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Water	
  manager	
  
	
  
�Director talks about Withlacoochee regional authority 
A.B. SIDIBE  
Staff writer  

In	
  1978	
  when	
  Richard	
  Owen	
  graduated	
  with	
  a	
  degree	
  in	
  food	
  and	
  re-­‐	
  source	
  management	
  in	
  
Massachusetts	
  he	
  was	
  pointed	
  in	
  Florida’s	
  direction	
  because	
  the	
  state	
  was	
  going	
  through	
  exponential	
  
growth	
  and	
  therefore	
  was	
  grappling	
  with	
  resource	
  management	
  issues.	
  

He	
  settled	
  in	
  Tampa	
  for	
  a	
  while	
  and	
  went	
  on	
  to	
  get	
  master’s	
  degrees	
  in	
  economics	
  and	
  public	
  
administration.	
  He	
  also	
  began	
  working	
  for	
  the	
  Southwest	
  Florida	
  Water	
  Management	
  District	
  
(SWFWMD)	
  more	
  than	
  32	
  years	
  ago.	
  He	
  remains	
  steeped	
  in	
  water	
  management	
  issues.	
  

In	
  2012,	
  after	
  nearly	
  30	
  years	
  at	
  SWFWMD,	
  he	
  was	
  tapped	
  to	
  become	
  executive	
  director	
  of	
  the	
  
Withlacoochee	
  Regional	
  Water	
  Supply	
  Authority	
  (WRWSA).	
  He	
  replaced	
  Jack	
  Sullivan	
  who	
  had	
  been	
  
at	
  the	
  helm	
  for	
  nearly	
  30	
  years.	
  The	
  authority	
  owns	
  well	
  fields	
  in	
  four	
  counties	
  —	
  Citrus,	
  Marion,	
  
Hernando	
  and	
  Sumter	
  —	
  but	
  lets	
  the	
  various	
  county	
  government	
  and	
  municipality	
  utilities	
  maintain	
  
and	
  operate	
  the	
  fields.	
  The	
  largest	
  in	
  Citrus	
  County	
  is	
  the	
  Charles	
  A.	
  Black	
  Water	
  Supply	
  Facility.	
  

Owen	
  recently	
  spoke	
  to	
  the	
  Chronicle	
  about	
  the	
  functions	
  of	
  the	
  WRWSA	
  and	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  issues	
  
relating	
  to	
  water	
  resource	
  management.	
  

CHRONICLE:	
  What	
  is	
  it	
  that	
  the	
  authority	
  does?	
  

OWEN:	
  Our	
  purpose	
  is	
  to	
  plan	
  for,	
  then	
  develop	
  when	
  requested	
  by	
  a	
  member	
  government,	
  water	
  
supply.	
  Now	
  we	
  develop	
  it	
  on	
  a	
  wholesale	
  basis	
  and	
  sell	
  it	
  to	
  the	
  local	
  governments.	
  They	
  then	
  sell	
  it	
  
on	
  a	
  retail	
  basis	
  to	
  their	
  residential	
  customers,	
  commercial	
  customers	
  or	
  whomever.	
  We	
  are	
  not	
  
providing	
  water	
  directly	
  to	
  the	
  resident,	
  we	
  provide	
  it	
  to	
  that	
  resident’s	
  utility.	
  

CHRONICLE:	
  What	
  kind	
  of	
  volume	
  are	
  we	
  dealing	
  with	
  here?	
  

OWEN:	
  This	
  facility	
  (the	
  Charles	
  A.	
  Black	
  facility	
  in	
  the	
  Citrus	
  Hills	
  area)	
  and	
  another	
  location	
  are	
  
about	
  4	
  million	
  gallons	
  a	
  day	
  in	
  quantity.	
  The	
  actual	
  use	
  is	
  less	
  than	
  4	
  million	
  a	
  day	
  on	
  an	
  annual	
  
basis.	
  It	
  may	
  vary	
  from	
  day	
  to	
  day,	
  sometimes	
  it	
  can	
  go	
  up	
  to	
  6	
  million	
  or	
  down	
  to	
  3	
  million,	
  but	
  our	
  
daily	
  annual	
  average	
  is	
  about	
  3.4	
  million.	
  

