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SECTION I:  BACKGROUND INFORMATION/DATA 
 
An interbasin transfer (IBT) is the transport of water that originates in one river basin  
(sometimes called the donor basin or the basin of origin) to a second river basin 
(sometimes called receiving river basin) without benefit of return flow.   The transfer 
might occur as a result of a number of circumstances.   
   
Types of Interbasin Transfers 

1.  Multi-basin Water Service Area Interbasin Transfers.  An interbasin transfer may 
occur when a water service provider (most commonly a political jurisdiction) 
withdraws water from a source in the basin in which the service provider partially 
sits, then serves a population which lies in a river basin other than the donor 
basin.  If the service to the population outside of the donor basin is not 
accompanied by return of the resulting wastewater to the donor basin, an 
interbasin transfer will have occurred.  This is the most common type of existing 
IBT in Georgia.   

 
2. Pure Donor/Receiver Interbasin Transfers.  A service provider may withdraw 

water from a source within a river basin that is completely detached from the river 
basin in which the area to be served is located.    

 
3. Water Systems Interconnections IBTs.  Adjoining water systems in adjoining river 

basins may choose to connect their water systems to allow inter-service area 
water transport during emergency periods.  Such interconnections could result in 
interbasin transfers. 

 
4. Wastewater IBTs.  When wastewater from a service area in one river basin is 

transported to, treated, and discharged into a second river basin, an IBT occurs.  
This is not yet a common occurrence in Georgia.    

 
5. Groundwater IBTs. A pumping or withdrawal of groundwater from a river basin in 

which where is a demonstrable relationship between the ground and surface 
water bodies, to an area out of the river basin or to an area within the same river 
basin where such a relationship does not exist. 

 
 
Current Statutory/Regulatory IBT Framework in Georgia  
 
With one exception, IBTs are currently allowed in Georgia and are subject to the same 
review as any water withdrawal permit application.  The Georgia Environmental 
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Protection Division (EPD) has statutory authority to consider, and permit, water 
withdrawal applications that would result in IBTs.  In addition to the general water 
withdrawal requirements, Georgia Code Section 12-5-31(n) requires that the director 
must consider “…existing uses and applications for permits that would not involve 
interbasin transfers…”, and “…shall endeavor to allocate a reasonable supply to surface 
water to such users and applicants…”  This section defines a set of considerations that 
bound the EPD director in making decisions on withdrawal applications, including those 
that will result in an IBT.      
 
Section 12-5-584 of the Georgia Code requires preparation of a set of water 
management plans for a set of counties defined as the Metropolitan North Georgia 
Water Planning District  (a 16-county area). It also specifies that EPD must, upon 
approval of that set of plans, make water permit decisions affecting the region in concert 
with the plans.  Section 12-5-584(f) stipulates that “the district shall neither study nor 
include in any plan any interbasin transfer of water from outside the district area.” 
 
 
Location and Amounts of Major IBTs 
 
Historically, IBTs in Georgia have generally been most prominent in the higher 
elevations of the Piedmont physiographic province.  In this area groundwater resources 
are not very prolific, watersheds are fairly narrow, stream flows are relatively small, and 
population concentrations are generally much higher than they are in Georgia’s coastal 
plain.   Water supply and wastewater services in these population centers are generally 
provided by departments of local governments whose jurisdictions sometime intersect 
multiple river basins.  Providing water services throughout a political jurisdiction has 
therefore, almost necessarily, resulted in interbasin transfers.  The table and graphic 
below reflect major interbasin transfers occurring in Georgia in 2004. 
 
  

2004 INTERBASIN TRANSFERS OF AT LEAST 1 MILLION GALS PER DAY 
Water System 
Transferring 

Basin 
Donor/Receiving 

Type of IBT Net Annual Average 

DeKalb County Chat–to–Ocmulgee Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

40.3 

Gwinnett county Chat-to-Ocmulgee Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

19.9 

City of Gainesville Chat-to-Oconee Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

5.5 

Gwinnett County Chat-to-Oconee Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

1.0 

City of Atlanta Chat-to-Flint ? 4.6 
Carroll County Water 
Authority 

Chat-to-Tallapoosa Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

2.3 

Cobb County Water 
Authority 

Coosa-to-Chat Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

23.1 

Clayton County Flint-to-Ocmulgee Multi-basin Water 
Service Area 

9.7 

City of Griffin Flint-to-Ocmulgee Multi-basin Water 7.2 
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Service Area 
Monroe Utility Network Ocmulgee-to-Oconee Multi-basin Water 

Service Area 
1.1 

TOTAL   106.4* 
 
*This total does not include a number of IBTs of quantities smaller than 1 mgd.  This 106.4 mgd 
compares to a total statewide annual public water supply of in excess of 1200 mgd (USGS Water-Use 
Program). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
SECTION II:  IBT's AND WATER QUANTITY MANAGEMENT VIA CUBs 
 
Georgia currently has weak provisions for assessing proposed interbasin transfers of 
water and for protecting of basins of origin.  However, interbasin transfers are a water 
management tool that may be valuable in addressing water supply and water quality 
needs in some parts of the state.   
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The 2008 Statewide Comprehensive Water Management Plan should include policy 
guidance regarding the use of interbasin transfers within an integrated framework for 
water quantity management.  More specifically, the plan should provide for expanded 
review of proposed interbasin transfers in the context of consumptive use budgets.   
 
