Pennsylvania State Water Plan

Susquehanna County

1.  Please provide an overview of your county including the status of your Comprehensive Plan and how it addresses water resources.


Susquehanna County can best be characterized as a rural, largely bedroom community where agriculture has lost some of its economic importance, yet open land remains a predominate feature of the landscape. However, residential and commercial developments are becoming more evident as stimulated by recent population growth. Single-family dwellings are the most numerous types of dwellings along with a number of mobile homes. Relatively few two-family and multi-family dwellings are found in the County. With the exception of several planned developments, residential development is found on individual lots divided from larger parcels and in historic village centers. Commercial development is largely retail/service in nature and is situated primarily along the major state routes. Although declining in recent years, dairy farms continue to operate in the County, with the better land used for field and forage crops. Forest is the predominate land cover and timbering remains an important part of the local economy. 

Susquehanna County’s Comprehensive Plan was updated and adopted by the County Commissioners in November 2003.  The Plan contains recommendations for protecting the quality and quantity of water resources and promoting the formation of watershed groups.  The entire section of the Comprehensive Plan relative to watersheds and water supply is included at the end of this document.

2. What other county, subcounty or watershed level water resources plans or studies (by name) are currently underway or completed in the last five years for your county?
 

Currently, there are two watershed groups that are active in the County, the Snake Creek Watershed Association and the Choconut Creek Watershed Association.  The Wyalusing Creek Watershed Association and the Tunkhannock Creek Watershed are in early stages of development.

3. What is the status of stormwater management plans (Act 167) for watersheds in your county?
 

The Susquehanna County Department of Planning and the Susquehanna County Soil Conservation District recently completed Phase I of a stormwater management plan for the Choconut, Snake, and Wyalusing Creeks Watersheds.  Phase II was begun but was abruptly halted when the PA DEP did not reimburse the County for the DEP share of the expenses.  The current Board of County Commissioners is now considering restarting this program.  

The Lackawanna Watershed Stormwater Plan was adopted in the mid-nineties and includes certain municipalities in the southeastern part of Susquehanna County.


4. What are the critical water resources issues in your county?
 

While there is nothing at this time that would be referred to as a “critical issue”, we are constantly aware of protecting our drinking water supply.  The main issue seems to be the potential for pollution of individual wells due to malfunctioning on-lot sewage systems.  A secondary issue is stormwater control because of two recent storms that caused flooding and which are still being dealt with by municipal officials.


5. What technical reports or model ordinances has the county developed that address local water resources issues?
 

We have not developed any model ordinances or technical reports as of this time.


6.  What needs and priorities are identified in county/municipal/multi-municipal comprehensive plans and ordinances that are related to water resources?
 

As above, preventing water supply contamination from malfunctioning on-lot sewage systems is a priority.  Stormwater control is another priority.  Protecting our lakes and streams is yet another priority.  And, preventing erosion of stream banks is a priority of the Soil Conservation District.


7.  Would you recommend any changes to the regional priorities to adequately address the county/local needs and priorities?

The list is adequate and may be too long.  I would prefer to see a few issues addressed well rather than see a lot of issues addressed halfway.

From the Susquehanna County Comprehensive Plan, adopted November 2003

Watershed Planning tc "Watershed Planning "
According to the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection, a watershed is “an area of land, including all the surface and ground waters within it, that drains to a body of water.” Susquehanna County is part of the second largest watershed in the U.S., the Susquehanna River Basin, which drains to the Chesapeake Bay.  As evidenced by the ecosystem degradation problems in the Bay, land use activities in the upper reaches of a watershed will affect downstream water quality.  Soil erosion and sedimentation and increased storm water from residential and commercial development, sewage treatment plant discharges, and poor agricultural practices all add to the pollutant loading.  Watershed planning focuses on the whole watershed, not just managing individual wastewater discharges or other specific pollutant sources.  “Watershed planning and management involves many activities, including:  targeting priority problems in a watershed; promoting a high level of involvement by interested and affected parties; developing solutions to problems through the use of expertise and authority of multiple agencies and organizations; and measuring success through monitoring and data gathering” (www.state.me.us/dep/blwq/watersh/htm).  Watersheds do not follow political boundaries; efforts made at watershed levels will require involvement and coordination of multiple geo-political entities, such as municipalities, boroughs, county, and state agencies.   Management activities take place at the state, river basin, or individual watershed level, and coordination is critical.  

The Susquehanna County Soil and Water Conservation District supports local, grass roots efforts with the creation and work of Watershed Associations.  Currently, there are two watershed groups that are active in the County, the Snake Creek Watershed Association and the Choconut Creek Watershed Associations.  The County is in the process of starting up the Wyalusing Creek Watershed Association and the Tunkhannock Creek Watershed. Concerned private citizens to protect the areas watersheds from uncontrolled development and water quality degradation created these associations. 

