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Wayne McCumbers of Rowe Drilling Inc. monitors the well in the Four Corners area. The Southwest Florida Water Management District is seeking Polk County sites for three additional monitoring wells to test the water quality of the Lower Floridan Aquifer. 
WINTER HAVEN | It may sound like a problem for the distant future, but officials are hurrying to find a new source of water before 2035.
[bookmark: _GoBack]By that time, it is projected that Central Florida will be pumping about the maximum amount permitted from the Upper Floridan Aquifer.
Even before that — around 2021 — some municipalities, especially along the U.S. 27 corridor, are projected to need more water than they are allowed to draw from the upper aquifer. 
Officials with Polk County and the South and Southwest Florida water management districts say they hope to use a supplemental water source about which not much is known: the Lower Floridan Aquifer.
The Southwest Florida Water Management District, also known as Swiftmud, which covers most of Polk County, is moving forward with a project to test the quality and quantity of water in the lower aquifer, which is separated from the upper aquifer by a thick layer of clay or rocks.
To do that, the district plans to drill three exploratory wells into the Lower Floridan Aquifer. Currently, it is looking into sites in Winter Haven, Haines City and Frostproof.
"We've come to the point where we've really got to come up with some other solutions, some other sources for supply," said George Schlutermann, a senior hydrogeologist for Swiftmud, during a recent presentation to Frostproof's City Council.
"The reality is, these programs take a long time," he said.
COSTLY, BUT PROMISING
The county, in conjunction with the water district, already has drilled one exploratory well as part of its unrelated Southeast Wellfield project.
The project aims to eventually build enough wells to pump 30 million gallons per day and a pipeline to distribute the water around the county.
Gary Fries, utility division director for Polk County, said tests of the first exploratory well, which is south of Lake Weohyakapka near Lake Wales, were promising. It could pump 2 million gallons per day.
And while the water quality is worse than that of the Upper Floridan, the water could be treated by forcing it through a fine membrane.
"It's a lot more expensive than what we typically do. With the Upper Floridan Aquifer, we don't typically have to do any filtering or membrane treatment," Fries said. "But I think it's absolutely necessary long term."
As the population grows, the Central Florida Water Institute has projected that by 2035, 1.1 billion gallons per day will be pumped in Polk, Orange, Lake, Osceola and Seminole counties.
Current permits allow that level of pumping — but some areas already are being overpumped and only 800 million gallons per day are pumped now.
If all 1.1 billion gallons were pumped, it could cause "significant damage to the environment," Fries said. 
Water conservation efforts are helpful but aren't seen as a long-term solution.
"The cheapest way of extending your water supply is through conservation," Fries said. "But there will be a time when you need additional water."
Fries said he thinks the data from the exploratory well points to the lower aquifer as a viable source of water.
LIMITED DATA
However, the lower aquifer's characteristics vary from area to area, and Swiftmud's Schlutermann said it is too early to know whether it can be useful in other parts of the county. 
The water quality and the amount of water that can be pumped each day need to be determined. Officials also need to make sure that taking from the lower aquifer doesn't affect the water in the upper aquifer.
"There really is very sparse information," Schlutermann said. "These locations are going to help us understand what we have."
Swiftmud's proposition to the cities is this: Work together to find a drilling site and Swiftmud will fund the exploratory well.
If tests show it can be a useful source of water, the city will have the option to buy the well. If it is not productive, or if the city does not wish to purchase it, Swiftmud likely will maintain it as a monitoring well.
If the city does purchase the well, it could be used to provide water to the city's customers or the city could sell the well.
Schlutermann said the project, which has been in the planning stages for several years, will take about three years if the exploratory well tests give promising results. 
He expects the exploratory phase to take a little more than a year. 
If the district then decides to move forward with phase 2, additional monitoring wells and a production well from which water could be pumped will be built.
IN THE WORKS
In the meantime, Swiftmud is working with municipalities in East Polk to find three spread-out drilling sites. A potential site in Winter Haven already has been chosen. 
Kim Hansell, utilities services director for Winter Haven, said she is excited about the project, but the city and the district still have to work out more details, such as a lease for the site, before making anything official.
If Winter Haven, Frostproof or Haines City officials decide they don't want a drilling site, the district will seek other locations.
Schlutermann said drilling is expected to begin next summer.
The Southeast Wellfield project is moving forward, as well. 
The county is waiting to get a permit from the South Florida water district. If the permit is granted, there will be several more steps of preparation before construction of the wells would begin about 2019.
Fries said the project is estimated to cost $320 million, quite a bit more than the $4 million per well site that Swiftmud has budgeted, because the pipeline to transport the water around the county will be extensive and expensive.
Swiftmud has said it would help fund the county's project because it will extend into Swiftmud's territory. The district still is pursuing its own project because staff members have said they don't think the Southeast Wellfield would produce enough water to meet the increased demand of the future.
Both projects are fueled by the same worry, though.
"Without something like this, the water supply in Polk County could be in jeopardy," Fries said. "We all plan to grow, and we all plan to need more water."
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