In this context, practices to minimize water withdrawals and maximize water returns are 
among the first priorities as tools to meet the consumptive use budgets for specific 
sources.  For example, the degree to which conservation and reuse practices have 
been implemented in a potential receiving basin should perhaps be a fundamental 
consideration in review of any IBT application.  Efforts taken to aggressively manage 
current withdrawals and returns to minimize consumptive use should be reviewed as the 
primary tools to meet water needs in areas as they begin to approach the CUB for 
specific water sources.  Review of proposed IBTs should be guided by explicit policy 
considerations and decision criteria; a starting point for discussion is presented in the 
next section. 
 
 
Section III:  IBT Considerations & Decision Criteria (starting point for group 
discussion)  
 
A.  Proposed policy  
 

Interbasin transfers may be undertaken to meet water needs in areas facing 
limitations on water sources (as indicated by projected consumption approaching 
a defined consumptive use budget for a particular source).  Transfers of water 
outside the boundaries of a river basin will have impacts on the water and other 
resources of the basin of origin and the receiving basin.  It is the policy of the 
State of Georgia to protect the reasonable needs of donor and receiving basins 
through the regulation of interbasin transfers.   
 
Reasonable needs shall be evaluated through consideration of the present and 
future water needs of both the donor and the receiving basin and the possible 
environmental and economic impacts of the interbasin transfer.  When feasible, 
the non-consumptive portion of the interbasin transfer shall be returned to the 
basin of origin. Water users receiving water as the result of the proposed 
interbasin transfer shall implement water conservation practices and achieve 
reasonable water conservation goals, and must demonstrate that there are no 
cost effective alternatives to the interbasin transfer. 

 
 
B. Proposed Definitions  

 
1. Consumptive use means the volume of water removed from a river basin and 

not returned to that basin. 
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2. Consumptive use budget (CUB) means the water available from a river basin 
in a dry year, beyond the quantity needed to meet instream or in-aquifer 
needs and the needs of downstream users.  

 
3. Donor basin (also referred to as the basin of origin) means the river basin 

from which a water is being transferred.  
 

4. Interbasin Transfer means the withdrawal, diversion, or pumping of surface 
water from a river basin and the consumptive use of all or any part of that 
water in a basin other than the donor basin; or the withdrawal of groundwater 
from a basin in which where is a demonstrable relationship between the 
ground and surface water bodies, to an area out of the river basin or to an 
area within the same river basin where such a relationship does not exist.  

 
5. Non-consumptive use means a volume of water that is removed from a river 

basin and returned to that basin within a reasonable amount of time.  
 

6. Receiving basin means the area that makes use of the water that has been 
transferred between basins.  

 
7. River Basin means the geographic area within the state determined by the 

body of water and its surrounding drainage area, delineated by the state as 
14 major river basins: Altamaha, Chattahoochee, Coosa, Flint, Ochlockonee, 
Ocmulgee, Oconee, Ogeechee, St. Mary’s, Satilla, Savannah, Tallapoosa, or 
Tennessee River Basins. 

 
 
C.   Proposed considerations and decision criteria to be used by the EPD Director 

when considering a permit for an interbasin transfer or water  
 

Donor basin considerations 
1. The quantity of the proposed withdrawal and stream flow of the donor 

basin, with special concern for dry years and low flow conditions; 
2. Protection of the present uses, and consideration of projected stream uses 

of the donor basin, with special concern for dry years, low flow conditions, 
and the ecology of the stream; 

3. Protection of the water quality in the donor basin, with special concern for 
dry years and low flow conditions; 

4. The overall current water demand and the reasonably foreseeable future 
water needs of the donor basin; 

5. Any offsetting increases in flow in the basin of origin that may be arranged 
through permit conditions;  

6. The number of downstream river miles from which water will be diverted 
as a result of the transfer; 
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7. The correlation between surface water and ground water bodies in the 
donor basin, and whether the proposed use will be harmful to the supply 
of either or both; 

 
Receiving basin considerations 

8. The supply of water presently available to the receiving basin, as well as 
estimates of overall current water demand and the reasonably foreseeable 
future water needs of the receiving basin, using methods approved by the 
EPD Director;    

9. The beneficial impact of any proposed transfer, and the demonstrated 
capability of the applicant to implement effectively its responsibilities under 
the requested permit; 

10. The nature of the applicant’s use of the water, to determine whether the 
use is reasonable; 

11. Whether the applicant has implemented water conservation practices and 
achieved reasonable conservation-oriented goals; 

12. Whether the proposed project requiring the interbasin transfer shall 
promote the beneficial reduction in water use, water waste and water loss; 

13. Whether the applicant has explored all reasonable options for use of 
reclaimed water and recycling of available sources to meet the need in the 
receiving basin;  

 
Considerations affecting both basins 

14. The economic feasibility, cost effectiveness, and environmental impacts of 
the proposed permit in relation to alternative sources of water supply, 
including the cumulative impacts of the current and proposed interbasin 
transfers in the basin; 

15. The requirements of the other state and federal agencies with authority 
related to water resources; 

16. The availability of water to respond to emergencies, including drought in 
the basin of origin and in the receiving basin; 

17. Whether the project shall have any beneficial or detrimental impact on 
navigation, hydropower or other power generation, fish and wildlife 
habitats, aesthetics, or recreation; 

18. The quantity, quality, location, and timing of water returned to the basin of 
origin, receiving basin, or downstream basin; 

19. Climatic conditions; 
20. Impact on interstate water use; 
21. The cumulative effect on the donor basin and the receiving basin of any 

water transfer or consumptive use that is authorized or projected; and  
22. Such other factors as are reasonably necessary to carry out the purposes 

of Georgia law.  
 
 

 
 


