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NORTHWEST WEEKLY SAVING OUR WATER The Series Water, essential to life, is taken for granted in Eastern Massachusetts, but the shift of population to formerly rural communities, reliance on the automobile, and other human activity is leading to water shortages in some communities and threats to existing sources. In a three-part series, the Globe looks at water and the way it affects our lives. Part 1 (May 7): We have a strong history of protecting our public water sources, but vigilance is necessary to avoid future problems. Part 2 (May 14): Water supplies are vulnerable to overuse and development. Part 3 (today): How our attitudes shape the chance to conserve water and make it available where needed.

For public water suppliers, "the old school of thought was check it, pump it, sell it," said Savas Danos, general manager of the Littleton Electric Light and Water departments. For customers, the rule was "use as much as you want as long as you pay your bill," he added.

The new philosophy is: "Be zealous about water quality and urge customers not to waste water," according to Danos. "All it takes is one 18-wheel tractor-trailer tipping over in the wrong place to shut down a well and put a town in dire straits," he said.

In the scramble to meet new demands and comply with stricter water- quality requirements, more districts are hiring environmental specialists. "It's an idea that is just catching on in Massachusetts, and we think it's great," said state Department of Environmental Protection spokesman Ross Edward.

Littleton Electric Light and Water hired Danos, its first environmental specialist, in 1982. The Concord Water and Sewer Department added an environmental analyst two years ago. The Acton Water District's environmental manager came on board last year, and funds are earmarked in Westford's proposed 2001 fiscal year budget to add a Water Department environmental specialist as of July 1.

"The driving force behind creating the environmental manager job was the desire to hire someone who would be proactive in communitywide education," according to James L. Deming, who heads the Acton district.

Jane Ceraso, the Acton district's environmental manager, was active at the recent Earth Day 2000 festivities in the North Acton Recreation Area Park. By the time the celebration ended, she had shown hundreds of visitors a model that explains how ground water travels and she had passed out stacks of information on ways to protect ground water and save landscaping time, money, and water. Ceraso also oversees water testing and compliance with federal Safe Drinking Water Act regulations, works with the state Department of Environmental Protection, and keeps a water-quality database.

Conservation is becoming increasingly important as the Acton district nears the withdrawal of 1.92 million gallons of ground water per day, the maximum allowed by state permit, Ceraso explained.

"Last year we would have exceeded our average daily limit if users had not responded to an emergency outdoor watering ban that cut use by 36 percent in just four days. We don't want to get to a situation where we're losing storage in our tanks, and risk fire protection capacity," Ceraso stressed.

Last summer, Ceraso began developing a drinking water education program with Acton public schools, and during National Drinking Water Week, May 7-13, the district sponsored theater performances in schools on ground water protection and conservation themes.

Acton had a wake-up call in the late 1970s when two of the town's four wells were closed due to industrial contamination of the ground water. A temporary building moratorium was adopted as a result. After treatment, the wells were back on line by 1984.

Ceraso, an environmental scientist with experience in drinking water programs at the state level, practices what she preaches. She has reduced the size of the lawn at her Acton home. She never waters it, nor does she use pesticides or phosphate fertilizers.

"Conservation is one of the biggest environmental issues we face today," she said. "We are blessed with lots of water, yet we have been quite careless in the way we use it. There are definitely trends toward bigger houses, more bathrooms, larger lawns," but until recently, there has been little interest in saving water or curbing outdoor use, she said.

In Acton, strict new regulations that ban outdoor watering on Mondays and restrict it sharply the other six days took effect May 1 as a preventive measure.

Two decades ago in Littleton, concerns about contamination in neighboring Acton, on Cape Cod, and in Woburn led environmentally savvy residents and officials to create a program of protective bylaws, monitoring, and oversight that became a national model for districts with similar ground water supplies. When Danos was promoted, the environmental specialist post continued. Current environmental analyst Deborah Bray gets help in the summer from a work/study student.

Danos predicts that every community water system "will need someone within its borders specifically responsible for that kind of oversight."

Concord Water and Sewer Department superintendent Alan Cathcart, Littleton's environmental specialist in the '80s, said he decided to enter the field when he saw water emerging as an issue in New England. "It's an old story in the Southwest," he noted.

Cathcart explains that public perceptions can be a barrier to conservation efforts. "There may be lots of water around us, but people don't realize much of the water they see isn't available for drinking."

Concord was able to refrain from mandatory watering restrictions last summer because of education programs that began before the drought, aggressive local leak detection, a new well, and a positive response to requests for voluntary use restrictions, he added.

The main focus of the Acton district's conservation efforts is reducing water use in summertime, when demand more than doubles, largely due to lawn watering, according to Deming. "That water is often wasted because it is applied too often, at the wrong time, or in the wrong way," he said.

While Deming noted that reducing water use also reduces the revenue stream, he added, "Today our biggest concern is using limited resources appropriately. Increasing revenue has become a secondary problem, and one we would much rather deal with."

Tips on conservation and drought-resistant gardening are available at the Acton Water District office, 693 Massachusetts Ave. If you visit, check out the Water Wise demonstration garden. Ceraso said the garden, the gold badge project of Acton-Boxborough Regional High School student Kathleen Niple, turned into a real community effort, involving Girl Scouts, Brownies, the Acton Garden Club, and area nurseries.
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