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GRWA Mission Statement

The Gallows Run Watershed
Association (GRWA) is a 501c(3),
non-profit organization dedicated
to protecting the quality of the
natural resources of the Gallows
Run Watershed. 

We advocate on behalf of
sound environmental stewardship,
sustainable land management,
proactive resource conservation,
and preservation of the rural char-
acter of Gallows Run Watershed.   

Our tools include educational
outreach, active participation in
the legal processes that affect
local land use, and a strategic
partnership with other organiza-
tions that share our objectives.
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by Todd Stone

There is growing recognition and
consensus that the primary challenge facing
us today is planning for environmentally
sensitive development—now and in the
future—to protect what we cherish for
future generations. Luckily, we have a
several opportunities to do just that, and
much of this issue—our first 16-pager —
is devoted to exploring these issues in
greater depth. Just a few of those are:

Protect Water Quality, Quantity
The proposed Nockamixon Well

Protection ordinance has moved from the
Planning Commission to the township
solicitor’s office for consideration by the
Board of Supervisors this fall. 

This ordinance, which links future
development to groundwater availability,
is key to preserving the rural lifestyle we
enjoy in Upper Bucks, without impinging
on our neighbors’ rights to safe and
abundant drinking water. The GRWA
urges everyone concerned with threats to

our groundwater—79 percent of respon-
dents to the recent Nockamixon
Community Questionnaire—to let the
Supervisors know how important it is to
you that the quality and quantity of our
shared aquifer is protected.

A second upcoming opportunity for
townships to manage future growth and
to fix existing water quality problems is
the Act 537 planning process, in which
several of our Upper Bucks Townships
are currently engaged. 

Water quality testing on the Gallows
Run shows that degradation of water con-
ditions has impaired the diversity of inver-
tebrate life in the stream. This condition
is caused by pollution from increased
stormwater runoff and by seepage from
failing older septic systems. Nockamixon
Township is in the process of reviewing
its future planning for wastewater disposal
to address such failures.

Watershed faces numerous challenges

continued on page 7

Letter From the President

An unsightly gravel pile greets those seeking to turn onto historic 1826 Bucks County stone
arch bridge across the Gallows Run at Ealer Hill in Kintnersville. The bridge, known for
years to be in a state of dangerous disrepair, finally lost part of its arch to the spring thaw
this year. – Photo by Linda Jenny
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by Mary Shafer

If bad news emanating from the
Iraq War has engendered a certain
resigned weariness in many Americans,
Upper Bucks residents and businesses
have hit the wall over their own unac-
ceptable losses close to home, and a simi-
lar resignation has morphed into motivat-
ed activity.

“It’s unacceptable that we have so
many major thoroughfares with detours
throughout our township,” says
Nockamixon Township Emergency
Management Deputy Coordinator, Ed
Mocarsi, “that an ambulance might take
seventeen extra minutes to arrive at a
call.” He refers to the many roads and
bridges that, between battering by major
flood events of the past few years and
everyday wear-and-tear, have fallen into
such disrepair that they are no longer
safely passable. 

Everyone who regularly uses these
roads and bridges has dealt with great
inconvenience since the first of them was
closed by the earliest of those events back
in September, 2004. But now the toll in
struggling or failing businesses and true
concern for the safety of Upper Bucks
citizens has mounted, to the point where
what was previously an almost impercep-
tible grumbling has grown into what
might be considered a quiet riot.

Major thoroughfares closed
Route 32 (River Road), between the

Indian Rock Inn in Upper Black Eddy
and its convergence with Route 611 in
Kintnersville, has been closed to north-
bound traffic since the remnants of
Hurricane Ivan washed out the canal side
of the pavement nearly three years ago.
For more than a year, the route was com-
pletely closed in both directions, until
local residents petitioned PennDOT for
some relief. 

Still, the lack of regular traffic this
normally scenic route siphons up from
the tourist-heavy Central Bucks riverfront
has created such a dearth of business that
firms from Lumberville to Easton have
suffered immeasurably. Several bridges
over river tributaries have caused an equal
amount of trouble for small, community-

based businesses, as well. Other factors
may have contributed to this problem,
but no one argues that lack of usual
tourist traffic has been the major impetus
for the drop-off in sales that led to the
sale or closing of several firms along River
Road. This is especially true during the
summer season, which often represents
50 to 75% of annual sales for tourism-
dependent businesses.

