


Q:  By the Director


A:  by Dennis Brobst, Director of Public Utility for Moore County








Q: Describe your job.





A: I run the water and sewer systems in the county. We have the water system that serves the Village of Pinehurst and the Village of Seven Lakes and the Town of Vass and we run the wastewater treatment system for the entire county. 





Q: How many millions of gallons a day are you pumping?


A:  We run anywhere from a low of about 2 million gallons a day to a high of about 3.6- 3.7 million gallons a day. 








Q: Describe what has gone on with the Town of Vass recently.





A: Well, recently in Vass, North Carolina, we had a pretty severe water shortage.





The water system there runs on what we call a run-of-the-river intake. We do not have a reservoir. So, only the water that comes down the river we can use for our drinking water system. What happened was there were so many competing uses upstream from us that basically the water level in the river stopped. We did not have any water coming down, our intakes were actually above the level of water, so we could not draw anything in for the drinking water system for Vass.  We had to scramble around a little bit to get some. We actually had to truck some water in for a day using the volunteer fire department to bring water in, to actually pour in the river to pump up to our treatment plant to treat it. 





Q: How much water was pumped?


A: We pumped about 135 thousand gallons to the volunteers and we purchased another 30 thousand gallons from the City of Sanford, 15 miles north of us and that was trucked down also.





Q: Unprecedented? Standard Practice?


A: Oh no, no it’s certainly not standard practice. This was the first time we’ve ever had to truck water in. It’s been extremely dry, and like I said, not only do we use the water in the Little River…and I’d like to point out that the Little River is tiny, it’s appropriately named…there’s golf courses that use the water in the Little River, there’s a recreational lake that uses water, so we’re all competing for the same amount of water. When the rain stops and the water level drops, then it’s very difficult for those of us further down stream to get enough water for what we need. 





Q: So Vass receives the fusion of water, is that a short-term fix?


A: It was a short-term fix. However, the Village of Whispering Pines to our north was very cooperative, they own and control that recreational lake I was telling you about. They opened the gates and let enough water out so now we’ve been using the water that has been released from Thagards Lake in Whispering Pines. However, the long range goal is to buy water from what we call the East Moore Water District, which is a whole new water system going in. We’re actually going to buy our water from Harnett County, which get it’s water from the Cape Fear River, which is a much larger river with reservoir systems on it; that system is actually connected. This situation we were in with Vass was about six weeks too early, because we are now connected and testing the line so that we could conceivably be on that system in another 10 days.





Q: Is there potential that water system is ok?


A: We have not heard of any problem with the Harnett County water system being severely stressed. We have contracted with them to buy up to 2 million gallons per day of water; they have not told us that that contract is going to change. So, we’re still assuming that we’re going to have up to 2 million gallons per day available. Now that’s a long-term plan. We don’t need 2 million a day now, but we probably need 100 thousand per day to serve the Town of Vass. As our systems grow, we will be using more and more of that water.





Q: How did the citizens of Vass respond to this situation?


A: It was probably one of the most incredible responses I’ve ever seen. Everybody we asked for help, for any purpose, gave freely. The volunteers, and they were volunteers, took off their regular jobs to drive these trucks. They drove these trucks all day long, back and forth shuttling water in. It was really incredible. The water that was released from Thagards Lake historically takes 12 hours to get to our intakes. We were at 40 hours after it was released and were struggling, where is it?  I was just lamenting, I said it would be really helpful if we had a helicopter; maybe we could go see where that water is. Didn’t get a response. I got a tap on my shoulder about 20 minutes later and was told the helicopter would be there in 10 minutes. One of the county commissioners, who happened to be on the scene, called the sheriff.  The sheriff called the state police and the state police dispatched a helicopter so we could fly the area to see where the water was that’s supposed to come down to us.  But, it was that close, we were right on the edge there of running out; the response was phenomenal. 





Q: In your estimation, where does the situation stack up?


A: It’s slow; it’s like a more chronic type of disaster. It’s not something that hits all at once.  It’s awfully easy to show the effects of a hurricane with houses blowing over, but the effects of a drought are slow and lingering, they take a long time to really manifest themselves.  The other side is, what is a lot of federal aid really going to do?  It’s not going to be there to help immediately; it may take five years to build a new water system; to develop a new source of water to dig a new reservoir.  It’s a very difficult thing to quantify.





Q: Are we to expect more of these kinds of stories?


A: I think unless people can get together and regionalize these water systems, I think you will. When you have a little stand alone system like Vass that really cannot afford to put in a reservoir or infrastructure necessary to get you through these times, you’re going to find more.  Hopefully it’s not going to be Vass and it’s not going to be anymore Moore County ones, but you’re going to see a lot more of this weather pattern. We’ve been told by the state this could be in it’s fourth year of a ten year cycle. If it stays this dry for ten years, you’re going to see a lot of ground water systems that are stressed. Right now the well systems aren’t that badly stressed, because they take decades to be affected rather than one or two years.





Q: How does consumption break down?


A: We don’t really supply any agricultural water…our biggest users are the Village of Whispering Pines…I’m sorry, the Village of Pinehurst, and it’s a large retirement community.  There’s some commercial, you have some hotels and you have a very large regional hospital, but other than that we are entirely residential.  As such, you really can get the cooperation of your customers for conservation a lot more than if you have large industrial users that need this for processing.  They can’t stop water if they need it for their product.  





Q: What type of educational programs do you have?


