Boyd Strain- Resident

Member of the Lake Gaston Association

Interview conducted 7/03/03

Q:  By the Director

A:  Boyd Strain, Resident and member of the Lake Gaston Association

Q:  What was your initial feeling when you first heard the news that Virginia Beach planned to build a pipeline from Lake Gaston to supply itself with water?

A:  I felt that there was a big concern about the amount of water that would be taken away; it appeared that 60 million gallons a day would be a tremendous amount of water. After we looked into it a little more and found out about the amount of water it involved, I still had concern about the interbasin transfer; that amount of water which would normally be supplying the lower river basin. All the biology of the lower river would be gone to another basin, so I was opposed to the interbasin transfer.

Q:  Did most people at this lake, feel the lake belonged to them?

A:  Well, of course, the land that you own does belong to you and the lake is the reason that most of us came here.  So, we do consider that the lake is our environment, our property.  At least it’s next to our property.

Q: What was the Lake Gaston Association’s response?

A: The Lake Gaston Association was originally formed to be a taxpayer’s organization and, of course, taxpayers were very concerned, so they immediately jumped on this problem.  There was great opposition to it, the response was to hire lawyers, to conduct interviews with the press and try to launch an attack against this proposal.

Q: Why did homeowners feel like the water should not be taken out of the lake?

A:  I think the property owners came here because of the plan for the lake:  it was a constant level lake, it was high quality water, it was a rural environment with a beautiful recreation area. That’s why most of us came here to develop property and particularly in retirement and in recreation.  The concern was that they would be taking so much water away that it would lower the levels, that also it might affect the quality if they had to run more water through the dam to provide that water; it would cause turbulence and more siltation perhaps.  So, at first, it was not understanding what the proposal was and being afraid of everything. 

Q:  Did you feel that it was right or wrong that one state could take water from another state, or one basin could take water from another basin?

A:  I felt then, and I still feel, that we should not be moving water across interbasin transfers.  We should not be using the water of one system to help with another. Particularly when that help is to allow urban growth. Urban growth should be managed with the resources that are available rather than taking someone’s resources to provide what’s needed.

Q:  Do you think that Virginia Beach is going to keep developing at its current pace and 

going to need more water?

A:  Well, once the precedent is set that it’s ok to take some water, I would guess that there will be attempts to get more water. In fact, other cities now are using that precedent to move water out of the Roanoke Basin; Raleigh and Cary for example, are trying to get water through the Henderson plant and take it on down there and there is a proposal to do that.  There is a great resistance to it, but once the precedent is set, then I think it’s…you can imagine that other cities will try.

Q:  Tell me about your family, what do they enjoy about the lake? 

A:  My wife was born on a lake in Massachusetts and raised there, and I was raised in the mountains of the West and so we like outdoors.  When we moved to Durham to work at Duke University, we looked for a place to get away from the town and we bought a lot up here at Lake Gaston. Owned that for a while and then when it came time to build we wanted to be on the main water, our other lot was back up a creek.  So we found this place and purchased it in ‘72 and then we built the house in 1986 and moved in to it full time in 1992.  So we’ve been here full time since then. 

Q:  Can you think back to the 15-year legal battle, what was that like between Virginia

Beach, the Lake Gaston Association and the other stakeholders?

A:  It was a legal battle.  We hired a lawyer; Virginia Beach had batteries of lawyers. We used public response and newspapers and television to try bring the issue forward, hopefully to gain support for our side that this should not be done.  After many, many years and finally, the Governor of Virginia going full blast for Virginia Beach, the North Carolina Governor for years resisted it, but some kind of deal was cut and the North Carolina state resistance was dropped and that’s what it took.

Q:  What kind of things has Virginia Beach done so they can be viewed in a more favorable light by you and the organization?

A:  One of the things they did was to employ a person to be there front person at the lake.  Mr. Leahy [Water Resources Manager, City of Virginia Beach, VA] was hired to really interact with the public and once he came up here and realized what the perceptions were and what the actual problems were, he launched an effort to try to alleviate some of those.  They do provide money for local programs and one of the major things they do is to support the hydrilla control.  They donate a significant amount of money that we spend here for chemical control is provided by Virginia Beach. I think it’s, of course in their interest to have high quality water, high quality environment and local support. So, they launched a PR effort, backed by money, which has been rather effective.  

Q:  Do you feel everyone’s cooperating with each other now?

A:  Well, there’s cooperation in that they want high quality water; we want it.  There’s still great resistance to the concept and people are…there is an organization that does continually fight against it, the Roanoke River Basin Association, but I think most of the residents now realize that the amount of water is not significant, the flow through here is probably not affected significantly.  The main resistance is this concept of taking resources out of one basin and putting them in another.

Q:  Can you tell me about the FERC re-licensing agreement?

A: FERC, is the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and they are given the responsibility for licensing all use of resources for energy production.  Every fifty years they have to do a re-licensing effort on hydro projects. Hydro projects are licensed, most of them, for fifty years and our fifty-year permit was up eight, ten years ago.  They started the re-licensing effort; it took seven years, at least to get the proposal written. We had many organizations, one of the wise things that Dominion Power Company did was to bring the public in at the very beginning.  So, instead of working out an electric power solution and flood control with the Corps of Engineers, they brought in the residents, the fisherman and even though it was difficult for a few years. 

One of the wise decisions that Dominion Power made was to bring in all parties to begin the arg…to begin the discussion.  I almost said argument because it was quite an argument at first, but the more we worked together, the more we could understand each other’s viewpoints and needs. And, over, after several years of this, I would say five years, the group doing the work, began working together. It became clear to everyone that we had to find a solution to all of these problems, so that approach seemed to be a good one to use.  Other basins have done the FERC analysis by just the power company and the Corps of Engineers and the energy people making the decision and then they release it to the public and all sorts of problems come from that.  So, this seemed to be a good approach.

Q:  Can you tell us about the FERC re-licensing process that just happened and how everybody feels about?

A:  FERC is the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. They are given the responsibilities of providing oversight, government oversight of hydrological projects. In the case of this dam, it was a fifty-year license that started the work and that was up.  And, so it became necessary to re-issue a permit.  We started five years before the permit was to expire, the old one. It took us three years longer than that, so we are actually operating on annual renewals now.  But the permit it is, the application is filed, it required a lot of effort by many, many people, but one of the wise things that Dominion Power did was to bring in all parties, all interested parties, to the discussion at the very beginning. So even though it was difficult for five years to work together and try to understand each other, by the time we got ready to submit the application, it was…everyone was kind of on the same wavelength. We knew there were many reasons that all parties should be involved and it was worked out very well, I think. 
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