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RI Drought Steering Committee  

Meeting Minutes 
 

January 10, 2008 
 
 

Attendees:  Robert Griffith, Ph.D, Chairman;  Juan Mariscal, General Manager,  & Beverly O’Keefe, 
Water Resources Board; Harold Ward, Brown University, Retired; Nicole Belk, National Weather Service, 
Robert Breault & Emily Wild, US Geological Survey; Nancy Hess, Statewide Planning Program; Alisa 
Richardson, DEM, Rob MacMillan, Providence Water Supply Board, Julia Forgue, Newport Water, 
Vasilios Harritos, Quonset Development Corporation; Rich Amirault, Health Department, Tom Kilday, 
RIEMA, Eugenia Marks, Audubon Society RI, & Michael Clark, Brown University. 
 

Call to Order and Introductions 
 

The Drought Steering Committee, held at the Department of Administration. Second Floor, Conference 
Room B, was called to order by the Chairman Robert Griffith, at 10:10 a.m., Thursday, January 10, 2008.   
Dr. Griffith welcomed members to the meeting, and reviewed the meeting agenda.  He noted the Drought 
Steering Committee has been convened to continue the review of state and local current conditions 
(meteorological-agricultural and hydrological) and to make an advisory recommendation on the current 
drought phase based on the presented information.    
    
 

Approval of November 19, 2007 Meeting Minutes  
 
Chairman Griffith asked for a motion to approve the minutes of the November 19, 2007 meeting.    Dr. 
Harold Ward made a motion to approve the minutes with a second by Mr. Rob Macmillan.  The vote to 
approve November 19, 2007 meeting minutes was unanimous.  
 
 

Evaluation of State and Local Conditions 
 
Dr. Griffith introduced Ms. Nicole Belk, Meteorologist, National Weather Service, who provided the 
Weather Conditions Report.  Ms. Belk presented the National Weather Service update using Power Point 
tools to reinforce major points during her presentation.  She reported continued moderate drought 
conditions across southern New England.  Specifically, the National Oceanographic Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) monthly “Drought Monitor” has identified most of Connecticut, all of Rhode 
Island, and parts of Massachusetts remaining in abnormally dry conditions while the Palmer Drought Index 
which is updated more frequently, has improved to normal conditions throughout Rhode Island.   The Crop 
Moisture Index records Rhode Island as “abnormally moist” although the calculated soil moisture below 
the top 6-8 inches of soil remains abnormally dry.    
 
Ms. Belk reported temperatures during November and December were lower than normal (1.5 degrees 
below normal), with the first week of January warm again showing above normal temperatures.  
Precipitation is at normal levels for December with some areas of the state receiving 100% or more of 
normal precipitation for December.  A review of the past 6 months shows the Eastern drought region below 
65% of normal precipitation with the remaining drought regions recorded at 70% of normal.  She reminded 
members that three months of improvement is needed before a “normal” drought phase can be re-
established.   
 



 
 
Ms. Belk reviewed the weather forecast for the next three months noting approximately two inches of rain 
are forecast through this evening, Sunday and the next week. On the other hand, analysis of various 
computer models show above normal temperatures and below normal precipitation for both the 8 through 
14-day,  and the 3-month outlook.    The Chairman thanked Ms. Belk. 
 
The Chairman introduced Rob Breault, Deputy Director, U.S. Geological Survey, MA-RI District.  Mr. 
Breault distributed a summary map report on stream gage and groundwater observation well levels.  Rob 
provided a quick explanation of the color-coded map.  Mr. Breault stated the map depicts 28 stream gages, 
16 of which provide useful information.  Of the 16 measurable gages, 14 meet the drought “warning” 
standard and 2 meet the drought “emergency” criteria.  A statewide analysis shows Rhode Island at 43% of 
normal (defined as average mean).   
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Stream Gage Status Report – 16 Gages 
Current Stream Gage Summary:  14 Warning, 2 Emergency 

REGION NORMAL ADVISORY WATCH WARNING EMERGENCY 
Northeast – 2 (1 broken)      3  
Northwest - 7    2  
Central East    3 1 
Central West No Information Available 
Southern     6 1 
Eastern No Information Available 
      
Beaver River – 26% of ; Wood River – 19% of ; Nipmuc – 22% of average for December 
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Ground Water Observation Well Status Report – 24 Wells 
Current Ground Water Summary:  7 Watch, 15 Warning, 2 Emergency 
REGION NORMAL ADVISORY WATCH WARNING EMERGENCY 

Northeast –      2 1   
Northwest -     1   1 
Central East   1 1    
Central West   1 2  
Southern    2  11   
Eastern No Information Available 
      
 No new ground water lows reported through December 2007.  
 
