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POLITICS & POCKETBOOKS DECIDE THE FUTURE  

To protect and conserve  
 Only a unified conservation effort can slow water use, more expensive alternatives 

 

 
News-Journal/ NIGEL COOK  

 Aleah, left, and Lydia Dobberstein of Port Orange rinse 

their toothbrushes before bedtime. Experts say even turning 

off the tap while brushing saves 4 gallons of water a minute. 

 

 By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  

 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  

When itôs time for the children in the Dobberstein family to 

clean up before bedtime at their Port Orange home, they 

head to the shower rather than the bathtub, a habit that 

saves the family up to 400 gallons of water a day. 

  Their father, Donn Dobberstein, has installed water-saving 

aerators on the showerheads to save even more. 

  These and other measures help keep the familyôs water 

use below average compared with many single-family 

homes in this area. 

  Experts say personal conservation methods like these remain the best way to protect 

precious underground water resources and delay the need for expensive alternate sources, 

such as desalination. 

  óóThe cheapest gallon of water you can get is through conservation,ôô said Charles Lee, 

director of advocacy for Audubon of Florida. 

  Huge savings could be accomplished if governments across the state would get more 

serious about conserving, experts say. 

  People donôt understand how effective conservation and efficiency can be, said Bruce 

Adams, water efficiency chairman for the Florida Section of the American Water Works 

Association. 

  óóIf done correctly, it can be far less costly than other new sources of water,ôô Adams said. 

But, it would require a different way of thinking about water and water supply. 

  Adams, Lee and others list five areas with room for improvement: stricter rules for more 

efficient use, higher rates, retrofitting and replacing old fixtures, replacing old, leaky pipes 

and conserving rainfall. 

  All these options working in concert could help utilities across the state achieve significant 

water savings, Adams said. 

  Meanwhile, steps like those taken by the Dobberstein family remain one sure way to reduce 

the demand for more water. 

  Every family can develop a personal water ethic, said Greg Stubbs, director of growth and 

resource management for Volusia County. 

  óóThe best way to conserve water at home is to set a standard for yourself and your whole 

family,ôô Stubbs said. 

  óóMy teenagers get five minutes apiece (in the shower).ôô  
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A how-to guide for users on conservation 

 

RULES 

Of all the ways water gets 

used in Florida, outdoor 

irrigation is the most 

wasteful, said Charles Lee, 

director of advocacy for 

Audubon of Florida, and 

others. They advocate 

rules to require drought 

tolerant plants, smaller 

lawns, fewer water- thirsty 

plants and more efficient 

irrigation systems. 

  During a statewide water 

summit in September, 

there was talk of changing 

the rules to prevent 

homeowners associations 

from requiring property 

owners to use the most 

water-thirsty plants and turf 

grass and keep their lawns 

green. 

  Although legislation may 

eliminate such require-

ments in new subdivisions, 

some say it would be 

impossible to remove deed 

restrictions in existing 

communities. 

  Although building codes 

 

RATES 

The high cost of gasoline 
riveted public attention this 
summer. Folks thought twice 
about running errands, 
changed their driving habits 
and tried to save money by 
seriously reducing fuel use. 
The same canôt be said for 
water. 
  Though both are precious 
natural resources, water 
costs far less than gasoline. 
  Because you can fill up the 
sink, washing machine, 
bathtub and flush the toilet 
several times for just 
pennies, conservation 
experts say customers have 
little incentive to change. 
  Rate hikes have proven one 
of the best ways to get 
conservation. It worked in the 
city of DeLand, said city 
engineer Keith Riger. 
  It also worked in Palm 
Coast. Utility director Richard 
Adams said the city lowered 
its per capita water use rate 
between 25 and 30 gallons a 
day through the use of higher 
water rates and consumer 
education. 
  No one should be allowed 

 

