chemical 
processes then work to remove pollutants. Sedimentation processes remove particulates, organic 
matter, and metals (EPA 1999). Phosphorous binds with sediment and therefore is also removed 
through the sedimentation process. Nitrogen removal is often limited in systems of this type.  

At this time no additional stormwater BMPs are 
necessary within the assessment area. If the 
amount of impervious surface increases as a 
result of new buildings, parking areas, etc. an 
engineer’s study should be conducted to 
determine the capacity of the existing ponds to 
treat the additional runoff. The ponds may be 
large enough to treat the additional runoff or 
new measures may be necessary. New 
stormwater control measures could include 
additional detention ponds or stormwater 
wetlands.  

Stormwater wetlands are often preferable to 
traditional detention ponds as they remove a 
much higher percentage of nitrogen in addition 

to removing particulates, organic matter, metals and phosphorous through the sedimentation 
process. Vegetation in the wetland takes up some of the nitrogen and provides a media for 

Stormwater Wetland 
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microbes to digest nitrate. However, stormwater wetlands are shallower than detention ponds and 
as a result require larger land areas for implementation. 

4.1.2 Buffers 

Buffers help control water temperature, stabilize the streambank, trap sediments and remove 
pollutants, and serve as aquatic and terrestrial habitat. The River Corridor Protection Plan will help 
protect buffers along the Flint River within the assessment area and enforcement of this ordinance 
should be a priority. Although single-family homes are permissible in the buffer zone, soil erosion 
and sedimentation ordinance requires a 25-foot buffer along all state waters, which includes the 
Flint River. Although thinning is acceptable in the buffer zone, care should be taken to leave 
sufficient trees to shade the banks.  

Riparian Buffer 

 
Source: NRCS National Conservation Practice Standards
 

4.1.3 Forestry and Agriculture Practices 

Forestry BMPs are necessary when clearcutting tracts of land since the cleared land leaves 
exposed sediment that can runoff into surface water. As described in the watershed assessment, 
most forestry harvesting consists of select harvesting or removal of mature trees instead of 
clearcutting therefore there is limited exposure of bare soil. If clearcutting is practiced in the 
assessment area in the future, appropriate forestry BMPs should be used. The Georgia Forestry 
Commission (GFC) is tasked with educating the forestry community and promoting the use of 
forestry BMPs. GFC also monitors BMP implementation and investigates water quality and wetland 
complaints resulting from forestry practices.  

Conservation tillage requires leaving crop residue on the soil surface. This in turn reduces runoff 
and soil erosion, conserves soil moisture, and improves water quality. This is just one example of 
an agricultural BMP. Descriptions of other agricultural BMPs, including contour farming, swales, and 
filter strips, can be found on the NRCS National Conservation Practice Standards website 
(http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Technical/Standards/nhcp.html).  
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4.2 Programs and Policies 

4.2.1 Agriculture Programs 

The Farm Service Agency (FSA) and the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) both 
administer programs in Decatur County that can benefit water quality.  

NRCS is in charge of the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) which is a 
“voluntary conservation program for farmers that promotes agricultural production and 
environmental quality as compatible national goals. EQIP offers financial and technical help to 
assist eligible participants install or implement structural and management practices on eligible 
agricultural land” (NRCS 2007). Farmers who participate receive cost share assistance from 
NRCS to implement the different practices. Within the assessment area there are three EQIP 
contracts for irrigation water management and two EQIP contracts for conservation tillage 
(Barbree 2007). Conservation tillage minimizes soil disturbance thereby reducing soil erosion 
from agriculture fields. Irrigation water management activities may include improvements to 
irrigation or increasing storage. The activities must result in a net savings of groundwater or 
surface water resources used by the producer for agricultural operations.  

The FSA manages the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) which is a voluntary program that 
provides annual rental payments and cost-share assistance for agricultural landowners who 
establish long-term, resource conserving covers on their land. Four landowners in the assessment 
area have approximately 5,000 acres of land in CRP. This is almost 14% of the assessment area. 