As tragic as business failures are for
the companies and their customers, the
most truly frightening aspect of this fail-
ing infrastructure is the resulting lack of
safety for those still using or prohibited
from using these roads and bridges.
“Seventeen extra minutes on an ambu-
lance trip can mean the difference
between life and death in a critical call
for something like a heart attack or
stroke,” Mocarsi says. 

The GRWA is concerned with one
more factor, perhaps not as acute but
every bit as frightening in the long term.

“Much of what’s happening on the
roads and bridges affects the Gallows
Run and its tributaries,” explains GRWA
president Todd Stone. “Road washouts
and bridge collapses dump debris into
the waterways, which results in habitat
degradation. Rocks, mud and other road
material collects in deposits along the
stream bank and underwater. This can
cause heavy silting and other problems
that seriously affect the viability of native
aquatic life and alter the hydrology of the
stream downstream.”

Stone’s is but one voice in a rising
crescendo of concern and increasing out-
rage, much of it directed against per-
ceived neglect of these critical transporta-
tion elements. PennDOT is the agency
responsible for the upkeep of the com-
monwealth’s roads and bridges, and the
Bucks County Road Department is
responsible for the crumbling historical
stone arched bridge over the Gallows
Run connecting Rt. 611 and Old Easton
Road at Ealer Hill in Kintnersville.

Enough is Enough
After nearly three years of enduring

constantly increasing inconveniences and
hazards, Upper Bucks people have

reached their limit of feeling unheard,
ignored and neglected. In what seems like
spontaneous combustion, many individual
citizens, business owners, organization rep-
resentatives (including our own) and even
elected officials have written letters, made
phone calls and circulated petitions to
have their grievances addressed.

Local officials have addressed some
of these grievances during township
meetings, but have limited power to make
things happen inside state or county agen-
cies. Until very recently, they’ve had little
effect on getting PennDOT to meet the
needs of Upper Bucks communities.

However, due to the concerted
efforts of several people who just wouldn’t
give up, things have begun to move in a
positive direction. In late June, Nockamixon
Supervisors and representatives from
PennDOT and State Representative
Marguerite Quinn’s office were taken on
a walkabout by Mocarsi, who pointed
out the many critically failing roads and
bridges. Soon thereafter, PennDOT engi-
neers appeared to visually survey the sites.

On July 13, a meeting was arranged
between PennDOT, Nockamixon
Township representatives, and another
representative of Ms. Quinn’s office to
discuss the acute nature of the situation,
and what could be done about them on
both short-term and long-term bases.
Bucks County representatives were invited and
requested to attend, but failed to send
anyone to the meeting.

Relief in sight?
The upshot of the meeting is that,

at least for now, some short-term remedi-
ation will be occurring. According to the
minutes of that meeting, secured by UBF
as this issue went to press, the following
actions will take place:

Rt. 611 in Kintnersville
The primary thoroughfare in

Nockamixon, Route 611’s southbound
lane is bordered by a steep drop into a
ravine, at the bottom of which lies the
Gallows Run. The entire hillside supporting
the road has been washed out, just south
of Kintner Hill Road. The guardrail is

Waterways
Unacceptable Losses: Upper Bucks’ Crumbling Transportation Infrastructure

continued on page 4
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UPPER BUCKS FUTURES is the
official newsletter of the Gallows Run
Watershed Association (GRWA). Its
purpose is to keep GRWA members
and other concerned citizens informed
about land and water use in Upper
Bucks County, Pennsylvania.

Portions of this print newsletter
may be published simultaneously on
the GRWA organization website at
www.grwabucks.org. Due to limita-
tions of the print format, some content
may be amplified and updated on the
website in the interest of staying cur-
rent and accurate. 

The publishers make every effort to
confirm facts, dates, etc. We apolo-
gize for any typographical errors
that may inadvertently slip by our
proofreaders, but we cannot be
responsible for any inconvenience
resulting from such errors.

