Q:  Questions by the Director


A:  Answers by Jennifer Platt, Water Conservation Manager


      Town of Cary, NC








Q: Could you tell us a little bit about Cary?


A: Cary is a bedroom community to Research Triangle Park, its primarily residential. About 70 percent of our water use is residential, the other 30 percent is non residential.





Q: Where does the water come from?


A: We get our water from Jordan Lake.





Q: Could you give us a brief history of the Cary’s water situation over the past few years?


A: Over the last 5 years we have implemented a pretty aggressive Water Conservation Program. During the course of our long-term program, we’ve had short -term peak demand management issues. We’ve had to purchase water as needed on an available basis from Raleigh and Durham.





Q: How come you’ve had to purchase water from another area?


A: Originally our water plant, before expansion, could not meet the needs of the customers.





Q: Could you tell us your position?


A: As the Water Conservation Manager, I am in charge of managing the town’s Water Conservation Program.  We have a three-tiered approach:  voluntary measures, incentive measures, and regulatory measures.  Together those three pieces make up our program, along with our reclaimed water system.





Q: What do you do?


A: On a day-to-day basis, I manage the Water Conservation Program.  I’m working with our field staff who are out in the field, helping them assess their water use whether it’s indoor or outdoor use. They’re out in the field looking at violations of our Irrigation Ordinances.  We also have a comprehensive education program, so I work with our education specialist who does programs in the elementary schools.  I’m also working with our Reclaimed Water Coordinator who manages the Reclaimed Water System and works with the customers that the system provides reclaimed water to on a daily basis.





Q: Is the position new or has it been around for a while?


A: The Water Conservation Management position was actually created about 5 years ago.  Back in 1996, the town council made a commitment to the state in its interbasin transfer application that they would reduce their long-term water use by 20 percent by the year 2015.  That’s going to allow the Town of Cary to delay their next water treatment plant expansions; their next two expansions by about 10 years total.  As a part of that program we have implemented a complete range of water conservation measures and water efficiency measures.





Q: Are the measures that you’re doing in Cary unique, or are they like what other communities are doing?


A: When the town first started developing its program, we looked at programs out West to see what has been successful.  They’ve been doing water conservation in the western part of the United States for over 20 years now. We had a good foundation of knowledge to look at, what works, what doesn’t work, and to take those lessons and learn from them and then to begin implementing them in the town of Cary.





Q: Is this program unique in the North Carolina, South Carolina and Virginia area?


A: Conservation is actually a pretty new concept in the Eastern United States.  In North Carolina, we are the only program that uses the unique approach where we have education; we have the incentives and the regulation.  In the Eastern United States, the Southeastern United States, we are few, if not the only, that has a combination approach we use. We have the education; we have the incentives and the regulations. 





Q: Is it that Cary’s a little ahead of the game?


A: For Cary, we made the commitment to the state to reduce our long-term use, so that we could have the facilities that we have as long as possible.  As a part of that program, as that approach, that’s why we began conservation.  For us, it’s cost effectiveness; we’re delaying millions of taxpayer dollars by extending the life of our treatment facilities.





Q: Could you describe some of the main water problems in this area?


A: In Cary we’ve really had two parts to our program, before we expanded our water treatment facility we had the short-term issue of meeting our peak demand.  So for us we had to not only act upon our long-term program, but we had to implement some short term measures to address demand on a daily basis, back in the late 90’s.  Then after we expanded our water treatment facility we were able to turn the focus to the long-term program that we’ve been developing all along.





Q: Could you describe in a little more detail some of your water conservation programs?


A: Cary does have the three-pronged approach; we have a pretty strong educational foundation.  People have to know why it’s important to use water wisely.  We have the education programs we go out and do in the elementary schools, we have workshops for adults and we have our Block Leader Program, and to our knowledge it’s the only town in the country that’s using the Block Leader Program to educate neighbors about water conservation.  Originally, The Block Leader Program was designed for people to educate their neighbors about recycling.  We decided to take it to the next level and revive the Block Leader Program that the town did in the early 90’s and have our citizens’ educate their neighbors about water conservation.  The education part of our program is a very strong foundation.  We also have incentives; many people are going to reduce their water use because it affects their pocketbook.  We have the Tiered Rate Structure where the more you use the more you’re going to pay.  For our top irrigation customers, we’ve actually used GIS (Geographic Information System) and aerial photography and gone in and developed site specific landscape budgets for them.  If they go over their budget, they’re going to pay more than double the rates; that’s one of the strongest parts of our incentive program.  We have the reclaimed water system where those customers that are on reclaimed water are paying the lowest tier.  Then, finally we have our enforcement, our ordinances component of the program; the third sector of customers are going to conserve, because it’s the law.  We have the Alternate Day Watering Ordinance, where everybody has three days a week to water, we have a Rain Sensor Ordinance, which requires rain sensors on irrigation systems so they’re not watering while it’s raining.  Then we have a Water Waste Ordinance, so people can’t be watering so long it’s running down the streets and using a precious resource wastefully.