4.2.2 Forestry Programs 

The Georgia Forestry Commission in Decatur County addresses water quality issues by promoting 
participation in two programs, the Southern Pine Beetle Prevention, Restoration, and Suppression 
(SPBPRS) program and the Forest Stewardship Plan program. The SPBPRS is a cost share 
program that helps landowners implement various silvicultural practices to prevent the spread of the 
southern pine beetle. Although this program does not have a specific water quality element, 
protecting existing forests and encouraging the establishment of new forests will help protect water 
quality in the watershed. Landowners who participate in the Forest Stewardship Plans program 
receive professional natural resource consultant services in preparing their plans. Soil and water 
quality is one of five objectives the landowner can rank. Currently, no landowners participate in 
these programs within the watershed (Griffith 2007). The agency recommends following BMP 
practices with any harvesting operation. 

4.2.3 Ordinances and Regulations 

The Decatur County Subdivision Ordinance ensures any development that may occur in the 
assessment area will be very low density, (1.5-3 acres per dwelling). This means the amount of 
impervious surfaces will remain low in the watershed and there will be plenty of open space for 
stormwater infiltration on each lot. The SWGRDC will also ensure any large developments will be 
reviewed for any impact on natural resources. The River Corridor Protection Ordinance as 
explained above will help protect narrow buffers along the Flint River. EPD will continue to enforce 
erosion and sediment control policies through the permitting process and on-site inspections. The 
Health Department issues permits and performs on-site reviews for new septic tanks to ensure they 
meet state regulations. Septic tanks treat wastewater Enforcement of these ordinances and 
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regulations will continue to protect water quality in the assessment area. 

4.2.4 Recommended Ordinances and Activities 

Adopting a set of zoning regulations would increase the county’s ability to protect water quality in 
the assessment area. Zoning allows the county to determine how and where development should 
occur. For example, the future land use map shows a swath of open space along the Flint River but 
the zoning regulations necessary to protect this vital open space do not exist at present (Figure 1). 
Zoning could also be used to protect prime farmland in the county which was a goal in the 
comprehensive plan. In addition, zoning regulations could be utilized to direct development away 
from less suitable areas, such as those with steep slopes, highly erodible soils, or wetlands.  

 

Figure 1. Future Land Use (source: Phase II document “Watershed Assessment Decatur County”) 
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The county should also adopt the groundwater and wetland protection criteria set forth under the 
rules for environmental planning mentioned in section 3.1. This would help protect wetlands and 
sinkholes in the assessment area although many are not classified as state waters. Regardless, it is 
important to protect these areas from degrading sediments or other pollutants that may have 
adverse effects on groundwater quality when feasible. One way to protect these areas, in addition 
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to the criteria set forth by the state, is to require a 25-foot buffer around each wetland or sinkhole.  

The SWGRDC plans to use education programs as a strategy to achieve the goal of improved 
water quality is education by promoting awareness of the Clean Water Act with local governments 
and encouraging the use of the Adopt a Stream program in communities. Although there are no 
small streams in the assessment area, clean-ups could be organized to clean the banks of the Flint 
River. The SWGRDC also plans to team with NRCS and Georgia Forestry to promote the use of 
BMPs (agriculture, forestry, and stormwater) and they have hired an environmental planner to 
coordinate water resource planning throughout the RDC area.  

5 Legal Authority 

5.1.1 Political Jurisdiction 

Decatur County Board of Commissioners has political jurisdiction over the assessment area 
watershed. This governing board consists of six elected commissioners. The county administrator 
Colonel Tom Patton was hired by the commissioners to manage county operations.  

5.1.2 Responsible Agencies 

Although Decatur County has sole political jurisdiction over the assessment area, there are a 
number of additional agencies and groups that manage programs there (Table 5.1). The county is 
responsible for enforcing most of the subdivision, floodplain, and river corridor ordinances and for 
implementing its land use plan.  

The Decatur County Health Department administers septic tank regulations that require on-site 
review of new septic tanks. EPD, specifically the Southwest District Office, has local issuing 
authority for soil erosion and sedimentation permits and is in charge of enforcement.  

The SWGRDC has the authority to review DRIs and is responsible for assisting the county in 
developing and updating comprehensive plans. A new comprehensive plan is currently being 
developed and should be completed by the end of 2007. In addition, SWGRDC now has an 
environmental planner on staff that can assist the county. NRCS, FSA and GFC all administer 
conservation programs within the assessment area.  

