WATER- AND DEP - PERMITTING
We often read that an event will be held, ”weather permitting,” and may be cancelled or postponed due to bad weather. The same is true for large planned commercial and residential developments; the project will be canceled or modified if permits are not issued for the water and sewer needed to serve the project. Sometimes the needed water and sewer service are available through municipal systems that have permits for enough capacity to serve new development. That is often the case when development occurs in planned growth areas around existing towns.

 Out-of-town developers are now planning to build thousands of homes and some large commercial establishments in rural areas of Adams County not served by municipal water and sewer systems. They propose building their own community water and sewer systems for these developments, but to do so they need permits from the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (DEP). Thus, the permitting process is extremely important for good local planning and water resource protection. Unfortunately, the process is complex and not well understood.  Municipal officials often believe they have no say in the permitting process and that only the developer’s views are heard.  


The need for local involvement in the DEP permitting process was made clear to me by some recent water permit matters. The Gettysburg Municipal Authority (GMA) is seeking DEP renewal of its current permit for a large well located in Cumberland Township near Marsh Creek a mile or so upstream from its main water intake. That well, which has a permit to pump over a million gallons per day, is used to supplement the flow of Marsh Creek past the GMA water intake to meet State pass-by flow requirements. Highland Township is already concerned that the GMA well, which has not yet been used to full capacity, may be affecting wells and water supply in the township and has expressed these concerns to DEP.


Downstream, the developers of the planned Mason-Dixon Country Club project - involving over a thousand homes, a hotel, and other construction, located in Freedom Township and Frederick County, have purchased property abutting Marsh Creek for a water intake. The project has a large well which DEP has permitted for 150,000 gallons per day, but the project manager claims the development needs 350,000 gallons per day and hopes to get a DEP permit to withdraw over 200,000 gallons per day from Marsh Creek.

It is obvious that there may be conflicts over water usage from current and future development if Marsh Creek slows to a trickle during a severe drought. From a watershed perspective, the Watershed Alliance (WAAC) is concerned that the full impact on water resources, now and in the future, of these large wells and water withdrawals are accurately calculated and fully understood by DEP before permits are issued. This also includes concerns about transfers between watersheds which can occur, for example, when water is withdrawn from Marsh Creek, distributed by GMA to users in other watersheds, and eventually discharged as treated waste water into another stream. All the facts and local concerns need to be considered by DEP.


For these reasons, WAAC and the County Office of Planning and Development have scheduled a meeting for municipal officials, WAAC members and others who are interested to hear a DEP representative explain the permitting process and address issues about local involvement. The  meeting is scheduled for Wednesday, October 19, from 3-5 PM at the Adams County Agricultural and Natural Resources Center, 670 Old Harrisburg Road in Gettysburg. There is no charge to attend, but to ensure adequate seating please call 337-9824 to register. It should be an informative and helpful meeting.

Charles Skopic is the President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org

