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   the value oF alabama’S WateRWayS

labama is a water-rich state, home to more than 77,000 miles of rivers and streams.  In total miles of 
perennial (constantly flowing) streams,  Alabama ranks seventh in the nation.  Every drop of water that 
falls here becomes part of one of 14 major river basins.  We are fortunate to have so much variety in 
our waterways — from the wide, slow Tennessee River in the north, to the shallow, quick creeks of 
the Appalachian foothills, to the flat rivers and estuaries of the coastal plain. 

 Our state seal prominently features our major rivers, under-
scoring their importance to our economy, our ecology, and our 
society.  Along with being a major component of our natural 
and cultural heritage, these rivers supply us with drinking 
water and play a critical role in transportation, irrigation, 
and industry.  They generate power, serve as a habitat for 
our wildlife, and provide us with recreation opportuni-
ties. 

 Rivers and streams are not the only important 
waters in Alabama.  Groundwater from underground 
aquifers also supplies many Alabamians with drinking 
water and often provides a base flow to surface waters.  
Public and private reservoirs are used for drinking water as 
well as for recreation.  Our coastal areas and wetlands sustain 
commercial and recreational uses, provide unique ecological 
habitat, and aid in the protection against hurricanes and floods.  

 With so many demands on Alabama’s water resources, it is clear that we need to keep our 
waters healthy in order to help maintain our communities and economies.  Native fish and wildlife also 
depend on clean, healthy waters.   

 Because of its diverse waterways, Alabama ranks fifth in the nation in plant and animal diver-
sity and first in freshwater species diversity.  Unfortunately, Alabama ranks fourth for number of spe-
cies at risk for extinction.  Protecting our waterways is not only vital to our future, it will also help to 
sustain our amazing array of native species as well as the people, economy, and wildlife that depend on 
them. 

 The Alabama Department of Environmental Management (ADEM) has only fully assessed 
about seven percent (by mile) of Alabama’s rivers, so the actual quality of most of our waterways is 
unknown.  Worse yet, a staggering 40 percent of the fully assessed streams are considered to have 
poor water quality — further indication of just how badly our waters are in need of attention.

 With a state motto of “We Dare Defend Our Rights,” citizens of Alabama are no strangers to 
standing up for our values.  Increasingly,  Alabamians understand how important our waterways are, 
and how important it is to protect them.  Whether used for drinking, swimming, fishing or for aquatic 
habitat, we must defend our right to have clean and healthy water in Alabama today and for genera-
tions to come. 
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                                                       about the agenda           

he Alabama Water Agenda is based on 
the knowledge and work of individuals 
and grassroots organizations, many of 
whom have been working for decades 
to protect our waters.  There are cur-
rently more than 70 groups in Alabama 
dedicated to protecting and restoring 
the health of our rivers, watersheds, 
and wetlands.  These groups represent 
thousands of citizens throughout the 
state who demand clean, healthy wa-
ters, and whose efforts are supported 
by scientists, academic experts, and 
many state and federal agency staff.
 
 Although progress has been 
made in improving watershed health, 
it has been difficult to make many 
long-lasting positive changes to water 
policy.  The Alabama Water Agenda is 
designed to create permanent change 
in water policy through proactive 
solutions.   Each agenda item translates into real 
actions that decision-makers can take to dem-
onstrate their commitment to the citizens who 
demand clean, healthy waters.

 The Agenda was developed from the 
comments and direction of grassroots groups, 
Alabama citizens, and river conservationists.  In 
order to focus the Agenda on the most pressing 
concerns, the hundreds of water threats sub-
mitted for consideration were reduced to the 
sixteen primary threats most frequently submit-

ted.  A peer review group consisting of leaders 
from watershed and grassroots groups across 
the state narrowed the focus to the six priority 
threats that represent the greatest detrimental 
impacts to our waters and have the most poten-
tial for success through policy change.  The prior-
ity threats identified are: agency coordination and 
enhancement, enforcement, state agency funding, 
instream flow, stormwater, and suburban sprawl.  
Each threat will have its own specific campaign, 
with activities focused on the appropriate deci-
sion-makers.

BLAck WArrior riverkeePer

cAhABA river Society

choctAWhAtchee riverkeePer

FLint river conServAtion ASSociAtion

FriendS oF rurAL ALABAMA

LAke WAtch oF LAke MArtin

LegAL environMentAL ASSiStAnce FoundAtion

dAn MurchiSon

SAve our SougAhAtchee
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   WateR health

valuation of each priority threat identified as part of the Alabama Water 
Agenda centered on its negative impact in four main areas of water health: 
water quality, water quantity, public health, and aquatic communities.  These 
four categories were identified as encompassing the various aspects of 
chemical, physical, and biological health of rivers, as well as potential impacts 
to our communities that depend upon healthy waters.

