PAGE  
1
John N. Morris, Director,

 Division of Water Resources, 

NC Department of Environment and Natural Resources
Interview conducted on11/14/02


Q:  Questions by the Director

A:  Answers by John N. Morris, Director

      Division of Water Resources, NC Department of Environment and Natural Resources

Q: What is the role of your department in dealing with issues of water scarcity?

A:  In the Division of Water Resources we basically do three things.   We monitor the availability of water and our use of that water resource in order to have a good database for decisions.  We work in partnership with local governments and water users to plan meeting our future water needs since we are a growing state.  Then the third thing is to administer the regulatory laws that the state has for allocating water and regulating the use of water.

Q: Just what are those regulatory laws?

A: We have three major laws that regulate water use in North Carolina, as you know every state does this differently. The most important one is the Water Use Act. Which says if there is an area of the state where we are threatening to deplete the water resource or where we have damaging competition for water, the Environment Management Commission can declare that a Capacity Use Area, then we can regulate water use by permit within that area.

Q: Now, for instance, does that allow you to deal with the issue of inner basin transfer?

A: That’s a separate issue; the Water Use Act is used to deal with the Central Coastal Plain ground water depletion area.  We have recently designated a 15 county region where some of the regional aquifers have been under depletion. We now have a permit system in place that will gradually resolve that problem.

Q: When the aquifer goes down, how do you go about resolving that problem?

A: In the Central Coastal Plain there are two major cretaceous aquifers that have a tremendous amount of water stored; its great quality water, the only problem is that they seem to recharge very slowly. What we have discovered over a period of decades is that we’ve taken out more water than it can recharge, so it’s like having a big bank account and a small income, one day your banker calls and says: “I’m sorry son but your going to be broke next week”.  Now the solution to that is that we have to gradually reduce the amount of water we’re withdrawing from those aquifers and that is what the permit system does. The other equally important part of the solution is that these communities need to develop other water sources that will be sustainable for their future needs.

Q: Does that mean with a place like Kinston for instance, using more surface water from say the Neuse River?  Is that the kind of solution?

A: In the 15 county region, different water users have different water sources depending on where they are. Kinston is a good example of a place where a surface water withdrawal from the Neuse River is a good solution. Other parts of the region can use aquifers that are not endangered, like the Castle Hayne aquifer that has a much more rapid recharge rate and still has room for more additional water use. 

Q: Is that feasible for the citizens and towns that need it or are they going to have to pump it in pipes?

A:  The Castle Hayne aquifer is a good resource for those on the east side of that 15 county area.  Some communities, say like in Onslow County, have been using the depleted aquifers, and are now in the process of moving their wells a bit further east to use Castle Hayne. So that’s a good solution for them.

Q: Are there other creative ways of saving water; like tapping into other water resources?

A: We have to be more efficient in water use as we look toward the future. We’ve been blessed with so much water that we haven’t really had to be careful about it. But, as we look to the future, we will have to be more careful. Some of the things we need to do is make sure our water use is very efficient. Which means that in our industries, in our households, in our agriculture, we really only use the amount of water that is needed to do the job. For example, we could sweep off the sidewalk instead of hosing it off. A trivial example but some of the industries can change their processes in that they can produce the same amount of product but use less water.  In agriculture there are efficient ways to do irrigation that save lots of water.

Q: I think we went through two of the main laws that the state uses to enforce water regulation, what are the other laws?

A: One of our other laws is one that we call the Innerbasin Transfer Law or the Regulation of Surface Water Transfers. This law defines 38 river basins in North Carolina and it requires a special certificate from the Environmental Management Commission; if water is transferred from one of those basins to another, if it’s over a threshold of 2 million gallons a day. The intent is to make sure that we don’t deplete any river basin through inner basin transfers that would be too large.

Q: What about if an area needs more than that two million?

