The One That Got Away

Most people who fish probably can recall a day when they felt a strong tug on the line, the rod tip bent, the line zigzagged in the water, a large fish surfaced then dived for the bottom, and the line went slack. The big one that got away is long remembered and often discussed.

Could a whole county fail to land a big fish that is in the water near at hand and fairly easy to catch? Here’s how that could happen in Adams County. In 2004, Pennsylvania voters authorized a $625 million Growing Greener II bond issue for environmental projects and preservation; it passed in Adams County 58% to 42%. To get its share of this money, Adams County needs matching funds.

Keep Adams Green, an informal coalition of local organizations and individuals, is urging our County Commissioners to authorize a $25 million bond issue for funds to protect our land, water, scenic and historic heritage in Adams County. These funds would be used to obtain Growing Greener matching funds at a ratio yet to be established, probably 2 or more to 1. So a $25 million local bond could net $50 million or more in state matching funds. That would be a big fish to land.

Of course there are arguments against a local bond issue. Repayment would require an increase in the County property tax rate of about 8% (no increase in school or municipal taxes), costing an average homeowner about $5 per month. Large landowners, such as farmers, could face larger tax increases, and argue that raising their taxes would make farming less profitable, thus increasing the likelihood of selling to developers who would turn farmland into housing developments and thwart preservation efforts. That problem needs to be addressed, but every fisherman knows that a big fish can’t be landed without handling some problems like rough water or hidden snags. The same is true for our County government – if there’s the will, they can find a way to handle the tax increase problems.

Finding the right financing formula is essential, because the long-term benefits of a preservation program far outweigh the costs of a bond. Water is a good example of how spending now saves much higher future costs. Failure to preserve the headwaters of local creeks, groundwater recharge areas for community wells, and protective riparian buffers along streams (to filter and clean water while increasing infiltration) will lead to increased costs and problems such as treatment of polluted or high mineral content water, water shortages during dry years, and increased flooding during wet years. These costs and inconveniences eventually are borne by all residents. Pennsylvania has pledged with other states whose waters flow into the Chesapeake Bay to sharply reduce by 2010 certain pollutants reaching the Bay. Since all of Adams County’s water flows into the bay, we will be required eventually to meet certain water quality standards for water leaving the County. Stream preservation is a cost effective strategy to help meet such standards, which also has other benefits such as protecting habitat for fish and wildlife and providing recreational opportunities.

There are many other examples of long-term benefits that could be cited, such as protecting our agriculture and tourism industries, the pillars of our economy. Bonds for preservation are a good investment for the future of our County. 

If we don’t soon find a way to raise local funds for preservation, the state Growing Greener II funds will be distributed to other counties. The big fish will have gotten away and our County and the Commissioners will be left holding slack lines and empty nets. I believe that would be a fish story long remembered and often discussed in the years ahead as the long-term costs of failure to protect our land, water and heritage continue to mount.

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