Our water quality is threatened by direct pollution from 
industry, development, and municipalities, as well as indirect pollu-
tion from stormwater runoff and air deposition.  Major pollutants 
affecting water quality in Alabama are sediment, pathogens (bacte-
ria), metals, and nutrients.  The main sources of pollution are land 
development, agriculture, urban stormwater runoff, and surface 
mining.

Our water quantity is threatened by excessive unregulated 
water withdrawals, excessive flooding in urban areas, and increas-
ing demand for water supply from local and out-of-state entities.  
Lower flows in rivers affect water quality, drinking water supplies, 
recreation, navigation, and wildlife; higher flows affect flooding risk, 
erosion, safety, and infrastructure.

Pollution (such as bacteria and toxins) and unsafe fish threaten pub-
lic water supplies and recreation areas and put public health 
at risk. Our water supplies need to be protected in order to ensure 
the health of our citizens and to reduce the cost of providing 
safe drinking water.  As a result of poor water quality, waterborne 
illnesses put thousands of citizens and tourists at risk each year 
through water-based recreation activities such as swimming and 
boating.

To protect our valuable and diverse aquatic communities, 
we need to protect aquatic habitat from in-stream erosion, degrad-
ed water quality, sedimentation, and the loss of stream bank vegeta-
tion.  Our native species need plentiful clean water to survive and a 
diverse and thriving aquatic community is an indication of a healthy 
watershed.  Healthy fisheries and aquatic communities in Alabama, 
in turn, promote strong economies and tourism.

 A comprehensive state water program will ensure that these four 
categories of water health are maintained for future generations.  Each pri-
ority threat identified in the following pages is illustrated with the symbols 
of the water health categories it impacts. 

E
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To protect all aspects of water health,  Alabama needs better policy.  To ensure long-lasting protection 
for our waters, the Alabama Water Agenda will focus on several key threats each year and develop 
proactive policy solutions.  Working through the State Legislature and many state agencies, new and 
revised statutes and regulations as well as new policy guidance can be developed to address the major 
threats to our waters.  To improve conditions in our rivers, four main policy strategies are incorpo-
rated into the Agenda. 

Each of these strategies involves a range of actions and targets vari-
ous levels of local, regional, and state government but remains 

focused on improving state-level policy. 

On the following pages are the six priority 
threats identified by grassroots groups and citi-
zens for the first edition of the Alabama Water 
Agenda.  Each priority threat includes the symbol 
for the water health category it impacts and 
the policy strategy that can be used to improve 
water health.  Making strides in these initial pri-
orities will achieve far-reaching results that will 
provide added protection for many of Alabama’s 
waters.

Watershed protection policy emphasizes measures to protect our 
water resources.  This includes maintaining ample water supplies, ensuring high 
quality aquifers, and safeguarding imperiled wildlife species.  Certain examples of 
this policy would involve enforceable regulations to protect specific resources like 
stream bank vegetation, sensitive habitats, and wetlands. 

Pollution prevention policy targets activities that impair or threaten 
our water directly, such as industry, quarries, stormwater runoff, mercury discharges, 
and construction.  Improved pollution permits, stream restoration projects, and pol-
lution reduction plans can help reduce direct impacts from pollution.

Agency policy calls for improved regulation and guidance for the numerous 
agencies that oversee the various aspects of water protection and management.  Suf-
ficient funding, improvement in coordination, better enforcement, and education for 
each entity is important for comprehensive water protection.

Land use policy recognizes suburban sprawl and land development as lead-
ing hazards to our water resources.  Specific strategies can be developed to assist 
state and local agencies in planning, zoning, and conservation.  These strategies could 
protect Alabama’s waterways while continuing to accommodate economic growth in 
a sustainable way. 
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   pRioRity thReat
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No single state agency or authority has oversight for ensuring the health and abundance of 
our water resources.  Instead, the task is spread out among multiple state agencies, often 
creating confusion, conflict or inaction.  Many aspects of water health are excluded in a single 
agency’s decisions.

There is little policy in place to ensure water quality, water quantity, public health, and aquatic 
health are considered thoroughly in the decision-making processes of these agencies, or that 
agencies are working together to ensure comprehensive protection. In addition, internal 
agency processes and guidelines often don’t provide clarity, transparency, and the authority to 
ensure healthy waters.

Agency coordinAtion & enhAnceMent

threat:

action: Strengthening agency policy through agency rulemaking processes can help our agencies 
become more effective and provide for comprehensive water resource protection.  Agency 
regulations must include clear decision-making processes, meaningful public participation, 
open dialogue with the public and other agencies, and accountability.

Implementing executive and legislative requirements for inter-agency cooperation will ensure 
governments consider how their actions impact the various aspects of water health.  In the 
absence of one single agency comprehensively protecting water health, it is essential that our 
numerous state agencies work together.