RETROFIT 

The Dobbersteins effort to replace 
showerheads is an example of 
another practice that could generate 
significant water savings. 
  Several utilities in Volusia and 
Flagler counties offer rebates for 
replacing old fixtures and even appli-
ances such as washing machines. 
Efficiency expert Bruce Adams said 
success rates for rebate and ex-
change programs have been 100 
percent or better in some 
communities. 
  Since 2003, Volusia County has 
given out 2,328 $50 rebates to 
customers who replaced toilets and 
41 $200 washing machine rebates. 
  Some experts say the value of 
these replacement incentives and 
conservation measures is 
overlooked. 
  In 2006, Peter Gleick, president of 
the Californiabased Pacific Institute, 
wrote that California could save 
more than 130 billion gallons of 
water a year ï enough to meet the 
needs of 15 million residents ï by 
installing more efficient toilets. He 
estimated the state could cut its 
water use by 20 percent in the next 
25 years even while continuing to 
grow as projected. 
  A local study by the St. Johns River 
Water Management District several 

 

REPAIRS 

To some, one of 
the most senseless 
wastes of water in 
this country is the 
millions of gallons 
lost through aging 
pipes that take 
water from 
treatment plants to 
homes. 
  Water 
management 
district officials 
didnôt know how 
much water might 
be lost this way 
across the region. 
But the cities of 
DeLand and 
Daytona Beach 
each estimate they 
lose about 10 
percent of their 
treated water 
through leaking 
pipes. 
  The 10 percent 
figure is considered 
óóacceptableôô in the 
industry, said Mitt 
Tidwell, Daytonaôs 
utility director. 
  According to the 
American Water 

 

STORMWATER FLOW 

One of the great ironies of life in 
Florida is the rapid pace at which 
the state moves from soggy, flooded 
conditions to extreme droughts and 
back again. 
  Much of the state has been 
engineered to force rainfall out of 
the way as soon as possible. That 
prevents vital rainfall from replen-
ishing the groundwater supplies. 
  Eric Draper, deputy director of 
Audubon of Florida, told delegates 
attending a statewide water 
congress in September that those 
old drainage patterns should be 
reversed. 
  óóWhen it rains, we lose all that 
amazing amount of water,ôô he said. 
  The loss of storm water on the east 
side of Volusia County particularly 
frustrates Mary Anne Connors, 
deputy county manager. 
  Though the water district has 
begun working with east-side cities 
to hold back some of the water in 
the largest drainage canals, millions 
of gallons a day still flow to the sea 
while the west side considers 
expensive plans to produce new 
water, Connors said. 
  Eric West, an outspoken local 
advocate for water conservation, 
maintains a constant email writing 
campaign to local officials regarding 
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now require a certain level 

of efficient fixtures, Bruce 

Adams, water efficiency 

chairman for the Florida 

Section of the American 

Water Works Association, 

and others said the codes 

could be amended to 

require more efficient 

fixtures, appliances and 

irrigation systems for 

homes, businesses and 

golf courses. Thatôs a step 

Volusia County officials 

plan to tackle next year. 

to waste water, Adams said. 
Itôs óónot fairôô to the commu-
nity and wastes a resource 
that gets more valuable every 
day. 
  Most utilities in the two-
county area have adopted 
block rates designed to en-
courage conservation by 
penalizing the people who 
use the most water. 
  Only Daytona Beach, Ponce 
Inlet and Flagler County have 
yet to adopt the special rates. 
The latter two, however, 
already have the highest 
rates in the area. 
  Volusia County is 
considering increasing its 
rates to penalize 
homeowners who exhibit 
excessive water use. County 
and city officials said such 
rate changes require careful 
calculations to make sure the 
utility will continue to make 
enough money to cover the 
expense of providing the wa-
ter. 
  In Daytona Beach, about 85 
percent of the utility 
departmentôs costs are fixed, 
no matter how much ð or 
how little ð water is sold, 
said utility director Mitt 
Tidwell. 
  óóWhen they use less water, 
I donôt get the money I need 
to run the operation.ôô 

