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1. Can you explain more about the Aquifer Compact and what the benefits would be to having it?
We don't have just an issue with water quality - - we have an issue with water quantity, as well. And unlike most other areas of NYS, we don't draw our drinking water from surface waters -- rivers, lakes and reservoirs. Our sole source of water comes from underground -- the water aquifers which lie beneath Long Island.

In other regions of NYS, across the US and around the world, shared water supplies are managed through apolitical, science-based river compacts. The best example is the Delaware River Basin Compact. From its headwaters in NY and along it course through New Jersey and Pennsylvania until it flows into the Delaware Bay, these four states abide by common practices to manage this common resources so everyone has adequate and safe supplies of water.

A similar approach to these successful river compacts would be that model here on Long Island. While the waters needing management lie beneath one state, they do lie beneath two counties so the need for an apolitical, non-commercial, science-based management authority is needed.

The benefits of the Aquifer Compact are numerous. Some of them are:

-- The Compact is self-funding, requiring no federal, state or county monies

-- The Compact acts as a unifying entity, bringing together not only Nassau and Suffolk Counties but all of the municipal and commercial water providers so that data is shared and adequate, clean supplies of water are ensured for all

-- Because over 80% of groundwater eventually finds its way into our surface waters, the Compact helps to protect and improve surface water quality

-- The Compact will help the under-funded, under-staffed NYS DEC by taking on some the responsibilities it has been unable to perform on a consistent and meaningful manner, so that it can focus its limited resources on other mission-critical issues

2. There is a water shortage in California but we don't have one here so why worry if we have enough water?
The truth is, we do have water shortages on Long Island and they are getting worse. Ask anyone or any municipality which has had to close a well because of saltwater intrusion. This occurs because too much groundwater is being pumped out so along the coast, salt water replaces it. This is a problem with no solutions and it's happening from Eastern Nassau, on both the north and south shores, all the way out to Orient Point.

Another example of our water shortages can be seen in the fact that rivers and streams in Nassau County dried up long ago, the victim of over-pumping. As the groundwater level drops below the beds of these streams and rivers, they dry up. In Suffolk County, we still have many streams and rivers but if the groundwater supply is not properly managed, we may lose them too.

There are some misconceptions about our three aquifers: 
· The most shallow Upper Glacial from where most of the North Fork draws its water

· The deeper Magothy, the island's most common source of drinking water, and

· The Lloyd, the deepest and cleanest water source which should not be tapped unless in an emergency

These aquifers are not underground lakes. Think of them as a bucket of sand filled with water which occupies the minute spaces in between each grain of sand. Estimates place the total amount of water in these two aquifers at about 95 trillion gallons. That is a lot. But because of geological and technological limitations, only 5 to 10% of those waters could ever be extracted.


Now take that 5 - 10% of total supply and allocate it among Long Island's 2.8 million residents and thousands of other commercial and industrial users and you begin to see that our water supplies are not without limit and, in some areas, we do have water shortages already and it can get worse, much worse. 
3. What are the next steps being taken to put the Compact in place and are there any challenges to overcome?
Dr. Sarah Meyland and her coalition, Water for Long Island, have been working on researching, drafting and refining the Aquifer Compact base document. At this time, the draft is complete and Dr. Meyland is making the rounds with other environmental and civic groups, as well as local, county and state representatives to begin the education of what the Compact is and is not. So far, when hearing the concept and its proposed application here on Long Island reaction has been very positive.

There are challenges.

One is that in trying to simplify Long Island's water issues so that people could understand it, the heavy emphasis and awareness campaigns around nitrogen pollution have told only a small part of the story. People who thought that they "knew it all already" have to be re-educated about overall water quantity and water quality issues.

Another is that among the commercial water utilities, there has been great misinformation and misconception around the Compact. Some view it as a governing body that could have a negative impact on their business operations. In fact, the Compact is designed and intended to be their friend and not their enemy. Only by knowing how much water we have, where it is, how much water is being used and where points of major pollution and saltwater intrusion are can the water utilities properly plan for the future.

One point is key. The river compacts have been great successes across the state. The Aquifer Compact is based on those very same examples of successful management of water resources and will help both water utilities and their customers by ensuring clean and adequate water supplies for the future. 
4. What can people do to reduce their water consumption?
There are many things people can and should do. But they should also know WHY these practices matter.

The "inside" basics are the same:

-- Don't run water while shaving or brushing your teeth.

-- Take shorter showers.

-- Install water-saving toilets and shower heads.

-- Don't rinse dishes before putting them into the dishwasher.

-- Make sure all drips and leaks are addressed. 
Conserving outside water use is just as important:

-- Install rain sensors on irrigation systems -- watering your lawn during and immediately after rain storms is wasteful

-- Use a water barrel to store water which would normally run off your roof and gutters -- stored water can be used to water plants and gardens

-- Don't use irrigation systems during midday hours or on windy days -- over 50% of water used for irrigation evaporates within a few minutes and is often blown far away from intended targets

-- Replace lawns with native plantings which require far less water -- keep in mind that if you use water from a municipal or water utility system, you are using some of cleanest most precious water available to water a lawn which is very wasteful

If you are on a municipal or water utility system, conserving water will reduce your water bill. If you are on a private well, conserving water will reduce the likelihood that you will dry up your available water source and have to drill a new well.

Some towns, like Riverhead, will be using treated wastewater to irrigate the Indian Island County Golf Course, a step that will save over 60 million gallons of water being pumped from the ground and less water pumped out means less pressure on saltwater intrusion. This also means that over 60 million gallons of nitrogen-laden treated freshwater will not be pumped into the Peconic Bay and less nitrogen going into our marine waters means a more healthy and resilient ecosystem.

This is an example of what towns can and should do now, but it's also a glimpse into how even homeowners might be able to treat and re-use water in the future. It's done elsewhere. It's been slow in coming to NYS and Long Island. But the slogan -- Reduce. Re-Use. Recycle. -- is important and it is our future.  An entity like the Aquifer Compact will be able to support similar efforts through science and program funding. 
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