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By Katie Cullipher and Rebekah Eastep

It’s as simple as turning on the tap. For the 1.7 million residents of Hampton Roads, healthy and reliable

drinking water is part of our daily lives. One of our most reliable public services, it keeps our crops growing,

schools running, businesses open and military bases operation-ready, allowing us to go about our daily routines

without a second thought.

But do you really understand where our water comes from, where it goes and what life would be like without it?

Our region’s hard-working water and wastewater systems constantly work to bring clean water to us and take

sewage away to be treated before it is released safely back into the environment.

A broken water system, however, can be devastating. No water for coffee or a morning shower. Forget about

brushing your teeth, flushing the commode or filling your dog’s water bowl. And that is just residential use.

Commercial enterprises, from hotels to hospitals, factories to power plants, carwashes to aquariums, need

water, too.

While water falls from the sky and flows through our rivers, it is far from free. Collecting, storing, treating, and

bringing water to and from your house costs millions of dollars each year. Here in Hampton Roads, our public

water systems are supported by 12 drinking water treatment plants with more than 50 wells and 21 reservoirs

storing more than 34 billion gallons of water. And when we’re done with all that clean water, more than 1,500

pump stations carry our sewage to 10 wastewater treatment plants across the region.

Just like our transportation routes, our region’s 6,500 miles of water distribution pipelines and more than

5,800 miles of sanitary sewer lines need ongoing maintenance so that the reliable services they provide can

continue uninterrupted.

Perhaps you’ve seen or heard about some of the local investments taking place across the region. The most

notable of late may be HRSD’s Sustainable Water Initiative for Tomorrow (SWIFT). This project will take highly

treated water that is normally discharged into Chesapeake Bay tributaries and put it through additional rounds

of advanced treatment to raise it to drinking water standards. The SWIFT water will then be added to the

Potomac Aquifer, creating a sustainable resource to replenish groundwater for future generations, while

simultaneously addressing land subsidence and saltwater intrusion.

Lots of smaller projects are being implemented by local utilities throughout the region and these investments

can be seen on a daily basis. For example, on Beach Road in Hampton’s Fox Hill area, aging water mains and an

old water tower were recently replaced by nearly two miles of wider pipeline, enhancing reliability by reducing

the potential for leaks and breaks and bringing other benefits, such as improved fire flow.
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While our region’s water and wastewater systems may be out of sight, they should not be out of mind. On Oct.

12, municipalities in Hampton Roads will join other groups across the country to recognize “Imagine a Day

Without Water,” addressing the importance of maintaining the underground water and wastewater systems

that bring a steady flow of water to and from residents, businesses, schools, hospitals and emergency outlets.

We invite you join askHRgreen.org and the HRPDC Regional Directors of Utilities Committee in this effort by:

Giving up one activity that day that involves water and see what it’s like to go without.

Going to www.shareH2o.org and consider a gift to the Help 2 Others (H2O) Program, a local 501(c)3

organization that assists families in danger of losing residential water service because of an unexpected crisis.

Discussing the importance of our region’s ongoing investment in this critical infrastructure by joining the

conversation at facebook.com/askHRgreen.

An investment that ensures our region’s public health, safety and economic vitality is one that should be

maintained. It’s hard to imagine living without it.

Cullipher and Eastep lead the askHRgreen.org public awareness and education campaign for the Hampton

Roads Planning District Commission.
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