Paper mills and the Chesapeake Bay
For years there has been concern over the high levels of nutrients entering the Chesapeake Bay every day. These nutrients – nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediments – are the primary contributors to the impairment of water quality of this important estuary. These nutrients enter the bay’s tributaries through agriculture, urban and suburban runoff, wastewater discharges, and airborne contaminants. Excessive concentrations of these three nutrients promote algae growth and deplete the oxygen concentration which is essential to the health of the bay.
Nutrient pollution sources are categorized as either “point” or “non-point.” Point sources typically consist of municipal and industrial wastewater treatment plants; treated wastewater from these plants is discharged directly into a stream, river, or lake. Non-point sources are created when rainwater comes in contact with streets, farmland, and lawns. Runoff created by the rain carries sediments, fertilizers, animal manure, and pesticides. Fertilizers are typically high in both phosphates and nitrogen, the two primary nutrients impacting the quality of the bay.
The Spring Grove Mill operated by the P.H. Glatfelter Company is a kraft paper pulp mill. It uses large quantities of water in its pulping and paper making processes. The primary water source is Lake Marburg. Water from Lake Marburg flows to the Codorus Creek, which in turn flows to the Glatfelter paper mill and continues on to York, Pennsylvania. The mill receives wood which is debarked, chipped, and made into pulp. The pulp is screened, washed, and then bleached. The pulp is then converted into finished paper products on five paper machines and two off-machine coaters. Process wastewater is a combination of flows that is discharged from the pulp mill, the paper machines, and coater operations.

Glatfelter’s Wastewater Treatment Plant provides both primary and secondary waste treatment. The company constructed a large wastewater treatment plant designed to remove contaminants created by pulping and paper-making processes, treating up to 15 million gallons of wastewater per day. Glatfelter’s Secondary Wastewater Treatment Plant also receives effluent from both the Jackson Township and Spring Grove Publically Owned Treatment Works, the two local municipal wastewater treatment plants, removing nutrients from the wastewater. 

From September 1987 through August 2006, as part of the Long-Term Receiving Water Study performed by the National Council for Air and Stream Improvement (NCSAI), water quality samples were collected from the Codorus Creek over a downstream gradient extending from near Menges Mills to the bridge at Furnace. Samples were also collected near the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) gauging station at Spring Grove, and near the bridges at Martin, Graybill, and Furnace. Additional samples were collected from Oil Creek near the confluence of Codorus Creek just below the Menges Mills site. The samples were analyzed for total phosphorus and total nitrogen.
 NCSAI’s  study indicated that most of the time, Glatfelter discharges less nitrogen and phosphorus than it takes in, as observed by the decrease in total nitrogen and total phosphorus concentrations occurring between the USGS and Martin sampling points. The USGS gauging station is upstream and the Martin sampling point is downstream from Glatfelter’s effluent discharge point.
Although NCSAI has completed its investigation of nutrients in the Codorus Creek, P.H. Glatfelter Company monitors nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment concentrations at various locations in an effort to assess how effectively its treatment processes decrease nutrient concentrations from the Codorus Creek, an important tributary of the Chesapeake Bay.
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