The Alabama Office of Water Resources is responsible for tracking water with-
drawals, developing a drought management plan, and water negotiations with other states.

The Alabama Department of Environmental Management ensures water 
quality standards are met and issues permits to the facilities discharging pollutants into our 
rivers. 

The Alabama Surface Mining Commission issues operating permits to coal mining 
facilities.

The Department of Industrial Relations oversees other types of mineral mining 
operations.

The Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources is in 
charge of protecting native fish and wildlife.

The Alabama Department of Public Health issues fish consumption advisories, 
regulates septic systems, and protects private drinking water wells.
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Our laws are meaningless without adequate enforcement of water pollution laws, which has 
been sub-standard for too long.  Polluters often go unnoticed, or unpunished, unless vigilant 
citizens and groups fight their way through complex administrative processes and costly 
court battles.  Fines and administrative actions are often ineffective as deterrents or are 
inconsistently applied.

threat:

action: Clear agency and pollution prevention policies 
could help to make sure that violations of environ-
mental regulations are dealt with swiftly, decisively 
and in a consistent and fair manner.  In some cases, 
agencies need sufficient authority and funding from 
the legislature to ensure adequate enforcement and 
enforcement personnel. 

Alabama needs a better method for applying state 
fines and fees towards water protection and resto-
ration projects in the state.  In addition, the public 
needs better access to information about violations 
of environmental regulations and enforcement ac-
tions.  Enforcement policies should be strengthened 
to act as a deterrent of violations. 

EnForceMent
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   pRioRity thReat

Existing state programs that monitor and protect our waters are grossly under-funded.  Per 
capita spending on environmental protection in Alabama is among the lowest in the nation. 
Additional staffing, equipment, educational materials, and resources are needed to properly 
implement our existing laws and to provide for new and expanded programs that will better 
protect our waters.  

threat:

action: The state legislature is responsible for allocating the General Fund, which is a major com-
ponent of many agencies’ annual budgets.  Through agency policy, we must encourage the 
legislature to increase the appropriations provided to the state agencies responsible for our 
water resources. 

Also, we must make sure the government is taking advantage of available federal matching 
funds.  Additional funding is needed for development and implementation of clean-up plans, 
land protection, stream restoration, and reduction of non-point source pollution.  We must 
empower our state agencies to seek whatever money they need to fulfill their obligation to 
Alabama’s citizens and our water resources. 

Funding
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Rivers and streams need enough clean water to stay healthy.  Without ample water, our riv-
ers can’t support the many uses we rely on.  Although Alabama appears to have abundant 
surface water supplies, many communities are feeling pressure to secure additional supplies 
for the future.  Not only are communities in Alabama searching for water, but Atlanta is 
also attempting to transfer Alabama’s water into Georgia.

Low river flows or water levels from excessive withdrawals or insufficient water releases 
from dams threaten water quality, recreation, and aquatic habitat.  Artificially high flows in 
urban areas cause damaging flooding and stream bank erosion.  Drought impacts many uses 
including irrigation, navigation, recreation, and wildlife.

threat:

action: A watershed protection approach for development of a comprehensive statewide instream 
flow policy is needed to protect water quantity and quality in all of Alabama’s streams and 
aquifers.  This policy should include statewide regulation of interbasin transfers, an im-
proved permitting system for water withdrawals, water conservation programs, a drought 
management plan, and better flow regimes for new and existing dams.  A comprehensive 
instream flow policy will also help to reduce impacts associated with stormwater runoff in 
urban areas.  Above all, a statewide flow policy should ensure natural flow levels and vari-
ability that will protect all water uses.
 
Setting a responsible instream flow policy will put Alabama in a better position in negotia-
tions with other states regarding water flow.  Supporting the Office of Water Resources in 
developing a sound water-quantity policy through agency rulemaking processes and stake-
holder participation will work towards protecting the flows in our rivers. 

InStreAM FLoW
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   pRioRity thReat
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StorMWAter

threat:

action: Watershed protection, pollution prevention, and land use policy can reduce the impacts of 
stormwater runoff.  This approach includes advocating for umbrella policies to protect flows 
in our rivers, improving permits for stormwater discharges and developing guidance for lo-
cal ordinances and land-use practices that will encourage stormwater runoff treatment and 
reduction.

Urban and rural stormwater runoff is the leading cause of poor water quality in Alabama 
and contributes to flooding.  This broad issue encompasses a variety of pollutants and land-
use types.  Sediment is the most common pollutant associated with stormwater runoff.  
Increased sediment in a water body can harm aquatic habitat and increase flooding risks.  
Stormwater transports other pollutants such as fertilizers, metals, pathogens, pesticides, 
other toxic chemicals, and trash.

An abundance of impervious surfaces (paved areas such as roads and parking lots as well as 
rooftops) increases the amount of rain water entering rivers and streams as runoff, which, in 
turn, leads to flooding and bank erosion. 

