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Q:  Back in 1996, 1997, why did the need for water come about?

A: Well, Southeast Virginia has always been a rapidly growing region; it’s formed by the confluence of the Chesapeake Bay, the James River and the Atlantic Ocean. That’s created a large, warm, deep, water port, which has resulted in one of the largest military complexes in the world being located here.  I think there’s something like 25% of the entire Navy fleet stationed here.  It’s also one of the largest coal exporting ports in the nation. It is that geography that has caused the military and the industries to come up, but it’s also that geography, a flat, estuary, saltwater port that results in making it very difficult for us to develop any freshwater supplies.  That’s why most of the water in this region is imported from west of here.

Q: When you say freshwater supplies, do you mean reservoirs?

A:  Mostly reservoirs, also there’s some groundwater, but in coastal plain groundwater development, which is very typical for Maryland, Virginia all the way down through North Carolina, groundwater doesn’t always support very large municipal types of withdrawal, so in most cases we’re talking about surface water development; manmade lakes and manmade reservoirs.

Q:  We’ve read about the massive population in Virginia Beach, did that and the tourism here have anything to do with needing water and if so, tell me why?

A: Well, Virginia Beach has really…its population started exploding in the 1970s, mostly resulting from military buildup and also tourism. The city is only 40 years old; it was formed as a city in 1963.  Through the 60’s and the 70’s, we purchased our water, surplus water from the city of Norfolk.  But beginning in the late 70’s, we started to find that the Norfolk system was unable to meet our demands and ultimately in the 1980/81 drought the city was rationing water and on the verge of shutting down industries and so the city launched on an effort to solve this water supply problem.

Q: What steps did you take to determine where to get the water?

A:  Well, the environmental process pretty much dictates that you look at every practical alternative.   We looked at building new reservoirs, we looked at developing groundwater, we tried to see if there were sources we could develop inside our city. We obviously looked at existing reservoirs and the Kerr/Gaston/Roanoke Rapids series of hydroelectric and flood control; it was certainly a likely alternative.  We looked at wastewater reuse and seawater desalting.  After going through and filtering all the criteria and studying it, we really came down to the only two practical alternatives was either the Lake Gaston pipeline or seawater desalting; seawater desalting was dramatically more expensive than the Gaston project and that’s why we selected that.  I’ll add that if you look at North Carolina and Virginia and how they manage water, Virginia takes a bit of a hands-off approach to water management and North Carolina tends to take a hands-on approach.  In Virginia, localities have the legal responsibility to provide a water supply for their citizens.  Yet, without a lot of guidance from the state, or historically not a lot of guidance from the state, we’ve been left to our own resources and our devices to solve those problems. That’s pretty much a major reason why you found a city like Virginia Beach locked in a decades long battle with a state, with our neighboring state.

Q:  So you decided on Lake Gaston and a pipeline, what was the immediate reaction from the people of North Carolina?

A: There was negative reaction both in North Carolina and for the interests in Virginia that border the lakes.  Lake Gaston and the upstream Kerr Reservoir, the flood control project, are bi-state lakes; they straddle the state line. Water comes from Virginia and North Carolina, but it all flows down to North Carolina, so any water that we diverted…and this project would be what’s called an interbasin transfer of water… we’re removing water from the Roanoke River Basin over to Virginia Beach, or to water projects that were in the James River Basin. As it happens at most lakes, there are a lot of people that build homes on the lake, they spend a lot of their income; some it’s a retirement home; some it’s an investment home; some it’s a second vacation home. But regardless, these kinds of projects are viewed as threats to those homes. What makes the homes so desirable and so valuable is the fact that they’re water front property.  We have the same thing here with people who want to locate along the bay, the river or the ocean in Virginia Beach and no matter how small a withdrawal, it’s still perceived as a threat and built inside every one of us is a tendency to defend that home and to defend the homestead and that’s really what happened.  The people around the lake were extremely agitated they didn’t want us to take the water.  Our position was that they wouldn’t notice the difference; this was a very small amount of water from a very large resource.  But in the end we weren’t able to convince them, at least in the early days, we weren’t able to convince them of that. The regulatory process tends to pit people as adversaries, only recently with this re-licensing of Lake Gaston have the agencies started developing a cooperative type of approach. Most regulatory proceedings are very similar to judicial proceedings in which case you have to line up on one side or the other and there’s a winner and a loser. And that’s pretty much how this controversy was framed. 

