Nutrient Trading: An Innovative Idea for Improving our Water Quality

Recently, Governor Rendell announced a unique idea for improving the quality of the water in our streams and creeks. It is called the “nutrient trading program,” and the Commonwealth has invested $1.8 million dollars to get this new program up and running. With the signing of the Chesapeake 2000 Agreement, Pennsylvania made a commitment to help remove the Chesapeake Bay from the federal Clean Water Act’s list of impaired waters by 2010. Our partners to this commitment include all the jurisdictions in the Chesapeake watershed, including Delaware, Maryland, New York, Virginia, West Virginia, and the District of Columbia. Pennsylvania is Chesapeake Bay comes from the Susquehanna River; the eastern half of Adams County is in the Susquehanna watershed.

The idea of the nutrient trading program was generated by the need of the Commonwealth to meet specific nutrient load goals set out in the Chesapeake Bay Tributary Strategy by 2010. Pennsylvania is critical to this effort because 50 percent of the fresh water flowing into the Bay comes from the Susquehanna Watershed. In Adams County, the two main contributors to the nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment loads in our creeks and streams – which cause the most damage to the Bay – are agriculture and sewage treatment plants. The nutrient trading program creates a financial incentive for farmers and municipalities to work together to help meet their common nutrient reduction goals.

Note to homeowners: on average, put more chemicals on their ground, per acre, than farmers do. Please have your soil tested by the Adams County Conservation District before you fertilize this spring, and save money in the bargain.
Here’s how the nutrient trading program will work. Let’s say that a sewage treatment plant is unable to be upgraded and improved by 2010 for whatever reason. Meanwhile, a farmer realizes that he can make some improvements on his property which will allow him to exceed his environmental goal. So the farmer builds a manure lagoon, plants a buffer of shrubs and trees along his stream, fences off his stream so his livestock will be kept out, and plants cover crops in what otherwise would be bare fields. All this takes money, of course. But he is now able to pay for his improvements by partnering with the sewage treatment plant, which will pay him for his improvements, buying time for its improvements at a later date.

In order to jump-start this program, a $925,000 revolving fund will be set up. This fund will function somewhat like a bank. Municipalities can pay into the fund to get credits, and the bank will pay out to farmers for their improvements. In theory, everyone will benefit. Will this work? Time, of course, will tell. But the deadline for all states in the Chesapeake Bay watershed to meet their water quality standards is fast approaching. For Pennsylvania, yearly nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment discharges must be reduced to no more than 71.9 million pounds, 2.46 million pounds, and 0.995 million tons, respectively – very significant reductions. If not, government regulation will replace voluntary compliance.
For more information on this subject, visit www.solanconews.com/gov/articles/060412_waterquality.htm. And for drafts of the Chesapeake Bay 2005 Health and Restoration Assessment, you can go to www.chesapeakebay.net/info/2005reports.cfm.
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