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 At the core of the issues is that ‘water flows 

toward the money’ 
 

 By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  

 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  

Say ‘‘water’’ and many people think blue, as in the 

Caribbean or the crystal depths of a Florida spring. But 

look closer at water issues around the world and the real 

color of water may be green — as in money. 

  Water — its management, use and protection — floats 

an annual U.S. industry with revenue of $92 billion, 

according to a report from the Environmental and 

Business Journal. 

  Among Florida’s five water management districts and 

the water division of the state Department of 

Environmental Protection, the combined annual 

expenses top $1.8 billion. 

  Then there are private water bottlers, federal and local 

governments, consultants paid to study water and help 

everyone navigate bureaucratic systems and the money 

spent when local governments sue each other over 

water. 

  All that money influences everything from studies and 

science to the amount paid for water that flows from the 

tap. It influences the decisions of cities and utilities 

setting rates and making larger policy decisions. 

  ‘‘Water flows toward the money,’’ said Jake Varn, an 

attorney involved in Florida’s water industry for 47 years. 

  It’s the biggest reason why a regional water supply authority has never been able to work in Volusia County, said 

Jack Hayman, a Volusia County councilman and former chairman of the Water Authority of Volusia. 

  It’s also the reason many cities aren’t aggressive on conservation, said Charles Lee, director of advocacy for 

Audubon of Florida. They make more money by selling more water. 

Cities protective of their water dollars  
  ‘‘in many cases utilities have been cash cows for local governments,’’ Lee said. 
  The rates local customers pay for water vary widely. For example, a customer using 10,000 gallons of water a month 
would pay a high of $94.24 in Flagler County or a low of $19.27 in Deltona. 
  Rates are based on how much it costs to treat and produce the water and on how much a utility relies on extra 
revenue from the utilities department to keep city coffers healthy or make bond payments for such capital costs as new 
treatment plants. 
  But local governments don’t like to own up to the true cost of their water, said Bill Kerr, a consulting ecologist and 
former water management district board member. They don’t want people to know they ‘‘supplant their taxes with 
revenues from the utility.’’ 
  Of the utilities in the two-county area, South Daytona transfers the biggest percentage of revenue from the utility 
department to the city’s general fund, nearly 30 percent in 2006-2007. The city buys its water from Daytona Beach. 
  Daytona transfers 8 percent of its utility’s annual operating revenue into its general fund as payment in lieu of taxes. 
  Cities that make the payments in lieu of taxes say they’re just replacing the money that would be paid by a private 
water utility if it were providing water. 
  To Greg Gimbert, a civic activist in Daytona Beach, it seems cities should charge only what it costs to produce water. 
  About half the local governments with water utilities, such as Lake Helen and Edgewater, transfer no money from 
their utilities. 
  Sometimes, even utilities that don’t transfer money use utility cash for non water-related expenses, Varn said. ‘‘They 
do some pretty exotic things with their revenues.’’ 
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  Meanwhile, many local governments have adopted special water rates called conservation rates, with 
encouragement from regional water officials. The rates require customers who use more to pay more. 
  Palm Coast adopted conservation rates in May 2006, said utility director Richard Adams. 
  The goal is to reduce water use, but the rates complicate the financial picture for utilities. The more water the 
customer saves, the less money the utility gets. It costs a certain amount to run a utility no matter how much water is 
sold. 
  That leaves utilities in the position of hiking rates to cover costs. Then consumers who conserved water wind up 
paying more anyway, said Bruce Adams, a water use efficiency expert with the Florida section of the American Water 
Works Association. 
  ‘‘If you did all that you could do for conservation, you would send a negative signal to your customers, because you’re 
asking them to pay more because they were using less,’’ Adams said. It requires careful tweaking of a utility’s rate 
structure to make sure the revenue doesn’t change. 
  The biggest factor influencing future water rates locally may be the quest for alternative water supplies, such as 
desalination. By some estimates, local rates could be 5 to 10 times higher. 
  ‘‘We’re going to have to spend tens of millions of dollars to build alternative water supplies,’’ said Keith Riger, 
DeLand’s city engineer. ‘‘The impact on rates is going to be astronomical.’’ 
  From time to time, Riger and others argue, it would be more fair if every water user— including farmers and people 
using private wells — shared in the cost of supplementing groundwater with sea water or water from the St. 
  Johns River. 
  But that thorny issue gets skirted during statewide water summits and other meetings. It would be enormously 
unpopular and challenge what some consider a virtually sacred right to water. 
  Many decisions about water in Florida are heavily influenced behind the scenes by business and agriculture, such as 
appointments to water management district governing boards, Varn said. ‘‘Everybody wants to make sure they get the 
water they need as cheaply as possible.’’ 
  ‘‘Cheap water means they can deliver their products cheaper and be more competitive, which means they can make 
more money,’’ he said. ‘‘If you don’t have water, you can’t do anything.’’ 
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Districts pulled between needs of growth, environment  
 By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  
 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  

