Chair Aaron Michlewitz

House Committee on Ways and Means
24 Beacon Street, Room 243

Boston, MA 02133

Vice Chair Margaret Ann Ferrante
House Committee on Ways and Means
24 Beacon Street, Room 243

Boston, MA 02133

June 3, 2024

RE: Support for H.861, An Act relative to maintaining adequate water supplies through
effective drought management

Dear Chair Michlewitz, Vice Chair Ferrante, and Members of the House Committee on Ways
and Means

We, the forty-seven undersigned organizations, write to strongly urge the Committee to give a
favorable report to H.861, An Act relative to maintaining adequate water supplies through
effective drought management.

Massachusetts faces increasing climate challenges, including more frequent and severe droughts
that impact our state's rivers, wetlands, wildlife habitat, and drinking water supplies. This bill is a
small yet crucial step toward creating a proactive, coordinated, statewide drought response that
safeguards our environment, public health, and the sustainability of our water supplies.

Key Provisions of H.861:
Coordinating regional non-essential outdoor watering during drought.

This bill allows the Secretary of the Executive Office of Energy and Environmental
Affairs (EEA) to require regional water conservation measures during a declared drought,
as recommended by the state's 2023 Drought Management Plan.

As it stands, most municipalities already implement some level of water conservation
during drought, as required by their Water Management Act permits or registrations.
However, those measures can vary significantly town to town, even among neighbors,
despite the area as a whole experiencing the same low water levels.


https://www.mass.gov/doc/massachusetts-drought-management-plan/download

This bill will save municipal staff time by allowing them to now take advantage of the
state's existing suite of communication materials, rather than each town creating their
own messaging.

Codifying the Drought Management Task Force into statute.

The bill formalizes the existing Drought Management Task Force, a group of state,
federal, and local experts who analyze recent hydrologic and climatic data to determine
drought severity. This group also creates the state’s Drought Management Plan, which
includes outdoor watering recommendations. Codifying the task force into statute will
ensure that our state’s climate preparedness strategies are grounded in scientific data and
expert recommendations.

Aligning with state regulations and planning.

Many water users in Massachusetts are already subject to limits on outdoor non-essential
water use during periods of drought. In January 2023, MassDEP updated regulations
regarding communities with Water Management Act registrations to include drought
management policies, joining permitted users and Massachusetts Water Resources
Authority (MWRA) customers as being subject to drought management policies when
resources are strained. H.861 supports this fair and clear approach by ensuring that all
residents and businesses in a drought region, including those on private wells, would be
abiding by the same water conservation measures.

Preparing proactively for disasters.

Right now, the Governor can only require water conservation during a drought
emergency, at which point the state would be experiencing crop failure, increased fire
danger, loss of aquatic life, and threats to the water supply. It is far more prudent to
conserve water in the early stages of drought to prevent such emergencies from
occurring. Limiting lawn watering is a small step, but when done at scale, can have big
impacts. In many Massachusetts municipalities, outdoor watering can increase overall
water use by a full 60%.

Massachusetts needs this coordinated, statewide drought response to protect our rivers and
aquatic resources. While summer 2023 was one of the wettest on record, the precipitation came
in “flashier” storms, meaning heavy precipitation over a short period of time. Despite all that
water, our aquifers actually have trouble recharging when the water is so inundated it prevents
infiltration back into groundwater. The cycle of severe droughts and severe floods is one that will
keep occurring in the Commonwealth, and our regulations, behaviors, and responses need to
evolve in kind.


https://www.mass.gov/orgs/drought-management-task-force

This bill has consistently enjoyed broad, bipartisan support from legislators, organizations, and
environmental advocates from across the Commonwealth in past sessions. The most recent
ResilientMass State Hazard Mitigation and Climate Adaptation Plan identified drought as a

statewide threat with a high magnitude of consequences for all our residents. We now have the
opportunity to ensure our state’s preparedness for the next extreme drought.

We request that you favorably report H.861, An Act relative to maintaining adequate water
supplies through effective drought management out of committee this session. Your support is
vital in advancing this legislation and ensuring its potential to benefit the Commonwealth.

