HOW DRY ARE WE?

BONE DRY was the headline on the front-page of The Gettysburg Times on August 7. The article explained that an open-burning ban was in effect, and the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) had declared a drought watch in Adams and 57 other counties, with a voluntary 5 percent reduction in non-essential water use. These are wise precautions, even though we subsequently had some beneficial rain. (2007 precipitation through the end of July – before the August rains – was about 16 inches, 27 percent below normal.)
Driving around Adams County in August just before the rains came, we saw stunted crops, withered lawns, and streams reduced to a trickle. But we didn’t really know how our groundwater – the repository of most of our water supply – was being affected. The fact that stream flows are low is an indication that groundwater levels are low, because streams are fed by groundwater from springs when rain is scarce. There are other indications, such as the need to dig deeper wells when older wells run dry because groundwater in some areas is gradually being depleted. The fact is, we simply don’t know the current status or long-term trend for our water supply.

We have information about precipitation (rain and snow) readily available on radio and TV, in newspapers, and on the internet from the National Weather Service (you can find a link to the NWS at the Watershed Alliance of Adams County web site at adamswatersheds.org; click on the Adams County tab and scroll to the bottom of the page). But precipitation data does not tell us very much about groundwater levels. That is because it makes a big difference when it rains, how fast it rains, and how fast the snow melts. There is not much groundwater recharge if rain falls when the ground is frozen, if it falls during the growing season (plants use the moisture), or if the rain is heavy (most runs off into streams). If there is a rapid snow melt, that also mostly runs off into streams. So precipitation data, although useful, is not enough.
The Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC) is working with the Interstate Commission on the Potomac River Basin and a private consultant through a Pennsylvania DEP Growing Greener grant to develop computer models that will help evaluate groundwater resources. But these models need actual data, obtained from stream flow gauges and monitoring wells, to validate the models. Using grant funding, WAAC installed a stream flow gauge on the Conewago Creek, but maintaining that gauge costs about $15,000 annually, a large sum for a small volunteer organization that is also involved in other water resource projects. WAAC just does not have the funds to establish a county-wide water resource monitoring program, but one is sorely needed.

Adams’ population now exceeds 100,000; pending development projects could add another 50,000 people over the next 10-15 years. Water resources are important now and will become critical in the future. We must plan now to avoid future water problems. A good first step would be for the county commissioners to establish a Water Advisory Committee. Members of municipal water authorities, representatives of local engineering firms, county planning officials, agricultural representatives, and conservation officials would be appointed to the Committee. They could gather data and advise the Board of Commissioners about current or emerging water problems that have regional impact and recommend possible solutions. Funds would be needed for water monitoring equipment and data analysis. That should not be too expensive (annually, about the cost of a bottle of water or soda for each resident), but it would provide valuable information we need to plan for our future.
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