People love to hate Florida’s five regional water management districts. 
  The districts oversee water supplies, storm water control, wetlands and floodplains, and often wind up 

squarely in the middle between opposite ends of the political 
spectrum. 
  With combined annual budgets of $1.1 billion and broad legal 
authority, the districts have more control over the state’s water 
supply than any other agencies. Opinions on the job done by the 
districts’ governing boards and staff run the gamut, and parties on 
all sides often complain about the decisions. 
  Created by landmark legislation 35 years ago, the districts were 
heralded in headlines stating they would manage the water, link 
water supplies with growth and solve any number of problems. 
  But the state’s challenges were only beginning. 
  ‘‘I don’t think when the districts were begun that anyone saw the 
tremendous growth coming in Florida,’’ said Saundra Gray, a 
former board member from DeBary. 
  Water use and population continued to soar and today threaten 
to overwhelm the state’s limited water supply. That leaves the 
districts pulled between the opposite poles of their mission: 
identifying water for each desired use while protecting the 

environment. 
  Led by board members appointed by the governor, each district’s emphasis changes from time to time 
based on the governor in office, the philosophies of board members and the whims of state legislators. 
  The local district, the St. Johns River Water Management District, oversees water in an 18-county region 
from Indian River County to the state line, including Volusia and Flagler counties. In 2006-2007, the district 
collected $143 million in taxes. 
  Environmental advocates charge the district doesn’t do enough to protect the environment while local 
governments say the district oversteps its authority. The districts achieved significant accomplishments in 
some areas, such as floodplain protection, land acquisition and water quality improvements, said Charles 
Lee, director of advocacy for Audubon of Florida. The St. Johns district, for example, bought 678,660 acres 
of floodplain and other land for preservation and grants millions of dollars each year for storm water 
treatment projects. 
  But, Lee said, the districts have made ‘‘very little progress’’ when it comes to managing impacts to the 
state’s water supply and are not as conservation-minded as they should be, with the St. Johns district ‘‘the 
most hostile to conservation.’’ 
  One official after another in local governments, including utility managers in Volusia County and Palm 
Coast, say they’ve met resistance or been threatened by district officials for trying to impose additional 
restrictions on water use. But Hal Wilkening, director of the district’s department of resource management, 
said the district must assert its authority under state law. 
  State law makes it clear ‘‘the water management districts have pre-emptive authority or responsibility to 
regulate water use,’’ Wilkening said. State legislators were ‘‘concerned about the parochial concerns of local 
governments because they are also suppliers and could have potential conflicts.’’ 
  Residents benefit from consistent regulations across the district, he said, because it eliminates confusion. 
  If residents or officials think the district isn’t doing enough, Wilkening said, ‘‘you need to come to our board 
and tell them we need to do more.’’ 
  Local environmentalist Reid Hughes served on the board for eight years and often prodded his colleagues 
and the staff to do more. 
  Hughes said the district needs to be ‘‘more judicious and careful’’ in allocating water. 
  Charged by state legislators with deciding how much fresh water can be pumped from the ground without 
causing environmental harm and with identifying other locations to get water, the district has said Volusia’s 
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demand for water will exceed supply by anywhere from 6 million to 25 million gallons of water a day by 
2025. 
  That creates a quandary for water providers, and officials with several local governments question the 
district’s science. 
  The county, DeLand, Deltona and Orange City have hired a consultant to look at water supply projections. 
  They believe the district’s estimates may be wrong, forcing them to spend money unnecessarily to develop 
more expensive sources of water, such as using the St. Johns River for drinking water. 
  Volusia, for example, is well short of the amount of water the district projected the county would be using 
by 2010. That leaves the county, DeLand and the others wondering if the district’s forecast water deficit will 
really occur. 
  Daytona Beach has hired its own consultant for similar reasons. 
  On the other hand, a trio of legal experts at the University of Florida have issued a report saying the 
districts should do more to prevent environmental damage to wetlands, springs and groundwater supplies 
from over pumping of water. 
  Wilkening said the district has worked to meet all the facets of its mission, limiting groundwater 
withdrawals and requiring developers to compensate for wetland damage. 
  ‘‘We have to base our decisions on good science, and that’s what we’re trying to do,’’ he said. 
  But Hughes, Audubon’s Lee and others say the district should have done more, especially on 
conservation. 
  The district spends just over $1 million a year on conservation, less than 1 percent of its budget. 
  Lately, however, the district has stepped up conservation efforts, hiring a conservation director for the first 
time. It recently approved changes to its irrigation rules to reduce the amount of water property owners can 
use on their lawn and cut back the number of days automatic sprinklers are allowed. 
  In another first step, the district plans to set money aside to ‘‘crack down’’ on violators. 
  District officials are considering restricting the amount of landscaping on new projects. They say permit 