Q:  Tell me about the court battle itself, how long did it go on, what were you thinking personally, did you second guess yourself during that time period?

A:  Originally, we thought that it would take us maybe seven or eight years to build the project; in the end it took us fifteen. It mostly was because of a series of lawsuits that were filed mostly by North Carolina on behalf of their constituents who were opposed to the project.  There were also a number of Virginia interests and some lake associations that joined in the battle. All tolled, there were some twelve to fourteen major lawsuits and some half a dozen regulatory proceedings that formed sort of a gauntlet and Virginia Beach had to proceed through that gauntlet one by one, working through each proceeding and each lawsuit until we finally emerged.  Again, it’s the nature of those proceedings that pits people; it almost guarantees that you’ll end up in these kind of conflicts.  Looking back at it, North Carolina did what any state would do, they did what Virginia would have done or Virginia Beach would have done if positions had been reversed.  Virginia Beach did what it had to do, and I’ve seen conflicts in Texas and Oklahoma and some conflicts brewing between South and North Carolina and down in Alabama, Georgia and Florida that are almost exact mirrors of the Virginia Beach/North Carolina conflict. 

Q:  How did you or Virginia Beach deal with the people that were disagreeing with you?

A:  Well, I have to say that early on we probably weren’t that skillful.  We did go out, we participated in public hearings, we contacted some of the representatives and legislators out there, but basically we presented them with a plan that we intended to implement and it was very different in that the deliberative process was used in this recent re-licensing of Lake Gaston.  And so, while the people out there listened, we didn’t do a very good job of convincing them and they basically didn’t want us there, it was a “not in my backyard syndrome”. As far as they were concerned, we should get the water in our own backyard.  Of course, in that case it involved some very dramatic costs, very dramatic rate increases and our city council, of course, responded to our citizens.  It led to the type of controversy, but we weren’t as skillful as we should have been in handling this and so Virginia Beach has a little role in the shaping of that controversy too!

Q:  I’ve heard a lot from people in the Lake Gaston Association and North Carolina how Virginia Beach has taken a lot of steps to heal those initial wounds.  What are some of the things that you’ve done in the past and you are doing now?

A:  Well, in 1995, we actually reached a settlement with the state of North Carolina and in that settlement agreement there were ten, what we’ll call environmental enhancements that Virginia Beach had promised to do if North Carolina would become more accepting of the project.  That settlement agreement never became effective due to some issues that were unrelated to North Carolina, unrelated to Virginia Beach and unrelated to the merits of the project. But, Virginia Beach promised to implement those ten items anyway. They involved things like making payments, making some payments and contributions to control noxious weeds in the lake, promising to refrain from taking part in any type of land use decisions. The people out there were concerned that once we put a water intake into the lake that we would start controlling how that they could use the lake. We promised to continue an aggressive conservation program, we promised that during major droughts we would take actions to use all local sources first and buy other sources of water if we could to minimize our draw on Lake Gaston. Coincidentally, six months after we brought the project on line, the Roanoke Basin experienced what is now the drought of record for that system and we actually got a chance to live up those promises. 

Q:  Tell me about how much you reduced, how much water you took during that drought?

A:  Under normal circumstances, in dry weather conditions, we would have been required by the City of Norfolk to pump as much as 50 million gallons per day. Because we went into this drought management mode, bought water from the City of Norfolk, we were able to reduce our take from the basin to 25 to 35 million gallons per day; it varied over a course of about a year.  During that period, we spent about one and a half million dollars to buy surplus water from the City of Norfolk.

Q:  I’ve also heard from a lot of people that Virginia Beach has a good model in conservation.

