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By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  

 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  

While debates rage over how to solve Florida’s short-term 

water issues, a much larger question remains. 

  Will there be enough water to sustain 90 million people? 

  Based on one estimate of all the current land-use maps, 

that’s how many residents the state could one day house, 

more than 41⁄ 2 times the current population. 

  That ‘‘really intriguing question’’ is one Charles Gauthier 

ponders in his job overseeing community planning for the 

state Department of Community Affairs. 

  ‘‘What will the water supply be for 90 million people?’’ he 

wonders. ‘‘Where will it come from?’’ 

  No one seems certain what the water supply will be for the 

next 10 or 15 years, much less 20 or 30 years out. 

  ‘‘We need to be as smart as possible with how we use 

water, and we need to build it in now,’’ Gauthier said. ‘‘We 

don’t need to wait until we have problems and have already 

created a land-use pattern that’s water intensive.’’ 

  But leaving a pathway worn by years of political 

sidestepping around Florida’s limited supply of fresh water 

might be difficult. Growth and development long have 

propelled the state’s economy. 

  ‘‘We sell Florida cheap, and we encourage people to come 

here,’’ said Saundra Gray, a former board member for the 

St. Johns River Water Management District. 

  ‘‘Somebody is going to have to pay for it,’’ she said. 

Similar warnings have gone unheeded for decades. 

  Even in 1966, Secretary of State Tom Adams warned of 

the damage being caused from a lack of planning. People were coming to Florida ‘‘faster than water,’’ Adams said. 

‘‘Every time we pave a road, build a house or pave a parking lot, we unbalance nature by changing an area that could 

accept water.’’ 

