MEDIA RELEASE

Date: January 22, 2010 (for immediate release)

From:  Humboldt Bay Municipal Water District

Contact:  Carol Rische, General Manager; 443-5018 or gm@hbmwd.com
RE:  Feb. 1 public meetings to generate future options surrounding watershed, water rates, water use

Caption Story:  Eighty-four people attended a  water workshop Jan. 19 -- the first of three public meetings scheduled by the Humboldt Bay Municipal Water District to generate options for long-term planning around water rights, water rates and the Mad River watershed.  The next meetings are set for Monday, Feb. 1 at the Humboldt Area Foundation, 373 Indianola Road, Bayside.  Participants should pick one of the two-hour meetings, which start at 3 p.m. and again at 5:30 p.m. To review workshop presentations and get up-to-date on the award-winning community engagement process, go to hbmwd.com or watch Access Humboldt on cable channel 11 Sunday, Jan. 24 at 10 a.m.; Wed., Jan. 27 at 6 p.m.; Fri., Jan. 29 at 4 p.m., Saturday, Jan. 30 at 1 p.m. and Sunday, Jan. 31 at 5 p.m. 

Standard caption: Monday, Feb. 1 is the next chance for the community to help craft solutions for long-term planning challenges around water rights and water rates. Pick one of the back-to-back two-hour meetings at the Humboldt Area Foundation, 373 Indianola Road, Bayside. The first begins at 3 p.m.  The encore starts at 5:30 p.m.

Water planning process moves to options phase at Feb. 1 meetings

One public meeting down, two to go for the Humboldt Bay Municipal Water District as it solicits community input about the future of the Mad River watershed, water rights and water rates.

Phase two of the award-winning community engagement process continues Monday, Feb. 1 with a pair of back-to-back public meetings at the Humboldt Area Foundation.  One additional public meeting in Phase two may be scheduled depending on public interest. 

The two-hour meetings begin at 3 p.m. and 5:30 p.m. and are geared toward those who were unable to attend the all-day Jan. 19 water workshop, which attracted 84 participants.

“That was the beginning of the brainstorming phase,” said Aldaron Laird, Arcata’s HBMWD director. 

“It was completely worth my day,” Blue Lake’s Dot Campbell said.  “They had to educate the heck out of us before we could make informed suggestions,” she added.

The district served up a series of legal, environmental and economic specialists to illuminate the challenges faced by HBMWD and its 80,000 customers in seven cities or service districts. 

With the closure of the pulp mills, HBMWD lost its industrial base. The district no longer puts to beneficial use the vast majority of its permitted water and has no replacement to share the administrative and infrastructure expenses of bringing water 75 miles from Ruth Lake. Those are problems for a 50-year-old system located in a state in the third year of a water shortage. 

“We are really starting to get into the specifics of what we’re facing,” said Kaitlin Sopoci-Belknap, president of the HBMWD board of directors. “I wasn’t necessarily thinking of a suite of options, but it seems pretty clear that’s a direction we’re heading.”

“We’re coming to understand and accept that we’ll never keep all of our water rights – there aren’t enough uses and there’s no industry that can come in and give us what the pulp mills did. Even pulp mills have become more efficient and use less water than they used to,” Laird said. “But what we saw (Jan. 19) is that we might find diversified uses that will reflect the diversity of Humboldt County.”

Participants should pick one of the two Feb. 1 meetings. To review workshop presentations and get up-to-date on the process, go to hbmwd.com or watch Access Humboldt on cable channel 11 Sunday, Jan. 24 at 10 a.m.; Wed., Jan. 27 at 6 p.m.; Fri., Jan. 29 at 4 p.m., Saturday, Jan. 30 at 1 p.m. and Sunday, Jan. 31 at 5 p.m.

The framework of 7 criteria that will guide the creation and evaluation of options is highlighted by two threshold considerations: legal viability and local control of existing water rights.

“It was especially important to hear from the lawyer – to know what you can’t do,” Campbell said. “That illuminates what you can do and is helpful in laying out the parameters.”

The workshop folks were the first to consider strategic options around three types of water use. The Feb. 1 meetings will condense the background from the workshop before moving on to option development.

The water workshop participants included Pete Peterson, executive director of Common Sense California. The nonprofit is funding part of the year-long HBMWD community engagement process with a competitive grant.

Peterson praised the “solid” turnout and called it a “broad representation of several different perspectives and decision makers.”

 “Sometimes, public engagement can go the way of the community organizers,” he said. “They get people riled up and have no connection to the decision makers in the room.”

Peterson said the HBMWD process is “about improving decision making, not taking the decision makers out to the woodshed and beating them up” and not about “decisions coming from on high – ‘here are the stone tablets.’”

Five years ago, the district undertook a public discussion of a private proposal to bag and transport water out of the county. Bruised feelings on one side and fear of a done deal on the other led the district to a different approach as it plans for the expiration of its water use permit in 2029 and “use it or lose it” state law. 

“In 2029, you’ll have less water,” Peterson said. “It’s a ticking clock. I’m not sure people understood that last time.”