Need more information about or
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PO Box 24
Kintnersville, PA 18930 
Phone (610) 346-8997
info@grwabucks.org
www.grwabucks.org
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Webmasters
The Stream Team

The GRWA and Camp Nockamixon have
applied for a 2007 Growing Greener grant
to fund a proposed Camp Nockamixon
stream restoration project. The project will
entail the stabilization of approximately
1000 linear feet of eroded stream bank,
along with the installation of in-stream
habitat structures to promote fish passage.
Other elements, including step pools for
grade control and habitat enhancement are
also proposed as part of this project.

The Gallows Run is officially designated
as a coldwater fishery (CWF). The project
would partner the GRWA with Bucks County
Trout Unlimited and volunteer labor, using
materials provided by the camp to create a
series of steps (fish ladder) for trout to move
upstream from the main stem Gallows Run
to its headwaters, once a productive brook
trout habitat. We are pleased that Trout
Unlimited recognizes the high quality
habitat of the Gallows Run and is offering
their resources to restore it.

This project includes the stabilization of
eroding stream banks, a portion of which
also act as the embankment of an adjacent
lake. Stabilizing these stream banks will dra-
matically reduce the current stream bank
erosion rate, mitigating a significant non-
point source pollution impact. 

Significant safety benefits will be real-
ized from protecting the lake embankment
from erosion, as failure of this embankment
could be catastrophic for the watershed.

Protecting it reduces the erosion potential,
preventing another potentially severe non-
point source pollution impact. 

Camp Nockamixon has made past
efforts to protect the lake embankment and
bridges, largely through hard-armoring
techniques. However, in the wake of
severe magnitude and frequency storm
events and associated increases in bank
erosion along the Gallows Run in the last
several years, the Camp is taking a more
wholistic look at solving these problems. 

A combination of watershed planning
efforts conducted by the GRWA, increasing
awareness of the complexity of the erosion
problem, and support and advice from the
Bucks County Trout Unlimited chapter and
the Bucks County Conservation District has
spurred the Camp to initiate stream resto-
ration design and permitting efforts. These
will improve the stream functions and value
of the Gallows Run on Camp Nockamixon
property, while providing decades-long
protection for the adjacent lake and
downstream properties. 

The project has additional, long-term
positive impacts, as well. When completed,
it will allow the site to be used as an edu-
cational and interpretive site. This site will
be used locally by the GRWA, regionally
by the Bucks County Conservation District,
and statewide by the Pennsylvania Dept.
of Environmental Protection.

GRWA, Camp Nockamixon Apply for Growing
Greener Grant to Fund Stream Restoration

I

Hometown
Hero

Senator Rob Wonderling presents
Ken Simmons with a Hometown
Hero award at the winter meeting
of the Upper Bucks Regional
Environmental Advisory Council. 

The award is in recogni-
tion of Ken’s work on behalf of
the Springtown Water Authority
in Springfield Township.
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By Sandra Yerger
Heritage Conservancy

Heritage Conservancy, a regional
land preservation organization, is partner-
ing with Nockamixon and Durham
Townships on the preservation of two
significant properties in the Gallows Run
Watershed. Applications for funding were
submitted to the Department of
Conservation and Natural Resources
(DCNR) in March, to acquire funds to
purchase conservation easements on the
two properties.

One of the parcels is a 102-acre
property that straddles both townships. It
consists of forested slopes, upland areas
with woodlands and open areas and a pond.
Nockamixon Township is also working
with Heritage Conservancy to conserve a
60-acre property located entirely within
the township. A natural blend of forested
land and open fields, this property pro-
vides township residents with wonderful
scenic views along Route 611. Both
properties contain a portion of the
Gallows Run, making their preservation
an important component in the protec-
tion of the Gallows Run Watershed.

The Gallows Run watershed is
located in Nockamixon, Springfield and
Durham Townships. The 8.87-square-

mile watershed is among one of the most
scenic and economically important areas
in the region. The 17 miles of waterway
are classified as Cold Water Fishery
(CWF) by the Pennsylvania Department
of Environmental Protection (PADEP). 

