


Public Comment Submitted via Online Feedback Form 

On July 24, 2014, Fred Stottlemyer and Joseph Mullins submitted a proposal for a reservoir in 
Coonskin Park to you and several State and local agencies. 

A proposal this thorough deserves detailed feedback in the process of public input for Source 
Water Protection Plans, something much more than a generalized dismissal of reservoir 
proposals. To date, a year and a half after its submission to the water company and a variety of 
local and state government agencies, there has been no significant feedback. 

Your customers deserve details as to why you chose to focus on the Kanawha River as a 
second source. Your estimate of $100M+ for a 5 days raw water storage seems unusually high 
in light of the Coonskin proposal and a more detailed accounting should be shared.  

Furthermore, it looks like you are committing about $1M to water quality testing of the Kanawha. 
Less than 1/10th that amount would be enough to allow professional engineers to vet the 
reservoir proposal. Your customers deserve the best choice of a second source and a fair 
appraisal of available candidates. 

 

Public Comment Submitted via Online Feedback Form 

I have no special training or experience which would give me insight into the draft Source Water 
Protection Plan presented in March, 2016.  With that said, I think the plan misses the point and 
is focused on the wrong things. 

I write as a customer of West Virginia American Water (“the company”).  As such, I experienced 
firsthand the effects of the Freedom Industries spill in 2014 which so disrupted the lives of many 
people in this area.  At the time of the event, it was clear to me that the company has a 
fundamental problem which is the lack of a secondary water source.  Until and unless that 
shortfall is corrected, I and all customers of the company remain at risk for another such 
episode. 

The draft plan fails to address this core issue, and instead focuses on a technological initiative 
which will monitor water quality for (at this writing) seven (7) contaminants.  The monitoring 
system is intended to give plant operators in Charleston notice that a contaminant has flowed 
through the Elk River intake point – the only water intake for the plant.   The obvious question is 
“What good is that?”  The answer, unfortunately, is “Not much.” 

As described by company representatives at a public meeting seeking comments on the draft 
plan, the “new and innovative” system will sound an alarm when contamination is detected at 
the Elk River intake to the water purification plant.  Presuming that plant operators could react to 
(and verify?) the problem, what would they do? 

  • Could they shut the water intake, thus minimizing the amount of contamination entering 
the system?  Yes, but the maximum amount of treated water the system is capable of holding is 



39.7 million gallons.  In an average day, customers in 2015 used 28.6 million gallons.   If the 
notification of water emergency system described in the plan were to be effective (that is to say 
customers were aware that water could soon be unavailable), customers would presumably 
draw down water at a faster-than-average rate.  Even if customers were to instead reduce their 
usage by 50% from the average level, the company has sufficient treated water under the best 
possible conditions for less than three days’ operation.  The “do not use” advisory from the 
Freedom spill lasted five days.   In the event, the company had no reserve water available, thus 
foreclosing even a temporary shutdown.  

  • Could they simply shut down the distribution system and prevent the contamination from 
spreading to customers’ homes and businesses?  Apparently not – either the water mains 
themselves would collapse, or, barring that, sediment in the mains would be disturbed and upon 
restart be piped into homes and businesses. 

 

Absent an alternative water supply, as was abundantly illustrated during the Freedom Industries 
spill, the only option available to the company is to ask people not to use the water.  There is no 
way to maintain a safe water supply as things stand, and the monitoring system will not change 
that. 

West Virginia American Water addresses alternative sources of supply only briefly in the draft 
report.  In a table found on Page 20, the company: 

  • Dismisses interconnections to other systems as “not feasible” – the capacity of nearby 
systems is not adequate to meet demand. 

  • Dismisses other groundwater as “not feasible” because of both the number of wells that 
would be needed to meet demand and because of concerns about groundwater quality/yield. 

  • Dismisses raw water storage as both expensive and “difficult and time consuming.” [It is 
clear that even the five days’ treated water storage, had it been available would probably have 
been inadequate given the length of the Freedom Industries crisis.  Additional raw water storage 
is essential to buffer the treated water reserves.  Note also that the basis for the projected cost 
of $129 million is unclear and may be either too high or too low.] 

  • Appears to offer no opinion regarding either of two locations for a secondary intake.  The 
company notes the difficulties and potential cost of constructing such an intake, and then 
appears to sit back and say “we’ve done all we can do.” 

In fairness to the company, that is not what it has said, but in failing to advocate for such a 
secondary intake it might as well have.  It can and should be said that a “source water 
protection plan” is not a plan to continue operation of the system in emergency conditions.  It is 
exactly what it says it is, a plan to try to ensure that source water is protected from 
contamination, but it recognizes that such efforts will fail (why else have a monitoring system 
than to tell you the plan has failed?) 



The draft plan does not provide a means to protect against contamination.  It simply proposes to 
detect contamination when it occurs, offering no insight into how that knowledge effectively 
translates into continuing the supply of safe drinking water.  Acknowledging again my almost 
total lack of competence with respect to running a public water system, unless the company 
addresses the need for raw water other than from the Elk River, even if only temporarily, I 
foresee that at some point customers will relive the calamity of 2014. 

Let me also say that I have heard of local groups that support a publicly-owned water system.  
My cursory examination of their focus reveals that they intend to reduce the typical monthly bill 
of a customer.  Given the state of the existing West Virginia American Water Company system, 
which does not bill for 29.3% of its production for various reasons, it appears the system needs 
massive funding in order to operate efficiently and to provide for a secondary source or other 
method of continuing operations.   Lower water bills are not in our future – not if we want a 
reliable system. 

It will require considerable courage for the company to address and regulators to approve 
significant change and the money to pay for it.  That will not be popular.  Customers will not 
want to hear it.  But if the need is real, what option is there? 

Respectfully submitted, 

Kent Higgins  April 2, 2016 

(Please note that the on-line submission did not permit the footnotes in this document to be 
transferred.  A full copy can be obtained by contacting the writer.) 
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