A: In that case they need special permission from the Environmental Management Commission. I think the Cape Fear Basin is a good example of how this law has worked. Cary and some of the other Triangle communities have wanted to get water from Jordan Lake and that is in the Cape Fear Basin of course. Some of their wastewater treatment plants discharge water to the Neuse River Basin that is considered an inner basin transfer.  Therefore, when they have wanted to do this, they have gone before the Environmental Management Commission (EMC) where there has been a very thorough, objective analysis of what the positive and negative impacts would be. There was a public hearing and many people scrutinizing that the EMC made their decision with some provisions that would protect the Cape Fear Basin. So in that case, I think the law is doing what is intended to do.

Q: Will a supply and demand situation arise where political power will control who gets the water?

A: I think it is always a concern when you are speaking of any resource that the more powerful interests may get more than their share, that’s something to be on guard against. In the case of the Cape Fear Basin and innerbasin transfer, I think that the state did an excellent job of analyzing what the effects of this transfer would be. In fact, we even did a 50-year water supply plan for the Cape Fear Basin and projected our water needs for 50 years into the future, to make sure all the communities in the Basin could meet their needs over that long-range period. I think in this case, we must make sure that no one has been left out.

Q: Is the drought over and can we forget our concerns about water?

A: The drought is over in the sense that our river flows have returned to normal, even above normal, and our reservoirs have filled back up. What we haven’t quite gotten over yet is that the ground water levels are still depleted and so it’s those reserves of ground water in the hills above the rivers and streams that keep those streams flowing between rainfall events. We won’t really be out of the drought until those ground water levels are recharged which may take another six months to a year depending on how the weather goes. But we’ve certainly made a huge amount of progress with those very welcome rains that we have had since August.

Q: Do you have reason to believe next summer will be wetter or might we be back in another drought situation?

A: The science of long-range weather forecasting is not too precise. We seem to be in an El Niño weather pattern. The prediction is that we will have wetter than normal weather for the next six months which will help us to recharge those ground water supplies. Personally, I’m not counting on any prediction more than that. People have different theories than that. I think we need to be prepared for droughts when they come and I think there are some things we can do to make sure that we are prepared.

Q: Is the situation in North Carolina similar to situations that other states have faced?

A: Yes, what really drives our water issues is our hydrology and hydrogeology, the amount of rain we receive, the pattern of our rivers and the kinds of underground water sources we have. As you would suspect, we are very similar to our neighboring states Virginia and South Carolina, so we have similar type issues. All three states were struck by the drought this summer and all three states had the similar kinds of problems. When we think of the western states where they may only get ten inches of rain a year instead of 50 inches like we do, it’s a very different situation. I would still say that there is a commonality there. All the states are struggling with the issues of how to allocate available water resources, how to plan for the future and how to protect the environment as we develop and use water supplies. 

Q: Have states like New Mexico or other places like Florida come up with creative ways to approach the water issue that we might benefit from?

A: There are many examples of successful things that we can draw from around the country. I think it’s comforting that we are not by ourselves in this problem. One example is artificial recharge of ground water. This is done in many areas of Florida and California where during certain times of the year when water isn’t more available, for example, the winter; treated clean water is pumped into the aquifers underground. It’s stored there and can be withdrawn when it’s needed, during a dry period. Additionally, we are very fortunate that the City of Greenville, North Carolina is experimenting with a project to do this. Since in Eastern North Carolina the terrain doesn’t really lend itself to building reservoirs to store water, we think this is a promising technology and we hope it works out.

Q: For my own understanding is an aquifer like a lake underwater, underground and you can pump water into it, or is it like mud underground and you just get dirt wetter. What is the aquifer really?

A: There are different kinds of materials.   Think of a bucket that’s completely full of sand, you can throw several cups full of water on the sand; it sinks down and fills up the pores between the sand grains.  If you had a straw with a filter on the end of it, you could withdraw that water back out of the sand. That’s basically what we are talking about; the rain sinks down into the ground and fills up these pore spaces and we can with draw it through wells when we need it.

Q: It doesn’t just run off and run into the next county if you put it back into the ground?

A: In many types of aquifers the water will stay put enough so that the owner of the water can withdraw and use it. It creates what we call a mound of water underground. Of course, some of it moves away from the mound, the high-pressure area where you are pumping it, but most of it can be recovered.

