Water and land policies, preservation are keys 
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Millions of dollars have been spent to preserve environmentally sensitive land in Volusia and Flagler counties. Thousands of acres are now preserved in a natural state. Still more will -- and should -- be protected. 

But do these purchases only buy time? Will rampant growth spoil this area's natural beauty, parching the landscape, polluting the water and destroying habitat? 

To answer those questions, local officials should recognize that land preservation is not the only answer. Careful growth policy is also sound environmental policy. Water management and land-use planning are critical places to start. 

Water could be the most crucial challenge. A look elsewhere in Florida provides ample incentive to pay attention to dwindling fresh-water supplies. In the Tampa Bay area, runaway growth created massive water demands, demands that were satisfied by draining nearby counties' water supplies. As a result, wetlands shriveled and streams dried up. South Florida's problem is pollution: Decades of poor growth management (along with lax controls over agriculture) have helped poison the Everglades, putting the water supply at risk. 

This area faces similar problems if growth continues at its present pace. During the past 10 years, Volusia County's water use increased from less than 97 million gallons a day to 140 million. Flagler County's use nearly doubled, from 16 million gallons per day to almost 30 million. 

Recognizing the risk, Volusia County voters mandated the formation of a countywide water authority meant to coordinate water policy. Regrettably, the authority's work so far has been disappointing. Many close observers feel the authority -- controlled as it is by cities eager to protect their water-utility revenues -- will facilitate even more development by maximizing the amount of inexpensive water that can be pumped from the underground aquifer. There seems to be little emphasis on conservation. 

Discussion of water policy in Flagler County is just beginning, but worries are already building over water use -- including fears that Volusia County's needs will send a long straw poking north. 

Both counties should look for ways to reduce water consumption. Draining the aquifer would have disastrous consequences for this area's water-dependent ecosystems. 

A better water policy would seek a balance of human demands and environmental needs. 

Land-development policies also raise concerns. In both counties, local and state officials are scrambling to purchase environmentally sensitive land -- even as developers buy adjacent property for future housing developments. Developers speculate that they will win the right to develop -- and all too often, they do. That's why many big housing developments abut or surround swamps, parks and state forests. As a result, land slated for preservation becomes more expensive because of the possibility that it might be developed. And land that is preserved faces degradation from nearby development runoff and traffic. 

The problem becomes worse when local government officials take a myopic view of environmental issues. City leaders should recognize the importance of natural resources to quality of life. In Volusia and Flagler counties, some do. But the vast majority fail to acknowledge the consequences of unchecked development. 

Counties can do a better job of balancing environmental needs and the urge to grow. 

In Volusia County, leaders should re-examine countywide environmental-protection standards to be sure they are stringent enough. Flagler County residents have more open land, but a faster growth rate. They should also be looking for ways to ensure that environmental needs are taken into account. 

Without sound controls on growth, both counties could still end up with failing wells, dying forests and polluted land and water. There's still time to make the decisions that will protect the ecology and the people who live here. 

PROTECTION TOOLBOX 

· Land preservation -- Land preservation works in one of two ways -- governmental entities either buy the land outright, or purchase conservation easements that restrict future development on the property. 

· Environmental regulations -- State and federal laws govern developments that might pollute large water bodies or threaten endangered species. The St. Johns River Water Management District controls permits for water consumption in this area. Local counties and cities set development standards. Volusia County has implemented countywide minimum environmental standards through its charter. 

· Growth policy -- To protect undeveloped land, local governments can require developers to "cluster" homes and offices on one part of their property, leaving the rest open and preserved. Officials can also push for redevelopment of urban areas that have become dilapidated or blighted, a move that preserves open space and benefits already developed areas. 

  

