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SUMMARY

Clean Water—Current & Future Challenges
The NHWPCA, NEWEA, and NEBRA organizations jointly hosted the fourth annual legislative breakfast event on April 20, 2011 for representatives and senators from the State and federal legislatures.   Attendance was excellent and the legislators that joined us for this event were lively and engaged making for a very productive exchange of information.  

After opening remarks from Gerry Curran, NHWPCA President, and Adam Yanulis, NEWEA Government Affairs Committee, the attendees were greeted by Representative Gene Chandler, who served as the House sponsor for the legislative breakfast.  Representative Chandler chairs the House Public Works and Highways Committee and is very familiar with the funding programs needed to continue to invest in our infrastructure.  He recognized several other members of his Committee who were in attendance, and noted that although the budget challenges are difficult, he appreciates working with the DES Commissioner and his staff to find solutions to the funding issues.  Senator Bob O’Dell was the sponsor for the Senate, but he was unable to attend the breakfast.

Joe Ducharme, Vice President and office manager for CMA Engineers in Manchester, then provided a “Wastewater 101” overview, beginning with a short video clip from Liquid Assets.  This Penn State video was produced for public television and is an excellent documentary showing the extensive network of pipes and systems carrying water for our society, that are out of sight, and as a result, out of mind.  Nationally, we are on a track that does not bode well for keeping this infrastructure in repair and operating.  Joe then had slides focused on the situation specific to New Hampshire noting that clean water is a basic expectation in our state, even for his 4-year old daughter.
Kürt Blomquist, the Public Works Director from Keene, spoke about the challenges of maintaining bridges, roads, dams, and water treatment facilities, all from the same checkbook.  Competing interests and prioritizing projects can be difficult, especially when funding from state and federal sources are drying up.  Kürt served on a legislative committee (SB 60) and reported on the findings of the Infrastructure Sustainability and Needs Survey stating that NH faces more than $2 billion in upgrades and repairs today. It is hoped that the legislature will authorize extending the committee for another year to study water infrastructure sustainability funding options.

Harry Stewart, Water Division Director for DES provided attendees with an overview of how financing of municipal wastewater improvements occurs in NH.  He shared charts that show the dramatic decline of funding for upgrades and repairs.  He talked about the success of the State Aid Grants (SAG) and the State Revolving Fund (SRF) and the need to preserve these funds at their current levels.  He also reported that there are many projects that need to be done, but that currently the State is only able to honor its existing commitments and that many projects will remain on the delayed and deferred list.
Mike Sullivan, Past President of NHWPCA, then opened the floor for questions of all the panelists as the final two speakers shared their case studies.  Steve Kahl from the Plymouth Village Water and Sewer District talked about the value of clean lakes to NH’s economy being $2 billion annually and helped legislators to see the connection between clean water and our tourism economy.  Clearly milfoil and toxic cyanobacteria blooms are not good for the lakes, tourism or public health.
The final presenter was Andrea Martel from Allenstown who talked about how difficult it has been to get funding for their much needed upgrades.  Their wastewater treatment facility (WWTF) has been under a state imposed moratorium for 6 years which means that they could not allow any new hookups for new homes or business.  Since the moratorium was imposed (in 2005) Allenstown has turned away 8 home owners and 2 businesses.  The current connection fee is $3,000 per unit, which means that they have lost out on $30,000, which would have gone into a Capital Reserve Fund to pay for repairs in the collection system.  Clearly this is not a good situation for a community, but they could not allow more flow because the WWTF was at (or over) capacity.  Because the town would not vote to raise the necessary $15 million funds, the WWTF upgrades were scaled back and a piecemeal approach is being taken, which will ultimately be more expensive, but is the only option available to the WWTF.  Fortunately they were able to receive some of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funding and had money in a dedicated capital improvement fund generated from treating septage, and they have been able to do a $2 million improvement at the WWTF which they hope will result in lifting the moratorium in 2012 depending on State approval.
Legislators had questions about water quality, costs for doing upgrades and the tension between tighter restrictions from EPA and the expense of plant upgrades.  The issue of funding programs came up and fortunately NH-DES Commissioner Tom Burack was in attendance and fielded the question from the floor.  Specifically, the House budget currently eliminates five positions from water quality programs, which ultimately impacts the ability to coordinate hundreds of volunteers who actively work in the lakes and rivers programs.  Clearly the legislature is having to make tough decisions affecting all state programs, but clean water is something we simply cannot live without.
Mike Sullivan closed out the session thanking all of the attendees and inviting them back for our next legislative breakfast event, and reminded legislators that the NHWPCA is a resource for information about wastewater treatment and the tough issues facing municipalities as they continue to ensure the highest environmental standards.  

The Legislative Affairs Committee for NHWPCA and NEWEA and representatives from NEBRA all worked incredibly hard to put together an informative and interactive program for this year and we hope for the continued support of these associations and especially the NHWPCA membership in general for coming events. 

The Legislative Breakfast for next year is scheduled to be held Wednesday February 15, 2012 at the Holiday Inn – so save the date!

Respectfully Submitted by:

Shelagh Connelly, NHWPCA Legislative Affairs Committee
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