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For 22 miles, from its source in the Pisgah National Forest to the town of Canton, North Carolina, the Pigeon River is beautiful, sparkling clear, and alive with trout that attract vacationing fishermen. But the Pigeon River that flows out of Canton is dark brown, has a rank odor, and holds almost no aquatic life. The cause of this transformation is Canton’s major industry, a paper mill that has sustained the local economy and unloaded wastes into the river for the past 90 years.


The river travels across the state line into Tennessee and toward Cocke County, where residents are angry about the pollution. Because of the river’s condition in Cocke County, tourists do not vacation and fish in this otherwise beautiful area. Residents blame their hard economic times on this loss of potential income. They also blame the pollution for many illness and deaths in the county. A high rate of cancer deaths was reported in Harford, a tiny town in Cocke County whose residents have always fished in the Pigeon River. When fish from this section of the river were tested, high levels of dioxin were found. Dioxin is a common by product of paper mills and a cause of cancer and birth defects in laboratory animals.


For years, residents of Cocke County have peladed for stricter environmental controls on the paper mill. But the plant is so important to the economy of Canton that North Carolina officials were reluctant to call for any restrictions that would harm the plant’s livelihood. In 1985, despite protests from residents of Tennessee, North Carolina approved a five-year extension of the paper mill’s discharge permit with no changes to reduce the pollution. 

Exasperated, Cocke County activists began to loudly express their concerns to state agencies, politicians, the media and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The EPA finally took away North Carolina’s authority to issue the discharge permit and ordered the paper mill to clean up its act. Mill officials declared that the necessary changes would be too expensive – the mill would have to close if forced to comply. Panic swept through Canton as mill employees faced the prospect of losing jobs, incomes and homes. Other Canton businesses also faced a frightening future because the depended on the mill employees to buy their goods and services. 


Thousands of mill supporters mobbed EPA public hearings in North Carolina to voice their concerns about their jobs and their community. Likewise, crowds of clean-river advocates attended hearings in Tennessee to vent their outrage about the pollution. A record number of letters about the Pigeon River debate – most in favor of the paper mill – were received at the EPA’s regional office in Atlanta, Georgia.


In 1989, the paper mill agreed to spend hundreds of millions of dollars to treat its discharge and modernize its operations. Fortunately, these changes did not affect the mill’s work force as expected. For the past few years, tests for dioxin in the mill’s discharge have been negative, although fish in the region still show unsafe levels of the toxin. 

In Cocke County, the river’s color is somewhat lighter and the smell isn’t as strong, but activists say that’s not good enough. They continue to fight for a clean and safe river that one day might attract tourists to the area. Though weary from the struggle, the residents of Cocke County keep a watchful eye on Canton and the paper mill – especially since North Carolina recently regained its authority to issue the mill’s discharge permit. 

Thinking Critically – Analyzing Processes

What are some of the factors that make it difficult to enforce the cleanup of point source pollution? Use events in this Case Study to support your answer AND YES it must be in complete sentences.
Expressing Viewpoints

Which do you think is more important – protecting the environment or protecting people’s jobs? Take at least one paragraph to explain and support your reasoning. The more detailed the better your score will be. 