Q: Is the Randleman Dam a good idea or a bad idea?

A: I personally think it is a good idea.  You know many of our towns were built on the rail lines that usually run along the ridges.  It’s pretty dry up on the ridges and so towns like Durham and Greensboro are not blessed by nature in having lots of water near by. In the Piedmont Triad, six communities have banded together to plan a regional water source for the future: Greensboro, High Point and several other communities. Randleman Lake should provide them a 50-year water supply into the future.  They really need this, for as you know from this past summer, Greensboro was in dire danger of running out of water.   They had to go to some fairly heroic levels of water conservation, as well as make some very expensive purchases of water to get through the summer. I believe Randleman Lake will be a good regional water source for that area and I commend them for pulling together that regional form of cooperation. 

Q: Are there other examples of regional cooperation and is that what we are going to have to see in the future? Is cooperation between these regions cross-jurisdictional, or maybe even cross state boundaries?

A: Yes I think so; you know our state is divided up into 100 counties and hundreds of towns. As we use more and more water, it becomes less realistic that within the jurisdiction of any particular town that they will be able to find the water they need within their boundaries. This is leading to things like Randleman Lake, which is a regional effort. We mentioned earlier the City of Kinston which is developing a new surface water source on the Neuse River. Kinston is bringing into its partnership a number of neighboring water systems, so that that whole region can have a secure water supply for the future.

Q: There are costs associated with this and when we talk with others, they say they don’t want to pay more for water, they assume that when they turn on the water that it’s going to come out, that it will be cheap and drinkable. Is the cost of water inevitably going to have to go up?

A: Unfortunately it will. One thing that I have learned more vividly recently is how sensitive local governments are to the issue of water rates. Everybody gets a water bill and they know what it costs; they don’t want to see it go up. Many low-income and retired people are hard pressed to pay their water bills and their other necessary expenditures. As we develop new water sources, we will be buying land at what it costs in 2002 not 1950. The cost of energy and electricity is much higher, as well as the cost of chemicals for water treatment.  It’s just inevitable that water will cost more. I think we need to develop a system that will perhaps have a basic water rate that would protect low income and retired people from water rate increases, because we will have to pay more for water to develop the water we need in the future. 

Q: Shifting from the local scene to the global scene, is population growth the basic problem as far as water is concerned? More people each needing access to this valuable resource?

A: I really hesitate to take on the world wide water issue but, one thing that is a great concern, is that in the United States we have the great capacity, we have strong institutions, we have the ability to plan for future water sources and the ability to finance them. It’s a great concern, not only in some of the under developed countries, for not only do they have less money to finance the water sources, but tier intuitions are not as strong. There are places like Mexico City where there is a tremendous depletion of ground water. The city is still growing extremely rapidly and it’s going to take an extremely strong effort to come out with a good solution in cases like this, where the planning land financing capability is not so strong.  Sometimes a drought is the cause of weather and sometimes it’s what is called an institutional drought. Some people just can’t get together to agree on how to provide water to a region and so that’s something that we need to put a high priority on.

Q: Are you optimistic that in the next 50 years North Carolina is going to be able to meet it’s water needs?

A: I am very optimistic. I think the biggest challenge will be the institutional challenge. If we can get people to understand what the nature of the water problem is then we can seed regional cooperation to bring about cost effective solutions, certainly the water is there.  Fortunately, in North Carolina, we are quite blessed with our 50 inches of rain.   We’re fortunate that we are not all concentrated in one big city like Atlanta. Our population is dispersed around the state so we don’t have all our impact in one place. With the use of new technology that will let us use water more efficiently and with good planning, good regional cooperation, we can definitely solve the problem.

Q: Is it possible that the drought was a good wake up call for people to alert them of the value and scarcity of water?

A: It was an excellent wake up call. There were a number of communities who learned, during the drought that their water supply was quite vulnerable.  Communities like Statesville, Shelby and a number of others have already taken steps to speed up the building or the acquisition of reliable water supplies. The drought stressed the system in a way that showed some weakness that needed to be filled in.