Many of the natural, cultural, his-
torical and recreational amenities within
the Gallows Run watershed are identified
in a variety of studies, and are the focus of
resource protection efforts. Surface and
groundwater resources in the watershed
are hydro-geologically connected, and
watershed residents obtain drinking water
from on-site wells.  

Land preservation, coupled with the
application of “best management practices”
for property stewardship, are just two of
the many conservation tools townships
and conservation organizations can use to
help maintain and improve water quality
within the Gallows Run Watershed. 

Nockamixon Township’s Open
Space Committee has also been working
closely with area land trusts, like Heritage
Conservancy, to learn best practices for
preservation and to use Nockamixon
Township’s Open Space Plan as a guide
to plan, protect and enhance the impor-
tant lands that make Nockamixon spe-
cial. These practices include community
education on using conservation ease-

ments as a tool in land preservation.
Durham Township has been a

leader in agricultural land preservation,
preserving several hundred acres of prime
farmland. Its agricultural community has
been an important part of the County’s
agricultural land preservation program,
and is now also involved in the preserva-
tion of natural areas like the Gallows Run
Watershed.

Heritage Conservancy, founded in
1958, has worked with numerous town-
ships and several counties throughout the
region to promote open space preserva-
tion, natural resource protection, proper-
ty stewardship, historic preservation,
adaptive reuse of existing structures,
wildlife habitat restoration, and biodiver-
sity. These goals are achieved through
professional land use planning and
design, public outreach and education,
innovative land conservation and historic
preservation strategies. 

Heritage Conservancy is a non-profit
membership organization. Additional
information about the conservancy and
its most recent projects can be viewed at
www.heritageconservancy.org. Additional
information about the Gallows Run
Watershed can be obtained by visiting
their website at www.grwabucks.org.

Heritage Conservancy Partners with Durham and
Nockamixon Townships to Preserve Watershed Lands

GRWA Alliances
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NORRISTOWN — Swimming pool owners and management companies should remember that pool and chlorinated waste-
water must be handled responsibly, Environmental Protection Regional Director Joseph A. Feola says.

“Almost every spring, as pools are cleaned and prepared for summer use, we see fish kills in local streams that could easily
have been prevented. Pool owners and professional pool cleaners need to dispose of old water correctly, and to neutralize waste-
waters containing chemicals such as chlorine and muriatic acid,” Feola adds.

When chlorinated water is drained from a swimming pool into a storm sewer, it quickly makes its way to a stream or other
body of water, where aquatic life is damaged or killed. The discharge of swimming pool water to the waters of the common-
wealth without a permit is a violation of the Clean Streams Law and may result in prosecution and penalties for damages.

If sanitary sewers cannot be accessed, all wastewater — including pool backwash water, neutralized pool cleaning wastewater
and standing water — should be hauled off-site for disposal at an approved treatment facility. Chlorinated water should not be
discharged into on-lot septic systems, as the chemicals will neutralize bacteria necessary to break down waste, effectively “killing”
the tank. PADEP offers detailed guidance for the on-site treatment and disposal of water containing chlorine or pool cleaning
chemicals. Call (484) 250-5970 or visit DEP’s website at www.depweb.state.pa.us, Keyword: “Stormwater.”

DEP REMINDS POOL OWNERS TO HANDLE WASTEWATER SAFELY
Clean Streams Law Prohibits Discharge of Chlorinated Water to Waterways
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Gallows Run Crumbling Transportation Infrastructure:

The PennDOT Hall of Shame

An aggravated washout threatens the structural
integrity of the southbound lane of Route 611 just
south of Kintner Hill Road (left and top). A slab has
fallen from the concrete box culvert at Kintner Hill
Road, while adjacent rip-rapping deteriorates and
tumbles into the creek (top right). Both areas are cause
for grave safety concerns.

What should be a scenic, historic treasure has
turned into a dangerous obstacle to communi-
ty safety, unfettered commerce and residential
convenience at Ahler’s Bridge over the Gallows
Run near Ealer Hill. Records show that
PennDOT has been aware of the deteriorating
condition for years.