CHRONICLE:	
  Is	
  the	
  water	
  generated	
  here	
  used	
  in	
  other	
  counties?	
  

OWEN:	
  It’s	
  for	
  the	
  service	
  area	
  that	
  is	
  served	
  by	
  this	
  utility,	
  not	
  all	
  the	
  county.	
  The	
  county	
  has	
  
multiple	
  wells	
  to	
  serve	
  those	
  areas.	
  For	
  example,	
  Meadowcrest	
  has	
  its	
  own	
  wells	
  that	
  the	
  county	
  
owns	
  and	
  operates	
  as	
  opposed	
  to	
  this	
  one,	
  which	
  is	
  an	
  authority-­‐owned	
  facility.	
  And,	
  for	
  people	
  
unfamiliar	
  with	
  where	
  the	
  water	
  comes	
  from,	
  it	
  is	
  groundwater,	
  it	
  is	
  copper	
  Florida	
  water	
  and	
  
requires	
  very	
  little	
  treatment	
  —	
  chlorination	
  that’s	
  about	
  it	
  in	
  this	
  area.	
  It’s	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  least	
  expensive	
  
sources	
  of	
  water	
  in	
  the	
  state.	
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So	
  we	
  are	
  very	
  fortunate	
  to	
  have	
  abundant	
  ground-­‐	
  water	
  for	
  consumption,	
  but	
  it’s	
  not	
  an	
  endless	
  
supply.	
  There	
  are	
  limits	
  to	
  it,	
  and	
  that’s	
  part	
  of	
  job	
  —	
  to	
  work	
  with	
  the	
  water	
  management	
  district	
  
assuring	
  that	
  there	
  is	
  adequate	
  water	
  for	
  future	
  users,	
  as	
  well.	
  
	
  
CHRONICLE:	
  What	
  programs	
  do	
  you	
  have	
  in	
  place	
  to	
  help	
  ensure	
  that?	
  
	
  
OWEN:	
  One	
  of	
  our	
  emphases	
  is	
  on	
  water	
  conservation.	
  We	
  don’t	
  do	
  that	
  directly	
  ourselves.	
  We	
  pro-­‐	
  
vide	
  funding	
  assistance	
  to	
  local	
  government	
  that	
  then	
  implement	
  conservation	
  programs	
  with	
  their	
  
customers.	
  For	
  instance,	
  we	
  have	
  two	
  major	
  programs.	
  One	
  is	
  a	
  grant	
  program.	
  We	
  budget	
  about	
  
$130,000	
  a	
  year,	
  so	
  local	
  governments	
  apply	
  for	
  that	
  on	
  an	
  annual	
  basis.	
  We	
  fund	
  part	
  of	
  their	
  
conservation	
  program.	
  Here	
  in	
  Citrus	
  County,	
  it	
  might	
  deal	
  with	
  outdoor	
  lawn	
  watering;	
  it	
  might	
  be	
  
indoor	
  plumbing	
  fixtures,	
  what	
  have	
  you.	
  That’s	
  one	
  program.	
  Also,	
  we	
  have	
  a	
  regional	
  irrigation	
  
audit	
  program.	
  	
  
	
  
So,	
  three	
  out	
  of	
  our	
  four	
  counties,	
  not	
  including	
  Sumter	
  —	
  because	
  they	
  are	
  not	
  in	
  the	
  utility	
  business	
  
themselves	
  —	
  but	
  The	
  Villages	
  has	
  participated	
  in	
  this	
  where	
  the	
  water	
  supply	
  authority	
  hires	
  a	
  
contractor	
  that	
  goes	
  out	
  to	
  customers	
  of	
  that	
  utility,	
  residential	
  customers	
  that	
  have	
  been	
  identified	
  
by	
  the	
  utility	
  as	
  wanting	
  to	
  participate,	
  and	
  they	
  evaluate	
  their	
  irrigation	
  system;	
  look	
  for	
  how	
  they	
  
could	
  modify	
  the	
  system	
  or	
  how	
  it	
  is	
  operated	
  to	
  save	
  water	
  and	
  save	
  money.	
  
