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RI Drought Steering Committee
Meeting Minutes

February 14, 2008

Attendees: Robert Griffith, Ph.D, Chairman; Juan Mariscal, General Manager, & Beverly O’Keefe,
Water Resources Board; Michael Clark, & Nora Buckman, Brown University, Nicole Belk, National
Weather Service, Robert Breault & Emily Wild, US Geological Survey; Nancy Hess, Statewide Planning
Program; Alisa Richardson, DEM, Rich Amirault, Health Department, Robert Pesapane, RIEMA, Eugenia
Marks, Audubon Society RI, Al Mancini, Division of Public Utilities & Carriers, Stan Knox, United Water
RI, Al Bettencourt, Rl Farm Bureau, & Richard Fennessey, Bristol County Water Authority.

Call to Order and Introductions

The Drought Steering Committee, held at the Department of Administration, Cafeteria Conference Room,
was called to order by the Chairman Robert Griffith, at 11:05 a.m., Thursday, February 14, 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 January 10, 2008 Meeting Minutes

Chairman Griffith asked for a motion to approve the minutes of the January 10, 2008 meeting. Ms.
Eugenia Marks made a motion to approve the minutes with a second by Mr. Rich Amirault. The vote to
approve January 10, 2008 minutes was unanimous.

Evaluation of State and Local Conditions

Dr. Griffith introduced Ms. Nicole Belk, Senior Service Hydrologist, National Weather Service, who
presented the National Weather Service update using Power Point tools to reinforce major points (Table 1)
and information taken from the NOAA National Weather Service Forecast Office,
http://www.erh.noaa.gov/box/hydrofcsts.shtml. She reported January was a below normal month for
precipitation with just over 2 inches received across the state while the past week’s precipitation (February
6 through 14"™) of over 2.74 inches has helped to make up the past three-month deficit. She noted T.F.
Green Airport has received 5.17 inches of rain to date for February, which is 3.5 inches above normal
exceeding normal precipitation in Providence for the month. The long-range outlook is showing higher
than normal temperatures and normal precipitation patterns throughout the United States.

Table 1: Rhode Island Current Weather Conditions Report

RI1 Drought Indicator Past Month Current Month Forecast

Precipitation Below normal -2.00 | -15 to -2.25 inches below 5-day forecast — 1" rain expected
normal —Southern & Central
RI; -0.5 to -1.0 inches below
normal for Northern RI

Crop Moisture Very wet through Feb 2

Palmer Drought Normal through Feb 2

www.wrb.ri.gov



Ms. Belk reported the National Weather Service gathers precipitation data for Rhode Island from only 6
data points which includes Woonsocket, Kingston, Tiverton, and Westerly among others, and this limits the
data. She announced the National Weather Service has formed a partnership with “The Community
Collaborative Rain, Hail, & Snow Network™ to set up additional data points using trained citizen observers.
Ms. Belk would like to recruit individuals and family volunteers in Rhode Island to take daily precipitation
measurements. The observers record the data and enter it on-line for real-time precipitation reporting. She
stated this program would allow the National Weather Service to set up additional data points for
measuring precipitation, and she encouraged the committee to recruit members for this initiative. Mr.
Mariscal noted this activity might interest the local watershed groups. .

The Chairman introduced Rob Breault, Deputy Director, U.S. Geological Survey, MA-RI District. Mr.
Breault distributed a summary map on stream gage (Table 2) and groundwater observation well levels
(Table 3). He presented a detailed summary of current hydrologic conditions in Rhode Island. Mr. Breault
acknowledged the work of Ms. Emily Wild, USGS Hydrologist who is “the brains behind the presentation”
noting the presentation includes the latest real time data as of today. Rob stated while the recent rainfall
was needed, the ground is frozen which prevents the water from percolating into the soil.

Mr. Breault stated his presentation was prepared following the guidelines identified in the Drought
Management State Guide Plan where normal is defined as the long-term average, and drought level is
determined based on the number of months the stream or groundwater levels are below normal (lowest
25% of record). Given this definition Rhode Island has been in a drought and has only a 6% chance to
approach “normal” once in a drought. He stated the statistical average is not the 25% percentile as
described in the plan. He discussed the criteria for returning to “normal” and stated the plan seems to be
written for a long-term drought which makes it difficult for USGS to respond using short-term indicators.
He asked members to think about this discrepancy within the plan and discuss how to update the Plan going
forward. Members discussed the Plan as written and the various methods used for a meaningful
implementation. Alisa Richardson recommended developing a short-term action plan section as an update
to the State Guide Plan. She stated she has some “flashy” climate change data which may be useful to this
committee. Mr. Mariscal stated the Drought Plan is written for the long-term but is being applied as a
short-term action plan.

