
[bookmark: _lnplnqzkceg]Suwannee Basin Residents Deserve BBetter than Jacksonville’s treated wastewater
By John S. Quarterman
 from Jacksonville into the Suwannee Basin

Why do three unelected water management water management boards want to spend $1.1 billion to pipe Jacksonville’s wastewater to the Suwannee River Basin?  It’s for a bad solution to the problems of our depleting aquifer and the misguided law that attempts to correct this. two water problems?
[bookmark: ssb4kgbbdy6v]“Water First North Florida” (WFNF) is an ill-conceived proposal to transport The plan is to pipe treated wastewater from the Jacksonville Electric Authority (JEA)  Buckman wastewater plant more than 60 miles into the Suwannee Basin. The idea is that it would to replenish wetlands and raise the water table in our flows and levels in springs and rivers. The process is It’s called Water First North Florida (WFNF),1 and it’s wasteful, , slow, fragile, and based on unproven technology. Moreover, it poses a potential risk to the health of our fragile aquifer.
[bookmark: vb4w5071aq6u]If this treated wastewater is it’s clean enough to drink, Jacksonville can drink it. If it’s not, why should the residents of the Suwannee Basin allowccept it to contaminate our wetlands, seep into groundwater where cave divers and rare species swim, and rise come back up to ourin drinking water wells and springs and rivers?  where people and animals swim? All 12twelve Suwannee Basin counties have approved a resolution against WFNF, proposing instead that we consider and for seawater desalination or other solutions.2
The proposal is being pushed by tThe unelected boards of JEA (Jacksonville’s private water and wastewater utility), and the Suwannee and St. Johns River Water Management Districts (SJRWMD and SRWMD) are pushing the WFNF proposal. Their . 
[bookmark: ygnzrh33he3j]The $1.1 billion cost estimate does not include the costs of building the pipelines, nor the cost of obtaining rights of way, ornor operational costs. Residents of Jacksonville would see their water rates increase to pay for Why should people in the St. Johns Basin accept likely rate increases from cost overruns, operational costs, and lawsuits about pipelines and by neighboring landowners. ? JEA ironically tells its customers that it is “should line up with its own customers, “JEA is dedicated to serving our customers and delivering reliable, sustainable services at reasonable rates.”3 How will they keep this commitment?
[bookmark: f7p66yuhvlr3][bookmark: m2i83oelrar7]Senator Corey Simon stated in In May we heard that, “the Water First North Florida project is being canceled in its current form.”4  Actually,Actually, the state legislature zeroed a $20 million line item for WFNF.5 But that’s peanuts compared to the combined $525 million already dedicated  by JEA and SJRWMD, plus more promised by FDEP. 
It ain’t dead yet.
People in both basins do get to vote in local, state, and federal elections. Defeating WFNF should be a important n concern.issue.
[bookmark: _e52uan7qtq]The Problems
[bookmark: l3w59xj3ozix]Low levels and flows of springs and rivers and drying wetlands critically threaten our water supply, real problem, especially in the Suwannee Basin.6
[bookmark: cwh8ky5u08lk][bookmark: suavr3f8nzx][bookmark: voviuytp0dld][bookmark: pet5bs6o2tg][bookmark: sghspao2v296]SB 64 of 20217 requires wastewater outflows into rivers to cease in 2032 (or maybe later8) unless they are basically drinking water quality. That is likely what caused JEA’s board in November 2025 to dedicate $400 million to WFNF9 and the St. Johns River Water Management District (SJRWMD) to dedicate $125 million.10 SB 64 got a loophole added a few years later: if the outflow goes to replenish wetlands or increase levels and flows in springs and rivers,11 it doSB 64 (passed in 2021)7 requires wastewater outflows into rivers to cease in 2032 (or maybe later8) unless they are basically drinking water quality. Reaction to this bill is likely what caused JEA’s board in November 2025 to dedicate $400 million to WFNF9 and the St. Johns River Water Management District to dedicate $125 million.10 SB 64 got a loophole added a few years later: If the outflow goes to replenish wetlands or increase levels and flows in springs and rivers,11 it doesn’t have to be clean enough to drink. That loophole conveniently matches the terms of WFNF.esn’t have to be clean enough to drink. That loophole conveniently matches WFNF.
[bookmark: _wx7vfrfdfn4a]Better Solutions Exist 
[bookmark: u6saxyfwbijh][bookmark: s4ow373p0rgc]Jacksonville itself is one of the largest users of water from the Floridan aquifer in north Florida. Less expensive, faster, and more robust solutions to each of these problems start with reducing its the biggest source of waterdrawdowns withdrawals12, from the Floridan Aquifer in north Florida: Jacksonville.13 Such reduction That would improve levels and flows in the Suwannee Basin. Potable reuse (recycling wastewater), brackish desalination of the brackish St. Johns River, or seawater desalination all are better approaches to allowing our aquifer to recharge.would do that.
[bookmark: _eyl3rwbt2dvz]Potable Reuse. 