City leaders are tasked with finding a balance between growth and sustainability  
 
  One Volusia County consultant predicted in 1970 that water use here would ‘‘rocket’’ from 18 million gallons a day to 
85 million gallons by 2000. The projection was upped to 100 million gallons a few years later but by 2000, daily water 
use had reached 109.3 million gallons. 
  From time to time, it appeared water might trigger limits on growth. 
  A severe drought in 1971 helped bring about landmark legislation that created the state’s five water management 
districts. 
  In the mid-1970s, state legislator Sam Bell said the state needed to establish laws to control water distribution and 
population growth to preserve Florida’s standard of living. 
  Billions and billions of dollars — and gallons — later, some despaired of ever seeing growth and water linked. 
  Then, in 2005, the state legislature passed new rules forcing communities and developers to prove proposed 
developments would have the necessary water. Now local governments, including those in Volusia and Flagler 
counties, may feel the state’s grip on their futures. 
  The law recognizes the easy water is gone, said Gauthier, who oversees the new planning process. The rule requires 
cities and counties to prepare a 10-year water supply plan to be incorporated in their longrange planning. More than 
half the local governments not only missed the deadline but still haven’t completed a plan. 
  The ‘‘poor record of timely adoptions’’ concerns Gauthier. 
  ‘‘It seems to me this is a huge priority, and it needs to be treated as one.’’ 
  If any local government tries to float a comprehensive plan amendment and the water plan isn’t done, the department 
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will object, he said. The amendments must show where water will come from for a new development. 
  ‘‘It’s certainly something we’re scrutinizing very hard,’’ Gauthier said. ‘‘We’re looking for water conservation 
commitments.’’ 
  That’s a lesson Edgewater recently learned when the state objected to a proposed plan amendment for the 
Restoration development. The objection stated the city had not filed its 10-year water supply plan, due August 2007, 
and had not demonstrated it could meet the demand created by the development. 
  The department has filed several similar objections across the state this year. 
  Despite the failed deadlines, some experts believe the planning window is still too short. Instead, they say, cities and 
counties should be thinking 20 or 30 years out. 
  ‘‘How are you going to meet the supply needs being created by all these comprehensive plan amendments or these 
new towns?’’ wonders Richard Hamann, assistant director of the University of Florida’s Center for Government 
Responsibility. 
  He’s one of a trio of legal experts at the university who say the state’s water law needs to provide more environmental 
protection and greater constraints on growth. 
  ‘‘Just dealing with an existing problem is bad enough,’’ Hamann said, ‘‘but when you start talking about increasing 
population like we do, you’re making it even worse.’’ 
  The entire scenario baffles many, including Greg Gimbert, a Daytona Beach resident frequently critical of city officials. 
He is trying to get amendments on the ballot to change local government. 
  ‘‘Why do we keep changing zoning and land use allowing for even more people to come,’’ Gimbert said, ‘‘when we 
can nowhere near support the growth already on the books?’’ 
  Local governments could say they don’t want to take on the financial obligation of committing to deliver more 
expensive water, Hamann said. 
  They could tell a developer to ‘‘find a water supply from elsewhere’’ or buy into a desalination plant. At some point, he 
said, local governments and taxpayers are going to say ‘‘it’s too risky’’ to invest public money in private ventures that 
may not be successful. 
  To get around the challenges of too little water, business interests in Florida have been pushing to transfer water from 
areas with plenty of water, such as North Florida. ‘‘It’s clearly obviously the cheapest thing to do,’’ Hamann said. 
  But North Florida governments and environmental advocates ardently oppose such plans, with government officials 
saying it would rob their locations of the opportunity to grow. Still, the subject persists, coming up again in September 
at a statewide water congress. 
  The quest for water to fuel growth raises a fundamental question: Can a city or a county tell a developer ‘‘no’’ 
because there isn’t enough water to meet the needs of the proposed development? 
  Maryanne Connors, deputy county manager for Volusia County, says, ‘‘No.’’ 
  ‘‘Development is going to occur on some basis,’’ Connors said. ‘‘I don’t think we’re in an absolute position to say 
there is no water.’’ 
  For example, Connors asked, does the term ‘‘not enough water’’ mean how much water the county can produce or 
how much is available or how much the county is permitted to pump? 
  However, at a recent meeting to approve Volusia’s overdue water supply plan, Connors said the county won’t go into 
‘‘another spring without a water conservation strategy that deals with new development and real enforcement.’’ 
  Still, stepping away from one of Florida’s oldest traditions may be difficult. 
  ‘‘We are a growth machine,’’ said Patricia Northey, Volusia County Councilwoman. ‘‘That’s the way we fund our 
state.’’ 
  ‘‘This becomes a discussion about sustainability and how we manage our natural resources,’’ Northey said. ‘‘But we 
don’t want to talk about that.’’ 
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One thing is for sure: We can’t waste 
any more time in search for a water 
solution  
 By DINAH VOYLES PULVER  
 ENVIRONMENT WRITER  
Small answers to Florida’s water challenges often 
simmer at the surface. Water experts say such 
steps as reducing individual use and requiring 
efficiency can make a difference. 
  But bigger solutions have not bubbled up, despite 
numerous water summits and meetings around the 
state in the past few years. 
  Many recommendations and projects have been 
made to conserve or supplement the state’s fresh 
water supply. However, no clear path has 
emerged that experts agree would guarantee fresh 
water continues to flow long into the future. 
  At least one legal expert isn’t sure the problems 
can be solved. 
  ‘‘The problem is changing, and it’s different in 
every area,’’ said Richard Hamann, assistant di-
rector of the University of Florida’s Center for 
Governmental Responsibility. ‘‘All you can do is 
manage it. You add a few more million people, and 
it becomes a different problem, and you have to 
find a different solution.’’ 
  But many current and former officials believe 

