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Florida water costs likely to rise 

TALLAHASSEE -- If you use water -- and who doesn't -- prepare to change the way you think about it. 

When the gavel comes down to mark the end of Florida's legislative session on May 6, it's highly likely water is going to be more expensive -- and everyone's going to feel the pain. 

With groundwater supplies dwindling across the state and explosive growth fueling a skyrocketing demand for the precious resource, legislators will be considering a variety of options to pay for the expensive task of developing new alternative water sources. 

Fund-raising ideas to develop new water sources being discussed and considered as possibilities for legislation include the following: taxing bottled water; taxing outdoor water use by metered water customers; approving rate increases for public and private water utilities and requiring them to budget for development of new water sources; imposing a statewide water tax; increasing tax rates imposed by water management districts; utilizing revenue from doc stamp payments on real-estate transactions; and leasing space on water district lands for cell phone towers. 

If you think some of the ideas being considered sound severe, extreme or politically unlikely to occur, think again. 

All of them were raised this week in a pre-session meeting of an ad-hoc work group which is being counted on by most private and public interests to take the point in ending the proliferation of legal water wars being waged across Florida. 

Formed in June by Sen. Paula Dockery, R-Lakeland, the group is supposed to build a consensus for a sound state water strategy. The self-described Water Work Group has grown into a small army, representing virtually all of Florida's diverse special interest groups, with up to 90 members representing the gamut of Florida's economic, environmental, agricultural, business, civic and political communities. 

"We need to accelerate the implementation of alternative water supplies in the state," said Cathy Vogel, a lobbyist for the Association of Florida Community Developers who is a charter member of the group. "We've witnessed the wars over water in the Everglades and in Tampa Bay." 

In the St. John's River Water Management District there are 10 counties facing a future without any more groundwater, Vogel said. The district has stopped issuing large consumptive-use permits, and they don't have any alternatives. 

"The problem is popping up everywhere more and more," she said, "and it's only going to get worse as we grow. The less available water we have, the more we are going to have these litigious battles over what's left, so we have to start planning for it now. It's not easy. The days of just poking a hole in the ground whenever you need large amounts of quality water are over." 

Eric Draper, policy director for Audubon of Florida and another member of the group, believes the emphasis of any legislation should focus at least as much on water conservation as on new water source development. 

Local governments and developers resist the idea that water management districts could use water supply to limit land use decisions, Draper said. 

"Many of us believe that the key is not just land use, but really efficient use and reuse of available water," he said. "Developers say that the market for sprawling subdivisions is unabated and insist that they retain their legal basis for demanding as much water as their future customers will need." 

Rep. Donna Clarke, R-Sarasota, who chairs the state House Water and Natural Resources Committee, is expected to consider legislative proposals resulting from the group's efforts when the session begins in March. 

"We have plenty of water in Florida," she said. "We just don't have plenty of cheap water. The water districts are the watchdogs and the scientific arm, but water belongs to the state. It's up to us to increase the size of the water pie." 

Clarke emphasized that desalination, re-using water, building reservoirs, infrastructure, engineering and permitting all cost money, and a lot of people just don't like to spend money on the future. 

"It takes five to eight years to develop new water supplies, and we needed them yesterday," she said. "Everybody needs water and uses water, so there's going to need to be a shared funding solution that's as fair and equitable as we can make it." 

Amplifying the urgency of all group participants to have their say is the state's intent to invoke a 30-year-old little-used statute in carrying out its mission to protect remaining groundwater supplies and spur development of surface water initiatives. 

The statute is just one paragraph in a 100-page law which gives the state the power to reserve a set amount of the state's water supply for the protection of fish and wildlife and human health and safety, Vogel said. 

Upcoming legislation will likely "reserve" an as-yet undetermined percent of the state's existing water supply, making it off-limits for consumptive use forever -- leaving even less water available for more people to consume, she said. 

Vogel said the group has many sticking points left to overcome, but she is optimistic a consensus will be reached -- even as it raises the cost of living in paradise. 

You can reach Barry Millman at bmillman@sun-herald.com. 
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