6 Funding 

No additional funding is necessary to implement this plan as it is built around the enforcement of 
preexisting programs and policies. The SWGRDC has $3,000 in funding to promote the Clean 
Water Act. NRCS and Georgia Forestry have $2,000 to promote BMPs and incentive programs. 
Funding for the incentive programs including EQIP and CRP is provided by NRCS and FSA. The 
SWGRDC has $20,000 to assist local governments in adoption and implementation of 
Environmental Planning Criteria for groundwater recharge areas, wetlands, and protected river 
corridors as well as $50,000/yr to have an environmental planner on staff. They also have funds to 
provide technical assistance for development and implementation of land use plans and 
regulations. Once regulations are in place, they can be enforced by the county building official.  
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Table 5.1 Contact Information for Responsible Agencies 

Name Agency Address Contact Information 

Colonel Tom 
Patton, 
Administrator 

Decatur County PO Box 726 
Bainbridge, GA 
39818 

Phone: 229-248-3030 
Fax: 229-246-2062 
tomlpatton@bellsouth.net

Ansley 
Johnson 

Decatur County Health 
Department, 
Environmental Health 
Section 

PO Box 417 
Bainbridge, GA 
39818 

Phone: 229-248-3058 
Fax: 229-246-4480 

Southwest 
District 

Georgia EPD 2024 Newton Road 
Albany, GA 31701 

Phone: 229-430-4144 
Fax: 229-430-4259 

Paul Forgey, 
Planning 
Director 

Southwest Georgia 
Regional Development 
Center 

30 West Broad Street 
Camilla, GA 31730 

Phone: 229-522-3552 
Fax: 229-522-3558 
swgrdc@swgrdc.org 

Bainbridge 
Field Office 

Natural Resources 
Conservation Service 

1213 Vada Road 
Bainbridge, GA 
39817 

Phone: 229-246-8282 ext3 

Paul Digby 
Executive 
Director 

Decatur County Farm 
Service Agency 

1213 Vada Road 
Bainbridge, GA 
39817 

Phone: 912-246-5773 
Fax: 912-246-9488 
Paul.Digby@ga.usda.gov 

John Griffith, 
County 
Forester 

Georgia Forestry 
Commission 
Decatur County Office  

1611 Dothan Rd. 
Bainbridge, GA 
39817 

Phone: 229-248-2616   
Fax: 229-243-6412   
jgriffith@gfc.state.ga.us   

 

7 Schedule for Implementation  

Enforcing county ordinances and regulations is an ongoing effort undertaken by county officials. 
Other programs mentioned in this plan that are under the responsibility of other agencies are 
already being implemented.   

8 Long Term Monitoring 

As discussed in the watershed assessment, the water quality dynamics in the Flint River are 
affected by river basin scale impacts. The predicted growth in the assessment area is minor and will 
consist mainly of very low density residential development. No additional monitoring on the Flint 
River is recommended. The WPCP already monitors its effluent on a regular basis and reports the 
results to EPD. These results are representative of all of the watershed inputs into the Flint River. In 
addition, the City of Bainbridge is in the process of completing a watershed assessment that will 
include sampling on the Flint River. If this future monitoring in Bainbridge indicates a decline in 
water quality, this recommendation could be reassessed, and a monitoring plan could be 
implemented.  
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9 Reporting and Conclusion 

This watershed protection strategy, approved by the Decatur County Board of Commissioners, calls 
for the continued implementation of existing programs, enforcement of local ordinances, and 
cooperation with EPD in order to maintain the existing water quality conditions within the 
assessment area. These approved actions are outlined in sections 4.1.2, 4.1.3, and 4.2.1-4.2.3.  

These measures will help protect the environmentally sensitive areas of the watershed including 
wetlands and the Flint River. The only threatened and endangered species in the study area are 
found in the Flint River. While these species may be affected by water quality issues, this is 
occurring at a regional scale and is beyond the jurisdiction of Decatur County. The study area may 
contribute a small amount of runoff to the river. The protected river corridor helps reduce this 
impact.  

The County will submit an annual certification of the Watershed Protection Plan each June 30th. The 
certification will document the continued implementation of existing programs and the enforcement 
of local ordinances. In addition, the County will include a summary of any changes to the Protection 
Plan. Changes may occur as the County considers the additional actions recommended in section 
4.1.1 and 4.2.4 as well as other actions proposed in the County Comprehensive Plan.  
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