applicants rarely get the requested amount of water and face increasing requirements to use storm water 
and treated wastewater for irrigation. 
  St. Johns district board member Herky Huffman said water is ‘‘a resource everybody has to share.’’ 
  With three new members to be appointed to the St. Johns board in the coming months and many 
important issues on the agenda, Huffman said he has high hopes the agency will be able to meet its 
divergent roles and move forward to get the region where it needs to be with water.  
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Uniting over water divides cities  
 By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  
 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  
In 1966, a consultant recommended creating a countywide water authority to go into the water supply business in Volusia 
County to provide treated water to other utilities and new customers. 
  ‘‘No single utility can provide the necessary physical and financial leadership,’’ the engineer stated. 
  Though different incarnations of a countywide group have spent millions over 20 years, the current group is no closer to 
providing water for sale. 
  ‘‘We’re still in disarray in our ability to manage this critical resource,’’ said Volusia County Councilman Jack Hayman. 
  Local governments remain divided over money, authority and responsibility. 
  The irony in the fractious debate that often pits East Volusia against West Volusia is that most of the water is in the central 
part of the county. 
  However, East Volusia cities got there first, gradually moving westward from the 1960s on, as salt water replaced fresh 
water in coastal wells. Wells for Daytona Beach, Ormond Beach, Port Orange and New Smyrna Beach lay within miles of 
each other in the palmetto belt that divides the county, 8 to 10 miles inland. 
  Now many West Volusia officials, such as County Councilman Andy Kelly, fear if the west side cities are forced to turn to 
the St. Johns River or the ocean for drinking water, it would create a long-term economic disadvantage and divide the county 
even more. 
  West side customers could end up paying far higher water rates if utilities on the east side continue to use cheaper ground 
water, said Keith Riger, DeLand’s city engineer. 
  Estimates say the cost to consumers for using alternative water supplies, such as the river or desalination, will soar five to 
10 times higher. 
  ‘‘If you’re a business or a developer wanting to move here, and (water) rates are so much higher (on the west side), that 
might affect your choice,’’ Riger said. Some equalization or leveling of the playing field like a water authority would be ‘‘very 
helpful.’’ 
  But each attempt at a countywide water authority has failed, something one former executive director blames on what he 
calls ‘‘the six Ps.’’ 
  It’s ‘‘personalities, politics, parochialism, provincialism, paranoia and perception,’’ said Don Feaster, who led the Volusian 
Water Alliance for 11 years. Bitter debates over such things as weighted voting and budget contributions fractured the water 
alliance. 
  In 2002, at the request of a County Council-appointed committee, the county put the creation of a countywide water entity to 
voters in a non-binding straw poll. 
  The poll drew about 26 percent of the county’s registered voters, with 67 percent of those answering ‘‘yes’’ to this question: 
Do you support creating a centrally managed wholesale water production system to better protect, conserve and manage 
ground water resources? 
  The local governments retooled and most, with the exception of Lake Helen, Oak Hill and Pierson, signed an agreement 
creating the Water Authority of Volusia. 
  Supporters wanted the authority to manage all the wells in the county, build a plant for an alternative source of water— such 
as a facility to use water from the ocean or the St. Johns River — and then sell it to all utilities at the same price. 
  Problems started immediately, with members fearful of losing control of their wells and their ability to continue making bond 
payments. 
  The group got close to its goal, creating a master facilities plan, with significant cash from the St. Johns River Water 
Management District, and discussing how the authority could sell water to everyone. 
  But today the authority has fallen far short of its original expectations. 
  ‘‘We were long on promises and short on action,’’ Hayman said. 
  Hayman and others blame the failure on several eastside cities, particularly Daytona Beach and its city manager, Jim 
Chisholm, who took the job in August 2004. 
  Cities that make money off their utility services were not inclined to risk giving up that cash, Hayman said. 
  Daytona Beach officials shrug off the criticism. They say the ‘‘yes’’ votes on the 2002 straw poll represented only 16.8 
percent of the county’s registered voters. 
  Hardly a ‘‘mandate,’’ said utility director Mitt Tidwell. 
  Chisholm has said he was hired to look out for the best interests of his city and the authority simply wasn’t a good deal for 
Daytona Beach. 
  The water management district should have used a bigger stick to force cooperation, said Mary Anne Connors, deputy 
manager for Volusia County. In the middle of the debate over the new group in 2004, Daytona Beach and Ormond Beach 
were granted new water use permits from the district, which Connors said removed the incentive for the cities to work 
together. 
  But the local governments keep plugging away, cutting the authority’s budget, switching executive directors and turning 
more attention to water conservation. The budget for the coming year, split by 13 members, is $328,798, including $80,000 
for conservation projects, such as rebates for rain barrels and washing machines to customers of member utilities.  
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 MORE THAN 53,000 COMMUNITY SYSTEMS PROVIDE WATER IN THE U.S. 
 THE FIRST MUNICIPAL FILTRATION WORKS OPENED IN SCOTLAND IN 1832. 

 


