Q:  Questions by the Director


A:  Answers by Billy Ray Hall, President


      North Carolina Economic Development Center, Inc





Q: Could you describe some of the water issues in the state of North Carolina?


A: Rural North Carolina, by definition, is 85 counties outside the larger cities or the larger counties, 15 larger counties of the state. I head the Rural Center that is concerned about the current and long term future of these rural areas. Water is a critical natural resource to our current and future development. 





Q: How would you place water issues with regard to the other issues your working on?


A: When you talk about the big issues in rural North Carolina, they obviously evolve and revolve around our people. People are what we are about. When you think about water as a critical, natural resource for living, for doing day-to-day life, for jobs, it is the critical natural resource of our state’s natural resource base. Being able to afford water and to have it in the quantity and quality that you need to survive and to produce is an absolute first priority. What we look at everyday, is how critical this first priority is in terms of shortage, in terms of availability and in what we should be doing. 





Q: On a scale of 1 to 10, 10 being the most severe, where do you place the stress of lack of water?


A: Water stress in terms of the Central Coastal Plains, where we have a real problem with ground water, is in the eight range; that aquifer is actually being depleted, we’re slowly pulling out more water than is being replaced. It’s a very high priority, a hot issue and the state’s effort with the new rules that have been put in place to reduce the withdraws is critical to that area. If you take a step back and look at the greater issue of water and the critical nature of water in North Carolina, the drought has crystallized this in people’s minds. Is water available? Yes, you see it everywhere, but what’s happening is we’re seeing slow stream flow and reservoirs falling.  People understand that water is not always there. Just as importantly, and this is a critical issue for North Carolina, is paying for it. While we have the water there, taking that water out, treating it, making it potable, drinkable, is critical. A lot of North Carolina is composed of small, rural communities; there is very limited income and wealth in those communities, being able to pull those resources together to provide that water is a big issue. If you go to the larger communities, the Charlotte’s, the Raleigh’s and others, having the water quantity is the big issue for the long term for the phenomenal growth rates that we’re having in this state.





Q: Do you think things will get back to normal after the drought?


A:  The very same way I do back when people came up to me and I was the director of the Hurricane Flood Relief, they said well, as soon as we get these people fixed we’ll go away.  The thing I remind them is, the Lord keeps sending hurricanes, if your sitting in Wilmington, Raleigh, Asheville or Charlotte, you don’t remember Hugo, you don’t remember Fran and you don’t remember Floyd. The chance is your going to ask questions like that. But if your sitting there thinking about how critical water is to our future, the fact that nature provides that water, and that we have to be ready and willing to deal with the changes in that available supply or that natural phenomena, I think it’s a question of rationality and common sense.





Q: What value do people place on water in their everyday lives?


A: That’s a great question. What value we place on water is a function of how much we pay for it. It’s been out there. We built some dams with federal money, state money, very little local money and very limited cost to the average consumer. For years, we’ve been able to provide water and wastewater treatment at a very low price, much less than it actually costs and much less because we have such an abundant supply with such a short or smaller demand. Now we’re beginning to run into realities, the federal budget is not there and the state budget is constrained, so real costs are beginning to be passed onto the consumer.  Suddenly when your water and sewer bill used to be 25 dollars a month, it’s now 60,70,80 and it’s going to go up. The costs to provide that water in expensive times, and with limited help from our federal and state partner, is going to mean now, when we’ve said water is important, I’ve got to have clean water, but I’ve been getting it cheap so it’s not really all that critical, suddenly it’s like gas was in the recession and the shortage. You need it. You’re now going to begin to pay for it; you’re going to become very critical of how you’re going to use it. Because suddenly its going to become a costlier or more costly resource.





Q: How far behind are we in terms of addressing this problem?


A: It’s not a question of how far behind but when we’ve had available resources and federal and state agency help; we’ve had an abundant supply. We could stick a hole in the ground and pull fresh clean water out. Those issues combined to keep it off our table, kept it from being a hot issue, kept it from being a focus. The last 5 or 6 years, we got our first wake up call when we went out and inventoried the water and sewer systems in 1996 and 97.  Which by the way, the Rural Center did, and we were glad to do.  We inventoried each community’s water system and sewer system and we found we had an 11 billion dollar problem in terms of the cost to upgrade our water and sewer systems to meet existing pollution standards. Now that’s 11 billion dollars. We found that out in ‘96 and ‘97, we passed an 800 million dollar bond issue in ‘98.  The citizens of the state said clean water is important, we’ll provide 800 million dollars in financing. Let me just reiterate though, it’s an 11 billion dollar problem. We’ve already spent about a billion on it.  Oh, by the way, we now have new tighter standards required for cleaner water to drink; much higher restrictions are much tighter now. The pollution standards have gone up and that 11 billion dollar figure went up. Secondly, the pollution standards have said, this ground water run off, we have to treat it.  The storm water run off, you’ll be reading in lots of papers today about new rates and new fees about storm water run off. That adds to that fee. I’d say conservatively, you maybe in the one and a half to two times the 11 billion dollar problem we were describing in ‘96 and ‘97 simply because we’ve gotten much more conscious about the quality of the water we have, and that’s going to make for some interesting dialogue.





Q: Where will that money come from?


