It Can’t Happen Here (Can It?)

A recent article in The Baltimore Sun reported that  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1St. James Episcopal Church in Mount Airy, Maryland, wants to build a bigger sanctuary and nursery school. But groundbreaking for the $2.6 million complex has been on hold for months. So have other projects in that area. The reason? Not enough water.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Mount Airy and two other towns in Carroll and Frederick counties (just across the Mason-Dixon Line) have been forced to curtail development, either voluntarily or under orders from the state, because growth is outstripping water supplies. “ SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Who would have thought somebody living in Maryland, where it's rainy, would have a problem with water?" asked the town's mayor.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1In Southern Maryland, the state's fastest-growing region, groundwater levels are dropping an average of 1 to 2 feet a year. And a High School in Garrett County had to have drinking water trucked in after the school's well faltered during a dry spell last summer.

Western Maryland receives an average  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1of 36 inches of precipitation per year; the Baltimore area gets 46 inches (Adams County receives 39 inches). The article went on to report, “ SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Nevertheless, the state's growing population is straining its water-supply networks, experts say, making it increasingly vulnerable to drought. Unless steps are taken, shortages and water-use restrictions could become a chronic woe in some parts of the state... SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Keeping water shortages at bay will require a combination of new sources and conservation, plus much better growth planning and collaboration by government at all levels. Greater public awareness is also vital.”

The question is, could the same problem occur here in Adams County? The population of Adams County grew by more than 16% during the 1990s. There are nearly 20,000 additional housing units in various stages of planning, which could increase the population another 50%, not immediately, but in 10-20 years. Unfortunately, Pennsylvania does not allow building moratoriums, which means the high rate of growth may continue. So the answer to the question is probably yes, we could be facing water shortages in the foreseeable future.

What can we do to forestall or prevent the problem? We can demand that our municipal zoning and development ordinances take water quantity and quality into account so that developers adhere to what is called “conservation by design.” We can protect the streams, forests, and groundwater recharge areas that provide our water through land preservation programs. We can create passive and active recreational parkland for groundwater recharge while open space is still available and affordable.

The mission of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC) is to improve and protect the water resources of Adams County. WAAC hosts educational and public forums (such as the recent meeting between local government officials and representatives of the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection) to help residents better understand the complex water issues affecting Adams County, and to encourage sound water and land use practices. WAAC also sponsors watershed improvement projects with funds from governments, businesses, foundations, and private donations, and conducts County-wide water quality monitoring programs.

WAAC’s 2006 membership campaign is underway; you can join us for as little as $15. Please visit our web site at www.adamswatersheds.org.

Mark Berg is a member of the Board of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). He can be reached at markberg@blazenet.net.
