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A Dry Spell: What the Drought
Means for Business
Water restrictions in the Cabarrus area have led to brown lawns, shorter showers and dead shrubs. 
BY GAIL MARTIN

FEATURE

ut, as the drought drags on, the 
impact of water restrictions adds

another complication to companies
already dealing with higher energy costs
and a lagging economy.

Water has always been the cornerstone
of business. Throughout history, cities
thrived when they were near waterways
for transportation, irrigation and drinking
water. As the ongoing debate about the
Interbasin Transfer proves, water remains
an emotional issue. Access to water is
crucial for the manufacturing process,
agriculture, even energy production.
Water makes it possible for restaurants to
provide clean dishes, for hotels to provide
hot showers and for landscaping to thrive.  

ªThe issue of water can be a
competitive issue in regard to recruiting
jobs from around the region,º said John
Cox, president and CEO of the Cabarrus
Regional Chamber of Commerce. ªIt's a
very serious issue.º

Concord received statewide recognition
for being an early adopter of water

conservation during the 2002 drought.
Cox said that those early preventive
measures have helped to keep the current
situation from being any worse. But he
acknowledged that he's been hearing from
local businesses that it's hard to do
without water. Hotels wooing large
groups for events and conventions want
to know that they'll be able to provide
comfortable amenities. Restaurants not
only use water for cooking, but also serve
water as a beverage and use water to wash
dishes and clean up. Businesses worry
that dry, brown landscaping around
offices gives the wrong impression.  

A drought's impact can take many
forms. Dr. Mike Walden of North
Carolina State University told WRAL
news that ongoing drought conditions
and water restrictions could impact the
Raleigh area's ability to solicit new
business. With water near emergency
levels in Georgia, NASCAR teams were
prohibited from washing their motor
coaches and trailer trucks last October.

In Birmingham, the director of the
Birmingham Botanical Gardens said that
golf courses, nurseries, parks, landscapers
and agriculture were especially hard-hit
by water restrictions, resulting in layoffs
and lost revenue. Moves by the Raleigh
City Council in February to tighten water
restrictions led to a protest from the local
landscaping industry. Even the state fair
may not be immune, with restrictions on
water use in the barns.  

According to the North Carolina Farm
Bureau, North Carolina is reporting more
impact from the drought than any other
state. The Bureau has characterized the
current situation as ªthe worst drought in
recorded historyº for the state. Experts
worry that the longer the drought goes
on, the more agriculture will be affected
by poor quality water and restricted
water availability. 

In October, the Small Business
Association offered federal disaster loans
to companies in North Carolina that
experienced hardship due to drought u
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and exceptionally hot temperatures.
Farmers and ranchers are not eligible for
the loans, but nurseries are. Thirty-two
counties in North Carolina, including
Cabarrus and Mecklenburg, received
permission from the Farm Service Agency
to use fields enrolled in the Conservation
Reserve Program for emergency haying
and grazing to offset drought-related
problems. Up to 30 percent of the state's
cattle farmers may be forced out of
farming without help with feed, according
to the NC Cattlemen's Association.  

A December study by the NC
Department of Agriculture and Consumer
Services predicted that the drought would
have a $573-million impact on the state's
crops. The report also said that cattle
farmers lost $91 million in pasture crops
last year. Eighty-five percent of the state's
counties are eligible for emergency farm
loans because of the drought. Things have
gotten bad enough that, in March,
Governor Michael Easley proposed a
drought relief plan that included more
emphasis on water conservation and

water use efficiency, plus a controversial
provision that would monitor and report
on the water usage of agricultural,
industrial and business water consumers.