Other Florida counties and other states have figured out how to already recycle wastewater for everything from watering lawns and golf courses to drinking. It’s time that Jacksonville does the same. (Remove BF)
Chemical remediation. If JEA can’t remove PFASs (per- and polyfluorinated alkyl substances, also known as “forever chemicals”)  and pharmaceuticals from its wastewater, why should they  expect us in why should the Suwannee Basin to accept it? These chemicals would  to contaminate our recreational wetlands, aquifer, springs, and rivers  and poison the plants and animals that live there.? If If they can clean it up, that much, why not feed it into Jacksonville’s drinking water? That would solve problem #2 (SB 64 -replenishing the aquifer) and help with problem #1 (low levels and flows). Jacksonville could Or at least use it for industry, lawns, and the like.
[bookmark: _bc5mekjlnz][bookmark: sw8t5z72rg][bookmark: xnzqn3elygxq]Brackish Water Desalination. If Philadelphia drinks from the Schuylkill and Delaware Rivers,,.14 it’s reasonable to ask Jacksonville to can drink from the St. Johns River. South Florida contains There are 41 brackish water desalination projects in south  Florida (and two seawater desalination plants), according to its WMD.15 If they can do it, Jacksonville can do it.
[bookmark: _e8b6fhqvqr5s]Seawater Desalination. Water management agencies in the St Johns 
[bookmark: a7m3e6x5lkq]River WMD, Suwannee River WMD, and their partners dismissed  seawater desalination as too expensive. They claim that it’s, too difficult to dispose of the resulting brine, and that this technology does not solve the problems posed bying SB 64.16
[bookmark: t4aqipry7ts2][bookmark: u3n3ltill8mg]But these agenciesJEA, SJRWMD, SRWMD, and their partners only considered only a few projects in north Florida. It took me only a few hours to identify find half a dozen seawater desalination projects17 in the Middle East and Australia. Each cost Each cost less per million gallons per day (mgd) to build than WFNF. They, produce millions of gallons more per daymgd  than does WFNF, and took only four to five 4 to 5 years to build, not the 13+ years anticipated for of WFNF. For operational energy, Florida is the Sunshine State: For operational energy, we can use solar panels and batteries. According to JEA itself notes that,18 “gGenerating power from the sun is one of the cleanest and greenest ways to produce electricity.”
[bookmark: olqx0o6ivgyl][bookmark: n49hgbktrs89]Regarding brine ,disposal,  the obvious course is to ask those projects what they do with it. Or ask the numerous Texas projects,19 such as the South Texas seawater desalination project,20 which is designed to produce 100 mgd of drinking water.  
North Florida’s agencies should studyOr look at  the numerous research projects on better undersea dispersal of brine or even on turning it brine into marketsaleable commodities. Sure, those are in the research stages. But so are JEA’s attempts to remove PFAS and pharmaceuticals from treated wastewater. Even for those problems attempts, sthere are already solutions exist right on the United States’ elsewhere, on the U.S. west coast.

[bookmark: _uxgimcpat7bz]What Counties and the People Think
Two County Commission letters sum up the Suwannee Basin reaction to WFNF. 
[bookmark: e5fnrov2dkcl][bookmark: fp8efl7ku1wg]When the Suwannee County Commissioners pressed a SRWMD representative on whether theyhey got to vote on WFNF, the answer was: “nNo.”21 The Commissioners and the people of the Suwannee Basin do not take kindly to thisat answer. Suwannee County’s letter to SRWMD concludes withends, “Once the spigot is turned on, it is impossible to predict the consequences which will impact literally every person in the area. Our citizens should not suffer the consequences of such hubris.”22
[bookmark: k4p1buukuu6v]The Hamilton County Commission’s letter to  wrote to the SRWMD notes, “Finally, the Board must note the utter disrespect that has been shown to the Board and citizens of Hamilton County.”23
Seven counties and one town have submitted There are letters or resolutions  from seven counties and one town so far. And all 12 twelve counties in the Suwannee Basin signed on to two resolutions against WFNF and requestedasking for better solutions. See https://wwals.net/issues/wfnf 
Let’s hear what people, cities, and counties in the St. Johns Basin think about this bad WFNF plan.
[bookmark: _jofrd82ugyfr]What Must Is To Be Done
WFNF needs to be halted until compelling there is real research shows into how to solve both problems effectively iand in an ecologically sound manner. These solutions must be subject ton better ways .
And until those solutions have real oversight by elected officials.
[bookmark: bt3jcag25pvn]A few years ago, after massive public opposition prompted, the governor to withdrew a planthe plan to put golf courses in our state parks. The next year the legislature passed a law against doing that.24
Prohibit inter-basin water transfer. The legislature should pass a law prohibiting inter-basin transfers of wastewater, treated or not.
TAnd the legislature should fund and direct potable reuse and desalination to fix both problems,. This is important nNot just for Jacksonville and the Suwannee Basin, but for all of Florida.
You Ccan Hhelp
. There’s an election going on. Ask all the candidates about this.
Meanwhile, ask the JEA, SJRWMD, and SRWMD boards, and all your elected officials to stop WFNF and to provide better solutions to both problems.
John S. Quarterman is the Suwannee Riverkeeper and the Executive Director of WWALS Watershed Coalition, Inc., a 501(c)(3) educational nonprofit working to keep the waters clean in the 10,000 square miles of the Suwannee River Basin in Florida and Georgia. https://wwals.net 
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