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ASHEVILLE — Development on the thin soils of mountain slopes and ridges could deplete groundwater supplies to the point that it causes wells to run dry.

That’s the conclusion of Jim McElduff, an environmental engineer who presented his findings on groundwater use in a recent report to the Buncombe County Board of Commissioners.

McElduff recommends the county identify areas where water supplies are inadequate to support development and where it’s not economically feasible to extend city waterlines. The county should consider controlling development in such areas, he said. 

“We need to do more research to evaluate whether our suspicions are well-founded,” McElduff said. 

Larry Wells, owner of Appalachian Well Drilling in Leicester, said it seems he is having to drill deeper to reach the water table these days. 

“If you go up on these mountaintops, that’s where you are going to generally see the deepest wells,” he said. “If you get a drought, then the water table is going to drop, and the shallow well is what goes first.”

McElduff, co-owner of Altamont Environmental Inc. in Asheville, has worked as an environmental engineer for 22 years and has been involved in the design and construction of systems to monitor and treat contaminated groundwater. 

But it wasn’t until his seven-year stint on the Buncombe County Planning Board that he realized the extent to which mountain residents rely on groundwater supplies for their drinking water as opposed to those who have municipal waterlines running to their homes.

About 56 percent of Buncombe County’s 103,000 households get their water from wells. In addition, McElduff said, most of the county’s growth is occurring outside the boundaries of its municipalities.

There is little data available on groundwater levels in North Carolina, said Landon Davidson, regional supervisor of the Aquifer Protection Section of the N.C. Division of Water. He said the state might be willing to conduct pilot studies measuring groundwater depletion in the mountains. 

“My concern is that people are not considering the available groundwater quality and quantity prior to designing housing,” Davidson said. “With the way that the county is growing, it would be prudent to start thinking about these things now when there is not a large-scale quantity or quality issue. You need scientifically sound studies, and these things take time.”

County Commissioner David Gantt said he wants county staff to work with the state to identify available information about groundwater supplies and what might be done to preserve them.

“I’d like this board to be proactive,” he said.

The county took a step last year to address the issue with passage of an ordinance that limits the density of development on slopes with grades greater than 25 percent, commission Chairman Nathan Ramsey said.

He said it’s good policy for developers to extend water and sewer lines to areas under development. 

McElduff said mountain slopes don’t absorb as much water because the dirt layer is thinner than in valleys. In addition, the storage capacity of aquifers is generally less on steeper slopes, he said.