There are 39 ground Water observation wells, twelve of which have insufficient data.  Of the remaining 24 
wells, 7 wells meet the drought “watch” standard; 15 wells meet the drought “warning” standard, and 2 
wells meet the drought “emergency” standard.   
 
After discussion and questions, the Chairman asked for reports from the water supply community.  He 
introduced Ms. Julia Forgue, Director, Newport Water Division.   Ms. Forgue reported the Aquidneck 
Island reservoir levels are between 45-60% full and Newport Water did not have to draw water from the 
mainland, Watson Reservoir.   She stated Newport is “waiting for the reservoirs to fill.”  Mr. Bill Harritos, 
Superintendant, Quonset Development Corporation reported he has seen some rebounding of the three 
wells during December which are approximately 2 feet below normal.   
 
Mr. Rob Macmillan presented the Providence Water Supply Board update noting the Scituate Reservoir is 
at 72% of capacity which is 82% of normal for this time of year.  He state the website will soon be updated 
and normalized to reflect the seasonal differences.   
 
Ms. O’Keefe presented the Cumberland Water Department Report.  Mr. Chris Camplee reported on the 
status of Cumberland’s four wells.  Sneech Pond is currently down to 50% of normal; groundwater wells 
are low but contain significant amounts of water.  Ms. O’Keefe also provided a report from Ms. Carol 



 
 
Lariviere, Woonsocket Public Works.  Ms. Lariviere stated the main reservoir, Reservoir #3) is 
substantially down, 9 feet below the spillway (106.6 inches).  This level can be compared to the January 
2006 level (29.0 inches or  2 feet below capacity) and the January 2005 levels were (52.0 inches or 4 feet 
below normal).  Woonsocket is currently using the runoff from Reservoir #1 and Harris Pond is available to 
supply additional water.   
 
There were no reports presented from the agricultural or fire communities.   
  
Members discussed the presented information.   
 

Action Item 
 

Chairman Griffith introduced Ms. Beverly O’Keefe, Supervising Planner, RI Water Resources Board, who 
summarized the statewide assessment of hydrologic conditions.  She noted today’s presentations seemed to 
identify a significant change in hydrologic conditions, most especially in the southern portion of Rhode 
Island with 2 observation wells meeting  the “drought watch” standard and 11 wells meeting the “drought 
warning” standard.   She stated concern that the current low groundwater levels would not be recharged for 
four to five months (April or May) which could be a significant problem for groundwater dependent 
regions.   After discussion which focused on the low groundwater conditions, how regions with surface 
water storage mitigate the seriousness of the lack of precipitation, the need to alert private well owners, the 
economic effects – especially on tourism during the spring and summer months, and specific regions 
experiencing more serious conditions,  the Chairman made asked for a motion to remain in  a “drought 
advisory” status but to move the southern region to a “drought watch.”  He recommended press releases 
and materials be prepared to warn people on both the public and private water supplies to use water 
efficiently.  The motion was made by Ms. Eugenia Marks with a second by Mr. Amirault.    The vote in 
favor was unanimous.  Staff was asked to move quickly on preparing the press release materials to be 
forwarded to the Office of the Governor for release and dissemination.  
 

Discussion Item 
 
 Members discussed measures to offset drought, and agreed to reconvene in February.   Staff will continue 
to receive information from the NOAA National Weather Service, the U.S. Geological Survey, state 
agencies, and water suppliers throughout the next month.  Staff will prepare a press release which will 
focus on “water efficiency” and “water conservation”  to increase the public’s awareness of the need to 
practice good water conservation throughout the year.   
 
  

Adjournment 
 

At 11:10 a.m., Chairman Griffith asked for a motion to adjourn until next month when the committee will 
reconvene to review the indicators and recommend the current drought status.    The motion carried and the 
meeting adjourned.  
 
 
 
  Respectfully Submitted By, 

 
Beverly O’Keefe 

Supervising Planner 
 
 
 
 
The meeting place is accessible to the handicapped in conformance with RIGL 42-46-2.  Individuals requesting interpreter services for 
the hearing impaired must notify the Board office at tel. 574-8400/TDD 574-8401, at least 72 hours in advance of the meeting date.   
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