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Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Conaway and Members of the Subcommittee,

My name is Troy Larson.  For the last seven years I have served as Executive Director of the Lewis & Clark Regional Water System.  Thank you for the opportunity to share with you the critical importance of rural water to sustaining and expanding economic development, particularly in rural America.

First, some brief background on the Lewis & Clark Regional Water System.  Lewis & Clark consists of 20 member cities and rural water systems in southeastern South Dakota, northwestern Iowa and southwestern Minnesota.  The project represents a unique regional approach involving the Federal government, three States and 20 local members to address common problems with area water resources in a more effective and cost-efficient way than each member could do alone.  Regional water problems include shallow wells and aquifers prone to contamination and drought, compliance with new Federal drinking water standards, population and economic growth stifled due to inadequate water supplies, and insufficient resources to replace aging facilities.  When completed, Lewis & Clark will provide a desperately needed reliable source of quality drinking water to over 300,000 people in South Dakota, Iowa and Minnesota, in a service area the size of Connecticut.  The source of water will be a series of wells along the banks of the Missouri River.  
Lewis & Clark was authorized by Congress in 2000 and construction began in earnest in 2004.  The project is currently in its seventh year of construction.  Roughly half of the construction is completed or under contract.  The System is scheduled to begin operating in 2012, and depending on Federal funding levels all 20 members should be connected sometime between 2017 and 2020.  

Having access to quality, reliable water is critically important to the tri-state region from both a quality of life and economic development standpoint.  Water truly is the backbone of economic development.  Talking about water may not be flashy, but it is the first factor considered when it comes to attracting new businesses or industries or expanding existing ones.  
Here are a few examples.  The JBS Swift Pork Processing plant in Worthington, Minnesota is one of the largest pork processors in the nation.  It is a very important value-added industry.  However, it is also very water intensive.  For several years, Swift, which employs over 2,000 workers, has wanted to expand production.  However, their plans are always hindered because the City of Worthington is not able to provide them with additional water.  The first question Worthington’s economic development director asks when a prospective business reaches out to him is whether they need any water to process their product.  If the answer is yes, the director tells them they will unfortunately need to look elsewhere. 

In other examples, both Worthington and Lincoln-Pipestone Rural Water System in southwestern Minnesota have turned away prospective ethanol plants because they do not have enough water.  Rock County Rural Water District, also in southwestern Minnesota, has turned down requests to open dairy operations because they do not have enough water.  The lost economic value to the farmers and regional economy is immeasurable.  
A prime example of the positive economic impact water can have in rural areas has happened in Hull, Iowa.  In 2008, a cheese factory opened in the small town of Hull, Iowa, a town of just over 2,000 people.  This was not a plant that relocated from somewhere else, it is a brand new venture that produces bulk cheese that is delivered to Wisconsin and sold throughout the nation.  The plant uses 300,000 gallons of milk a day, which is purchased from dairies in the area.  

Without the water Lewis & Clark is providing to Hull in the short-term by buying it from another community and running it through our pipes, as well as the promise of a permanent water source from Lewis & Clark when the System is operational, City officials have indicated there is no way the plant could have located in Hull.  The plant, which created approximately 85 jobs when it first opened, has recently expanded its staff and currently employs 90 people.  It plans to double its cheese production by early next year, which will increase the number of jobs to around 130.  For the economy of this town of just over 2,000 people, as well as the dairy farmers in the area, it is not difficult to see the obvious and direct benefit of reliable water when it comes to rural development.  The addition of this cheese plant has been like a direct injection of adrenaline into the system.  

When it comes to infrastructure, it cannot get more basic than water.  For those trying to plan for and expand access to rural water throughout the nation it is hoped that the Federal government can appreciate the necessary and regional role played by water resources, of which Lewis & Clark is an example in terms of both need and a solution. 
As water becomes more and more scarce in both rural and urban areas of the country, a new motto has emerged – “water is the new oil.”  Although it is often taken for granted, water truly is the oil that runs the engine of economic development.  To help ensure the sustainability of rural America and remain competitive in the industrial market, access to quality, reliable water is job number one.  
Thank you again for the opportunity to reinforce to you the critical importance of rural water to economic development.  I welcome any questions you may have.