Snakes Creek

The Snakes Creek Watershed, comprised of the area drained by the main branch of Snakes Creek Watershed and Little Snakes Creek, includes 148 square miles.   The Little Snakes Creek Watershed includes parts of Silver Lake Township and extends into Broom County, New York, and the Snakes Creek Watershed includes parts of Silver Lake, Liberty, Bridgewater, and Franklin Townships.  The Snakes Creek Watershed Association was formed to “maintain the quality of resources…provide education…and to promote responsible development and to maintain the culture of the area” (www.snakescreek.org/faq.htm).  The Association was funded by a state “Growing Greener” Grant, which aided with initial expenses, water testing equipment, training; and in- kind services are provided by the Susquehanna County Conservation District and the Endless Mountains Resource Conservation and Development Council, via its Watershed Incubator Program.   In the Spring of 2002, the Association was awarded a second Growing Greener Grant for an assessment of the condition of the watershed. Assisted by GTS Technologies and Hawk Engineering, the Association found all of the sub-watersheds in the study were in fair to excellent condition.  The Snakes Creek Watershed Association has contracted with GTS Technologies to perform a sedimentation study at Quaker and Laurel Lakes and make recommendations for improvements.

Choconut Creektc "Choconut Creek"
The Choconut Creek Watershed includes the Townships of Choconut, Silver Lake, Apolacon, Forest Lake and Vestal in New York State, and encompasses 30.43 square miles or 19,473 acres.  “The Association seeks to preserve the high quality of the Choconut Creek, and to reduce flooding and erosion” (www.stny.com/choconut/CCWA%20Minutes.htm).  The Choconut Creek Watershed Association is also part of the Endless Mountains RC&D Council’s Watershed Incubator Program.  The Association conducted a preliminary watershed assessment done by Larson Design Group and identified problem areas including numerous unstable banks and gravel bars. The Choconut Creek Watershed Association has received a fourth “Growing Greener” grant for the design and DEP permit process for a two-mile stream restoration project. 

Wyalusing and Tunkhannock Creek Watershed

The County Conservation District is currently working with interested citizens on organizing Watershed Associations for Tunkhannock Creek and Wyalusing Creek.  The Tunkhannock Creek Watershed includes parts of Susquehanna, Wyoming, and Lackawanna Counties and the Wyalusing Creek Watershed includes parts of Bradford and Susquehanna Counties.

Need for Watershed Planning

Both the Snakes Creek Watershed Association and the Choconut Creek Watershed Association are very active in protecting the quality of their waters and planning for watershed conservation, and have set an example for other citizens and local officials in the County.  Watershed Planning is a proactive approach to conservation and more watershed associations should be formed in the County to promote conservation and water quality protection by:  

· Organizing interested citizens and local officials. Working with the County Conservation District, the Endless Mountains Resource Conservation and Development Council, and the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources to take full advantage of available technical assistance and grants.

· Assessing the condition of the watershed and existing water quality.

· Establishing an ongoing water quality-monitoring program.

· Using study information to educate the public about the importance of watershed protection.

· Taking a balanced approach and recognizing the importance of environmentally sensitive growth and development to the economic well being of the community.

· Working within the framework of local government for sound land use planning and growth management.

· Identifying problem areas and designing specific restoration projects.

County Action
Susquehanna County will provide the necessary staff and other resources to the Conservation District to ensure that adequate organizational support and technical assistance is provided to all local groups working to form a watershed association and to ensure that continued support services are available to all operational watershed associations.

Water Supplytc "Water Supply"
Potable water in Susquehanna County is provided primarily from individual groundwater wells serving residences and businesses with a number of small community water systems.  Several large central water systems serve many of the more densely populated municipalities as noted below.  No chronic water supply problems have been identified in the County with current supply adequate to meet anticipated development over the next ten to fifteen years.  Water quality issues are typically related to high mineral content, often iron and manganese, with few reports of chemical contamination.  Some localized bacterial contamination related to malfunctioning on-lot sewage systems has occurred, and given the number of such systems in the County with less than ideal soils, the potential for such contamination is real.  In addition, agriculture related nitrate and pesticide levels in groundwater can be a concern.  Nitrate levels, which exceed ten milligrams per liter are considered a health hazard and can cause blue baby disease, which interferes with the blood’s ability to carry oxygen. The County’s primary reliance on groundwater for domestic purposes, in combination with the use of on-site disposal systems and agricultural practices, demands that groundwater quality be carefully monitored.  Based on the thousands of acres of open land in the County, which facilitates groundwater recharge, quantity of supply does not appear to be an issue.  In other words, groundwater aquifers are recharged at a rate higher than the water is withdrawn for use.  (See Hydrologic Cycle in Pennsylvania and Rate of Recharge sidebar.)  Nevertheless, this does not obviate the need for the wise use and conservation of water and the protection of groundwater recharge areas.