	
  
You	
  know,	
  outdoor	
  water	
  use	
  represents	
  a	
  huge	
  portion	
  of	
  our	
  water	
  use.	
  People	
  watering	
  their	
  lawn	
  
primarily	
  is	
  an	
  area	
  where	
  there	
  is	
  opportunity	
  to	
  still	
  conserve	
  water	
  and	
  save	
  money.	
  	
  Even	
  though	
  
we	
  have	
  done	
  very	
  well	
  in	
  this	
  area,	
  there	
  are	
  still	
  opportunities	
  making	
  those	
  irrigation	
  systems	
  as	
  
efficient	
  as	
  possible.	
  
	
  
CHRONICLE:	
  You	
  talked	
  about	
  a	
  grant	
  system.	
  Can	
  you	
  elaborate	
  on	
  that?	
  
	
  
OWEN:	
  Some	
  of	
  the	
  things	
  that	
  have	
  been	
  funded	
  out	
  of	
  that	
  are,	
  for	
  instance,	
  plumbing	
  fixture	
  
replacement	
  programs	
  where	
  they	
  will	
  go	
  in	
  and	
  take	
  toilets	
  that	
  have	
  in	
  the	
  past	
  used	
  up	
  to	
  seven-­‐
and-­‐	
  a-­‐half	
  gallons	
  per	
  flush	
  to	
  three-­‐and-­‐a-­‐half.	
  Now	
  they	
  have	
  toilets	
  that	
  use	
  1.2	
  gallons	
  per	
  flush.	
  
So	
  maybe	
  on	
  an	
  individual	
  basis,	
  that	
  does	
  not	
  seem	
  like	
  a	
  lot,	
  but	
  on	
  a	
  cumulative	
  basis,	
  when	
  you	
  
are	
  able	
  to	
  go	
  in	
  and	
  retrofit	
  multiple	
  homes,	
  that	
  kind	
  of	
  efficiency	
  level	
  is	
  a	
  tremendous	
  opportunity	
  
for	
  savings.	
  
	
  
CHRONICLE:	
  This	
  is	
  an	
  ongoing	
  thing	
  in	
  all	
  the	
  counties	
  at	
  all	
  times	
  of	
  the	
  year?	
  
	
  
OWEN:	
  The	
  counties	
  structure	
  it	
  this	
  way:	
  they	
  identify	
  through	
  their	
  billing	
  records	
  the	
  highest	
  
residential	
  users.	
  They	
  then	
  approach	
  them	
  and	
  see	
  if	
  they	
  want	
  to	
  participate	
  and	
  inform	
  them	
  that	
  
your	
  use	
  is	
  so	
  much	
  higher	
  than	
  your	
  neighbors.	
  Would	
  you	
  like	
  to	
  address	
  that?	
  And	
  a	
  large	
  part	
  of	
  
that	
  will	
  be	
  irrigation	
  purposes.	
  So	
  our	
  contractor	
  can	
  go	
  out	
  and	
  identify	
  if	
  their	
  rain	
  sensor	
  is	
  
working	
  and	
  then	
  offer	
  to	
  replace	
  it,	
  look	
  for	
  broken	
  heads	
  and	
  look	
  for	
  how	
  long	
  the	
  zones	
  are	
  
operating	
  and	
  they	
  reduce	
  the	
  length	
  of	
  irrigation.	
  Anything	
  that	
  goes	
  into	
  an	
  irrigation,	
  we	
  normally	
  
go	
  back	
  maybe	
  a	
  year	
  after	
  and	
  ask,	
  ‘What	
  have	
  you	
  really	
  gained	
  by	
  participating	
  in	
  the	
  audit?’,	
  so	
  
we	
  can	
  get	
  clear	
  picture	
  of	
  what	
  is	
  being	
  achieved	
  through	
  the	
  audit.	
  