Q: What role has business and industry played in addressing some of these problems?

A: We have two types of businesses; we have businesses that use water from the city or municipal systems, so they are covered by whatever the city establishes. Then we have the larger industries that are self-supplied, that have their own wells or their own river intakes. I think in general all of our water users in North Carolina need to give attention to being more efficient in water use. We are fortunate that the technology is there, that we can become more efficient; we just haven’t had to do it yet, but now we need to do it and the system will allow us to do it.

Q: How close are we to meeting the needs of rural North Carolina?

A: The issue of who pays for water supply in the future is still an open one. Traditionally, local governments have paid the cost of their own water supply. Cities and to some extent counties and towns have planned and financed their own water systems. In North Carolina, we have had a number of clean water bond issues in which the state has issued bonds and made grants available to local government to cover part of the cost of both water supply and wastewater treatments. This recent bond issue has been mostly spent at this point. The question for the future is to what extent can or should the state continue to help local governments with these financial costs. One principle that might be considered is to look at the per capita cost of water. In some of the grant programs, there is a special provision to help those communities that due to their situation, their geographic situation, have a much higher per capita cost. We all know the difficult economic conditions we are experiencing now. The state budget is under lots of stress and so are local government budgets, so finding the right way to finance these projects is very critical.

Q: Didn’t the federal government provide some help for rural communities with sewer and water?

A: The federal government over the years has had numerous grant programs that have helped with different types of water projects and there are still a few left. But not as many as there use to be, you know the federal government has been under it’s own budget pressures; although there are a few federal grant programs left that focus on rural communities particularly.  We need to take advantage of those as much as we can, but I don’t believe that those are going to solve a major part of our problem.

Q:  So, it looks like the smaller communities are the ones who could potentially suffer?

A: I really agree with you. Our large cities have the ability to finance the water sources that they need. I am really worried about the small towns and areas, even some of the medium size towns, who have lost a lot of industry recently.  We are fortunate that we have the North Carolina Rural Center in North Carolina and they have done research that has quantified the nature of this problem. As we go forward, I think the general assembly needs to take a look at that and determine through their political and budget deliberations how we can avoid having serious inequity there.

Q: What do we need to do to assure that we will have a good water supply in the future?

A: Of course we need to monitor our water supplies carefully and have good data to make appropriate regulatory decisions, but the real frontier is good planning. One thing that we are emphasizing now is regional or river basin planning. We just developed a 50-year water supply plan for the Cape Fear River Basin and found a way to project the water needs 50 years out into the future. We have a hydrological model that will show what impact it has on our rivers and lakes if we withdraw that much water in the future. So, basically, that was a very optimistic outcome. It looks like with the proper investment, we can meet those needs into the future. We are very eager to do that type of planning for our other river basins, because as the state grows, we have to look beyond water impact in a local area. We have to begin to look at impacts over an entire river basin; to make sure that we don’t place more demands on that basin than it can bear.

Q: Pollution issues?

A: That is an important issue, our sister agency the Division of Water Quality has some excellent programs for pollution control. We have a very close partnership with them and, of course, our goal under both federal and state law is to keep our water supplies suitable for fishing, swimming and also for water supply; that is a task that’s never ending. We have to have continued vigilance, continued efforts to make sure that as the economy grows and as our population grows, we keep the appropriate water quality controls in place to make sure that all of our water is still usable.

Q: Are there federal water laws?

A: There is a major federal law for water quality: The Clean Water Act. Congress acted because, obviously, you don’t want many waterways crossing state lines and the nation doesn’t want one state to become a pollution haven. The idea is to try to attract industry so we have a good standard uniform water policy delegated to the states to administer.  We have a nation wide standard, but state administration.

Q: I believe I had read somewhere that the Bush Administration might be thinking of weakening the Clean Water Act. Have you heard that?

A: I don’t really have any knowledge on that. One source of concern is the pressures on the federal budget. In North Carolina, we get quite a bit of federal assistance to run our water quality program and I don’t think anything in the federal budget is safe at this point, due to the pressures on the federal budget.
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