
RO - John’s Experience and Thoughts 

At a recent campaign event, I was explaining to a couple of voters how the Brunswick County 

and the H2GO systems were different. One of them asked me how I knew so much about the 

issue. This made me think for a bit and I realized that most of the H2GO voters do not 

understand RO systems and if one is better than the other. I most definitely do not consider 

myself an expert in RO systems, or any systems for that matter, but I do have some knowledge of 

them. Here’s where that knowledge came from: 

- RO systems were one of many different mechanical systems we studied while in 

engineering school. This included classroom work plus we had a RO unit in a lab that we 

could run and analyze. The basic operation has not changed much over the intervening 

years, but the membranes have improved significantly, both in design and construction. 

This allows the units to run more efficiently and reliably than they could then.  

- After I retired, I bought a sailboat and lived on it for seven years. One of the things it 

came with was a small RO unit. I studied the manuals until I could make some sense of 

the operation and then realized that the level of attention it required was much more than 

it was worth. I just made sure that my tanks were full before going offshore. One thing I 

remember as I met other cruisers in various ports was that their water makers were by far 

the most troublesome system on their boats. I have sailed on other boats that have RO 

systems, but most owners would not use them unless they had to.  

- After moving to Leland in 2016, into the middle of the RO controversy, I did a 

considerable amount of research on RO systems and on the local aquifers. There is a 

tremendous amount of information available to those willing to spend the time and have 

some basic understanding of what they are looking at. I even dug out some of those old 

engineering books! I knew little of aquifers when I moved here but I found, and studied, a 

lot of information available from the US Geological Survey. They are the Federal agency 

responsible for monitoring the ground water assets, among other things, of the US and I 

have found their reports to be consistently well done. 

That’s pretty much where my RO and aquifer knowledge came from. A few concerns came 

out of this background experience and research when considering the H2GO RO system; 

- I did not think the original financial analysis was accurate or sufficiently addressed 

contingencies. There wasn’t a lot of detail available to me, but the operating costs did not 

seem to be in line with what other utilities were reporting. I did not see, and still don’t 

know, if the expense of replacing the membranes was included in the study. I had four 

classes in grad school on analyses such as this. Part of working with cases studies was 

trying to shift the input data enough to shift the result to see how sensitive they were to 

bad input assumptions. When I see things like the construction cost changing from 

~$39M on the ‘failing’ analysis to ~$27M on the follow on “passing” analysis, it makes 

the study suspicious, especially when the cost is now projected to be close to the failing 

figure. Note that these financial concerns about the H2GO RO plant will be significantly 

alleviated if the proposed Leland-H2GO agreement is accepted, for the following 



reasons: the customer base will grow by about 25%, H2GO’s asset base is projected to 

almost double with the transfer to H2GO of Leland’s utility infrastructure and dedicated 

cash reserves, H2GO’s own cash reserves have been built up since 2013 as the result of 

rate increases intended to fund the RO project, and throughout the litigation the current 

H2GO board safeguarded the RO assets that had already been acquired by the previous 

board.  

- There is a real concern about how fast we can take water out of the aquifer before 

drawing it down. Onslow county to our north and Horry county to the south have both 

had to drastically reduce their aquifer use because the water level in the aquifers was 

dropping. I would hate to spend nearly $40M and have to go back to river water as they 

did and feel this needs to be assured before spending more money. Now, Mr. Hosmer has 

assured me that this cannot happen here. When I asked why, he said ‘because conditions 

are different here.’ I’m sure that is true, but it doesn’t resolve the concern. 

As far as the question that started this, is one better that the other, the answer is – probably, 

but it depends what is most important to you. Both systems take water that has dangerous 

contaminates and generate water that is clean and safe, assuming they are properly set up and 

run. Regardless of what Hosmer/Laub are telling you, both will have traces of the original 

contaminates but will be safe to drink. If you are more concerned with the cost of the water, 

the Brunswick County system will be cheaper to run because the contaminates they are 

removing are much easier to remove allowing the use of a lower pressure system plus the fact 

that they do not have to lift millions of gallons of water from 400 – 600 feet down. But BC 

will have to buy the raw water. Net result – probably not much difference – but only after 

taking into account the economic advantages brought to H2GO through its partnership with 

Leland. Absent the Leland partnership, I would continue to have serious reservations, shared 

with Chairman Gerken, about the economic viability of the H2GO RO plant, as compared to 

the Brunswick County plans. And that is why Mr. Hosmer’s and Mr. Laub’s continuing and 

unwavering support of Belville and its attempted complete takeover and dissolution of H2GO 

after the 2017 H2GO election, and their claims that that takeover would have resulted in 

“cheaper” water, should be viewed with a high degree of skepticism.  


