Drought Watch and WARN

[bookmark: _GoBack]Recent heavy rains notwithstanding, the question is not whether, but when we in Adams County will experience our next drought. During the past 20 years there were three drought emergencies (1995, 1999, and 2002) requiring 15 percent reductions in water use. Drought watches and warnings not requiring water use restrictions also were issued during this period. We know that there will be future droughts, and they may be severe and prolonged based on recent experiences in other parts of the country, so are we prepared?

For an answer, I talked with the County’s Emergency Management Services Department Director and reviewed files from the 1999 and 2002 droughts. I found that a drought emergency declaration by our Governor triggers a coordinated response from Pennsylvania’s Emergency Management Agency through a broad-based, locally-appointed County drought task force including some three dozen local public water suppliers. The emphasis of the declaration is on an informational campaign to alert local officials and residents about water use restrictions and conservation measures. There also is reporting by public water suppliers concerning the drought’s effects on their water supply (well levels, etc.). Enforcement of water use restrictions and fire prevention also receive attention.

All good and necessary, but it doesn’t deal with water shortages such as private wells that go dry or public water suppliers who are running out of water even with mandatory water use restrictions. Those problems must be handled by the individual homeowner or water supplier. Of course, being prepared and water conservation are always helpful.

Homeowners with old, shallow wells might want to consider getting a new, deeper well now because well-drillers are usually very busy during a drought and unavailable on short notice. Homes located near another home with a deeper well may be able to interconnect by using garden hoses; a short hose from a washing machine can be used to link the hoses. And keeping a few gallons of drinking water on hand is always a good idea because well pumps don’t work during electrical outages. Neighboring public water suppliers may also be able to interconnect or provide other assistance during water emergencies. A recent agreement between Arendtsville and Biglerville water authorities is a good example of such mutual assistance.

All public water suppliers can join a statewide organization, Pennsylvania’s Water Agency Response Network (PAWARN), established to provide mutual assistance and a process for sharing emergency resources statewide, and nationwide if necessary, similar to assistance by out-of-state-electric companies during emergencies. These WARN agencies were started in 2007 after hurricane Katrina; Pennsylvania’s was among the earliest. They are private non-profit agencies run by and for water agencies. To belong, water agencies must sign a mutual assistance agreement and pay annual dues of one-half cent per customer. For example, an agency with 1,000 customers would pay annual dues of $50, a real bargain. More information can be found at pawarn.org.

In Adams County, only the Gettysburg Municipal Authority is currently a member of PAWARN. Customers of other public water suppliers might want to suggest that their suppliers join. County government and the Watershed Alliance can also encourage water suppliers to join PAWARN. We all benefit when the cost and inconvenience of water emergencies can be minimized.

Charles Skopic is the past-President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC) and a member of the WAAC Board. WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org.