years ago concluded it would save 
15 million gallons of water a day ð 
more than half the total projected 
water deficit in Volusia County ð if 
half the existing homes were fitted 
with water saving aerators, shower 
heads, toilets and more efficient 
lawn sprinklers. The district 
estimated that would cost $84 
million. 
  By comparison, the cost to build a 
desalination plant in Tampa to 
provide 25 million gallons of water a 
day was $150 million. 
  The same district study concluded 
similar retrofits in Flagler County 
would cost $10 million and save 1.4 
million gallons per day. 
  Adams said improved hardware 
and technology keep conserving and 
are almost invisible to customers. 
  Adams works with 
Conservefloridawater.org, a coalition of 
water utilities and water districts with 
an online guide and information 
clearinghouse for utilities. The guide, 
Adams said, helps show how 
efficiencies could provide new water 
at a cost óófar less than other 
alternative water supplies.ôô 
  Lee said state and local 
governments should require older 
homes and businesses to be 
retrofitted with the water-saving 
fixtures when theyôre sold. He 
figures it would cost a new 
homeowner a couple of hundred 
bucks but eventually cut the stateôs 
indoor water use in half. 

Works Association, 
some older 
systems might lose 
up to 20 percent of 
the treated water. 
  Officials say the 
cost to fix and treat 
the leaks would be 
very high. 
  The American 
Rivers organization 
has called on 
President elect 
Barack Obama to 
consider 
replacement of 
such aging infra-
structure as a way 
to help boost the 
economy while 
helping to conserve 
water. 

 

water use and conservation. The ca-
nals are one of his pet peeves. 
  óóWhy isnôt the ultimate drainage 
back to the aquifer?ôô West wonders. 
  The state has set goals to stop the 
discharge of treated wastewater to 
the canals, but some experts say 
that should also be done with storm 
water. 
  West and others lobby the district 
and local governments to change 
design standards and require new 
developments to retain more rainfall, 
either through old fashioned swales 
and cisterns or larger storm water 
ponds. 
  They say it would help prevent 
localized flooding during storms and 
allow more time for the water to 
seep into the aquifer. 
  Hal Wilkening, an official with the 
St. 
  Johns River Water Management 
District, said soils on the east side of 
the county wouldnôt allow much 
water to recharge to the aquifer, 
even if the water were redirected. 
But some have suggested the storm 
water could be pumped farther west 
to areas near DeLand with higher 
recharge. 

http://conservefloridawater.org/
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Water for plants = less for humans  
  Half of stateôs water use goes to landscaping for homes 
 
