Preserving Land to Protect Our Water

The Land Conservancy of Adams County was recently awarded a grant to preserve 147 acres in the Marsh Creek watershed. The grant program was funded by the Environmental Protection Agency, and the nonprofit organization American Rivers was involved with selecting the grant recipients.  The Potomac Highlands Implementation Grants provide funding to projects within the part of the Mid Atlantic Highlands - the central Appalachians of Maryland, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and West Virginia - that are also in the Potomac watershed.  As part of the Highlands Action Program, projects funded by these grants were selected for their ability to achieve a variety of goals, from revitalizing damaged ecosystems to conserving special places that have ecological and cultural importance.

            As the birthplace of several major rivers, the Highlands are an especially important source of drinking water. Adams County plays an important role in providing clean water for the region, since we are situated along the edge of the Potomac watershed and contain headwaters of that river. The Highlands Action Program promotes what is described as a "green infrastructure approach" to enhancing the resources of the area, meaning that the target locations for projects are connected hubs and corridors of natural areas. Michaux State Forest and the natural lands surrounding South Mountain are one of these important corridors, featuring recreational opportunities associated with the state forest and the Appalachian trail, a large area of contiguous forested acres, and important bird habitat.  The Narrows have also been selected as an important hub in Adams County.  These places have been selected because they have unfragmented woodland, important wildlife habitat, or other ecologically important characteristics. 

            The Land Conservancy, which primarily preserves land using voluntary agreements with landowners called conservation easements, also has a role in protecting our water resources.  The easements in this project will define parts of the property that should have higher levels of protection, including riparian areas. Maintaining vegetation and minimizing activity within stream buffers helps to control erosion and allows for greater filtration of rainwater.  Forested buffers provide the most benefit, more effectively stabilizing the stream banks and intercepting sediment and nutrients. Buffers also benefit water quality for habitat, providing shade that keeps the water at cooler temperatures more suitable for aquatic species.  


In addition to providing benefits to surface water, other water resources will be protected by preserving this forestland.  One of the main components of conservation easements is that they limit the amount of impervious surface permitted, ensuring that surface runoff is kept to a minimum. This allows for greater groundwater recharge than is provided by paved areas, which is especially important in our county, where groundwater is the primary source of water. This land also partially falls within an area called the Marsh Creek Wetlands, which was highlighted by the Nature Conservancy in its county-wide inventory of places that have rare, threatened, or endangered species.  Characterized by marsh, shrublands, and woodlands, the Marsh Creek Wetlands provide important habitat, as well as unique ecosystem services such as flood control and water purification.  

That conservation easements were included among the types of projects eligible for funding under the Potomac Highlands grant program speaks to a recognition that land preservation has a clear role in protecting local as well as regional water supplies. I hope we continue to receive support for this type of work in Adams County.  
