
6 COASTAL OBSERVER
Thursday, March 20, 2008

Utility wrestles with irrig~tion tie-ins
By CHARLES SWENSON
COASTAL OBSERVER

If the local water utility is
concerned about contamina·
tion from customers who use
the public water supply for
irrigation, it needs to close
a loophole that allowed 500
connections that aren't con·
trolled or inspected, custom·
ers told the utility's board at
a hearing last week.
The Ge()rgetown County

Water and Sewer District
is still looking for a solution
to potential problems posed
by "cross connections" to the
water supply. .
The district requires irri·

gation customers to install
"backflow devices" to pre·
vent water from sprinkler
systems from running back
into the water supply. But
when that requirement took
effect .in 2000 there were
about 500 customers with
connections who weren't reo
quired to install the valves.
The district is concerned

that about 10 percent of the
1,4,00customers who do have
backf10w valves aren't get.
ting them tested every year,
as the district requires. The
district staff has proposed
assessing those .customers
$5 a month and conducting
its own.inspections. .

That could put Tom Mc~
Gaughan, owner of Coastal
Inspections,' out af business.

comply. However, he said
that' usually requires three
notices far some customers.
"Weneed to have 100 per-

cent compliance," Corkum
said. "It only takes one inci-
dent 'to have a serious prob.
lem with the system."
He cited an estimate from

the American Water Works
Association that there· are
100,000 incidents daily
when water flows back into
a public water supply.
The association estimates

the failure rate for backflow
valves at 12 percent.
Based on the association's

. figures, the district could
have 120 failures each year,
Corkum said.
The district is concerned

that water from irrigation
systems could contain pes-
ticides, fertilizers or other
contaminants.
"I don't object to the back-

. flow protection program,"
said Tom Leis, a River Club
resident. "I object to having
to comply this way."
Leis told the district board

that this was the first year
A set of valves at North Litchfield buffers the pub· he received a notice. He pays
lie water supply from an irrigation system. $43 a year for testing and

has a three-year contract.
"I'm a damn good tester," Brad Corkum, the dis- "When I was asked. to do
he told the district board .."1 trict's operations director, something, I complied with
take this job very seriously." said whim customers with it," Leis said.
The backflow valves are cross connections are sent Stephen Chmil of Will·

also required for other con· annual notices telling them brook Plantation told the
nections to the water sup· their backflow valves need board "I have never received
ply, such as fire sprinklers. to be tested about 90 percent .a notice."

I .

"This is one of the rea·
sons we want to go to a new
system," said Bill Schwartz·
kopf, who chairs the water
district board. .
"Maybe your systemis not

working," Chmil said. "May-
be you can tweak it a little."
Chmil, who pays $55 a

year for his inspections, said
he likes the idea of getting
competitive bids for the ser-
vice. "This is what America
is all about," he said.

Chinil and Leis both said
the district should get tough
with people who don't com-
ply with the inspection re-
quirement.
"I'm a little' shocked you

don't just say, 'hey, we'll cut
your water off,' ~'Leis said.
McGaughan said he has

inspected about 300 valves
over the last five years. He
said people don't under-
stand the need, and don't
understand why some peo-
ple aren't required to have
backflow devices.

"I have to become your
representative," he told the
board,

Corkum said the goal is
to require the systems that
existed before 2000 to have
backflow valves and annual
tests.

But the details will be
worked out after the manda-
tory inspection policy is ad-
opted.
McGaughan asked if the

district has inspected its
system to determine if there
are cross connections that
are off the books.

"There's no way to know,"
Corkum said.

o • "I know there"s hundreds
out there that haven't been
inspected," McGaughan
said, though he acknowl-
edged he didn't know how
many of those were grandfa-
thered.
After listening to the pub-

lic comments, the board
asked staff to continue to re-
fme a proposed policy.
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