A:  Yes we do, some of that is the school of hard knocks, it taught us that as far back as the mid 1970’s we were running short of water.  In fact, from a period of about 1976 until this project came on line, we were in some kind of a water restriction mode in just about every other year.  We had restricted water, we had rationed water, we went through a time of five years where we had permanent water use restrictions on the outdoor use of water and a moratorium on extensions of the water systems to new properties.  So we learned how to use water wisely and we have a very low per capita water demand.  I’ll say about half of that is credited to our conservation program and the other half is to the fact we are in a coastal plain and residents can put shallow ground water wells in and that meets some of the outdoor water use.

Q: What are some of the other specific things that you guys are doing, like education and so forth?

A: We have an aggressive education campaign that actually starts in the schools, we have curriculums for the elementary and the high school programs we developed with the school system.  We send a professional entertainment group through the elementary schools that does a play every year in the elementary schools on water conservation. And, of course, we also participate in a regional conservation group called HRWET for Hampton Roads Water Efficiency Team, and we fund about a third of that program. They run media, TV and radio ads, for conserving water.  Then we also have as far back as 1976, we had modified our building codes requiring water saving devices in all new and renovated plumbing.  Now, recently, the state and federal codes have come along and basically, superceded our programs. In fact, they basically required the same thing that we required back in the mid 70’s. We also have a program that will actually rebate about half the cost of a standard commode for people who will change out an old style commode that can use anywhere from three to five gallons and replace it with a new commode that uses 1.6 gallons per flush.

Q:  In 1997, when the water started flowing into Virginia Beach, what was that like?

A:  Well, in the city it was a sense of relief. It was a sense of relief that the controversy was over, there was five years of water restrictions that were really just working on the political leaders, the city had a reputation among businesses that you don’t go here because your water might be terminated or cut of or you might not get water.  There were people who had owned property that either had to use wells and well water, shallow well water here is acceptable for lawn watering but it is not a very acceptable solution for in-home use because it has a lot of things about it that make it very unaesthetically pleasing or very unpleasing. And, so it was just a sense of relief that we could get back to a normal life, still using water wisely, but no longer having to meter it out or under penalty of law if you used it improperly.

Q:  This is a hypothetical question, what’s going to happen if development in Virginia Beach continues at its current pace, your water needs are going to grow, obviously. 50 years down the road, what would you do, go back to Lake Gaston?

A:  No, we pretty much agreed in this F-E-R-C re-licensing of Lake Gaston and the settlement we reached with North Carolina, we essentially agreed to cap the project at 60 million gallons per day.  And what that says is if we need more water, we’ll probably be looking East for it.  If we do need additional water, we’ll probably develop some desalting plants and that helps with the economics, because even though the cost of that is higher, if it is blended in, if you develop ten or twenty percent of your water supply based on a very high cost, but it’s blended in with 80 percent of a supply that is low cost, the net effect to the consumers is not too bad. Also there are some inroads being made in desalting. If there’s as much progress being made in desalting in the next thirty years that have been made in the last thirty years, and if the cost of conventional supplies continue to rise as they have, we’ll probably see by the year 2030, or there abouts, where seawater desalting may become the lead alternative to a lot of coastal cities.  That’s happening in California right now, mostly in places where the cost of homes and the economic status of the people living in those homes are heads and shoulders above communities like Virginia Beach and what you typically encounter along the east coast.  But there is some of it going on in Tampa Bay, there’s an attempt to develop, I think, 10 percent of their supply through seawater desalting.  So, if we need more water in the future, I’m pretty sure it’s going to come from the East and not the West. As far as the growth in Virginia Beach though, actually our council has taken a number of steps in recent years to slow that. You probably don’t know about this, but the whole southern third of our city is extremely rural and the city has actually put a line of no development down there and they have a program of purchasing development rights so that they can keep that area rural. 

Q:  Tell us what happened this year with FERC?