agencies at every level have missed opportunities and wasted time. 
  ‘‘We still don’t know what we want to be when we grow up in this state,’’ said Patricia Northey, Volusia County 
councilwoman. ‘‘It’s outrageous.’’ 
  Bill Scovell of DeLand spent many years of his life in city government, served on the Volusia County Council, and 
helped create the Water Authority of Volusia. 
  Scovell describes the challenges of solving the state’s water conflicts this way: ‘‘You’ve got a bunch of elephants 
bumping each other in the tail and clowns running around, and nothing happens.’’ 
  Still, water conservation experts, environmental advocates and many government officials have long lists of 
measures needed by state, regional and local governments to conserve and stretch Florida’s water supply. A 
statewide utility trade association put together a list of recommendations this year. 
  Environmental groups also call for changes to state and local laws. 
  The state’s Century Commission for a Sustainable Florida sponsored a statewide meeting in September to consider 
measures legislators could adopt to address water issues. Delegates were appointed from almost every walk of life 
and the commission collected hundreds of suggestions. At the meeting, the suggestions were whittled first to a list of 
18, that included water conservation, education, providing money for plant construction and incentives for water-
saving, storing water, reusing treated wastewater and encouraging more water-friendly development. 
  Then the list was refined to the four suggestions that received the most votes, including reinstating money in the state 
budget for alternative water supply projects, support regional partnerships, amend state rules to make water 
conservation projects eligible for state money, and a per capita target for water use statewide. Commission members 
plan to ask the Legislature to consider the recommendations in March. 
  One thing seems clear, residential water use is likely to get more scrutiny. 
  ‘‘The most immediate attainable, economical, low-hanging fruit is conservation,’’ said Charles Lee, director of advoca-
cy for Audubon of Florida. 
  That’s not always a popular option. 
  People don’t want to hear conservation as the solution, said Saundra Gray, a former board member for the St. Johns 
River Water Management District. 
  ‘‘They want to hear you fixed it.’’ 
  Gray and her husband, Charles, have lived on their sailboat for long periods of time, sailing around the world with a 
250-gallon water tank and a machine that converts seawater at the rate of about seven gallons an hour. 
  In other places around the world, water is very precious, Gray said. In Ethiopia, for example, she saw people carrying 
water for miles. And the water in hotels was turned on for 30 minutes in the morning and 30 minutes at night. 
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  ‘‘You learn to live on very little,’’ Gray said. ‘‘It’s all in your perspective.’’ 
  Based on the perspective gradually emerging from numerous water summits and political powwows, it appears the 
cheap, easy and unlimited access to water most Floridians have enjoyed may go the way of the mastodons. 

The Recommendations  
 Many of the recommendations for addressing the state’s water issues can be boiled down to the following list, with 

elements that could be adopted by governments at every level.  

 On the lawn, require:  

 ■ Native, drought tolerant species in all new development landscaping.  

 ■ Fewer water-loving varieties of grass and smaller lawns.  

 ■ Soil moisture sensors,  

 ■ More efficient sprinklers.  

 ■ In new developments, reconsider landscaping required on public areas and the amount of paved parking.  

 ■ Incentive programs for homeowners who relandscape by replacing water-intensive plants. 

  In buildings, require:  

 ■ Replacement of older less efficient shower heads and toilets in existing homes when the home is sold.  

 ■ More efficient fixtures and water-saving practices in new homes.  

 ■ New homes to put water heaters closer to point of use.  

 ■ Older multistory buildings to switch out inefficient cooling towers. 

  In the permitting process, require:  

 ■ Beefed-up conservation measures and efficiency for those who apply for consumptive use permits from the water 

management districts.  

 ■ Reduced runoff and increased recharge to groundwater.  

 ■ More proof that proposed development is reasonable and beneficial and won’t cause significant harm to the 

environment. 

  In the state legislature:  

 ■ Set aside a permanent source of money to pay for conservation projects and treat them as equal or superior to 

projects that create fresh water from rivers or the ocean.  

 ■ Reinstate permanent source of money for alternative water projects, such as desalination.  

 ■ Make water storage projects a priority.  

 ■ Prohibit neighborhoods and local rules from restricting the use of Florida-friendly landscaping.  

 ■ Require improved landscape irrigation efficiency as a condition of approval from the state departments of 

community affairs and environmental protection, regional planning councils and local governments. 


