Tioga County Report
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State Water Plan - Upper/Middle Susquehanna Region

Tioga County is the 4th largest county in Pennsylvania with a land area of 1,134 sq. miles. 30% of Tioga County is in public lands, either State Forest, State Parks or State Gamelands and 70% of Tioga County is forested (see map.) There are 39 municipalities in the county, 29 townships and 10 boroughs. The most recent census data shows a population of 41,849 people or 36 per sq. mile. The population is growing at about 0.2% per year with a projected population to remain flat until 2010. The population of Tioga County was over 50,000 in 1900 and 41,000 in 2000. We have fewer people now than when the county was settled! The projections for growth do not take into account the new interstate highway (I-99) being built here nor the expected (already occurring?) increase in the population from retiring baby boomers.

Traditionally, Agriculture has been the largest industry in the county with tourism and education, health and social services as important sectors. The loss of farms since 1960 has been dramatic with over 48% of our farms and 38% of the land base dropping out. At the same time the cost of land in the county has increased from $68/acre in 1960 to well over $1000/acre by 1997. This rate of increase has not stopped and in 2005 the value of prime agricultural land for development has reached $1,750 per acre.

[image: image1.png]Tioga County Forest Cover

Legend

Minor Civil Divisions

- Forest Cover

Local Road
State Road

3 15 0 3 Miles

Prepared By: Tioga Gourty Gis Department and
Cummings and Smith, Inc.
2004





Tioga County adopted a new Comprehensive Plan in April of this year. In addition there are 3 multi-municipal plans in effect and one in development. All of these plans address water quality and quantity. The maps in this report are from the Tioga County Comprehensive Plan.

We have 730 miles of streams in the county. With a number of them classified as Exceptional Value and High Quality Cold Water. Our 303(d) listed impaired waters are mainly due to Acid Mine Drainage, although there are several Ag Impaired watersheds. 
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The Tioga County Conservation District has completed or is working on Watershed Assessments for the following watersheds:

· Cowanesque River

· Wilson Creek

· Crooked Creek

· Corey Creek

· Charleston Creek

· Marsh Creek

In addition the Pine Creek Watershed River Conservation Plan was recently completed for the entire 982 mi2 Pine Creek Watershed. The Tioga River has recently completed an assessment of the acid mine drainage problems in that watershed. Babb Creek is the success story in our county for the treatment of AMD. Over 15 years and 15 million dollars later there are brook trout spawning in Babb Creek.

There are no Act 167 plans for the watersheds in the county. The Conservation District in cooperation with the County Planning Department has started the process of establishing a Stormwater Advisory Committee and will be developing a procedure for selecting watersheds for study in the near future. One municipality (Richmond Twp.) has adopted a Stormwater Management Ordinance.

The critical water resource issues in the county include water quality and quantity in regards to water supplies and flooding issues. At the top of the list, however, is topsoil loss. We have 200,000 acres of farmland in the county. According to the USDA, the tolerable soil loss per acre (T) is 3 tons/acre. At this rate, we loose ~600,000 tons of topsoil per year in the county! Also contributing to water quality issues are acid mine drainage, bacteria and giardia, and nutrients. Water quantity is a localized issue that is affected by quality and source water. 

An example is the town of Wellsboro. The wells south of town do not provide sufficient volume and the surface water source for the borough from Hamilton Lake is contaminated with giardia and sediment. The slow sand filter for removing the giardia contamination is affected by the increased sediment load from Charleston Creek and creates maintenance problems with the treatment system. A new source of water, located in the “Muck” north of town is compromised by the contamination of the aquifer by TCE from a manufacturing plant located there.

Another example is the town of Morris Run. Their water supply is from an ancient dam that is in danger of collapse. This municipality does not have the financial resources to repair or replace the dam.
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The needs and priorities identified in the Tioga County Comp. Plan include the assessment, development and maintenance of adequate standards for water, sewer, stormwater, floodplains and erosion. These needs and priorities are being addressed incrementally and by several agencies and organizations. While the piecemeal development and assessment of these environmental controls will help, the need for a focused and complete “big picture” is most critical for protecting and adequately utilizing our water resources. 

Most of our time and effort, to date, has been spent treating symptoms and fixing problems created when we do not address the causes of our water quality/quantity issues. The dynamic, unforeseen consequences of our actions have contributed to much of the problem. While some of the problems are inter-generational and must be addressed like AMD, others are the lack of good design and momentum from past bad decisions. 

Case in point: We continue to need more water as communities grow and therefore need more capacity at our sewage treatment plants. Why do we continue to use good drinking water to transport our waste? Especially when in fact the waste is not that at all? Nutrients are food for plants, plants are food for us (or animals that become food). We must face the fact that the design of our infrastructure has major flaws and will only contribute to more and more expensive solutions. If we removed our waste from the water equation and put in back on the land where it is needed we would instantly have 40% more water for other uses! Not to mention the fact that by increasing the organic matter in the soil by 1% the water holding capacity of the soil is increased by 161,000 gallons per acre. With 1” of rain equaling 25,000 gallons per acre the issue of flooding would be reduced dramatically. Go figure.

That said, YES, I would recommend changes in regional priorities to adequately address needs and priorities at the local level. We need to address the root causes of our water resources problem. Local decisions are greatly influenced by regional and state perspectives. The sooner we admit we have a design problem and start to address it the sooner we get results. We didn’t get to the point here in the east of not having enough water over night. We won’t solve it fast either, but to continue to 

ignore it will:

1. Require more and more infrastructure and expense to treat polluted water that could have been avoided.

2. Require more infrastructure to develop and deliver potable water to citizens of the Commonwealth.

3. Require more regulations and oversight to prevent or reduce pollution.

4. Require more flood control and protection.

5. Require more resources for human use at the expense of natural communities.

When one of your committee members posed a question to the county planners about sewage and what to do with the 800 lb gorilla, this thought came to mind: “Even an 800 lb gorilla doesn’t crap in his drinking water.”

Respectfully submitted,

[image: image4.png]()’W weae/




Jim Weaver

Tioga Co. Planner

