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When every drop counts

Experts hope good habits trickle down

By Bo Petersen
The Post and Courier
Thursday, October 16, 2008

Turn off the tap until it quits dripping, your mother used to tell you. If only it were that
simple. The managers who must convince people to conserve water will have to learn to
talk dollars and sense.

That's the lesson that rippled through the S.C. Water Resources Conference in North
Charleston this week, where more than 300 researchers, agency and industry officials
focused on the issues surrounding a disappearing supply of water in the rapidly populating
Southeast, as well as ways to allocate and conserve that supply.

For them it comes down to translating the science to everyday lives — washing the car,
watering the lawn, boating and bathing.

"I don't think we do a great job of it now," said Ted Brown, a water resources engineer with
landscape architects Biohabitats Inc., who spoke at the conference.

"Often, dollar value is what is meaningful. If you figure out a way to put a dollar value on
our water resources and ecological systems, it begins to make sense to people. What will it
cost them (not to conserve)?"

Gene Eidson, of the Clemson University Restoration Institute, agreed. Eidson was the
conference chairman.

"We're doing a lot of things (in research), but we're not communicating them really well,"
he said.

Learning to do that will be one of the aims of the conference, which is planned as an annual
event.

Hosted by Clemson University, the sessions are designed to prepare professionals and the
publicfor the day when drawing water will be licensed like catching fish, and consumers
can expect limits on how much they use.

The increasing thirst for water in the region, exacerbated by 10 years spent largely in

drought, already has led to an attempt to regulate withdrawals from state waterways.
Lobbyists stalled that in the Legislature last session.
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It's also led to a Western-style "water wars" lawsuit against North Carolina over water
withdrawals from the Catawba Basin that is the major source of Lake Moultrie water.

The issue has become as dramatic as the exposed stump fields last summer on drought-
depleted Lake Moultrie, the source of drinking water for much of the Lowcountry.

The effort isn't uniformly popular in a region where water has always seemed abundant;
winning over the resistant will be a tall order.

Eidson earlier characterized it as "a profound cultural shift in the way we use our water
resources."”

But it can be done, speakers told the conference. Karen Fuss and Susan Libes, of Coastal
Carolina University in Conway, lead conservation efforts along the Waccamaw River.

They have been successful using a wide range of media, from advertisements and speaking,
to newsletters geared to individual subdivisions, Fuss said.

The key was getting people involved hands-on, with demonstration gardens, field trips,
even maps.

"It's amazing the way people light up," Libes said.

Reach Bo Petersen at 745-5852 or bpetersen(@postandcourier.com.
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