Feedback on the draft documents “Growth Management Strategy:  Water & Wastewater Plan” (1/30/2007
), and “Santa Fe County Utility Plan” (1/30/2008)
April 2nd, 2008

Santa Fe Basin Water Association

Summary:

We strongly recommend that your “Growth Management Strategy” planning documents include:

a) a vision that the plan seeks to achieve, 
b) the alternatives to the chosen plan, and 
c) the selection criteria for ranking the alternatives.  

The two documents above provide some planning data and considerations, but do not include a vision, alternatives or selection criteria.  If this work has been captured elsewhere, we would appreciate receiving copies of the relevant material.

Standing alone, the two documents seem to just assume that the best approach is to consolidate and centralize water and wastewater systems wherever possible throughout the County.  They further claim that this approach will allow the County to “control growth” even though there is no vision for what kind of growth is being sought, or where it is desired to occur.  Cost is a key selection criterion that can impact the whole feasibility of piped water/wastewater in certain locations. However, cost is not addressed in these documents.  Appropriate zoning and zoning regulations are keys to controlling growth.  These documents do not discuss how zoning needs to be changed to accommodate new infrastructure for water supply and wastewater return.

To provide feedback to you, we have proceeded on the basis that the work on vision, alternatives and selection criteria has not yet been done.  Accordingly, we provide some detailed recommendations for critical issues to cover in doing this work.  Our recommendations focus in the area of water and wastewater. 

Detailed Recommendations:

1.  Include a longer term vision for how the County would like growth to occur.  

This vision should dictate where the County wants growth to occur, what type of growth and at what rate.  The growth vision should address sprawl, transportation infrastructure, local food production, rural residential issues, and community values in addition to water/wastewater management.  It is critical that the growth vision drive water/wastewater management, and not the other way around.   An unintended consequence of planning based on water/wastewater management alone is that growth will just increase to the limits of water availability, or beyond, in certain areas.  This is surely not the outcome that the County Commissioners, and the county residents, are seeking.

Increased cost of food transportation, and long term loss of agricultural lands, should be incorporated into the growth vision. Many residents prefer the rural life style of Santa Fe County and do not want to live in a new or expanded metro area. It is probable that traditional communities would lose their rural character and identity if they became areas targeted for "concentrated growth”.  Some existing communities have plans to limit growth in their area, and these plans should be incorporated into the growth vision.

Creating growth in areas 25 miles from the city of Santa Fe would contribute to sprawl unless those communities have an adequate economic base (including emergency services, clinics and schools) so that residents are not commuting to work. 

The growth vision must also address goals for the aquifer.  Since SF County is presently mining water, perhaps the first consideration should be replenishing the aquifer via well injection, or providing piped water to existing users, before contemplating new high density growth areas.

 

2.  State the planning assumptions that form the basis for the growth vision.
The planning assumptions should include growth trends, water supply/demand, costs and revenues, gallons/household consumption trends, state of technology in septic systems, etc.  These assumptions need justification.  For example, it appears unwise to base a plan on the assumption that as many people as possible should all exist on as little water as possible (e.g. 0.16 AFY as Commissioner Campos has proposed).  During drought, residents will have no remaining options to further reduce consumption.  During inflation of food prices, residents will be unable to increase watering of home gardens.  As another example, the assumption that all available septic systems cause pollution deserves some justification, if possible by referencing studies performed in Santa Fe County.
3.  Define alternative approaches for supplying water and handling wastewater.  

Piped water and wastewater is certainly the best method of water/wastewater management in some parts of the county.  However, it is hard to accept that this method is best everywhere in the county.  Private wells and septic tanks will surely have their place in some localities.  Requirements for well meters can be strengthened and/or enforced.  Septic tank technology continues to advance with some systems now able to recycle wastewater on site for homeowner use.  It might be appropriate to mandate a phase over to advanced septic tanks in certain areas.  A requirement for gray-water systems in new construction may also be necessary (where not already required). 

An important alternative approach is taking measures to slow growth rather than continually searching for new (imported) water supplies.  The Water & Wastewater Plan presentation (slide entitled “County Utility Allocated and Potential Water Demand”) shows that approved master plans and development plans already encompass the entire county allocation of Buckman Direct Diversion (BDD) water.  This suggests that further growth should be curtailed until additional water can be obtained.  The most likely source of new water is treated effluent for irrigation.  This is problematic as it requires a “third” pipe (one pipe is potable water, a second pipe is return wastewater, and the third pipe is treated effluent) and may be unsuitable for much of the County.

4.  Add a discussion of risk factors associated with each alternative approach.  

Examples of risk factors include climate change, pollution of BDD waters, and unsustainable groundwater demand.  The impact of climate change in the Southwest is virtually unpredictable.  It is not known whether extended drought, or above average rainfall, is likely to occur.  The only prudent approach is to be conservative and to err on the side of drought.  Pollution of Rio Grande water from LANL deposits is already a serious issue.  Other sources of pollution may materialize in the future (e.g. antibiotics and fugitive hormones are being detected in municipal water supplies).  Another risk is that of allowing growth on the promise of surface water supplies that do not materialize.  This appears a major risk in the County given that the BDD supplies are already allocated.  As a result, the County may end up making unsustainable demands on groundwater supplies even during normal climate conditions. 

All three of these risks are independent.  If they all occur at the same time, there may not be enough groundwater to supply the current population.

5.  Define selection criteria for choosing one approach over another.
Some key selection criteria include cost, resident satisfaction, environment impact, groundwater preservation, low risk, etc.  Each approach should be evaluated based on the selection criteria.

It seems likely that one approach will work best in one situation, and another in another situation.  Piped water, wastewater and treated effluent may make sense in some parts of the County.  Wells and septic tanks may make sense in others.  Even some combinations of the two may be appropriate.  In some localities a mandatory switch over to central supply may be appropriate, while an optional switch over may be acceptable in others.  If this is the case, then the plan should include a “model analysis” for determining which approach to select for any given situation.

Engineering cost estimates are particularly critical and must precede any implementation decisions. A cost-benefit analysis could impact the whole feasibility of piped water and wastewater to distant locations.  The water rates charged to water users must be considered.  A waste treatment plant could double or triple water rates in some rural communities. The costs, and customer charges, for switch over to central supply should also be factored into the analysis
6.  Include a discussion of zoning regulations, and what changes may be required to ensure that zoning realizes the growth vision. 

It is critical that zoning, and zoning regulations, realize the growth vision. Currently, zoning regulations are closely tied to the availability of water.  As a result, growth will tend to occur along the routes of county water pipes.  For example, where proof of groundwater allows for higher densities, current multi-acre zoning could be reduced to 5,000 sq. ft. lots along pipe routes.  As another example, unplanned growth in the County has occurred most often due to State exemptions for family lots splits based on proof of groundwater.  Zoning must be reviewed, and regulations changed, to realize growth based on the growth vision, and not just on the availability of water.  

7.  Get a lot more public input every step of the way.
Growth management plans, and associated water/wastewater plans, are central to the well-being of all residents in Santa Fe County.  The process for creating and approving these plans must be clear to the public, and input must be sought at each step.  It is particularly crucial to get public support for the growth vision since it determines the direction of all subsequent planning.  Once this is done, planning can proceed more smoothly and efficiently in alignment with public expectations.  The members of the Growth Management Strategy planning team should be identified and included in future planning documents.
� This document may have an incorrect date.





