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T he can didates for Georgia governor 
agree that the state’s top priorities 
include jobs, education, transpor-
tation — and water. The future 

economic development and growth of the 
metro Atlanta area, the economic engine 
of Georgia, depend on the continued use 
of transferring water from one basin to 
another to supplement the region’s finite 
water resources.

During the primary 
elections leading to their 
selection as their respective 
parties’ representatives, the 
topic of interbasin transfers 
was invoked in the context of 
debating the resolution of 
that interstate  dispute. While 
Georgia is not unique in its 
use of, or hand-wringing  
over, these transfers of water 
from one river basin to 
another, our state’s history and geog-
raphy — and a key early political decision 
— have made them necessary.

Interbasin transfers have been used 
globally since the late 19th century. 
Denver gets its water from the other side 
of the continental divide. New York City 
draws its water from another river basin. 
Los Angeles simply wouldn’t exist 
without interbasin transfers. If you accept 

that Atlanta’s continued economic growth 
is important to the state’s continued eco-
nomic vitality, then the appropriate use of 
transfers will be a part of the mix.

Both surface water and groundwater 
in Georgia are plentiful below the geo-
logic fall line that cuts across Georgia 
from Columbus to Augusta separating 
the Coastal Plain region to the south 

from the Piedmont region to 
the north. 

The shoals or waterfalls 
caused by fall line divides are 
natural barriers 
to river navigation, so early 
inland cities were often built 
along fall lines. 

In Georgia, for example, 
Columbus, Macon, 
Milledgeville and Augusta 
were located at the fall lines 
of the Chattahoochee, 

Ocmulgee, Oconee and Savannah rivers, 
respectively. 

It was the Georgia General Assembly’s 
1836 vote to build the Western and 
Atlantic Railroad to provide a trade route 
to the Midwest   that famously led to the 
establishment of Terminus, today 
Atlanta, well north of the fall line and sit-
ting atop the Piedmont ridgeline that is 
the eastern continental divide. 

That was good for railroad transporta-
tion, bad for future water needs.

Neither early settlers nor the General 
Assembly — or any of us today, for that 
matter — could possibly anticipate all 
future water needs. The metro Atlanta 
area today provides nearly half of the 
state’s jobs and more than half of its 
economic output.

So we are left to grapple with the history 
and geography that led to the creation of 
Georgia’s largest city and economic engine 
in the portion of the state with small 
streams, no natural lakes and little ground-
water due to the tight crystalline bedrock 
that is characteristic of the Piedmont.

Conservation mitigates, but does not 
eliminate, the need to otherwise store 
and transfer water to regions such as the 
Atlanta area that do not naturally have 
enough of it to support their growing pop-
ulations — and, in Georgia’s case, its 
economic heart. So water planning, which 
is taking place at local, regional, state and 
interstate levels in Georgia and with its 
neighbors, must include the continued 
transfer of water from one basin to another.

Water plan must include basin transfers

VIEWPOINT
Larry Neal

Neal is the Water Resources Discipline 
Leader for MACTEC, a Georgia-based 

engineering, environmental and 
construction services company.  

T he rec ent severe recession and eco-
nomic downturn that our nation has 
faced has led to problematic budget 

and employment issues at the state level. 
While we are 15 months into the current 
recovery, it is a tenuous expansion that 
continues to disappoint from a variety of 
economic data points. 

While we are somewhat held hostage by 
what transpires from a policy 
standpoint in Washington, 
D.C., history demonstrates 
that a bold and aggressive 
platform at the state level can 
have significant results in 
terms of both economic 
growth and job creation. 

Thus, it is imperative that 
our next governor embark 
on a radical reform agenda to 
prominently distinguish 
Georgia from other states 
around the country. This should include:

Education reform: The current gov-
ernment-run system has been an abject 
failure for decades with an unrelenting 
pattern of escalating costs, stagnant per-
formance, and well over $10,000 per 
student being spent annually in major 
metropolitan areas around the country. 

That our civic, business and political 
leaders have allowed the current scheme 
to remain in place is both pathetic and out-
rageous. While waves of reform have been 
implemented over the past 40 years, 
meaningful achievement gains are nonex-
istent  in reading or math, according to the 
most reliable tests given by the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress. 

No Child Left Behind, The Race to the 
Top, the Gates Foundation, and even 
charter schools all dance around the 

edges and miss addressing the funda-
mental problem, which is the 
government monopoly and lack of com-
petition in our public school system.

The next governor should work with 
members of the state legislature to cham-
pion a statewide school choice bill that 
would effectively privatize the current 
system and empower parents, as opposed 

to unions and bureaucrats.

Tax reform: A prescription 
for Georgia to gain a compara-
tive advantage over other 
states and to spur job creation 
and capital formation should 
involve replacing the current 
income tax with a consump-
tion-based levy. 

The evidence is over-
whelming by a variety of 
statistical measures that 

non-income tax states are the most 
prosperous. 

In this connection, by cutting both 
taxes and spending last year, Indiana, led 
by innovative and growth-oriented Gov. 
Mitch Daniels, created 56,000 jobs. This 
was 9 percent of all new private-sector 
employment in America in 2009, while 
the state represents only 2 percent of the 
nation’s population.

Conversely, states that have relatively 
onerous tax burdens, such as Michigan, 
California and Connecticut, continue to 
experience negative employment growth, 
rising budget deficits and dwindling pop-
ulations, as individuals and businesses 
flee to more hospitable economic 
environments.

Budget/pension reform: When 
addressing budgetary issues, the 

rallying cry of the new governor must 
be downsizing, streamlining, out-
sourcing, privatizing, and, most 
importantly, competition. This will pro-
mote cost-savings and produce an array 
of other benefits, including better quality 
services, improved risk management and 
more innovation.

Additionally, a taxpayer bill of rights 
should be implemented, which would 
limit the amount of spending increases to 
a set formula based on inflation and popu-
lation growth and require voter approval 
for any tax change that results in a net 
real revenue gain.

While it can be legitimately argued 
from a philosophical and legal standpoint 
against the curtailment of pension 
benefits for current retirees, a radical 
restructuring is in order for future 
beneficiaries as states face a combined 
unfunded liability of over $1 trillion in 
payouts. 

Georgia should be in the vanguard of 
promoting reforms that revolve around 
converting the current defined-benefit 
system to a more actuarially  responsible 
401(k)-style defined contribution model, 
while establishing pay and benefits that 
are more in line with the private sector. 
This reform model should also apply to 
other post-employment benefits, such as 
retiree health care and dental benefits. 

 By embracing, promoting and imple-
menting these ideas, our elected officials 
would lay the groundwork for a more 
prosperous and vibrant economy and a 
higher standard of living for 
Georgia’s citizens.

Next governor needs a reform agenda

VIEWPOINT
Jay Bowen

Bowen is president of 
Bowen, Hanes & Co., an Atlanta-based 

investment counseling firm.
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That was good for railroad transporta-
tion, bad for future water needs.

Neither early settlers nor the General 
Assembly — or any of us today, for that 
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