	
  
CHRONICLE:	
  So	
  how	
  do	
  you	
  quantify	
  this	
  and	
  how	
  effective	
  have	
  you	
  been	
  in	
  the	
  past	
  few	
  years?	
  
	
  
OWEN:	
  We	
  have	
  been	
  very	
  effective	
  at	
  reducing	
  per	
  capita	
  water	
  use,	
  which	
  can	
  be	
  attributed	
  to	
  that.	
  
You	
  know,	
  as	
  the	
  economy	
  went	
  down,	
  people	
  didn’t	
  use	
  as	
  much	
  water,	
  people	
  unemployed	
  aren’t	
  
going	
  be	
  watering	
  their	
  lawns,	
  that	
  sort	
  of	
  thing,	
  but	
  we	
  also	
  believe	
  our	
  conservation	
  efforts	
  have	
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significantly	
  contributed	
  to	
  that.	
  Our	
  estimates	
  are	
  that	
  one	
  year’s	
  worth	
  of	
  savings	
  is	
  approximately	
  
79,000	
  gallons	
  a	
  day,	
  which	
  is	
  pretty	
  good.	
  
	
  
CHRONICLE:	
  What	
  do	
  you	
  expect	
  out	
  of	
  these	
  conservation	
  efforts	
  in	
  the	
  future?	
  
	
  
OWEN:	
  It	
  helps	
  stretch	
  our	
  limited	
  supply	
  of	
  water	
  and	
  it	
  allows	
  the	
  utilities	
  to	
  serve	
  more	
  customers	
  
with	
  the	
  same	
  amount	
  of	
  infrastructure.	
  
	
  
CHRONICLE:	
  What	
  are	
  the	
  long-­‐term	
  goals	
  of	
  the	
  authority?	
  
	
  
OWEN:	
  I	
  think,	
  long-­‐	
  term,	
  the	
  water	
  supply	
  authority	
  continues	
  to	
  play	
  that	
  role	
  for	
  planning	
  for	
  
how	
  future	
  demands	
  are	
  met	
  because	
  we	
  are	
  still	
  in	
  a	
  growth	
  area	
  even	
  though	
  Citrus	
  County’s	
  has	
  
been	
  very	
  low;	
  in	
  fact,	
  they	
  lost	
  residents	
  in	
  the	
  last	
  few	
  years.	
  It	
  will	
  return,	
  and	
  we	
  want	
  to	
  be	
  
positioned	
  to	
  know	
  how	
  we	
  will	
  meet	
  those	
  growing	
  water	
  demands.	
  And	
  we	
  are	
  positioned	
  that	
  
way.	
  
	
  
We	
  update	
  our	
  plans	
  every	
  five	
  years.	
  Long	
  term,	
  I	
  think	
  the	
  water	
  supply	
  authority	
  will	
  get	
  in	
  the	
  
water	
  supply	
  business	
  for	
  other	
  member	
  governments	
  and	
  eventually,	
  as	
  the	
  groundwater	
  resources	
  
become	
  fully	
  used	
  and	
  we	
  don’t	
  want	
  to	
  overuse	
  them,	
  we	
  will	
  have	
  to	
  turn	
  to	
  alternative	
  supplies	
  
like	
  surface	
  water	
  —	
  and	
  that	
  is	
  much	
  more	
  expensive.	
  The	
  treatment	
  of	
  it	
  is	
  more	
  expensive	
  than	
  
groundwater.	
  
	
  
And	
  it’s	
  only	
  going	
  to	
  happen	
  if	
  you	
  have	
  multiple	
  parties	
  come	
  together	
  and	
  do	
  it,	
  because	
  no	
  one	
  
single	
  utility	
  can	
  take	
  that	
  cost	
  on	
  themselves.	
  So	
  it	
  only	
  makes	
  sense	
  to	
  look	
  at	
  it	
  from	
  a	
  regional	
  
perspective,	
  and	
  the	
  water	
  supply	
  authority	
  will	
  be	
  in	
  position	
  for	
  that.	
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