Table 2: February 14, 2008 Rhode Island
Stream Gage Status Report — 16 Gages/28 stations
Current Stream Gage Summary: 4 Warning, 12 Emergency

REGION NORMAL | ADVISORY | WATCH | WARNING | EMERGENCY
Northeast — 3/5 1 2
Northwest — 2/3 1 3
Central East — 4/5 3 1
Central West — 5 No Information Available
Southern — 6/10 | | | 1 | 6
Eastern No Information Available

Table 3: February 14, 2008 Rhode Island
Ground Water Observation Well Status Report — 24 Wells
Current Ground Water Summary: 3 Watch, 5 Warning, 16 Emergency

REGION NORMAL | ADVISORY | WATCH | WARNING | EMERGENCY
Northeast — 3/3 1 2
Northwest - 2/7 1 1
Central East — 2/4 1 1
Central West — 3/4 1 0 2
Southern — 14/17 2 12
Eastern No Information Available




The Chairman summarized the discussion and recommended that staff prepare a report and press release
materials containing the technical information. Once completed, the draft should be reviewed by the
technical experts to represent the information correctly. The Chairman appointed a sub-committee to work
on an update to the Drought State Guide Plan. Appointed members include Beverly O’Keefe, Eugenia
marks, Nancy Hess, Rob Breault, Nicole Belk, Richard Amirault, and Alisa Richardson.

The Chairman next asked Mr. Al Bettencourt to report on conditions from the agricultural community.
Growing season have not yet started although water use has increased for the greenhouses who are starting
plants for the growing season. There was no report on Fire Danger. Ms. O’Keefe presented several verbal
reports from various water suppliers around Rhode Island. The Pawtucket reservoir level has come up
from 48% to 65%; Aquidneck Island reservoirs including the Watson Reservoir are at 69% of capacity, and
the Scituate Reservoir system is at 77% of capacity. The Jamestown reservoir is up 24, Cumberland reports
an increase of 14inches, and the Woonsocket reservoir has increased 42 inches bringing it up to
approximately 5 feet below the spillway. The Chairman thanked Ms. O’Keefe and recognized Mr. Rich
Amirault who reported the Department of Health is still working with the few well owners who
experienced dry wells in December and January. There have been no new reports of dry wells.

Members discussed the presented information.
Action Item

Chairman Griffith introduced Ms. Beverly O’Keefe, Supervising Planner, Rhode Island Water Resources
Board, who summarized the statewide assessment of hydrologic conditions. She noted today’s
presentations while including the large amount of precipitation received during last week still point to
severe to moderate groundwater conditions, especially in the southern region of Rhode Island. She
distributed copies of the “Regional Drought Analysis, January 2008, and recommended Rhode Island
remain in a “drought watch” until conditions improve. The committee discussed the presentations, reports,
and drought recommendations.

The Chairman accepted a motion to approve the recommendation to remain in a drought “watch.” The vote
in favor was unanimous. Staff was asked to prepare the press release material and include information on
the water supply community response to the current drought conditions. The press release will be
forwarded to the Office of the Governor for release and dissemination.

Discussion Items

The Chairman led a discussion regarding the drought responses made by the state’s major water suppliers
noting his continued concern with observation wells with insufficient data. Rob Breault reported ongoing
discussions with the Department of Environmental Management to monitor wells. Ms. O’Keefe reported
there is a wide variation in the water supply system management plans as to what actions, will be taken
during any one phase. Basically, the Water Resources Board does not have quantifiable information on
what happens when, or what is happening during this current drought period. Members agreed the water
suppliers should be polled to identify drought responses and triggers. Ms. O’Keefe referred members to
the distributed information which included a memorandum sent to water suppliers requesting information
on drought response action steps for each drought phase. Water suppliers have been asked to return their
drought response plans to the Water Resources Board by February 29. Members recommended issuing a
press release which includes mention of various responses made by water suppliers across the state and
increasing proactive efforts if the water supply community fails to respond.

Adjournment
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 was made, seconded, and
carried. The meeting adjourned at 12:50 p.m.

Respectfully Submitted By,

Beverly O’Keefe
Supervising Planner



