Satisfying Florida's thirst is no simple task

BY VICTOR HULL   (From Herldtribune.com)

MARCO ISLAND -- Solving Florida's water supply problems sounds simple when you get a bunch of the state's water gurus together.

Conservation here, reclaimed water there, mix in sea water and a few billion dollars and, presto, it's a bold new day in Florida.

But as a series of sessions at a state water and environmental conference this week in Collier County made clear, the task is anything but simple.

Serious issues -- scientific, technical, financial, environmental and political -- remain.

Consider the case for desalination, the process of purifying sea water from the Gulf of Mexico for human consumption. The $80 million, 25 million-gallons-per-day desalination plant on Tampa Bay, touted as the largest in North America, is dogged by problems with filters and contractors.

Or recycled sewage, otherwise known as reclaimed water. Experts say it will play a big role in Florida's future, but only if there's a way to store it. The preferred storage option -- underground -- carries risks for drinking water sources.

Finding acceptable tradeoffs between environmental and public health risks, and economic development will be crucial as the state's population nears and then exceeds 17 million. So will resolving conflicts among the interests of farmers, developers, industrialists and residents.

At the same time, Florida has to decide where the cost of solving its water problems fits with other growth-related expenses, from building roads to schools and jails.

"So many things are already underfunded," said Rebecca O'Hara, assistant general counsel for the Florida League of Cities. "Water is just one of many needs."

Rising demands

The state's water needs are staggering. By 2020, the demand for water in an area from Ocala to Punta Gorda is expected to rise by more than 400 million gallons per day, to about 1.6 billion.

Along with agriculture, public supply accounts for most of the expected increase.

Hundreds of millions of gallons per day more will be needed for the state's other regions, including South Florida, where population growth, farmers and the Everglades are competing for the supply.

But water managers contend that through increased conservation by farmers and homeowners, recycling more waste water and de-salting brackish ground water and sea water, the demands can be met.

Meeting the goals could be problematic. While the state and Southwest Florida water managers 

have spent prodigious amounts on developing new water sources, spending on conservation has been less dramatic.

The Southwest Florida Water Management District is considered a leader in reducing water consumption. But since 1991, the district has shelled out only about $16 million to promote the installation of low-volume toilets and shower heads, more efficient home irrigation systems and similar equipment.

In comparison, it has spent $200 million to increase waste-water recycling.

Conservation is the quickest way to increase Florida's water supply. But it's not easy to get homeowners to change their lawn-irrigation, toilet-flushing and car-washing habits. The task is complicated by the constant influx of out-of-state residents unfamiliar with Florida's water supply issues, requiring constant education programs.

Only this year did the Florida Legislature mandate development of a statewide conservation strategy.

Recycling waste water also offers the promise of millions of gallons of water daily for use irrigating farms and lawns. Every drop that's recycled is that much less that must be pumped from overused aquifers or fragile rivers and streams.

But the big drawback to greater use of the waste water is storage.

Demand for the water for irrigation peaks in dry periods, while the production of the waste stream is constant year-round. Above-ground storage is costly, so experts say storage wells offer the cheapest, most efficient alternative.

Putting the treated waste underground, where drinking water also comes from, worries environmentalists, who say it could introduce microbes and other harmful substances into what has been a pristine source of water.

Future direction

The supply of brackish ground water and sea water is considered virtually unlimited. But treatment is costly and disposal of the leftover brine has proven difficult.

Local governments in the Tampa Bay region, subsidized by the water management district, built their desalination plant to reduce environmental damage to wetlands and lakes caused by ground-water pumping.

But the plant's construction contractor filed bankruptcy, and the utility is in a legal fight over filtering problems. The $5 million sea water filters were supposed to need cleaning only every three to five months. Instead, some have needed cleaning within weeks.

That has added to maintenance costs, and could cause the filters wear out sooner.

Meanwhile, in South Florida, environmentalists, farmers and developers are locked in a debate over the amount of water that must be reserved for the Everglades. Environmentalists want to ensure that the $8 billion the state and federal government are spending on restoration of the endangered ecosystem isn't wasted by diversion of too much water for people and farms.

"It's not going to be an easy task," said Cecile Ross, a senior lawyer at the South Florida Water Management District, of the effort to "reserve" water for the Everglades. "Existing users consider this a pretty big threat."

Water managers also are counting on drilling more than 300 wells to store approximately 1 billion gallons of water daily for the Everglades restoration and other users. However, underground storage on that scale has never been tried, and the studies of whether it is feasible and safe will take years.

Southwest Florida is planning to strictly limit new ground-water pumping, and shift more uses to surface supplies, such as rivers. Too much pumping from rivers, though, could harm the downstream estuaries they feed, damaging commercial and recreational fishing.

Some environmental advocates argue that Florida has already passed the point at which natural resources can sustain the number of people living here now.

That argument is certain to intensify as the environmental and financial costs of developing new water supplies become clear.

Pete Hubbell, who heads a Tampa consulting firm called Water Resource Associates, said Florida needs to focus on determining how much water the environment needs to be healthy.

"Once you understand what's left for our use, and the cost, I think we'll have a real direction for the future." 

