Big Pipe Hearing


Last month, the Susquehanna River Basin Commission (SRBC) and the Department of Environmental Protection (PaDEP) held a public hearing about the proposed “big pipe,” a water line from York Water Company to supply up to 3 million gallons/day to Gettysburg Municipal Authority (GMA). The hearing was well attended, and about 15 citizens commented on the proposal. Most opposed the proposal, concerned that the need had not been demonstrated; that alternatives such as water conservation and fixing leaks in GMA lines had not been pursued; that existing treatment plants are inadequate to treat the increased wastewater; that residents would be required to pay more for water and associated sewer treatment facilities; and that the “big pipe” would encourage unsustainable development and worsen future water problems. These are valid points for regulators to consider.
Patrick Naugle and I, past presidents of WAAC, and Mark Berg, current president, submitted a statement, summarized below, reflecting our views. We believe four conditions should be part of any SRBC and PaDEP approval. They are:

1. Regional authority.  Water supplied by the “big pipe” would presumably be distributed to GMA customers in Gettysburg and in Cumberland and Straban townships. Lines could be extended to other municipalities; if so, they would have a significant effect on the central region of the county and hence water allocation should be controlled by a regional water authority. GMA could be the nucleus for that authority, but its board should include representatives appointed by the county commissioners to ensure that environmental protection and land use planning concerns are considered by the authority in allocating water.  Such an authority could also help assure a fair allocation between current and new GMA customers of the considerable capital costs needed to expand the water distribution and wastewater treatment facilities to serve new users.

2. Designated growth areas.  Past growth in Adams County was concentrated around boroughs. In recent years, however, large housing developments have been scattered outside growth areas designated in the County Comprehensive Plan. They rely on community-owned water and sewer systems; how these systems will function in the future after the developments have been built out is unknown. Water supplied by the “big pipe” should not be used to support unplanned growth. Having county appointees serve on the regional water authority would help control this undesirable sprawl. 
3. SRBC’s water rules.  The GMA service area that would be served by the “big pipe” drains to the Potomac River, not the Susquehanna, and thus is not under the jurisdiction of the SRBC. The Potomac does not have a similar water regulatory agency. Therefore it would be possible for the municipalities receiving water from the ‘big pipe’ to allow water usage that would not be allowed by the SRBC. It seems logical to require that those municipalities seeking to receive water controlled by the SRBC should agree to abide by SRBC rules for water withdrawals.
4. Wastewater treatment.  Last but by no means least, areas receiving the water must upgrade their wastewater treatment plants to meet all standards now required for newly constructed plants, such as removal of nitrates and phosphates. Additionally, we recommend that ultraviolet treatment instead of chlorine be used to remove pathogens. Without such standards, streams in Adams County and in Maryland will be degraded, and eventually the water entering the Chesapeake Bay. It would not be wise to alleviate a water supply problem only to create a water quality problem.
There may be merit to the extension of York Water Company lines to central Adams County, but conditions for approval of the proposal must ensure that the “big pipe” will not create new water problems and damage the county’s environment.

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