A: The question is when you have this big of a problem, let’s say its 11 to 20 billion dollars left to me, we have 600 units of local governments going out there everyday looking at providing this. The consumers or the citizens, if you will, are paying their share of the bill, and still the bill is this big for providing clean water and we have to look at other ways to help. I think your going to see some very serious scrutiny in the coming years, by groups at the state level, on how to dedicate a source of revenue to help address these issues statewide. Lot’s of these issues can’t be solved on an individual basis. The Capacity Use Area in the Coastal Plains, water availability of the metropolitan areas that are huge multi units of government, is going to regional solutions. They are going to require innovations in terms of finance. They are also going to require that we as citizens do some things we haven’t been doing, water reuse-extremely important conservation measures. We have to be a lot better at trying to squeeze that water supply into more uses, and we have to have a more efficient way to use it. That’s going to require some state effort; like going into areas that are very poor; where you go into Jones County, Hyde County or Terrel County.  Those areas that are very poor, those areas are going to require financial help to address these needs, that’s what the bond issue addressed in 1998.  It’s what some source of state revenue and some type of state program is going to have to address in the future. We’re going to have to come up with a real efficient way, because money is tight. But like I said earlier, if your saying where do you spend really tight resources to have to go to really high priorities, there’s nobody going to argue with the importance of clean water. I hate to keep using the analogy, but I say this to people looking at the program. Most people thought electricity was plentiful, no problem everything is fine. Fran came through and knocked down literally thousands of electric service. Electricity is a critical thing. We have to have it. We have to have people out there providing it to us, and suddenly we get very smart about electricity. Now my question is as we’re going through this drought, and we’re seeing capacity use studies and we’re seeing this report that your doing, the citizens are going to stop and say wait a minute, water is an absolute number one priority for survival. It’s critical to my future, my job, and my family. We’re going to have to pay attention to this and do something about it. We may not want to because times are tight, but we don’t have an option. If you get up tomorrow morning and don’t use any water, you won’t have to be talked to for very long about let’s find a way to provide water. In Cherryville today, your being told there’s no water for you to use coming through the pipes. Tomorrow morning when you get up and start talking about options for the state to address this issue, you will be a serious participant. 





Q: What type of response have you had from the community?


A: The question is or the issue before us is, in this 15 county coastal plain area, how do people feel about this rule that’s saying we have to come together and invest substantial resources say 200 million dollars to reduce the withdraws from our ground water. What we’ve seen local governments, when they come together, understand the engineering, understand the critical nature, they step up and say let’s go forward with the rule. The rule’s been in effect for 18 days, we’re beginning to see regionalization ideas talked about much more seriously. We here at the Rural Center have gotten and will be getting, several applications on how to jointly put together efforts on how to address these problems. You will see some innovation at the local level on conservation, on water re-use; those things are beginning to take place. I think we’re ahead of this 15 county problem in the coastal plains; we’re ahead in terms of the supply side. The price, being able to pay for it, the long term economic impact of this, is still to be felt, is still something that we’re going to have to work together on.





Q: Do you think that this region can serve as a model for the rest of the state?


A: I think a wonderful side benefit, of the Coastal Plains Capacity Use Area is that it serves as a model. If you look at this area and say, can you bring together local governments? Can you bring the engineers together? Can you bring the state environmental protection folks together? Can you reach a marriage and common understanding on what’s the best thing to do given this critical resource? The answer is yes. Now it costs money. We have to work together. We still have to see a follow through of this partnership. However, as a model of how to look at a problem, gather the key stakeholders if you well, put together a plan for dealing with it and reach a good conclusion. The important thing is this issue is going to be raised in other areas. Other areas are going to begin to get in the nub of other serious water issues. Fortunately, we have a model to follow that was done without quite having a gun to our head. If we were out of water in Raleigh today it would create a major problem to recreate that cycle of planning and doing a good job. I think we’re in good shape. I think a key question facing us on water and sewer and the future of water quality in this state is going to be financing; one of the things in our background that I think is a good thing and a not so good thing. It’s a good thing because we had the help financially. If you go back 30 years ago when I first got into the water and sewer business, the federal government was providing 75 percent grants, the state was providing 12 ½ percent and local governments were asked to come up with about 12 cents on the dollar to put in a water system or waste water system. Those were good times; those were when we were building systems and growing systems and the financial partnership worked. What’s happened is that we’ve seen other priorities enter the state and federal financial budgets and the tightness of money, as that federal partner and that state partner slowly withdraw. As a result, if your a local government now, you’ve got to look at other local governments to partner with and try to build an efficient system; and part of that requirement is being forced on you because now instead of spending 12 cents on the dollar you’re now spending 60 cents to one dollar on the dollar. If you don’t get any help from the federal and state government, you have to pay the whole freight. If you get help, the most your going to get generally is 30 to 40 cents on the dollar to build a system, so you’re looking at a real change in price that’s working its way into our critical natural resource.





Q: How will contradictions with companies like pharmaceuticals be dealt with?


A: I think that when we look at the state’s future in terms of the economy, one of the issues of water and water availability that brings to bear is that for years we were considered a water rich state. We recruited industry and put plants wherever and you just assumed there’d be plenty of water. What we’ve now learned is because of the number of industry and the types of plants and the water restrictions that have come into place, lots of areas are no longer “water rich.”  I think what we’ll see with our efforts to build industry and to recruit the types of industry we want that are say pharmaceuticals, the bio-tech industries and others; that these are heavy water users. We will have to do a much better job of planning for those locations so that they are efficient users of the water that is available. That’s going to bring some interesting questions to public policy, because you may have a really depressed rural area in the North Hampton, Warren, or the Halifax county area. If they don’t have the available resource base, you have just carved out certain types of things that they cannot aspire to, recruit or to bring in their area, or to grow in terms of jobs. This is going to play itself out in interesting ways in the next few years.
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