STORMY WEATHER—STORMY WATER


Stormy weather is almost always welcome in Adams County: precipitation is our only water supplier — no rivers or large streams flow into the county. But storms that bring welcome rain also can cause flooding, streambank erosion, and pollution of waterways. Most important, storm runoff means the water cannot sink into the ground and recharge our aquifers, hence the need for sound land use practices and proper stormwater management.


Stormwater management dealing with runoff from development is especially important for Adams County, the third-fastest growing county in Pennsylvania, because we depend on groundwater for our water needs. If good stormwater management ordinances are enacted before formal proposals are submitted for pending developments involving more than 10,000 housing units throughout the county, our water resources will receive much-needed protection; so the race is on between development and water protection. 


This subject has a long history. Act 167 of 1978 requires developers to “assure that the maximum rate of stormwater runoff is no greater after development than prior to development.” Municipalities were to develop watershed stormwater plans and ordinances within two years after state guidelines were issued. Not much happened for 20+ years. In 2001, the PA Department of Environmental Protection issued a proposed Comprehensive Stormwater Management Policy that emphasized minimizing impervious surfaces (paved areas, roofs, etc.), good land development design, and innovative stormwater Best Management Practices (BMPs) to increase water infiltration, maintain water quality, and control the volume and rate of runoff.


The Monocacy Watershed, including Rock and Marsh Creeks (which join to form the Monocacy River near the PA/MD border), Alloway, Middle, and Tom’s Creeks, was designated as one of the initial watershed planning areas for creating a stormwater plan. The County Office of Planning and Development, working with PaDEP, a consultant, and a local committee, developed the Monocacy River Watershed Plan (adopted by the County Commissioners and approved by PaDEP in 2002), including a model ordinance for adoption by municipalities in developing their stormwater ordinances. The Monocacy municipalities have since made varying levels of progress; some have adopted ordinances, others are still in the process of doing so, all have concerns about the impact of the ordinance on small projects.

In 2003, the Watershed Alliance sponsored a Rock Creek watershed planning project which included a review of the recently-issued model ordinance. The group of municipal representatives involved in the project noted some problems that could arise in administering the ordinance, particularly involving small building projects by homeowners, and proposed some exemptions to ease the problems.


Now, after years of work and frustration, it appears success may be within reach. On February 23, a constructive meeting between state, county, and municipal officials, and local engineers and attorneys, identified problems that need to be addressed by PaDEP in order to achieve an effective but practical stormwater ordinance. Municipalities such as Mt. Joy Township, which adopted the model ordinance in 2004, cited administrative problems they encountered. Others cited potential problems and the need for guidance on BMPs suitable for Adams County soils. Proposals developed during the Rock Creek Project that addressed some of the administrative problems were offered for consideration by Mt. Joy’s solicitor. PaDEP officials promised a fast review of all the problems and proposals discussed at the meeting. The Watershed Alliance will continue to monitor this long-running saga, so stay tuned for progress reports.


Having stormwater management ordinances adopted as soon as possible by the municipalities is a very important step in protecting our water resources. We should all support the county and municipal officials, engineers and solicitors who are working hard to bring this long process to a speedy and successful conclusion. And when the stormwater management ordinances are finally adopted, a word of thanks will be due to all those who worked on this project over the years.  