© alabama RiveRS allianCe
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Suburban sprawl negatively impacts waters throughout Alabama, but it also impacts our 
economy and quality of life.  Altering our natural landscapes into paved environments in-
creases the amount of water that drains into our waterways, leading to increased flooding 
and erosion. Further, diminishing green spaces and loss of streamside buffer areas leads to 
increased pollution, the need for more costly water treatments, and decreased habitat for 
wildlife.

Protecting our waterways while still allowing for economic development is one of the 
greatest challenges we face today and will face for decades to come.

threat:

action: Land use policy can help communities and regions plan ahead for growth while still main-
taining healthy streams.  Terms like “smart growth” and “conservation subdivision” are 
becoming increasingly familiar as communities realize the importance of sound land-use 
planning.  Innovative, watershed-friendly designs have less impact on the environment than 
the widespread use of unsustainable development methods. 

State and local support for the principles and methods of sustainable design and develop-
ment can go a long way toward promoting smart growth, which will protect water and 
community health.  Home rule is important to allow local governments to make their own 
decisions about zoning and development policies.  Watershed-based planning, often involv-
ing more than one local government, is also essential to ensure comprehensive protection 
for waterways.  To help promote better planning and development, we need more eco-
nomic incentives in Alabama to encourage local governments and developers to reduce the 
negative impact on our waters from unsustainable development. 

SuBurBAn SPrAWL
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   poWeR oF the people

olicy change will only happen with the support of Alabama citizens.  We must all come together and 
protect our right to clean, healthy water.  By putting the power of democracy to work, we can show 
our elected officials why it is crucial to improve Alabama’s water policy and protect this valuable 
resource for future generations.

By taking action through the Alabama Water Agenda, citizens can speak with a clear message:  We 
want healthy waters in Alabama.  By spreading the word about the Agenda, contacting elected officials 
and state agencies, and by participating in Agenda activities such as writing letters, attending and giving 
presentations, and responding to action alerts, we can make great strides in improving the policies 
that protect our waters. 

By endorsing the Alabama Water Agenda, citizens can show their elected officials that clean waters 
are important to the people of Alabama.  Citizen endorsements of the Agenda provide a tangible 
means of illustrating the support we need to ensure lasting policy changes.  As support grows for the 
Alabama Water Agenda, our opportunities to create positive change in water policy will also grow. 

P
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The Alabama Water Agenda will be successful when all our waters are clean, when flows are protected 
for all uses, when it is safe to drink and swim in our waters and eat the fish, and when our native 
aquatic communities are thriving.  By accomplishing these goals,  Alabama’s economy and communities 
will also benefit.  In order to meet the goals of the Alabama Water Agenda and ensure healthy waters 
throughout the state, citizens and grassroots groups must take action.  Elected officials and agency 
leaders need to know we support protecting Alabama’s waters.  Our leaders need to be encouraged 
to take proactive measures to make sure clean water flows abundantly for future generations.

The Alabama Water Agenda is designed to be a “living agenda,” and will be revisited and revised to 
reflect the changing political and environmental landscape—as well as new challenges and opportuni-
ties.  In that spirit, we encourage you to continue communicating with us, not only about the Agenda’s 
priorities, but also about the steps we need to take to ensure success.  As we succeed in addressing 
these initial priority threats, the Agenda will be revised to include the remaining threats to our waters.

The people of Alabama are the Water Agenda.  Water is essential for all of us, 
and we have a responsibility to ourselves and our children to respect and maintain Alabama’s water 
resources because, in a sense, we all live downstream. 

take action: To ensure our waters get the additional protection they need, support the Ala-
bama Water Agenda in one of many simple ways and start by contacting the Ala-
bama Rivers Alliance or the Southern Environmental Law Center today.

Sign your name or group name to the list of Alabama Water Agenda en-
dorsers by visiting www.AlabamaWaterAgenda.com.

Contact your state and local elected officials and let them know 
about the Agenda.  To find your state officials, visit www.legislature.state.al.us.

Sign up for action alerts on the Alabama Water Agenda website. 

Request a presentation about the 
Alabama Water Agenda at your group’s meeting by 
contacting the Alabama Rivers Alliance.

Participate in letter writing and 
phone campaigns by checking the website 
for action opportunities.

Talk to family, friends, and co-work-
ers about the Agenda and get them involved in 
protecting our waters.

© ChaRleS SeiFRied
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the alabama Water agenda is a Proactive, citizen- 
driven camPaign for imProving Water Policy in alabama.  
the agenda targets the biggest threats to our Waters by           

ensuring lasting Protections through imProved state Policy. 
this brochure highlights the numerous values of our Water-
Ways, the major threats to our Waters, and the stePs We can 

take to ensure healthy Waters for generations to come.


