October 4, 2008
Hawes Spencer

Editor and Publisher

The Hook

100 Second Street, N.W.

Charlottesville, VA 22902

Dear Hawes:
You recently quoted me in The Hook as saying that we should totally revisit our community’s water supply plan.  There are two reasons why I believe this.   

My first reason is that no one seems to have any idea what this proposed water supply plan will actually cost.  Since it was approved in June 2006, wildly-different cost estimates have emerged.  Here are some of them.
1. In 2006, the new Ragged Mountain dam was estimated to cost $37.2 million.  Now, it is estimated to cost up to $98.7 million.  
2. In 2006, the 9.5 mile pipeline was proposed to cost $56 million.  Like with the dam, this component will probably be far more expensive.  There are probably several factors which will drive this cost up.  However, a big one is very obvious.
$249,000 was budgeted for easement acquisition for the pipeline.  This unrealistically low number was used because the plan envisioned that the pipeline would follow the property on which the western bypass was to be built.  There is a serious flaw in this logic.  Even in 2006, it was generally accepted that the western bypass would never be built.  In order to make their proposed plan work, the Rivanna Water & Service Authority will need to purchase land and/or easements along the pipeline’s 9.5 mile route.  Considering the length of the pipeline and the cost of property in Albemarle County, those purchases will probably cost millions of dollars—not the $249,000 budgeted.  Furthermore, many property owners will not want to sell their land or easements for use by a pipeline.  A significant amount of money will be needed to litigate expensive, time-consuming condemnation proceedings.
3. The project assumes an unrealistically low cost for electricity to pump the county’s third largest river uphill.  In 2006, the plan projected electricity would only increase 25% over 50 years.  In the past two years, it has increased by almost that amount.  Over the next 48 years, the cost of electricity will increase tremendously.  The era of inexpensive energy is over.

4. The budget probably assumes an unrealistically low financing cost. The world’s current financial crisis will likely result in higher interest rates.  More realistic risk premiums will be factored into all financing including municipal financing.   Even a relatively-modest rate increase could translate into a huge increase in the project’s costs.  
5. For years, dredging the South Rivanna reservoir has been suggested as a potential component of a water supply plan.  In 2006, it was dismissed because the consulting engineering firm estimated that it would cost $223 million.  Subsequent estimates are now between $24 and $30 million.   
My second reason for suggesting that our community’s water supply plan should be totally revisited is much more fundamental.  We are very fortunate to have such fine, bright and dedicated people serving on our City Council and Board of Supervisors.  However, the process which they use to analyze and approve critically-important issues like this water plan appears to be seriously flawed.   It astounds me that competent people can make decisions using such erroneous data and misguided assumptions.  
This problem has far-reaching ramifications.  The credibility of our elected officials is being undermined as this water supply plan is becoming our community’s “bridge to nowhere.”  Lost credibility makes it much more difficult for our elected officials to govern effectively.  Here’s an example.
As the recession causes local tax revenues to further plummet, some members of our City Council and Board of Supervisors may soon recommend increasing property taxes.  The public may assume that if our elected officials can’t manage the oversight of a water supply plan, they can’t manage the finances of the City and County.  As a result, there could be a taxpayer rebellion to any tax increase even if it is warranted.  
In conclusion, I strongly believe that the City Council and the Board of Supervisors need to develop more business-like processes to use in their decision-making and in the decision-making of their subordinate bodies like the Rivanna Water & Sewer Authority.  A water supply plan with known costs would not be the only beneficiary.  Such a process could reduce waste in this and other capital projects.   The recently-completed, $6 million Hollymead Fire Rescue Station is another capital project which has received significant criticism.  Additionally, more business-like processes can improve the productivity of our City and County employees and, thereby, reduce the cost of government while improving the quality of its services.     
For these reasons, I believe that we need to take a fresh, objective look at our community’s water supply plan.   And, if we do, I strongly suggest that we approach it in a more business-like way.  

Sincerely,

William G. Crutchfield, Jr.

