IS THERE ENOUGH? 

COMMUNICATION IN WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT IN SOUTH KINGSTOWN AND NARRAGANSETT, RHODE ISLAND
Alex Coria

BA Environmental Studies

May, 2005
Executive Summary


This thesis asks the question, “Are there problems of communication in South Kingstown and Narragansett that may affect the long-term ecological health of the Chipuxet River and the Mink Brook, and if so, what are they?” 


In order to answer this question, I reviewed the Comprehensive Plans for South Kingstown and Narragansett (Chapter 3); reviewed the Water Supply System Management Plans for United Water Rhode Island, the South Kingstown Water Department, the Narragansett Water Department, University of Rhode Island’s Facilities Services Department, and the Kingston Water District (Chapter 4); spoke to representatives of all of these bodies, with the exception of United Water Rhode Island, as well as the Water Resources Board (Chapter 5); and examined the current state of the Chipuxet River and Mink Brook (Chapter 6.)

 
The first part of my research found that both Narragansett’s and South Kingstown’s Planning Departments have recognized the importance of protecting quantity in the aquifers from which they get their drinking water (though South Kingstown does not address whether the quantity they wish to protect is one that would be adequate to sustain the ecology of the region.)  They have also both recognized that communication with other towns, water suppliers, the State and private organizations would be beneficial in protecting these aquifers from over-withdrawal.  However, many of the concepts and policies in the Comprehensive Plans are weakly defined; there is little accountability if the Comprehensive Plans are not followed, and the approval process may be inadequate to ensure that the plans reflect the goals of the Water Resources Board and are consistent with the policies of water suppliers and towns in the area.  


The Water Supply System Management Plans varied in the concern for streamflow their authors expressed as well as in how specifically they described the suppliers’ policies and activities related to communication and conservation.  Communication with other members of the water supply management community was often addressed only cursorily.  Conservation measures were described in all of the plans, with varying degrees of detail, but it was very difficult if not impossible gauge the effectiveness of these measures based on the plans alone.  There was also a general lack of recognition of the issue of potential over-withdrawal, possibly because there is a definite lack of knowledge (both empirical and individual) about the ability of these ecological systems to handle their current and projected withdrawals. There were also issues of consistency among the plans, leading to the conclusion that the plans are not adequately compared to each other to ensure that all suppliers and buyers have the same expectations of future demand and/or production.  Because of these shortcomings in the water supply system management planning process, it would be difficult for others in state-level and local water resource management to get a good idea from the Water Supply System Management Plans of a supplier’s policies and priorities regarding the maintenance of adequate streamflow.  The planning process should be revised somewhat, and regular in-person communication should occur, in order to fill these gaps of communication.   

The interview phase of my research revealed that the ideas and policies represented in these plans are not always consistent with actions taken by the bodies that submit them.  It was also evident that person-to-person communication among these bodies ranges from excellent to very poor, and that in instances where it is mediocre or poor, people are willing to talk about their frustrations, and are interested in remedying these communications breakdowns.  Most of my interviewees were interested in prioritizing protection of streamflow, though most did not have all of the information they needed to make sure they were acting in a manner consistent with that goal.  Very few were even aware that these two streams are thought to be stressed.  Also, certain interviewees do not currently take an active role in the water management process or are not in good contact with other members of the water supply management community; the importance of their roles in that process should be more effectively communicated to them.  A lack of shared understanding also existed among water suppliers and regulators: certain water suppliers explained that they have existing connections that they have to supply, such as hydrants and water-intense commercial and industrial users, regardless of streamflow or other standards, and they believe that regulators often do not understand that they cannot simply shut off these connections with no repercussions.  Finally, in the interview phase I saw evidence of a breakdown in the communication of scientific information (such as the condition of the streams) that hinders the management process.  This is due to the fact that hydrodynamics of these aquifers have not yet been fully studied, and also to a lack of good dissemination of the information that does currently exist.

In my examination of the Mink and Chipuxet, I found that the Mink is thought to be pumped beyond its safe yield, and possibly also beyond its recharge capacity.  My quantitative analysis of the Chipuxet River found that low flows are getting lower and possibly more frequent over time.  Because of the indications that these streams are being negatively affected by pumping in the area, possibly threatening their ecological health, it is vital to study them more fully.  In order to ensure that any current negative effects are not exacerbated, it is also important not to develop any new water sources in the area until that research is complete.  Finally, it is urgent to mitigate the problems of communication that are affecting the way these streams are managed.  


I have concluded that these problems can be grouped into three broad categories: differences between plans and actions that hinder the ability of actors to fully understand each other’s policies and priorities; a lack of frequent and detailed exchanges of information between water suppliers and planners, warranting more direct action by the Water Resources Board to facilitate those exchanges; and a lack of information (both empirical and individual) about the state of the Chipuxet River and the Mink Brook. 


I have suggested remedying these problems through a combination of a prioritization of research into the state and function of these two aquifers and their associated streams (including the installation of a streamflow gage on the Mink); regulations that require more detailed, standardized reporting procedures; regular meetings among those in the water management community; clearer articulation of the expected roles of members of the water management community, particularly town planners; and better monitoring to ensure consistency with current and future regulations, as well as consistency among plans.  