Water Companies in Susquehanna County
Pennsylvania American Water Company - Drinking water for almost 2,700dwellings and businesses in Susquehanna County is provided by the Pennsylvania American Water Company (PAWC), which is regulated by the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission.  Some 250,000 gallons per day of potable water for Montrose Borough and part of Bridgewater Township are supplied by groundwater wells and which passes through the PAWC filtration plant which has a maximum capacity of 650,000 gallons per day (gpd).  A 1.2 million gpd filtration plant and a 50-gallon per minute well serve Hallstead Borough, Great Bend Borough, Susquehanna Borough, Lanesboro Borough, Great Bend Township, Oakland Township, and Harmony Township, with current usage averaging 550,000 gpd.  A 33-gallon per minute well serves Thompson Borough with current consumption at 18,000gpd; filtration is not required.  The Forest City Area is also serviced by a central water system owned and operated by the PAWC.  According to the PAWC, Stillwater Reservoir is the main source of supply for the Forest City Water Treatment Plant, located along the Lackawanna River in Forest City.  The Lackawanna River serves as an alternate source of supply.  The Forest City Plant delivers approximately 360,000 gallons per day to the distribution system for residential, commercial, and industrial use.

National Utilities - National Utilities, Inc. (NUI), serves eighty-seven customers in Hop Bottom Borough and Brooklyn. This water system can handle a modest increase, but there has been no increase in customers over the past several years, and significant increases are not anticipated in the near term.

New Milford Borough - The New Milford Municipal Authority serves almost 500 customers in the Borough.  The total capacity of their water system is 230,000gallons per day, and they are currently at 90,000 gpd. 

Recommended Actions
  

Specific actions for conserving water supply and protecting water quality are largely not within the authority of Susquehanna County.  Consumers must use water wisely, water companies must maintain water systems to minimize water losses, and the Commonwealth and local governments must act to ensure both ground and surface water quantity is conserved and quality is protected.

Consumer Actions
· Conserve water.

· Maintain on-lot sewage disposal system.

· Use lawn and garden fertilizer and pesticide in accord with recommended application rates.

· Use phosphate free detergents.

Water Companies
· Improve and maintain water distribution systems to minimize water loss.

· Encourage water conservation by customers.

· Charge for water based on the amount used. 

· Consider system interconnection for maintaining adequate supplies.

The Hydrologic Cycle in Pennsylvania and Rate of Recharge

Each year on an average, 41, inches of precipitation falls in Pennsylvania.  Six inches of that enters streams and lakes directly either as surface runoff or as flow that enters streams from the unsaturated zone under the land surface.  Twenty inches returns to the atmosphere through evaporation and transpiration.  The remaining fifteen inches infiltrates the soil and moves downward to the zone of saturation to recharge groundwater, a recharge rate of about thirty-seven percent.  Although not specific to Susquehanna County, the Pennsylvania Geological Survey Water Resources Report 65, Groundwater Resources of Pike County, Pennsylvania, provides an idea of the amount of ground water recharge that can occur.  The report indicates that the average groundwater recharge rate in Pike County is 992,000 gallons per day per square mile. Nevertheless, over development and periods of below normal rainfall can combine to create water supply problems.

Water Supply and the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code
The Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code (MPC) in Section 301(b), requires comprehensive plans to contain a statement recognizing that: 

1)
Lawful activities such as extraction of minerals impact water supply sources and such activities are governed by statutes regulating mineral extraction that specify replacement and restoration of water supplies affected by such activities.

2)
Commercial agriculture production may impact supply sources. 

Recent MPC changes state that zoning ordinances can only regulate mineral extraction and agriculture only to the extent that such zoning is not preempted or superceded by state regulation.  The required water supply language appears to be a reminder to local officials of the limitation of regulating or arguing against mineral extraction and agriculture based on water supply impacts.

State and Local Government
· Adopt well ordinances to regulate, in addition to installation, the testing and closure of wells.

· Adopt wellhead and aquifer protection standards.

· Enforce existing water quality protection regulations.

· Require developers of projects involving large quantities of groundwater to document potential impacts and mitigation actions.

· Maximize groundwater recharge by encouraging or requiring the use of innovate land based sewage disposal and storm water management techniques.

Susquehanna County (Conservation District, Penn State Extension, Planning and Development)

· Encourage well testing programs be developed to monitor groundwater for bacterial and nitrate contamination where individual participants pay for well water tests and the results are recorded and mapped.

· Work with local municipalities and state agencies to identify areas with ground or surface water contamination and develop plans for corrective action.

· Should growth and development and population increases dictate or if water supply problems begin to surface, consider preparing a more definitive County Water Supply and Well Protection Plan.

Storm Water Management Plans
The Susquehanna County Department of Planning and Development and the County Conservation District, with consulting assistance from Borton-Lawson Engineering, are developing a Storm Water Management Plan for the Choconut, Snake and Wyalusing Creek Watersheds.   Developers, as required by local municipal ordinance, will be required to prepare stormwater management plans as part of the project review and approval process.  Currently the Watershed Plan is in Phase 1 which inventories the watershed and identifies problem areas.  Phase II will establish standards for stormwater control and include a model ordinance for local municipalities in the Watershed.    The cost of this plan is significant, however, DEP will cover about seventy-five percent of the cost.  Plans for other watersheds will be initiated as state funding becomes available.  The County, although a formal stormwater management plan has not been adopted, has realized the necessity of stormwater management, and detailed requirements are included in the  and in the subdivision and land development ordinance.  Most local municipal subdivision and land development ordinances also include stormwater management provisions.  







