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North Carolina Governor Mike Easley

 Interview conducted on 1/13/03


Q:  Questions by the Director

A:  Answers by Governor Easley

Q: Governor, what led to your decision in July, 2002 to ask for Federal Crop Relief for North Carolina?

A: In July, we were pretty much through the agricultural season so that we could see there was going to be a lot of agricultural damage. We don’t usually ask for disaster relief, as you know, until the season is over and we can calculate what the damages are. However, in the middle of July if the corn is not up, or it hasn’t pollinated; the soybeans are dead, all of those type things, we could calculate immediately.  Therefore, I wanted to start asking for disaster relief immediately. One of the reasons it is difficult to get disaster relief from droughts, on agriculture not quite as difficult, those things incidental to it are harder, so I thought the sooner we started making the case, the better. Also I think it helped me try to convince people outside of agriculture that there really was a drought problem and we all had to conserve. 

Q: Has there been any calculations of what the drought cost North Carolina in terms of losses of agriculture and other kinds of losses?

A: Just directly with agriculture, somewhere between $350 and 400 million.  You know, farmers work on two to three percent production rate yield and profit. We lost, 25 to 60 percent of the yield in most counties, some counties, of course, you lost it all on some crops. Fortunately, at least the farmers knew that the drought was here and they gave up on the crops that take a lot of water like corn, and took that and put it on the money making crops like tobacco so they’d still have some. However, at the same time, we lost livestock, because the pastures weren’t giving us a lot of yield. We had to bring in hay to seventy-three different counties. The other thing that people forget is the economic loss for business, not only nurseries and landscaping businesses; those things associated with water in that regard, but also our manufacturing businesses. So many of those that require water that’s not recycled had to cut back on the hours of their production. Then even if you weren’t in the Central Coastal Plain, Piedmont or down on the coast, where they have plenty of water or at least much more, the lack of water upstream was causing the saltwater to back up.  Then Weyerhaeuser and other institutions couldn’t use the water and people started getting brackish water in the water system. Therefore, it hit us hard in ways that we really can‘t at this point calculate.

Q: Governor, I know enough about your background to know that you were not a farm boy.   How much of a revelation was it for you to get in this job and find that you had to become familiar with the issue of corn and soybeans and the various other problems?

A:  Actually, I did grow up on a farm in Nash county. After law school, I went down to the coast, so I was familiar with the irrigation part of it. But, you’re right, it has changed so much that you can’t keep up with it; you have to go out and get yourself re-familiarized, which I did.  The Department of Natural Resources and the Agriculture Department were very helpful in that regard. We were able then to get the feel of what the needs were going to be in the future and where we are going to be next Spring when planning comes, where are we going to be next summer, because the experts tell us this is going to happen again. This is not something that is going to go away just because we had some good rains in December and unfortunately a little more ice than we needed. These things we were able to find out were going to hurt us in ways we had not anticipated, such as the ice storm. 1.7 million power outages, because the trees fell on the power lines. We expect that with pine trees, but the hardwoods were weakened by the four-year drought, that’s why they were breaking and falling into the lines. We hadn’t had that before.

Q: Now with a state that has so much obvious water; we have rivers, we have bays and we have sounds, how do we go about convincing the people of the state of North Carolina that water is a finite resource and that we only have so much of it?

A: We do have an awful lot of natural resources that give us water between our lakes, rivers and streams; and being the coastal state is obviously very helpful. The thing I think we don’t do well, haven’t done well, have to do a better job of is creating water systems, so we take advantage of these natural resources that we have. As to the part of your question about how do we convince people we have a problem? If you’re in agriculture you can see your crops dying and they understand there’s a problem and have to conserve. If you live on a lake, you can see the boats sitting in the mud rather than the water, when the water is down. However, those with a water system such as well water, you don’t see it drying up or the level lowering, just all of a sudden one day, you turn on the spigot and there’s no water, those are the most difficult people to get through to and it’s a tough communication effort.  I’ll tell you what one little thing that seemed to be the biggest problem for me was every time I’d hold a press conference to do voluntary restrictions or mandatory restrictions or something, it would rain that day. For some reason there was a disconnect there and people could not understand why I was doing something about a drought and they were being deluged at the same time. I think we have to keep the message out there and keep reminding people this is a finite source.  Our aquifers are low right now and it’s going to take some time to rebuild them.

Q: Now you also mention, and I think you made an interesting point, that probably people in agricultural areas know there is a problem. People in cities may not be as sensitive to it. When this is viewed as a national problem, it often comes down to a conflict between rural areas and urban areas about who gets water. Is that a potential issue in North Carolina and if it is, who’s going to win?

A: It is a problem anywhere there’s a fight over water. It’s bad. I’ve seen that in my Attorney General days with some of the western states and you don’t want that here. I think nobody wins unless everybody wins. We have to realize that the water problem in North Carolina is real and we expect the state and the local governments to work together. By that I mean the local governments are responsible for their water systems, but it’s the state who has to give them the context. That is, what can you expect coming downstream, what’s going to be draining off before it gets to you? Then what are the expectations of what that river basin is going to be like as it gets beyond you; working it’s downstream? One area can’t take all of the water and say, well, we’re safe here; we don’t have to worry about them out there. It affects the entire economy of the state. Fortunately everyone has come together and worked with the spirit of cooperation helping us connect pipes and systems together when one county, city or system ran out of water this past year. I think it will continue to do that. It begs the question and what you want to get at is what happens when there really is such a shortage, do you have to take it from one and not the other?  I think we just have to recognize everybody has to have water to sustain life.  At some point, the state would have to step in and use its emergency powers.