According to the Winter 2008 report
from the National Drought Mitigation
Center (NDMC), the drought in the
Southeast is on its way to setting records
for historic lows of precipitation. The
study admitted that it based its data on
aggregate numbers that speak for a state
or region and may not reflect the
experience of individual farmers or
business owners in that area. However,
despite the drought, the Center expects
grain prices to rise due to the increased
use of ethanol and the global impact of
the 2006 Australian drought. The study
said that, in North Carolina, the
November 2007 corn price was 11
percent higher than the national average,
although the average yield was down by
32 percent for the state. Crop losses for
the Southeast, an area that includes North
Carolina, are estimated at more than
$1.3 billion by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture and the national Agricultural
Statistics Service. Livestock farmers have
been hit hard by a shortage of hay due to
drought conditions. According to the
NDMC report, hay crop pastures were
rated in poor/very poor condition for 86
percent of North Carolina. This has led to
a spike in hay prices, forcing some
farmers to sell off animals they can't afford
to feed, or sell cattle sooner and less
profitably. The pressure to sell herd
animals at a lower-than-anticipated price
is exacerbated by drought conditions
drying up ponds and streams, forcing
some farmers to purchase drinking water
for their cattle.

Recreation and tourism also take a hit
when drought comes to stay. Low water
levels on lakes and rivers can force docks
and beaches to close. Water usage
surcharges make providing water for
guests or providing expected amenities
more expensive. Consumers experiencing
higher costs on everyday necessities may
cut their vacations short or skip them
altogether. Dry, brown grass, besides
making parks, golf courses and habitat
areas less appealing, increase fire hazards.  

Drought also makes an impact on
energy costs. In August of 2007, Duke
Energy issued a statement saying that
their hydroelectric power production was
45 percent lower than it had been in the

seven prior years. When less expensive
power can't be generated, utilities must
rely on more expensive generation
methods to meet demand, and pass those
costs along to consumers and businesses.
In April, Duke announced the addition of
a temporary charge to customers' utility
bills to cover its drought-related energy
production costs. Operators of nuclear
reactors warn that, if the drought persists,
many Southeastern nuclear reactors might
be forced to reduce production or go
offline because of the lack of water to
safely cool the plants. Any reduction in
power supply leads to an increase in the
cost of the remaining energy. According to
a CNN report, 24 reactors in the
Southeast are affected by the drought,
including Duke Energy's McGuire nuclear
plant on Lake Norman.

The last major drought in 2002 created

an estimated $11-billion economic
impact, according to the NDMC. North
Carolina's portion of that estimate was
approximately $20 million, measuring
just municipalities and agriculture.
Although this is the best data available,
researchers noted that it does not include
data from many affected sectors and is,
therefore, probably a significant
underestimation of the true cost of the
2002 drought.  

Some local businesses are especially
hard-hit. Out in China Grove, the Horse
Protection Society of North Carolina takes
in and rehabilitates abused and neglected
horses. It usually shelters 35 to 40 horses
at a time. Executive Director Joanie
Benson said that, because of the drought,
hay that once cost $2 per square bale now
costs $12. Even with rationing, the

monthly hay bill rose from $850 per
month to $3,240. She's hoping donations
make up for the increasing costs.

Rich Schwartz is president of Landscape
Solutions of the Piedmont. Half of his
business comes from maintaining yards
and plantings for residential and
commercial customers, and the other half
usually comes from new plantings and
landscape renovation. Before the drought
and water restrictions, the five-year-old
company was growing. Schwartz said that
the water restrictions have slowed down
builders, and developers are leery to
install new plantings when they can't
water them. ªIt was a tough year for the
industry,º said Schwartz.

Where customers had wells, Schwartz's
company could continue working. ªOn
the high-end retail side, that held up
pretty well,º he added. Everything else

dropped off. Schwartz said that July,
August and October of 2007 were
especially hard. With spring rains,
business is picking up, and he said the
company is back on budget.

That doesn't mean things have returned
to normal. Schwartz said that basic
maintenance has remained steady as a
service. Higher gas costs caused Schwartz
to cut back on his service area. But dead
plants are another story. Business should
pick up when water restrictions lift
enough for homeowners and businesses
to begin replacing all the dead shrubs and
trees. Schwartz doesn't think the area will
see the full result of the drought until
summer, although he's already doing
more seeding and patching than usual for
the spring.

ªMost of what we choose to plant are u

Rich Schwartz of Landscape Solutions of
the Piedmont said developers are leery
to install new plantings when they canÕt
water them.
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comparison, a convenience store tunnel
wash uses 43 gallons, still far less than a
do-it-yourself wash at home. ªAll car
washes use a lot less water than most
people think,º added Bobby Whitley.