 By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  
 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  
Early Florida settlers werenôt known for their lush, green lawns. Even in 
the 1920s, many Floridians raked their sand yards, keeping them free of 
leaves and debris. 
  But somewhere along the way, the idea caught and held that Florida 
living meant verdant, green landscapes with thick turf grass and tropical 
plants. Never mind that most soils are anything but ideal. Not only does 
the battle to keep a lush lawn frustrate some of the most determined 
green thumbs, it wastes tremendous amounts of water. 
  óóWeôre addicted to putting too much water on plants that shouldnôt be 
there in the first place,ôô said Charles Lee, advocacy director for Audubon 
of Florida. 
  At least half of the water used by Florida homes never actually goes 
into the home. Itôs used on lawns and landscaping. Thatôs why experts 
say the biggest water savings would come if Floridians used smarter 
gardening techniques. 
  With so many straws in the stateôs water supply, the whole concept of 
outdoor irrigation has to change, said Keith Riger, city engineer and 
public services center director for DeLand. The problem is people are 
óóused to their property values being affected by the quality of the 
landscaping.ôô 
  óóIf people were more attuned to what their lawns need, I think theyôd be 
surprised at how much water they could save,ôô Riger said. óóAs the cost 
of water goes up, people will have no choice but to change their concept 
of outdoor irrigation.ôô 
  Volusia County adopted a landscape ordinance in 2004. 
  Watered down some from the staffôs original proposal after a three-year 
effort, it limited the amount of high-volume irrigation and required half the 
plants on a lot to be drought tolerant or use less water than traditional 
landscaping. But, it only applied to new construction or óóre-landscapingôô projects. 
  County officials say they plan to try to beef up the ordinance sometime next year and tackle a number of other water 
conservation measures. 
  A new statewide model landscape code has been written for new development and relandscaping, said Bruce 
Adams, with the Florida Section of the American Water Works Association. The standards would reduce the amount of 
water applied to a typical landscape by 50 percent to 80 percent by requiring native or drought-resistant plants and 
smaller lawns. 
  Charles Gauthier with the state Department of Community Affairs expects to see landscaping and lawns shrinking 
across Florida. 
  With local governments being pushed to do more conservation, homes will evolve away from óóthese huge expansive 
lawns,ôô said Gauthier, director of the departmentôs division of community planning. óóI do see them going away, 
because land is expensive, yards are smaller and water is more expensive.ôô 
  Economics will drive changes in the development industry, said Herky Huffman of Enterprise, a longtime Realtor and 
a board member on the St. 
  Johns River Water Management District. 
  óóIf theyôre going to stay in the business, theyôre going to have to change,ôô Huffman said. 
  óóWhen you look at entrances to some of the developments, my word, the landscaping and the fountains. Who can 
imagine the thousands of gallons of water they use to keep the things looking good?ôô 
  However, it is possible to have a lush lawn without using so much water, said Adams, water use efficiency committee 
chairman for the water works association. He frequently uses his own Lake Worth lawn as an example. 
  With the same turf grass as his neighbors, Adams said, he waters only once or twice a year. 
  Instead, he uses a combination of measures, such as efficient irrigation design, natural shading and adding materials 
to his soil to help it hold water. 
  A lot of landscapers think the more water you dump on a plant the better, but thatôs just not true, said Fred Follett, a 
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certified irrigation contractor in Deltona. A Water Sense partner with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Follett 
said many products, such as plant sprays, can be used to save water. 
  He likes soil moisture sensors, which have been proven to reduce outdoor water use. He said plants can drink only 
so much at a time, and dirt can hold only so much water. A sensor lets the sprinklers know when the plant and soil 
conditions are right. 
  But, Follett said, the sensors clash with the rules on limited watering hours because they kick systems on when the 
soil needs it, not when the local government says itôs OK. 
  Still, though new landscaping and irrigation requirements are óóa great idea,ôô said Bill Kerr, a former water district 
board member, he expects to see a lot of resistance. 
  óóPeople donôt like being told they can only put in (certain) kinds of plants,ôô Kerr said. Like Huffman and Riger, he 
expects the interest in water-saving landscapes to increase with the cost of water. 

MOISTURE SENSORS COULD SAVE NEARLY 24 BILLION GALLONS PER YEAR 
NATIONWIDE, THE EQUIVALENT OF 7,000 HOSES RUNNING CONSTANTLY FOR A FULL 
YEAR. 

 
Become a óóWater-wiseôô Gardener  
 ƴ Determine what kind of landscape you have (wet, dry, sun, shade, topography) and decide how you want to use the 
yard. Draw a map to match uses to appropriate areas.  
 ƴ Get soil samples analyzed for each area.  
 ƴ Choose proper plants, matching the site, use and plant characteristics. Preserve as many existing plants as 
possible and use native and drought-tolerant plants.  
 ƴ Use turf wisely. Excellent for childrenôs play areas or a patio spillover area, turf is the biggest user of water and 
pesticides.  
 ƴ Irrigate efficiently. Create zones that group plants based on water need. Separate turf into its own zone. Irrigate only 
when necessary.  
 ƴ Use mulches to conserve moisture, moderate temperature, reduce weeds and slow erosion.  
 ƴ Keep plants healthy. 
  Scout the yard regularly and control pests as early as possible. Reduce pests and disease by reducing water and 
fertilizer.  
 Know When To Water  
 No watering between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. or on Fridays. Generally, watering is allowed two days a week, on Thursday 
and Sunday for even-numbered addresses and Wednesday and Saturday for odd-numbered addresses, although 
some local rules could be different. If in doubt, call your local government.  
 

 Helpful Web Sites  
 ƴ Florida Yards  
 Floridayards.org  
 ƴ University of Florida/ IFAS  
 wec.ufl.edu/extension/ gc/harmony/ landscaping/natives.htm  
 ƴ Florida Native Plant Society  
 fnps.org  
 ƴ Volusia County Environmental Management, click on pollution control, then Waterwise or water conservation. 
  volusia.org/environmental  

 

http://floridayards.org/
http://wec.ufl.edu/extension/
http://fnps.org/
http://volusia.org/environmental
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