Planning to fail?


Of course not; people, businesses, and organizations don’t plan to fail, but they sometimes fail to plan! The results of failure – financial problems, even bankruptcy – can be costly. The same is true for governments, but the public bears the cost and inconvenience.

Planning for adequate water supplies is something our local governments are not doing as well as they could or should. This is not due to lack of direction. The Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code (MPC), the bible for local governments, states, “The Comprehensive Plan shall include a plan for the reliable supply of water…including provisions adequate to protect water supply sources.” Yet few municipal comprehensive plans meet that requirement.

Why are our local governments not doing water resource planning? Three reasons come to mind. Water resource planning may have seemed unnecessary in the past. The 1990 census recorded a county population of about 78,000; the 2010 census probably will show close to 110,000. If that rate of growth continues, the population in 2030 will be over 150,000. What was okay for 78,000 people will not suffice for 150,000, especially with increased water usage for tourism, agriculture, and commerce.


Secondly, water resource planning is difficult because water does not respect political boundaries. Municipalities may be unaware of, and certainly can’t control, actions by adjacent municipalities that could affect their water resources. Furthermore, water supply data is less available for small areas; protecting water sources is best done for large areas such as watersheds. These factors suggest a multi-municipal approach is needed, but often hard to achieve.

Finally, there are no penalties in the MPC if a municipality’s comprehensive plan fails to include the required water supply and protection provisions. Of course, nature imposes its own penalties if water resources aren’t protected, but they’re not imposed until there is a drought or some toxic spill infiltrates into groundwater and contaminates wells.

Is there hope for multi-municipal water resources planning? Fortunately there are some avenues for progress. Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection maps delineate the areas that contribute groundwater to municipal wells. Municipalities can use these maps to identify areas that should be protected from inappropriate uses in their land use plans.

Adams County’s Water Resources Advisory Committee is considering whether to recommend to the commissioners that the 2001 Water Supply and Wellhead Protection Plan be updated and used as the basis for an MPC-compliant water supply and protection component in the county’s Comprehensive Plan. It could serve as a guide for municipalities wanting to include such a component in their plans.


The Watershed Alliance (WAAC) partnered with the regulatory and planning agencies for the Potomac and the Susquehanna River basins to develop groundwater models that can provide useful water supply data for those two major watersheds in Adams County. WAAC is about to begin measuring stream flow during low-flow periods when water supply is most critical. WAAC already has a stream flow gage on the Conewego Creek that has been recording data for about 10 years to help validate groundwater models.


There seems to be a convergence of citizen and government concern about future water resources, requirements for water planning in the MPC and the forthcoming State Water Plan, and increased water resource data. This convergence promises to give local governments both the will and the way to plan for our future water needs.
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