Q: They just had that problem in California, they had been drawing water off a huge lake to go to Los Angeles, but they’ve been bypassing agricultural areas that wanted the water as well.  What about interstate cooperation where water is concerned, between North and South Carolina? I know you are very familiar with the issue between Virginia Beach and North Carolina over some of our water, but how do you deal with some of those interstate problems?

A:  We dealt with the Lake Gaston issue I think for about twelve years, eight of them were mine when I was at the AG’s office. South Carolina Governor Jim Hodges and I got on the telephone immediately. He explained to me what their problems and concerns were and certainly I told him what ours were. We got our respective groups together to make sure that there was a spirit of cooperation. As it turned out, we were able to meet the needs of everyone. It’s going to take that spirit of cooperation state to state because each governor is going to be expected to protect his or her state and their people. The truth of the matter is, you need them, they need us and if we don’t work together as one, we’re going to see not only an ugly fight, but also a very, very, big failure in our ability to meet our responsibilities to provide our citizens with water.

Q: I think you’ve answered this question but let me ask it in a more pointed fashion. Where does the control lie in terms of water? Is it at local issue or is it a state issue? And at what point does it move from one to the other?

A: I think that on the local level they provide the systems and the systems have to have the information globally from the state of what the expectations are of each individual county, city, municipality, whoever owns the system. The problem is what happens when the system fails. What happens when they give out of water? This year we made it clear that we were going to do this. We were going to make water available and systems available to as many people as we possibly could, but that we were going to deal with those first who had heeded the warnings; who had put in place the voluntary restrictions, then the mandatory restrictions and work with the state. We had one system that put voluntary restrictions in on the second of August; mandatory the eighth of August; and out of water the twelfth of August. Now those type of situations make it hard for the state to justify major resource investment. So we’re asking locally do what we, you need to do, you know your system better than we do, but when we put in mandatory restrictions, you need to abide by them. Then secondly, we will step in and help you connect with another system, but let me tell you, I want our investments in that regard to be long term not patch work. I don’t want to get us through the Fall into the Spring and then we got problems again the Spring and the Summer. We need to fix our systems state wide and we need to be looking long term at everything that we do.

Q: And when you talk about a system, are you talking about the Neuse River system where the Cape Fear Basin is; that when you speak of a system is that what you mean by the water system?

A: We’re talking about water systems, but also talking about the systems in place that each municipality may have to hold water for times when there are droughts. When they give out, what is their back up system? Do they have a connection say from Gastonia to Charlotte? If they don’t, what can we do to put that in place to make sure that those areas that don’t have a good supply of water, get it when the water table is down. Those are the things we’re trying to identify and manage on the local level, with state assistance.  So that we do have in place a working network for North Carolina on the long term because our population is growing. Also fewer people are living in households now, which means it takes a certain amount of water just to run a household. Therefore, the demands on the water system are greater than they used to be.  At the same time, the amount of water is not replenishing because of the drought. So we have to be smarter and we have to make our own personal sacrifices, don’t run the water while you brush your teeth that’s the main thing that I tell people. 

Q: The United Nations and others are talking about some of these issues.  They are debating whether access to water is a right or if it is something that you should pay for, that is should they be tied to market forces or do you just have a right to assume that if you live in Raleigh and you go turn on the tap, water is going to come out.  That is a given right to you or should you ultimately be willing to pay for water, more than we pay now?

A: I think you can take the position all day long that people have a right to water but that does not mean it’s going to be there when you turn on the tap. I think we have to try to break away from that debate, is it a right or a need, and recognize it is essential to life. At some point if the level gets low enough and the situation is drastic enough, the state with its emergency powers has to step in to make sure the people have water. At the same time I like to look at it more of as a responsibility on the part of every single citizen to do what they can to make sure that we have the water we need, not only in North Carolina but in the nation and the world. Each citizen can do things about that; water savers can be installed in our homes; don’t water the sidewalk, that’s not helpful.   Changing our own personal habits can do all of those of things and we all need to be aware.

Q:  In looking at the state of North Carolina, what parts of the state have the most severe problems, real or potential?

A: When you look at the worst-case scenarios, those who are least able to handle a drought, I think you look geographically and you look economically. Geographically we know the biggest problems are between Raleigh and Charlotte.  It also generally gets worse right now as you get a little bit west of Greensboro and up in that area.  However, there are some cities in the urban areas that are always going to have the funds to be able to fund a new system; or to find or buy water.  When you get out into the rural areas, we have some very poor counties, very poor towns, very small and they’re going to find it much more difficult to meet the needs if they run out of water. That’s why I think we really need to move toward a statewide effort, not only in planning but also in finding the resources to make sure this problem doesn’t realize a crisis level.

Q: You’re talking about One North Carolina, I believe?

A: Again, I’m talking about One North Carolina and you have to keep in mind, if one area is suffering, not only from a drought but also from anything else, all the other areas end up having to pay for it. We are all in this together; we all need to get out of it together.
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