Still talking
08/01/00
Negotiations on water sharing extended again 

Look who's talking, still. 

Another deadline has come and gone, and negotiators have decided to extend water sharing talks between Alabama, Georgia and Florida. For the fifth time since 1999 they have pushed back the deadline, this time from Aug. 1 to Dec. 30. 

Believe it or not, that's good news for the state's long-term future and for taxpayers. 

Negotiators for the three states are trying to work out an agreement for the next 50 years over how to share water in the Apalachicola-Flint-Chattahoochee river basin, while Alabama and Georgia are deadlocked over the Alabama-Coosa-Tallapoosa river basin. 

The fight boils down to how - or if - the states can agree to divide the water from the two basins. Alabama and Florida sued Georgia 10 years ago, claiming it was hogging water and threatening supplies downstream. As Georgia has continued to grow, it has diverted ever more water to support it. When the Chattahoo chee wouldn't support Atlanta's suburbs, the state also started removing water from the Coosa and Tallapoosa, which flow into Alabama, and the Flint, which winds up in Florida. 

This is no esoteric fight. Water really is our most precious commodity. Alabama must protect its interests from its upstream, greedy neighbor. It must have enough water, and enough water that is good. Earlier this year, the American Rivers organization named the disputed basins the fifth-most endangered river basins in the country. 

At this point, the states' options are few: continue talking, or prepare for a costly, lengthy, messy battle before the U.S. Supreme Court. A court fight could cost each state $4 million to $6 million and take years. 

There's really no option but to keep talking. With a negotiator appointed by President Clinton to represent federal interests and keep the talks on track, it's the best chance of reaching agreement. 
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