 Watershed Academy

 

Life-long learning is essential in this fast-paced 21st century. Those involved with or concerned about land development had an opportunity to learn about better stormwater management through site design at the Watershed Academy, a five-hour seminar held at the Agricultural and Natural Resources Center in June. The attendees included a representative group of County and municipal officials, including Commissioner Glen Snyder, as well as engineers, planners, and concerned citizens. The seminar received financial support from Pennsylvania’s Department of Environmental Protection, and was sponsored by the National Park Service, the Adams County Conservation District, the County Office of Planning and Development, the Penn State Cooperative Extension,, the Land Conservancy, and the Watershed Alliance.
I mention the sponsors to show the broad range of organizations concerned about water issues. The seminar is an indication that water issues are receiving increased attention in land use planning – a very welcome and necessary development for Adams County’s future.

 

So what did we learn from the Watershed Academy that can be summarized in a short article? Perhaps most important, we must begin thinking about stormwater management as conserving a precious resource, not just avoiding damaging and costly floods.  Stormwater, be it a gentle rain, a downpour, or a snowstorm, is our only source of water.  It may be stored in lakes, reservoirs, or groundwater, but it all starts as precipitation. Fortunately, good site design for land development both conserves water and minimizes flooding.

 

Good site design means working with, not against, the natural features of the land. The old practice of bulldozing a site and laying out nearly identical lots on every available square foot is problematic, and certainly won’t meet current and future needs. Minimum land disturbance, on the other hand, retains existing vegetation, especially trees, which act as nature’s sponge to soak up stormwater and slow runoff. Reining in the bulldozers allows porous topsoil to remain in place and avoids soil compaction that leaves a surface almost as porous as concrete.

 

Good site design is time consuming, requiring planning officials, engineers, and developers to work together to achieve the best overall result. But the end result is better and usually less costly than trying to manage stormwater through engineered solutions such as detention basins; these structures often become maintenance and enforcement problems for local governments and homeowners’ associations. Where engineered solutions are necessary to manage stormwater, the seminar attendees learned about a variety of attractive and efficient possibilities such as porous paving, sub-surface infiltration trenches or beds, rain gardens, and constructed wetlands.

 

Why would developers be willing to spend time and money on good stormwater management? Some strive for environmentally sound and attractive development because they realize such developments appeal to buyers, and they take pride in their project. For others, the simple answer is that state law and municipal ordinances require it. In Adams County, those municipalities in the southwestern portion of the County which drain into the Monocacy River have adapted a County-developed model stormwater management ordinance. Such ordinances aim to increase water infiltration on site and maintain downstream water quality by controlling the total volume, peak rate, and water quality of runoff from the site. Municipalities in the northeast section of the County are working toward adoption of such an ordinance.

 

Citizens concerned about good land development and water resource protection in their municipality should encourage planning commission members and supervisors to learn about better stormwater management through site design. If enough municipal officials express interest, another Watershed Academy can be arranged.

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