Preservation or the Big Pipe

KAG, as you may know, are the initials for Keep Adams Green, an informal group of organizations and individuals that advocated a County-municipal land preservation program. The Watershed Alliance has been a key participant in KAG since that group was formed in 2005. KAG will now be involved in carrying out the recently-approved program to preserve farms, water resource areas, and open space, and to create parks and trails in Adams County. 

The “Big Pipe,” as some refer to it, is a 16-inch waterline that could bring large volumes of water from the Susquehanna River to eastern Adams County.  Negotiations concerning such a water line are now underway between the Gettysburg Municipal Authority and the York Water Company.

So how do these two important unfolding events relate to each other and to our local water situation? Do we need a land preservation program to protect water resource areas if we can draw water from the Susquehanna? Does the Big Pipe offer benefits or pose problems for Adams County’s future?

A supply of water from outside the County would be a valuable asset, especially during a prolonged drought, by relieving the strain on limited local water supplies in eastern sections of the County. And if the water distribution is limited to designated growth areas, it would help carry out County and municipal land use plans. It could help control – not promote – sprawl development.

But there are many bridges to cross before a potential water supply agreement becomes an actual water supply system. There are several regulatory agencies that must approve any agreement, and there are financial, construction and operational issues to be resolved.

If the Big Pipe eventually is approved and constructed, will we still need to protect our groundwater, stream headwaters, and stream corridors? The answer is emphatically, yes. The proposed pipeline would serve only a limited area in the eastern part of the County. Most of the County would still rely on water from private and municipal wells or withdrawals from streams that originate in the County. Also, water supply agreements, like other agreements, are subject to change in the future. The amount of water supplied could be limited or the cost increased. While the Big Pipe could relieve some of our water worries, it can’t provide the multiple benefits of a good land preservation program.

A preservation program can provide space for parks and trails, protect historic sites, help maintain a viable agricultural sector, and preserve our rural heritage and open space that attract tourists and make Adams County a special place to live. So it makes good sense to protect our land and water regardless of whether a pipeline from the Susquehanna River eventually is constructed. The preservation program approved unanimously by the Adams County Commissioners provides a good opportunity for Adams County and its municipalities to help secure our water supply and protect our quality of life and our future.

KAG and the Big Pipe both will receive continuing attention by WAAC and be discussed in future articles.

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