Sincerely,

Katharine Lange
Policy Director
Massachusetts Rivers Alliance

Chelsea Gazillo
Senior New England Policy Manager
American Farmland Trust

Andrew Fisk, Ph.D.
Northeast Regional Director
American Rivers

Don Keeran
Assistant Director
Association to Preserve Cape Cod

Heather Rockwell
Director of Operations
Barnstable Clean Water Coalition

Theodore Beauvais
President

Blackstone River Watershed Association

Peter Schilling
Environmental Coordinator
Cape Cod Chapter, Trout Unlimited

Laura Jasinski
Executive Director
Charles River Conservancy

Zeus Smith
Associate Attorney
Charles River Watershed Association

Nina Gordon-Kirsch
River Steward
Connecticut River Conservancy

Heather A. Govern
Vice President, Clean Air and Water
Conservation Law Foundation

David Melly
Legislative Director

Environmental League of Massachusetts

Lydia Churchill
Campaign Associate
Environment Massachusetts

Kate Bowditch
President
Essex County Greenbelt Association


https://www.mass.gov/info-details/2023-resilientmass-plan#:~:text=The%20ResilientMass%20Plan%20is%20Massachusetts,and%20mitigate%20natural%20hazard%20events.

Karen Buck
President
Friends of the Malden River

Chris Redfern
Executive Director
Friends of the Middlesex Fells Reservation

Benjamin Cote
Chairperson
Friends of the Ten Mile River Watershed

Mike Yeomans
President
Greater Boston Chapter of Trout Unlimited

Lesly Melendez
Executive Director
Groundwork Lawrence

Arianna Alexsandra Collins
Executive Director
Hoosic River Watershed Association

Erin Bonney Casey
Resiliency Program Director
Ipswich River Watershed Association

Pine duBois
Executive Director
Jones River Watershed Association

Marie Gauthier & Elizabeth Foster-Nolan
Co-Presidents
League of Women Voters of Massachusetts

Jane Calvin
Executive Director
Lowell Parks and Conservation Trust

Kathleen Vandiver
Project Team Lead
Malden River Works

Dorothy McGlincy

Executive Director

Massachusetts Association of Conservation
Commissions

Sam Anderson

Director of Legislative & Government
Aftairs

Mass Audubon

Robb Johnson
Executive Director
Massachusetts Land Trust Coalition

Ivan Ussach
Director
Millers River Watershed Council

John Macone
Policy and Education Specialist
Merrimack River Watershed Council

Patrick Herron
Executive Director
Mystic River Watershed Association

Jennifer Keegan
Executive Director
Nashua River Watershed Association

Emily Myron
Senior Policy Manager
The Nature Conservancy in Massachusetts



Kerry Malloy Snyder

Managing Director for Community
Resilience

Neponset River Watershed Association

Frederic B. Jennings Jr., Ph.D
Board Member
Nor'East Chapter of Trout Unlimited

Samantha Woods

Executive Director

North and South Rivers Watershed
Association

Matt Brown
Executive Director
OARS

George Comiskey
President
Parker River Clean Water Association

Kate McPherson
Narragansett Bay Riverkeeper
Save the Bay

Elizabeth Green
Executive Director
Three Sisters Garden Project

cc:
Senator Jaime Eldridge
Senator Rebecca Rausch
Representative Joan Meschino
Representative Dan Cabhill

Brian Henderson
President
Shawsheen River Watershed Association

Anne Slugg

Chair and Sudbury representative
Sudbury, Assabet, and Concord Wild and
Scenic River Stewardship Council

Gloria Bancroft
Coordinator
Taunton River Stewardship Council

Joseph Callahan
President
Taunton River Watershed Alliance

Cynthia Dittbrenner
Interim VP of Conservation and Resilience
The Trustees

Moussa Siri
Executive Director
Water Supply Citizen Advisory Committee

Deborah Weaver
Executive Director
Westport River Watershed Alliance



