WATER’S HIGH AND RISING

Precipitation last year in Adams County was 30% above average. It was the second wettest year on record according to some sources. We saw evidence of this wet year in green lawns, abundant crops and overflowing streams. But we don’t know the extent to which this wet year raised underground water levels that had fallen during the drought s of 2000 and 2002. We need that information and a project to get it is the subject of a future article. 


We do know that runoff from heavy rains and snow melt is an increasing problem in the County. This past summer the County received a federal grant to develop mitigation plans to deal with problems such as flooding of roads and homes. For example, road culverts too small to handle storm runoff, which causes flooding and damage to the road, would be replaced by larger culverts under the mitigation plan. Where Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) maps showing the highest flood line likely in a 100 year period (a 100 year flood) are out of date, the maps would be updated so homes would not be built in a potential flood area.


All of this makes good sense and we can be glad that mitigation plans are being developed. But the project raises some important questions for the County planners, local officials and others. Why are existing culverts too small to handle the runoff from a heavy rain, and why are the FEMA maps inaccurate? Could it be those in the past who did the road engineering or the FEMA mapping lacked the knowledge or the instruments to accurately size the culverts or draw the maps? That seems unlikely. 


There are many examples of ancient engineering feats, such as the Roman aqueducts, which show a capability for accurate measuring and mapping. Both our knowledge and instruments improved greatly by the mid 20th century when most of the culverts were placed and the maps drawn.


Could it be that we are receiving more rain and heavier storms than in the past? Precipitation records show cyclical variability but, on average we are still receiving about 40” of precipitation per year. So what could be the explanation?


Adams is the third-fastest-growing county (measured by rate of development) in Pennsylvania, and that means more houses, driveways, roads, shopping centers and parking lots. All of these impervious surfaces increase the runoff from a heavy rain because there is less area to absorb the rain, and these impervious surfaces speed the flow of water, all of which causes flooding. Think about the difference between pouring a gallon of water from a bucket or from a sprinkling can. 


Looking ahead, how large should the new road culverts be sized? How high should the 100 year flood line be drawn on a FEMA map? Should we calculate what is needed in 2005 or 2050 and under what assumptions? What should we assume about actions now and in future years to limit impervious surface coverage, to increase riparian buffers along streams and to follow other best management practices that will slow the runoff that causes damaging floods and reduces recharge of the underground aquifer that provides our water supply? I hope most people would rather take preventive actions now to avoid future problems.  










~Charles Skopic

