WATER RESOURCE CRISIS?
The water resource crisis is the probability that Adams County will not have sufficient water resources to meet our future needs. The facts are these: Adams County is the third-fastest growing county in Pennsylvania according to the latest census data. Continuing development will increase the need for water. Virtually no water flows into Adams County, it only flows out. There are no reservoirs to supply drinking water to Adams County. Most of our water supply (81%) is groundwater from either private or municipal wells. Development increases the amount of impervious surface (e.g. roofs, driveways), causing rainwater to run off rather than recharge our groundwater.

Given these facts, Adams County is probably facing a future water supply crisis. How far into the future is anyone’s guess; the answer is elusive because there is no reliable way to measure our most critical water supply, groundwater. Therefore, county, borough, township, and municipal officials who make the local land use decisions are put in a position of making those decisions without knowing for sure that the water resources are or are not sufficient to support those decisions.  Clearly, a better understanding of our groundwater situation is essential to land use planning and to managing this vital resource.

The critical missing component is a “water budget.’ A water budget is prepared by simply measuring water inflows and outflows in order to quantify the amount of water available for use within a watershed. After several discussions with the United States Geological Survey (USGS), several elements were identified to make the necessary measurements. A network of rain gauges (6-10) is required to measure the only significant water inflow – precipitation – to Adams County. Several groundwater monitoring wells are necessary, and a flow gage is needed to measure the outflow in streams from Adams County. And finally, we need a system to acquire the data and do the basic math. Fortunately, flow gages to measure water flowing out of Adams County already exist.

The water budget is not a once and done task, and to be used effectively, it must be an ongoing effort to identify trends that develop over the long run, trends like decreasing groundwater levels.  The overall task is clearly beyond the purview and resources of a local volunteer watershed group like the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC), but we plan to be involved and to support the activity in any way possible. To be successful, the water budget will need to be supported and sponsored by our local governments and by the local stakeholders (that includes everyone).

This water resource crisis will receive more attention in the future. Pennsylvania has passed Act 220 on Water Resources, and regional committees were established to address some of these issues. Clearly, local efforts will need to be coordinated with Act 220 as well as other related water budget projects in the county. A clear vision for the future of Adams County will have to address the adequacy of our water resources, and a water budget will be a necessary component of that vision.
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