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Potential climate change impacts for Miami-Dade Water and Sewer Department are significant, said the utility’s Deputy Director, Douglas Yoder.  Sea level rise can result in salt intrusion, flooding, inflow and infiltration.  Tropical storm frequency and intensity are expected to increase and precipitation patterns to change.  Future demand forecast will be impacted by changes in population and tourism patterns, he said.

To address climate change, the Dade County Commission adopted a plan in 1993 to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and 34 million metric tons have been avoided to date, Yoder noted.   Mitigation efforts focused on solid waste, transportation, urban design and energy efficiency.  In 2007, a Climate Change Advisory Task Force was created to advise the County Commission on adaptation strategies.

The work of the task force resulted in a finding that sea level rise of 1.5 feet could be expected by 2050 and three to five feet by 2100, Yoder said.  The group recommended that groundwater, salt intrusion and drainage/flooding consequences be modeled and that development be limited in the most vulnerable undeveloped areas.  It also urged the County to accelerate natural system restoration to create greater resilience of the natural system (the Everglades), further reduce GHG emissions across all sectors and establish a countywide master plan element for climate change.

Yoder said a utility-specific “To Do” list includes more precise estimates of the role of sea level rise and tropical storm activity patterns.  Treatment technology is required to deal with more brackish groundwater, along with more energy-efficient treatment technologies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  The utility must refine growth projections to account for possible climate change impacts that might reduce demands and must revise land use and capital plans to adapt to climate change.

Utilities cannot plan for climate change in isolation, he observed.  Utility adaptation strategies may be very capital and energy intensive with long lead times.  In addition, he said, monitoring and verifying conditions attributable to climate change as triggers for implementing adaptation actions has technical, political, and financial dimensions.  Yoder warned that forecasting future habitability on a metropolitan or regional scale is uncharted territory, and while coastal utilities may be at most obvious risk, all communities will have impacts.

