Congratulations commissioners!

The voters have placed their trust in you to meet the challenges that surely will arise during the next four years. Protecting scarce water resources and assuring an adequate water supply for our growing county needs your early attention if we are to avoid water problems during dry spells such as this summer, or when the next drought occurs.

Since Adams County has no major streams or rivers flowing into it, we are almost totally dependent on precipitation for our water supply and groundwater for water storage. Even if the “big pipe” is approved and built to bring water from the York Water Company to parts of Adams County, that will be only a partial solution to future water problems. If not properly controlled, it could spur more development and create more impervious surface which reduces groundwater recharge.

So what should be done about our water situation? Some of the answers can be found in a 2001 report titled “Water Supply and Wellhead Protection Plan” (WSWPP) prepared by consultants for Adams County using grant funds from Pennsylvania state agencies. The WSWPP contains a wealth of useful data and recommendations. But the report has mostly been ignored, probably because there is no central coordinating entity for water issues.

The report noted that there are 36 community water systems (15 publicly owned) that serve Adams County. Few of those systems are interconnected, some rely on a single water source, and even those with two sources often have inadequate back-up capability. Most of the water from these systems comes from wells, and most lack wellhead protection plans. Action in this area is needed. Even if all existing water supply sources are protected, as they should be, there is still the nagging question, do we have an adequate water supply – especially during dry periods? What will be the situation in a decade or so when significant development has occurred, increasing the demand for water but reducing groundwater recharge by the roads, roofs, and other imperious surfaces that accompany development?

The Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC), using grant funding and consultants, is working with Potomac and Susquehanna river basin management agencies to develop computer models that will help evaluate our water resources. But these models need data obtained from stream flow gauges and monitoring wells to validate the models. WAAC simply does not have the resources to gather this data and monitor county-wide water resources.
The WSWPP report recommended a County Water Resources Department or a County Water Authority as possible options for coordinating water resource issues.  Such new agencies eventually may be needed, but an alternative for now would be to create a Water Advisory Committee with knowledgeable volunteers from municipal authorities, local engineering firms, agricultural and business organizations, and conservation officials. The Committee would need some staff support from the county and a limited budget for data collection and analysis. Using the WSWPP report as a starting point, the Committee would first determine what progress has been made during the past six years. It could identify priority water resource protection projects, and research sources of grant funding for such projects. It could arrange for data collection and analysis of water supplies and advise you and municipal officials of trends and any emerging water problems. In a nutshell, the Committee would be responsible for monitoring the county’s water situation so we can avoid future problems. Need I say more than a cup of prevention now is better than a bucket of cure for future water problems?
Charles Skopic is the past President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org.

