Water and South Mountain 
As you may be aware from recent articles, the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources has engaged a partnership of various state and local governmental entities that are supporting the South Mountain Landscape Initiative. The South Mountain Initiative focuses on forested lands within the South Mountain area which encompasses four counties – Adams, Cumberland, Franklin and York. However, agriculture has also been recognized because of its integral relationship to the South Mountain region. Here in Adams County the South Mountain Initiative includes the historic fruit belt. Working together the partnership determines its direction by assessing the threats to the South Mountain region and by celebrating its attributes.
From the standpoint of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County, one of the most critical attributes of South Mountain, besides the recreational and aesthetic functions, is its ability to maintain water quality. South Mountain feeds many headwaters that flow into the counties mentioned and in turn, supplies various municipal water systems with adequate and safe drinking water.
Water is, in theory, a renewable resource. Yet demands and careless practices that contaminate mean the provision of adequate and safe supplies of drinking water can be worrisome and expensive – resulting in growing interest in protecting water supplies through management of natural resources. We have learned that the loss of forest cover and conversion to other land uses can have an adverse affect on water supplies. A study conducted by the Trust for Public Land and the American Water Works Association concluded that for every 10% increase in forest cover in the source area, treatment and chemical costs decreased by about 20% – undoubtedly, changes in land use can affect source water quality and impact treatment costs.
A new approach is needed that will seek to work with local citizens as watershed stewards – making every effort to strengthen biodiversity conservation while combining relevant livelihood benefits into forest protection measures. The South Mountain Landscape Initiative will foster this type of approach, while integrated water resources management is an approach being considered by the newly appointed Adams County Water Resources Advisory Committee. This committee will hopefully base its work on the premise that we must manage water as an integral part of the ecosystem, a natural resource to be protected.
Contributing to the water quality of the South Mountain region’s streams are its many forested riparian zones – vegetated strips of land bordering many of its streams. These forested riparian areas help reduce streambank erosion and keep stream waters cool. Cool stream waters, such as in the “Narrows” area of the Conewago Creek in Adams County, can support native reproducing brook trout. Trout Unlimited has likened brookies to the canary in the coal mine when it comes to water quality – their presence in a watershed indicates excellent water quality, while their absence provides a warning that the health of streams are at risk.
The economic and intrinsic value of forested watershed areas is almost always under-estimated or unrecognized and may only become apparent when water supplies are adversely affected. The benefits of protecting watersheds are endless; clean drinking water should never be taken for granted and it is hoped by celebrating watersheds, a critical South Mountain attribute, it will ultimately lead to the long-term protection of South Mountain as an important resource area.
Bicky Redman serves as Treasurer for the Board of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (adamwatersheds.org). In addition, she serves with the Partnership for the South Mountain Landscape Initiative. She can be reached at 337-9827.