John Greene is the owner of Camelot
Pressure Washing. When asked how his
business has been affected by the drought
and by water restrictions, he answered,
ªI'm thrilled that it's raining today.º

Greene said that public perception has
hit his business as hard as the actual
drought. At first, he said, pressure
washing fell under restrictions because
officials thought of it as a high water-
usage industry. Greene had to secure
permission in several counties before he
could resume work there. Do-it-yourself
pressure washing was one of the first
things officials cautioned homeowners not
to do when water restrictions were
authorized, and Greene said that stuck in
the public mind. 

He added that the truth is that his
industry employs so many water
conservation techniques, such as spring-
loaded water wands, that it only takes 200
gallons to clean a 2,500-square-foot
home. ªAll of our chemicals are
environmentally-friendly,º said Greene,
adding that they are also biodegradable
and safe for use around children and pets.

Everyone wants to know where the
water comes from, said Greene. ªOur
bottom line has been hurt and I attribute it
directly to the drought.º Ninety percent of
Greene's jobs use the customer's own water,
making him and his employees highly
conscious of the amount of water they use,
since the customer is paying for it. Greene
thinks that there are business and
environmental costs to avoiding pressure
washing, such as a build-up of oil, mold
and mildew. ªIt's okay to have your
business taken care of,º he said. ªI view
pressure washing as a necessary thing.º

Currently, improvement is being seen in
the form of raindrops and several area
counties, including Cabarrus, are easing
water restrictions. For the meantime,
though, residents and Carolinians will still
be forced to decide what trade-offs they
can live with in order to weather the dry
spell. n

Gail Martin is a freelance writer who lives in the
University City area.

native plants to this area,º said Schwartz,
whose company tries to choose drought-
resistant plants. He said most people
aren't interested. Buyers see drought as
cyclical, he said. They want the plants
they want, regardless of hardiness. As for
conservation, Schwartz said his company
uses drip zones whenever possible for
beds, trees and bushes. ªIf everyone
would do that, it would make a
significant difference,º he said.
Unfortunately, drip zones don't work well
for large turf areas.

Schwartz's company is already
becoming involved in ªgreenº technology,
and is associated with the Lake Norman
Home Builders' Green Building Council.
That might make a difference going
forward, but, in the short-term, the
drought remains a problem. ªWe've
tightened our belt and reduced personnel
resources, and we're careful about large

purchases,º said Schwartz. His company
was considering enlarging its office space,
but, for now, that will have to wait.

Mark Broome owns Mark's Car Wash
and Bobby Whitley owns Whitley's Car
Wash ± a combined two locations in
Concord and three in Kannapolis. While
on one hand, the water restrictions
against home car washing have helped
business, Broome said people don't fully
understand how car washes differ in their
use of water.

ªThere are misconceptions of how a
professional car wash is operated,º said
Broome. ªWe use less water than the
average person (does) in their driveway.º
Car washes, said Broome, use two-tenths
of one percent of the water consumed by
commercial water usage.

ªOur water is going down through the
sanitary sewer system,º said Broome.
That means it is cleaned and processed

before being returned to the water table.
Home car washing sends soapy water into
the storm drains and, ultimately, into
streams. According to statistics Broome
provided from the International Car Wash
Association from 2002, consumers use up
to 148 gallons of water for a home car
wash, compared to just 15 gallons at a
self-serve car wash.

Broome said that the difference comes
through controlling the water output on
the sprayer tips and fixing leaks right
away. Self-service bays can't recycle water
the same way full-service automatic car
washes can, and neither can convenience
store tunnel washes. According to statistics
from the North Carolina Professional Car
Wash Association and the International
Car Wash Association, a conveyor car
wash like an Autobell can recycle more
than 90 percent of its water, and uses an
average of 35 gallons per car. By

John Greene, owner of Camelot
Pressure Washing, said that public
perception has hit his business as
hard as the actual drought.

Mark Broome, owner of 
Mark's Car Wash in Concord
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