Q: Who enforces the ordinance and how is it enforced?


A: When we implemented the ordinances, when the town council first began passing the ordinances in 97-98, we knew it was going to be most beneficial to have a field person out there educating our customers about the ordinances and enforcing them; we do have a field technician.  Then also during the summer, on an as needed basis, we bring in temporary enforcement staff to help us.  Our field crews have one of those signs on top of their truck that say “Water Conservation”.  Citizens know we’re out in the neighborhoods and they’ll stop and ask us questions.  It’s a really high visibility part of our program.





Q: What’s the cost of violation?


A: Depending on the ordinances, we have the authority to issue fines anywhere from $100 to $1000.  We actually have only issued a small number of fines over the last five years; it was during our summer of severe restrictions.  Other than that, we’ve been able to, in most cases, work with our customers, educate them about how to meet the ordinances and to bring their systems in compliance.





Q: How is the tiered rate structure received in the community?


A: We implemented the Tiered Rated Structure in the spring of 2001, so it’s been in effect a little over a year now.  We have a lot of customers who are very interested, especially if they go over in the top tier, they’ll call us and say how do we reduce our water use.  It’s had a lot of positive feedback.  People seem to really be watching their bills.





Q: Is there an audience that’s more receptive to this information than others?


A: We are just amazed by the level of interest in conservation.  We have a program where we go out into the 2nd grade classrooms called “Save Lots of Water”…it’s a game, and the kids all go home and drive their parents crazy with little water saving tips, and they have to track it.  They come back and as a classroom, they track how much water they’ve saved.  A lot of times they go way beyond the water drop that they’re filling in, and maybe fill out multiple drops so the elementary education is a tremendous success.  Our adult education workshops are also a tremendous success; we just had a Warm Season Grasses Workshop where we had about 50 people come. We have quite a few adult education classes for landscaping, wise water use in the landscape, and have had a tremendous level of interest in those classes as well.  We recently had 45 adults at a Warm Seasons Grass class last weekend.





Q:  Explain the Block Leader Program.


A: Throughout town, we have had citizens volunteer to be Block Leaders, where they come to a one hour training session and we give them a packet of materials that may include toilet leak detector tablets, brochures, just little gadgets for helping people conserve water.  Then the Block Leaders take those materials and distribute them to their neighbors.  Based on their level of availability, they have a small block or they may have a large block; some people even take that to 200 homes.  We have about 18% of our customers receiving information from Block Leaders, which we have found to be a very beneficial resource for education about conservation.  We also email our Block Leaders, on a regular basis, anytime there might be some kind of update or program information we want to give out to them, and then they have that information so they can tell their neighbors.





Q: How did you identify your Block Leaders?


A: We just started advertising, we ran ads, we had an article in the paper, and then a lot of it’s one on one.  We’ll be out in the community, it might be people we know, or people will call in that are very interested in conservation…so we say we have this program, and that’s how we recruit them.  It’s all based on building relationships.





Q: Is there a program where you educate landscapers?


A: Over the last 5 years, we’ve worked more and more with associations like the Carolinas Irrigation Association. We bring in workshops for irrigation contractors, so they have the opportunity to learn how to not only design efficient systems, but also to install and maintain efficient systems.  Through that educational effort as well as our field enforcement, we’re working with contractors on a day-to-day basis to educate them on how to manage their systems to meet the town’s requirements.





Q: Is there any resistance at all and if so what has it been?


A: For example with our landscape community, there was a lot of fear at first. They were afraid; they were skeptical about the Water Conservation Program. Then other communities started banning outdoor water use in the area and that’s when they really perked up, we started working together. We formed the Water Conservation Committee. We said, “Ok how can we continue to reduce water use in the Town of Cary?”  Now 6 years later, we’re at a 6% reduction of our per capita usage.





