
The Flint River is a nearly 350 mile long 
river with headwaters directly north of 
Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International 
Airport. The Flint River flows south 
through Georgia until it reaches Florida 
and flows into the Gulf of Mexico.
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The Flint River is piped under the 
Atlanta Airport almost immediately 
downstream from its headwaters. 
This has shaped the ecological health 
and recreational function of the river.

Come along as we explore the Flint River, 
Atlanta Airport, and biodiversity potential 
of both of these living machines.

The river crosses Georgia’s Fall Line, 
which divides it between the Southern 
Outer Piedmont and the Southeastern 
Floodplains and Low Terraces ecoregions.



Beginning in Atlanta, the Flint River 
gathers high levels of chemical 
and sedimentary pollutants.

Farmland along the river 
contribute fertilizer pollutants 
causing algal blooms and hypoxia.

Recreation is more common 
further south along the river
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The Atlanta Airport has expanded 
from 287 acres in its Candler Field 
days to 4,700 acres today. Its seven 
concourse terminal complex is 156 
acres alone. A three-mile long Plane 
Train carries 200,000 passengers 
between these concourses every day.

Delta Air Lines has remained an important 
partner of the Atlanta Airport, currently 
housing its headquarters in facilities in 
the north corner of the airport. Delta 
is one of Atlanta’s top employers, with 
over 40,000 full-time employees. The 
Delta complex includes over 65 acres of 
impervious parking lots.

The Atlanta Speedway was built in 1909 by 
Coca-Cola founder Asa Candler. The tract of 
land it sat on was comprised of relatively flat 
farm and swamp pastures as it is though to 
have contained a Flint River headwater. Costing 
$400,000 to construct, the Atlanta Speedway 
was in operation for only one racing season.

Airport expansion plans were shared 
as early as the late 1960s, and included 
a $41.75 million land-buying program. 
Expansion plans included the purchase of 
entire neighborhoods as well as a handful 
of schools and churches.

Homes were purchased from residents 
and then auctioned off for materials 
by the city. Land surrounding the new 
expansion was deemed appropriate 
primarily for commercial and industrial use.
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Coyotes have caused interference 
over the years, delaying flight 
takeoffs when found near runways.

FAA Guidelines suggest that 
airport personel pursue the 
following course of action when 
dealing with recurring wildlife:

1. Habitat Mitigation (remove 
food, cover, and water) 
2. Harassment (wildlife sweeps, 
implementation of repellants)
3. Depredation (zero tolerance 
policy for deer, shooting other 
wildlife when necessary)

Once, an American Staffordshire terrier 
show dog escaped her crate and was lost 
on airport grounds for three days before 
being found near a detention pond.

European Starlings are one of the most 
commonly dealt with bird species at 
the Atlanta Airport. “Exclusion devices” 
are used to prevent birds from perching 
on instruments in the airport’s infield.

These birds (and bat), and many more species, 
were reported in wildlife strikes at the Atlanta 
Airport in 2023. That year, the airport reported 
323 strikes, also including incidents with wildlife 
such as coyotes and white tailed deer.

To prevent bird strikes, the Atlanta Airport 
implements sound cannons and other 
deterrents. Airports across the world have 
different strategies for handling wildlife on-site. 
The Munich airport has embraced birds by 
curating tall-grass landscapes that deter certain 
bird species from runway-adjacent plots while 
maintaining a healthy, biodiverse landscape.

The Atlanta Airport falls into Georgia’s 
Southern Outer Piedmont ecoregion, 
a region is defined by its range of 
upland forests and natural wetlands.



Residents describe a constant, though not always 
distracting, hum of takeoffs and landings. Airport noise is a 
fact of this area and is noticeably absent (and missed by 
some) when paused (for weather, operation trouble, etc.)

Poor-to-non-existent pedestrian 
infrastructure in residential areas 
near the airport furthers the 
hostility of the airport machine 
towards residents.

A beaver chewed the bark off of this stick!



Some homes were even leveled 
on film for the 1985 Chuck 
Norris movie “Invasion U.S.A.”

In 1978 the I-85 interstate was 
moved one-third of a mile to 
the west to accomodate a new 
terminal. The Atlanta Airport 
truly dominates the landscape 
that it is centered in.

In 2021, a fuel spill at the Atlanta Airport released 
700 gallons of jet fuel onto the runway, draining 
into the Flint River. The spill killed fish along two 
miles of the river and the airport was given 
a find of $40,000. Jet spills have happened 
before and will always flow off of the airport’s 
large expanse of impervious surfaces down to 
storm drains which empty into the Flint.



Flint River site visit with Hannah 
Palmer (Finding the Flint) and 
R.J. Gipaya (Flint Riverkeeper)

Flint river headwaters

Flooding in this area can be very dangerous, 
leading to the tragic loss of life as happened 
in 1992 near the Flint River headwaters.



Zone 1 includes all Atlanta Airport infields, taxiways, runways, and buildings. These pockets have 
many limitations on them due to FAA wildlife hazard safety regulations. Precedents do show 
that taller grass can be planted safely if maintained with a regular (though less-frequent) mowing 
schedule. We will focus on filtration with phytoremediation and charcoal filters in this zone.

Zone 2 focuses on areas adjacent to the infield, stretching to the extents of airport property in most 
directions. This zone is bound by less limitations than Zone 1, but there are still a number of wildlife hazard 
considerations. This zone will focus on dense inter-planting in wooded areas, permeable + planted parking lots.

Zone 3 begins at the major roadways surrounding the airport and includes areas 
with high opportunity not only for landscape and water quality improvements, but for 
human connection to the Flint River. This includes a major industrial corridor southeast 
of the airport and a significant stretch of the river as it flows through this area.