A: We have some information on our website of course, and we have the pamphlets out front, and we have the toilet kits that you can put in the back of your toilet to see if they’re leaking, but the biggest educational thing that we have found is the publicity because of the drought.  Like I said, we have a very active, a very dedicated retirement population, especially in Pinehurst and Seven Lakes.  They can see that it’s not raining, and they can see the problems. We feel we did a pretty good job of getting the word out to them, but once we did that they took the ball and ran.  We’ve had reductions in our flows, in our water consumptions, as high as 60 to 63 percent in some areas, which is really incredible.





Q: Do you think residents will maintain this behavior?


A: They’ll fall back.  We even saw it when we first put our voluntary restrictions in place and we did that the first week in June.  We immediately saw the flow drop down from an average; we were running about 3.6 million gallons per day at that time.  It dropped down to about 2.5, which we thought was great. However, it slowly, you could see it creeping back up to 2.6…2.7. We would get the word out again and it would go back down and slowly creep back up.  So, you need to keep reminding people of those barriers in place.





Q: What type of advice do you offer?


A: You need to make these decisions sooner rather than later.  You can’t wait until you have no water to begin to make the investment that you need to make for the future of the water system.  These are not things that can be done overnight.  These are not…in our little example in Vass, the East Moore district started about 4 years ago.  It took four and a half years to get to the point where we can at least test a pipe to connect us. Whereas, if we didn’t start that four years ago, where would we be now?  We would be in real trouble.





Q: Does water have any type of emotional connection to you?


A: Well it does.  I’m from the state of Maryland of course and we lived…the county I lived and worked in Maryland was a peninsula county with the Chesapeake Bay on one side and the Patuxent River on the other side. We lived right on the Patuxent River; it’s a beautiful body of water but it’s stressed there too, and the Chesapeake Bay is stressed.  We, as a country, need to look at these resources and be as careful with them as we possibly can.





Q: What role can the media play?


A: We just need to get the word out.  Like I said, with our customers in Pinehurst, once they know the severity of the situation, they respond.  If they don’t know, if they don’t hear it, they’re not going to respond.  That is where the media does come in.  We need to let people know how severe the situation is that we’re in. You don’t want to scare them, but if you just come out and say it factually then that’s more valuable than anything else.





Q: Are there any issues that we haven’t covered?


A: Well, I think some things that we’ll probably see done on the East coast, a lot of things that we have seen and have been done in Florida and the West coast.  We’re going to see a lot of recycling of water.  When we were scrambling around looking for water, you know we noticed that the discharge of our wastewater treatment plant, we had four and a half, almost five million gallons a day of treated wastewater that we were discharging into a stream and was just going downriver, and that can be reused.  We need to get past the phobias of water reuse and to implement those policies and procedures, and we need to get the regulatory agencies to look at these possibilities and help us find ways of making water reuse work.





Q: What about upstream/downstream transfers?


A: That’s a good point.  If you take water out of a particular river basin and you don’t return it to the river, are the people downstream…in our particular case the majority of the water we use in Moore County Utilities comes from wells.  So we’re not really taking it from the river, we’re simply putting it in the river.  We would think that on our side especially, that we could reuse water and not affect the downstream people.





Q: Where do you think you could benefit from reused water?


A: The golf courses in Moore County, and there are a bunch of them; it is our number one industry.  We had to weigh the economy of Moore County, if you look at the golf industry; it is our number one economic engine.  You can’t kill your economy, however you can still reduce water consumption and the golf courses have stepped up to the plate. They have reduced their consumption by about 50 percent. Now they do not use the potable water however, they use their lakes and ponds to irrigate but they’re low too.  Like I was telling you about Thagard’s Lake, there’s two golf courses that draw out of a little river.  We need to share this commodity.  We need to make sure our customers have enough… they need to have all the water they need, and I think we can provide all the water they need. The question is, can we provide all the water they want?  In times like this, no, I don’t think we can.





Q: Any educational packages going on?


A: The East Moore district will be bringing, like I said, two million gallons per day of water in from Harnett County and we really see that as our long term solution.  We don’t see exceeding the need for that two million gallons for a while, based on what we have, but it’s still education. You know it is so easy and water is cheap. I think that’s a lot of the problem that we have.  When you sell water for $2.50 a thousand gallons and it’s delivered to your house and it’s guaranteed to be safe and pure, it’s easy to take it for granted and that’s what we need to avoid.  We need to make sure people don’t take it for granted.





Q: Let’s talk about price structure.


A: The price structure can be used as a way to control consumption. However, I think it’s important that if a utility does in fact decide to control consumption by increasing the price, that they take the revenue they receive and use it for improvements in the water system. If you increase the price to control consumption and you take that money and spend it on other programs or other things, you’re not going to have the support of your customers. However, if you do take that money and you can show them capital improvement plans for the system, then you collect the money, then you’re going to have their support. I think it’s important that you take any of these revenues and look at some long-term needs and address them with these revenues.  At this point, we do not anticipate that and that would be only if we could not control consumption in any other way.





Q:  What’s your philosophy on rate structure?


A: My philosophy on rate structure is that if a customer contracts for 10 thousand gallons of water per day, I can gear up for that 10 thousand gallons of water. However, if a customer contracts for 200, I could easily gear up for the 200.  The problem we face in Moore County is that our average…and let’s say our winter production when we do not irrigate, we actually pump about 1.4 million gallons per day.  During the summer when the irrigation taps are on, we probably pump as high as 3.6 million gallons per day.  So if you look at….it’s very difficult for us to build the infrastructure for just that 3-month period. Whereas we can build the infrastructure for say the hospital that contracts for 10 thousand gallons per day, and they use 10 thousand gallons per day, every day.  You know, it’s a very difficult question because…I’ve always felt that if you set the base and the customer contracts for the amount of water, you can gear up for it because you know you’re going to have that source of revenue.  Whereas the irrigation, you’re only going to have it three or four months out of the year.
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