 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 The Susquehanna and the Bay
An article last year in The Washington Post described a report by American Rivers, a national conservation group, that called the Susquehanna River “the most endangered river in the United States.” The Susquehanna exemplifies "the crisis we're highlighting in this report, that when it rains in America, raw sewage [and animal waste and fertilizer runoff] pours into our rivers and streams in an increasing amount," problems made worse by population growth and cuts in federal cleanup money.

Pennsylvania's Susquehanna River is the Bay's largest tributary, the source of half the Chesapeake Bay's fresh water, but it is polluted by urban and farm runoff. Uphill and upstream from the Bay, thousands of acres of Pennsylvania crop- and pastureland abut the banks of the river and the creeks and streams that feed it. The farms are so small and far-flung that state environmental agencies struggle to bring all of them into compliance with laws governing pollutant runoff. Fertilizer nutrients and filth from the Susquehanna is a chief cause of the algae blooms and pollution that suck oxygen from the Chesapeake Bay, decimating crab, oyster, fish, and aquatic plant populations. A University of Maryland consultant estimated that the Susquehanna contributes 40% of the nitrogen and 20% of the phosphorus (two key ingredients in fertilizers) to the Bay.

"Pennsylvania is committed to reducing the nutrients and sediments that flow into our local streams and, in doing that, restoring the Chesapeake Bay," said Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection spokesman Charlie Young, "but the federal government is talking about reducing the amount of [water cleanup money] that goes to Pennsylvania." Rebecca R. Wodder, President of American Rivers, said federal cuts to Pennsylvania's cleanup budget reflect the situation nationally. "The feds are not contributing their fair share to solving the problem," she said. Benjamin Grumbles, assistant administrator for water at the federal EPA, said the EPA favors more state-based water quality initiatives and "innovative" programs to combat pollution, such as pollution credits, which can be traded among top-polluting industries.

And so now we have an article in the Post just this month that reports, “The multibillion-dollar cleanup of the Chesapeake Bay, which government officials had pledged would succeed by 2010, will likely miss that deadline by a wide margin -- and, at the current pace, might drag on for decades more, an Environmental Protection Agency official acknowledged yesterday.”  A major reason for the lack of progress is the rapid population growth in the Bay's watershed, which encompasses 64,000 square miles from southern Virginia to Cooperstown, N.Y., including Adams County. An additional 800,000 people moved to this area between 2000 and 2005, bringing more neighborhoods, more cars, and more lawns -- all sources of pollutants -- and canceling out improvements in pollution control.
With about 20,000 more housing units already proposed for Adams County, land use planning here is not just important, it’s critical. The mission of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County is to improve and protect water resources within Adams County through educational and public information programs, and by encouraging sound water management and land use practices. I hope you’ll join us.
Mark Berg is President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web site www.adamswatersheds.org contains information if you would like to join, contribute, or volunteer.