Q: What are some of the obstacles for the complete success of your Water Conservation Program?


A: I guess some of the biggest obstacles would be fear of the unknown. Many times when people hear conservation, they think it means sacrifice. What we’ve done is to work on a daily basis to educate customers that it doesn’t mean sacrifice, it just means improving your efficiency.





Q: Is this community unique or can this program be implemented anywhere?


A: Any community can implement conservation. The literature says a community can reduce its usage by 15 to 20 percent, by implementing conservation measures. Based on the community, different types of programs are going to work. What has worked in Cary might not work in other communities, but we’re very lucky that we have that base of knowledge of what’s been achieved, especially out West in the last 20 years. In Cary, because we have a highly educated population, we have a town council that is extremely interested in using our resources wisely. If there is a program with a good track record, with good success, then they are going to go for it. 





Q: I guess you have an enlightened leadership.


A: Through them we’ve been able to achieve those components. 





Q: Could you make a statement to the need for enlightened leadership?


A: Having a supportive council, as well as a supportive customer base, is an essential component to a successful program. Not only do the town managers and town leaders have to buy into the program, but the customers have to buy into the program as well; because they are the ones using the water on a day-to-day basis, they are the ones that have the opportunity to reduce their water use. 





Q: Why did you choose a career in this field?


A: When I was growing up, my grandmother who is just a wonderful humanitarian; she’s volunteered all her life. She really encouraged me to go into a field where I would help people. When I was in college I was thinking medical school, that wasn’t really working, that was in the late 80’s when the environmental movement was experiencing a huge resurgence and I came to Chapel Hill to the First National Student Environmental Conference and that’s when I knew my heart was into environmental protection. 





Q: How do you get the word out?


A: Getting the word out is a critical part of a successful program. People have to know there is conservation and how they can reduce their water use. In Cary, we have a multi media campaign that we implement every summer. It’s called “Beat the Peak”, because we’re trying to get customers to reduce their peak water use. Water plants are designed to meet peak demand; if we lower our peak demand then we ultimately delay our next expansion. For us we have a multi media campaign, we advertise in the newspapers, on the radio and on television, we even do ads at movie theaters. We’re always looking for creative ways to get the message out. We’ve also done tray liners at places like Burger King and McDonalds, so every little place we can message out, we’re going to try. 





Q: How are those funded?


A: All of our money comes from the General Fund. 





Q: Are rural communities disadvantaged when implanting a system like this?


A: Certainly, for a smaller community it’s going to be more difficult because they won’t as easily be able to add staff. They have to use existing staff and a full plate gets squashed even more. We do get many calls from communities around the state asking us what we’re doing and wanting copies of our brochures, as well as our ordinances. We try to work with them to give them pointers on how they can integrate it into their program. 





Q: What kind of interest are you getting from other communities?


A: We did have an article published in the American Waterworks Journal last year and we’ve gotten a lot of calls even from around the country, not just from the region, but especially from municipalities that are beginning a Water Conservation Program. They know we’re pretty new; we’ve had the program for 6 years now.  It’s still fresh in our minds how you go about starting a program. We do get a lot of calls from other municipalities. 





Q: Is this the future of municipalities with water?


A: As the population in the Eastern United States continues to grow, water is going to become a more scarce commodity and so certainly a lot of municipalities are going to be looking for ways to stretch their resource. 





Q: Do you feel like your fighting a losing battle?


A: Our consumption is down on a per capita basis.  Even though there are more customers on the system, on a per customer based system, our usage is going down. We actually factored the area’s growth and the growth on the system into our long-term planning.  For the town, looking to the future; we are going to continue look for innovative ways to reduce water use; ways that perhaps haven’t been tried in other communities. We’re always striving, looking for new opportunities, new innovations, new technology to reduce water use. In the years to come, we will continue towards our goal of 21% reduction. 





Q: What kind of motivational, persuasive thing can you tell the person watching this program?


A: It’s kind of like recycling. Everybody thinks, “Oh, it’s only one can.” But, it’s a cumulative impact. If everybody’s saving ten gallons of water a day, then that adds up to hundreds and thousands of gallons. Every little bit really does count!
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