A:  The last permit that Virginia Beach needed to build the project was an amendment to Virginia’s power license and that was issued in 1995.  At that very same time, Dominion Power started the re-licensing process for the entire Lake Gaston and it’s sister lake, Roanoke Rapids Lake. And amazingly, it was the exact same stakeholders in that process that had just emerged from this fifteen-year legal battle.  For reasons that were probably more practical on the part of the agency, they had literally hundreds of re-licensings coming up. They instituted or made available to the parties a settlement procedure, in which the applicant, in that case Dominion Power, could basically convene all the stakeholders and we could work through all the issues really outside of the regulatory and legal process.  So for about five years, all the stakeholders that were basically at each other’s throats in the Lake Gaston pipeline controversy, worked in a cooperative environment to reach a settlement agreement that specified all the conditions for operations of these lakes for the next forty years.  They took in the issues of shoreline management, downstream recreation, recreation on the lakes and interbasin transfer and how to manage water supplies during great droughts.  We emerged from that process just this summer. There were some, I think approximately 18 stakeholders from both states, and again all the stakeholders involved in this Lake Gaston controversy and many of the same people.  We executed a settlement agreement, that was just I think two weeks ago, was mailed to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission or submitted to them as an offer of settlement. And, if it goes as we hope, by the end of this year, the agency would issue a new license; a forty year license for Lake Gaston and Roanoke Rapids that will specify all the terms and conditions that are in this settlement agreement, including the proffers Virginia Beach promised to do, and we will be bound by that now for the next forty years and there will be no litigation. Which is pretty amazing! I mean most re-licensings of large hydropower projects end up in five or ten years of litigation and this one looks like at this point that it will go without lawsuit one.

Q:  Do you feel that it is still cheaper to desalt brackish water?

A:  Brackish water is still, the way to describe it is brackish water to seawater desalting is analogous to a bicycle to a motorcycle.  They both have two wheels, they both have a chain, they both move a passenger from point A to point B, but there’s a tremendous difference in the cost and capability between the two.  And brackish water, if Virginia Beach had a lot of brackish water, we would have done that.  We would have developed a brackish water desalting facility.  The problem is that our brackish water aquifers are the same aquifers that are fresh water aquifers used by our neighboring jurisdictions in Newport News and just over in Suffolk and Olive White.  And large scale pumping from these aquifers cause problems in those aquifers to the West of us. The one area where our state agency has been aggressive over the years in protecting is large groundwater withdrawals. So unable to obtain the 75 million gallons per day of brackish water that we would need for a sixty million gallon per day brackish water plant, we turned to Lake Gaston.  Seawater, of course, has no capacity limitation, but it just has the problem that is like a motorcycle is to a bicycle, it’s much more expensive.

Q: How salty is seawater compared to brackish water?

A:  Brackish water generally and the desalting projects in Dare County are desalting water that maybe say ten times too salty to drink. The energy requirements are down to about something around 1 or 2 kilowatts hours per thousand gallons.  Really not much different from the energy that we use to move and treat Gaston water.  But seawater is 100 times too salty to drink and the amount of energy used is more in the neighborhood of 10 to 20 kilowatt hours per thousand gallons.  So you go from something that’s 1 to 2 kilowatt hours per thousand gallons maybe 10 cents per thousand gallons just for the energy, to something that approaches maybe a dollar per thousand gallons and that’s when the energy costs become very significant.

A:  Historically the forces that have caused the military and the population and the industry to locate here has been the confluence of the James River, the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, all of which are salty in southeast Virginia and the Hampton Roads region.  We are also very flat, well this makes it an ideal place to site jet bases, an ideal place to port aircraft carriers, an ideal place for the largest coal exporting port in the nation.  Those same factors, all this salt water, all the flat topography are the exact same factors that make it very difficult to build reservoirs in Virginia Beach or in Southeast Virginia. To give you an example, the highest elevation in Virginia Beach is the top of our landfill; it’s the highest earthen elevation.  I think our interstate flyovers might be a little higher, but there is nothing in southeast Virginia that can be dammed or impounded to collect the kind of water that you need for industrial and commercial and large metropolitan water demands.
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