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A lesson of Hurricane Katrina is that response to an emergency always begins locally. Local officials and managers must adopt and implement policies that detect threats, protect critical services, and assure an appropriate emergency response.  Almost every year a Tennessee water department finds itself in the embarrassing position of not having enough water to meet the needs of its customers.  Whether a result of drought, accident, breakdown, or rapid growth water shortages impact the comfort and convenience of customers and may place public health and safety at risk. Shortages also reduce the credibility of those who lead and manage the organization.  Diligent preparation and planning is the only way to avoid the predictable risks or respond to the unpredictable risks that will affect your water department.

Sweetwater

Ten years ago the City of Sweetwater faced a situation where the possibility of running out of water was quite large.  A railroad tank car ruptured spilling 9000 gallons of a very volatile chemical within 300 yards of the drinking water intake.  Though the risk of explosion was the primary concern, the quality of source water was in question as was the water that had entered the treatment plant during the previous few hours.   As residents were evacuated from the spill area, utility personnel began the critical task of determining whether any contamination had occurred.  Luckily none had occurred and the treatment plant was back on line within 24 hours of the spill occurring.

Pikeville

Mayor Greg Johnson describes the Towns recent situation as “very scary.” Prolonged dry weather resulted in the Towns water wells going dry and collapsing.  There was a limited supply of water, and what they had was of poor quality. The schools and hospital had to be closed.  Bottled water was trucked in for drinking and tankers provided water for sanitation purposes.  If there had been a fire there would have been no water to use for firefighting.   The system now has a second source from neighboring city of Dunlap and is planning for a third source.   Mayor Johnson says the he sleeps much better now.

Collierville

During the drought of 1997-98 the increased usage coupled with fast growth resulted is a low pressure situations at certain times of day.   Tim Overly, who had just started as the Collierville Utility Manager when the drought occurred stated that it was “quite unpleasant” responding the questions from TV reporters who all wanted to know “Why did you let this happen?”  Tim stresses the importance of long term planning and modeling the water system as tools to avoid any future shortages.

Elected Officials and Municipal Employees have a legal and moral responsibility to assure their water customers that: If water service is provided, it will be safe and reliable.  Because water is critical for life, its quality necessary for good health and adequate volume and pressure are absolutely essential for residential, commercial and firefighting uses there should be no accepting a service that is less than 100%. If these standards cannot be met, the utility may to take drastic actions to restore quality or make a decision that quality cannot be assured and notify the customers of that condition.   During times of fast growth new customer taps may need to be delayed  until safety and reliability is assured.

One element of planning and preparation is to critically evaluate the physical capacity of your water source and the treatment and distribution infrastructure. Plant operators can develop usage trend charts, city planning personnel may be needed to add growth projections.  For very detailed evaluations of capacity an engineers model is recommended. Water customers expect the service to always be safe and always available@ though they may not express their expectations in those words.   Allowing demand to outgrow your ability to supply the service that is safe and reliable is a violation of the trust that customers have placed in utility leaders as well as a violation of state and federal drinking water rules. 

All Public Water Systems must meet the minimum regulatory standards for safety and reliability.  One of these requirements is to have an Emergency Plan.  The plan should detail the utility=s response in cases of water shortage from whatever risks may be present. If your system is effected by drought, that should be a major part of the plan.   If your water source or infrastructure is located adjacent to railroads or highways, a chemical spill plan would be in order.  Other emergency plan scenarios depend upon local risk factors. 

Sometimes the best plans are not enough to avoid shortages.   If an unavoidable shortage occurs in your community, the first step is to consult your Emergency Plan.   If you don=t have one, the Department of Environment and Conservation, Division of Drinking Water Supply has guidance material available.  This document, and a U.S. Drought Monitor map is available on the MTAS web site at, www.mtas.utk.edu, located under the links City Departments, Water.  If you do have a plan, it may need updating.   Emergency Plans generally have three levels of response to shortages: conservation, restriction, and emergency.  The American Water Works Association has drought related resources on their web site under the link Water Information.   See  http://www.drinktap.org/consumerdnn/Home/WaterInformation/Conservation/tabid/66/Default.aspx.  The TVA web site also has water conservation materials on their site see http://www.tva.gov/river/watersupply/help.htm, EPA also has drought management materials including Water Conservation Guidelines at  

http://www.epa.gov/owm/water-efficiency/tips/util.htm.  This is the Utility section of the Water Sense home page, use the links on the left side to navigate throughout Water Sense section of the EPA web site.
City Ordinances may also need to be updated so that the City has the legal authority to act during shortages and to take enforcement action against uncooperative users if necessary.  The legal authority to restrict water usage during an emergency comes from the general police powers which give Cities the authority to protect the health, safety and welfare of their citizens.  Tennessee Cities use a variety of ordinances to deal with drinking water emergencies.   The best ordinances have descriptions of actions to be taken during the differing levels of shortages; conservation, restriction, and emergency. The MTAS web site has a model city ordinance that includes two levels of control for two levels of water emergency status.  

Other issues to consider when water emergencies are considered are: irrigation usage and potential, leakage rates, unaccounted-for-water percentages, industrial and intuitional usage, and the use or potential use of water by other utilities that are connected to your system.   

Public service is the centerpiece of Local Government.  Most cities do an outstanding job of providing a higher-level-of-service.  Year in and year out the water flows, sometimes with little appreciation or thanks from the public and to further complicate the situation the customers may have in their minds a level-of-service expectation that may be impossible to achieve.  As municipal water departments strive to meet higher customer expectations, the leaders and managers of water departments should carefully analyze the trends of water usage and growth, plan for the most likely water shortage situations, and aggressively pursue waste by reducing unaccounted-for-water.   Doing these tough planning and preparation tasks is simply good leadership and management, but they also keep you out of the headlines.

