Do we have enough water?
 
            That’s the question when Adams County suffers a dry spell/drought, or when a major housing development or other project that would use large amounts of water is proposed.  It’s also a nagging worry for local officials as they make land use decisions such as zoning.
 
            There is no single, simple answer because of some basic facts about Adams County’s topography, precipitation, and geology. First, and most important, Adams is a headwaters county with no significant streams flowing in; water starts here and flows out. We rely on precipitation for our water, and groundwater for storage. There are no reservoirs for several reasons: few good sites, surface evaporation and pollution, cost of site acquisition and construction, etc., and the effect on downstream water supply.
 
            Since we must rely on precipitation, the second fact is that, on average, Adams receives about 40” of rain and snow melt annually. That is a lot of water! But not all of it’s available for our use. About 24” is used up by growing plants or lost in evaporation. About half of the remaining 16” quickly runs off into streams that flow out of the county. That leaves about 8” of water to infiltrate the soil for storage as groundwater.
 
            That 8” is still a lot of water under Adam’s 336,000 acres. But our underground storage is porous; water is continually “leaking” into springs and seeps that flow into streams and out of the county (and into our wells). This leakage is the “base flow” in streams when there has been no rain for days; looking at stream flow during dry spells is a good way to assess groundwater reserves.
 
            The precipitation figures conceal important variables that must be considered.  Precipitation varies between wet years and dry spells. Also important is when and how the precipitation falls. If rain falls on frozen ground, it mostly runs off.  If it falls as a torrential downpour, we get raging streams instead of groundwater recharge. And if much of the rain falls during the growing season, we get bumper crops, but not much groundwater recharge.
 
            Another fact is that the underlying geology in the county is not uniform. It varies from bands of igneous rock (the diabase boulders and outcroppings in Devil’s Den and elsewhere), to metavolcanic rocks that underlie the South Mountain area, to sedimentary rocks (shales, siltsone, sandstone) in the Gettysburg plain of central Adams County which covers over half the county. Tthis underlying geology and covering soil is not especially good for retaining groundwater. In fact, a map produced by the Susquehanna River Basin Commission and the Interstate Commission on the Potomac River Basin shows most of Adams is in potentially stressed or water challenged areas.
 
            Given the basic facts of topography, precipitation variability, and geology, there can be no single, simple answer to whether there is enough water to support current and future water needs. In my opinion – I’m not a meteorologist, hydrogeologist, or other water expert – most of the time there will be enough water, but long dry spells are of concern. That’s why water protection through good stormwater management (“retain it, don’t drain it”), preventing water pollution, good agricultural practices, and water conservation are so important. With prudent planning and regulation by county and local government, and with citizen cooperation, we can ensure that now and in the future we can answer, “Yes, there is enough water.”

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