Union County responses to Act 220 Questions

1.  Please provide an overview of your county, including the status of your Comprehensive Plan and how it addresses water resources.
Union County is a relatively small county (317 square miles) bounded on the east by the West Branch of the Susquehanna River. Major waterways in the county other than the river include Penns Creek, Buffalo Creek, White Deer Creek and White Deer Hole Creek. The county population as of the 2000 US Census was 41, 264 which is projected to increase to 52, 165 by 2030. A large percentage of the county land use is agriculture that is now being converted to residential and commercial land uses. Manufacturing sectors of the local economy have been on the decline while the service and professional sectors have added new jobs.  The major non-farm employers are Bucknell University, Playworld, Inc., United States Federal Bureau of Prisons, Evangelical Community Hospital, Yorketown, Inc.,  and the two local school districts.
The county comprehensive plan was adopted in 1996/1997 and is in need of being updated.  The county plan, much like municipal comprehensive plans, addresses water resource issues in very general terms. Most municipal plans, with the exception of two of the fourteen municipalities, are well over 10 years old. In the past a considerable amount of effort has not been placed on the water resources component of the comprehensive plans because counties and municipalities are limited in what they can do. The PA DEP and the Susquehanna River Basin Commission have authority over water usage, withdraws, groundwater and permits, which combined with antiquated water rights laws, makes local elected officials feel they have little if any control over water resource issues.
2.      What other county, subcounty, or watershed level water resources plans or studies are currently underway or completed in the last five years for your county? 
None other than three Act 167 Plans. 
3.      What is the status of stormwater management plans (Act 167) for watersheds in your county? 

The county has completed and the PA DEP has approved stormwater management plans for the following watersheds:  Buffalo Creek, Bull/Limestone Run, West Branch Susquehanna, and White Deer Creek.  The county also participated in and adopted the Cedar Run/Fishing Creek Act 167 Plan that covers a very small portion of the northwestern part of the county.  The remaining watersheds without an Act 167 Plan are Penns Creek and White Deer Hole Creek, both of which have major portions of the watershed areas in other counties and Union County is not poised to be the lead county on such projects but would be a partner.
4.      What are the critical water resources issues in your county? 

The main issues are surface water quality (non-point source pollution from farms and urbanization), storwater management (Like most places it is feast or famine. Either there is too much precipitation and damaging floods occur or there is not enough during dry periods.), groundwater contamination (farms, urban areas, industry, septic systems), groundwater recharge, meeting the water supply demands of new development plus the demands of subsequent wastewater treatment. 
5.      What technical reports or model ordinances has the county developed that address local water resources issues? 
In 1996-1998 the county developed, with the assistance of a consultant team, a water supply plan and wellhead and aquifer protection plan that included model water supply and wellhead and aquifer protection ordinances. Unfortunately no municipalities adopted the ordinances. Municipal officials did not agree with restricting individual property rights in order to protect the water supply.  Part of the challenge is that two municipalities utilize wells for their water sources but the wellhead protection areas are in other municipalities. There were and are no incentives for municipalties to work together and the fragmentation of local government partially resulted in the program failure. Had the well owners had land use jurisdiction in the wellhead protection areas zoning would have been implemented to protect the wells, but unfortunately that was not the case.  The aquifer protection ordinance was designed to protect a large carbonate aquifer that is believed to underly the central portion of the county that runs in an east west manner between approximately Hartleton Borough to the Lewisburg area. The results were the same--it was not adopted. This is one of the prime development areas along the PA Route 45 corridor.  In addition the county has provided model stormwater management ordinances under Act167 with the most recent update of those ordinances occuring in 2004.
6.      What needs and priorities are indentified in county/municipal/multi-municipal comprehensive plans and ordinances that are related to water resources?
Most municipal comprehensive plans in the county only address water resources in terms of wastewater treatment. Only two municipalties have water systems (eastern part of the county is served by PA American Water Co.) which are only briefly mentioned in the plans. The county comprehensive plan and a few of the municipal plans stress the need for protection of floodplains, wetlands and other recharge areas, the need for stream buffers, better stormwater management, public education, improved treatment of sewage effluent, problems associated with failing on-lot septic systems, etc..
7.      Would you recommend any changes to the regional priorities to adequately address the county/local needs priorities?
I believe some of the existing laws need updated or modified to provide for a more regional and less fragmented water resources management approach but also some of the existing laws need improved enforcement. For example counties are required to develop Act 167 plans and model ordinances but the implementation of such plans and ordinances rests with local municipalities for the most part where local zoning and development controls are in place. We still have municipalities in our county that have not implemented the ordinance requirements of Act 167 plans that were prepared and adopted by the County and PA DEP back in 1998. The PA DEP sends letters to the municipalties and that is all. Meanwhile development continues to occur in these watersheds adding to flooding, non-point source pollution, and reduced groundwater recharge. This is a problem and the PA DEP will not enforce the requirements of the existing Act but yet PA DEP and other state agencies will continue to provide grant monies to these municipalities for other projects.
Also there should be training/education for county and municipal officials added to the priorities which is different than public edcuation and involvement. Local decision makers need to be made aware of water resources and planning issues and what tools they have available.  A checklist or set of recommended guidelines for what to include in a comprehensive plan water resources chapter would be helpful to counties and municipalities. Recently the PA Historic and Museum Commission with the assistance of planners and others developed similar guidance for historic resource planning and protection sections of comprehensive plans.  
Public education is important in many respects and should be a major priority category on its own rather than only being tucked away under the Regional Planning and Land Use heading. 
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