Where do we get our drinking water, and who controls it?

In August, the Adams County Planning & Development Office sponsored a workshop to increase the understanding of water issues within the County, including how much water we have and how it’s managed. The workshop answered many questions, but raised others. 

First, where do we get our drinking water? The water we drink primarily comes from groundwater. Many misconceptions exist regarding groundwater. One is that it comes from large rivers under the surface. In fact, groundwater is found in pores between loose sediments such as sand, or in between layers of solid rock such as sandstone. You can get a glimpse of this when rocks are exposed, such as water dripping in caves.

Every day, groundwater is taken from wells and springs to meet our needs. (Pennsylvania has almost one million wells, second to only Michigan.) Even if your water comes from a stream, groundwater provides two-thirds of the water in streams, lakes, and rivers. Everyone depends on groundwater in Adams County; virtually no water flows into Adams County, most of it flows out. We have to be extremely vigilant on our water usage. But how much do we need to conserve? 

This leads to the second question, how much groundwater is there? It is difficult to determine groundwater quantity because it is something we cannot see. There are ways to estimate the amount of groundwater, such as measurements of wells, but we must have faith there is enough. We should view our use of groundwater as a hydrologic budget, similar to your bank account. Precipitation is income and surface runoff and evapotranspiration (the water plants need to breathe) are expenses. The amount of water infiltrating the ground (deposits) must equal the amount being used (withdrawals) to maintain groundwater storage (account balance). 

Third, what affects the hydrologic budget? Many factors, both human and natural, can impact water quantity and quality. Pollution can occur from improper maintenance of septic systems resulting in sewage and household chemicals in our drinking water. Particularly in Adams County, animal wastes from livestock in streams and excess pesticides and fertilizers – some from residences – are sources of agricultural pollution. New buildings and pavement increase impervious coverage, thereby reducing infiltration. 

Fourth, who controls the water? In Pennsylvania, the Department of Environmental Protection controls how much water a municipality or development can withdraw from groundwater or streams and lakes; municipalities have control over septic tanks. There are also two regional agencies that assist in water issues. Adams County is more complicated than most counties because it is split in half; the northeastern section of the county empties into the Susquehanna River and must comply with the rules of the Susquehanna River Basin Commission (SRBC), a regulatory agency, and the southwestern portion flows to the Potomac River and coordinates with the Interstate Commission on the Potomac River Basin (ICPRB), a voluntary organization.

With the development pressures that Adams County is experiencing, water issues are – and should be – on the top of the agenda. To answer additional questions residents may have regarding the future of water quantity and quality in Adams County, WAAC is sponsoring a public forum for the Pennsylvania House of Representatives candidates from the 91st and 193rd Districts on October 16 at 7pm at the Adams County Agricultural & Natural Resources Center in Gettysburg. Join us to learn about the future of water in Adams County.
Yvonne Werzinsky is a member of the Board of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County. WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org
