Mediator hears public concerns

Times Staff Report by Palmer Hasty

The tri-state river negotiations between Alabama, Florida, and Georgia formally restarted this week in Tallahassee with a public meeting. The newly appointed mediator, Florida State University President Sandy D’Alemberte, had the opportunity to listen to concerns from the public, various state environmental agencies and organizations, and utility companies that all say they have a stake in the results of the negotiations.

After more than two years of congressionally mandated negotiations, the three states were unable to resolve their differences on how to allocate the water flows in the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint (ACF) river basin, so the idea of a mediator was considered in order to move the stalled talks forward.

The economic and environmental stakes are high. D’Alemberte, the principal negotiators for each state and Federal Commissioner Lindsey Thomas from Atlanta made up the panel who listened for about three hours to 18 presentations. 

About 100 people attended the meeting and each presentation was limited to five to seven minutes.

The meeting was called not to make any decisions. Instead, the meeting was called in order to signal the new approach to the stalemate. The new approach involves the introduction of a mediator into the process. The mediator will not make any decisions regarding the formula allocations, but will provide advice. 

In his brief opening statement, D’Alemberte drew a laugh from the crowd when he made a reference to the historical court hearings on the 2000 presidential election going on just two blocks away that has brought a battalion of the national media into downtown Tallahassee, when he said, “I see there aren’t a lot of press people here and we’re thankful for that.”

D’Alemberte got serious and said, “We expect to be in this process at least to the end of this month. What would be helpful to us now would be your thoughts about the things that might lead us to a resolution. If the mediation is complete and successful, it will result in a recommendation that will then go before the state commissioners, and a period of public comment will be available at that time.”

D’Alemberte then introduced the Federal Commissioner Lindsey Thomas.

It was Thomas who had the idea of a mediator. Thomas said that it was clear to him after the next to the last meeting in August of 1999 that the talks were deadlocked. 

He said, “Being an old farmer, I realized the negotiations were plowing ground they had plowed over many times without going much deeper or much further. I made a very strong recommendation that we consider the process of mediation.”

Thomas explained that the river allocation issue is complex in nature and scope and the negotiations can get “arduous.”

The federal commissioner also pointed out that the political stakes are as high as any other element involved in the process.

Lindsey said that he thought last year that some points of contention could be approached in a different manner, and hopefully creates a break through.

Thomas said that the best way to describe the present situation as a logjam and a mediator might be able to find a breakthrough everyone would agree to and the state and federal government could support.

Lindsey said, “Everyone and myself at this table are very alert that the public is to be fully involved in the process. There is nothing in the mediation process that excludes the public. The mediation process sets up a little different track for trying to approach some of the contentious parts.”

Thomas said it’s like punching the VCR hold button for a while, we’re going to do a few things and come back and punch the button, and it’s going to resume where it left off. It’s all there, nothing’s being taken away.”

Thomas noted that although some people might not like what some of the different factions have stated as their position, he made the point that all parties involved are doing their best to make progress.

He concluded, “It has been a tremendous undertaking. The public input has been very important, as it must be in the future; it cannot in any way be circumvented. I believe we can all participate with great confidence in the process here, while hoping this time it will lead to a breakthrough.”
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