The state bridge over the Gallows Run in the heart of
Ferndale has been a hideous eyesore disfiguring the
town for more than 5 years. With protruding steel
rebar and a stop sign heeded by few, it has also become
a dangerous obstacle at one of Nockamixon Township’s
busiest intersections.

The approach to the Rt. 611 intersection beneath
Center Hill Road in Ferndale has been steadily
undermined year after year by the scouring action of a
Gallows Run tributary swollen by heavy rainfall. This
shot doesn’t show the most frightening aspect: a bus
full of schoolchildren sitting atop this washout on the
daily route. With the additional weight burdens of
heavy trucks traveling this detour from Rt. 32 north,
residents fear a cave-in is imminent.

Lower left: The travesty that is northbound
Route 32 in Upper Black Eddy. PennDOT’s
solution to the side of this important com-
mercial route that fell into the canal? Install
a steel guardrail right down the center of
the northbound lane, effectively cutting off
tourist traffic from areas to the south. Above
left: the “good” side of the road. Above right:
The Indian Rock Inn, a historic dining
treasure that has suffered most heavily from
this closure, is now on the market. Lower
right: The only detour up Narrows Hill
Road that’s caused more than one jackknifed
trailer and unacceptable heavy truck volume
through Ferndale.
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hanging unsupported in mid-air, and a
small piece of roadway has already fallen
into the ravine. 

Given the force of water in storm
run-off from recent rain events, there is a
very real possibility that this entire section
of 611 may collapse into the ravine with
the next significant rainfall. It’s conceivable
that such a collapse could result in loss of
life and possible environmental damage
to the creek and surrounding habitat.

This spot is of particular environ-
mental concern to the GRWA because at
one time, the Gallows Run was actually
re-routed to flow 40 feet out of its natu-
ral streambed to accommodate the instal-
lation and maintenance of a utility pole.
The soundness of this decision is being
re-thought and will be addressed during
any remediation work.
Resolution: The long-term solution for
this issue may require extensive engineer-
ing and construction. The PennDOT
Engineer assigned to this matter was not
present at the meeting. GRWA is working
with Lorraine Ryan PennDOT Project
Manager on this. Bob Borkowski of State
Representative Quinn’s office has commit-
ted to following up on this matter. Ron
Martin of PennDOT has agreed to deter-
mine what can be done as an interim fix.
Nockamixon township expects to hear
back from him by Friday, July 20, 2007.

Rt. 32 (River Road) 
in Nockamixon Twp.

The entire northbound stretch of
Rt. 32 has been closed in Nockamixon
for more than 2 years, and most of the
northbound lane has collapsed into the
Delaware Canal. EMS representatives
have informed the Nockamixon EMA
that this closure has added up to 15 min-
utes to their response time. Heavy emer-
gency vehicles (fire engines) use this road
with trepidation, and when they do, can
only travel north to south.
Resolution: Bids have gone out to
address a long-term solution for River
Rd., which spans almost the entire length
of Rt. 32 in Nockamixon. This work will
be extensive and will begin in September
of 2007. At this point, it is expected to
take about a year to complete, but that’s
only an estimate.

Center Hill Road at Rt. 611 
(Ferndale traffic light)

The roadway of Center Hill Road
at its intersection with Rt. 611 is under-
mined and partially collapsed. As one of
the detours around Rt. 32, this road is
heavily used by school buses and heavy
tractor-trailers. They arrive at this inter-
section only to find making a left turn
difficult and making a right onto Rt. 611
nearly impossible. Attempts to turn right
continually result in the destruction of
the guardrail, which has been replaced no
fewer than four times since last
November. A left turn causes damage to
the corner property. 
Resolution: As a short-term remedy to
further road undermining and traffic
issues, Ron Martin has agreed to place
large, #4 aggregate along the length of
Center Hill Road. This should slow
stormwater run-off and raise the shoul-
ders of the roadway. The work will be
performed the week of July 16. A long-
term solution may require the building of
a retaining wall, but such a wall has not
yet been designed and it’s not certain
whether such a project “is even on
PennDOT’s radar.”

Bridge at Church Hill Road and 
Rt. 611 (in front of Ferndale Inn)

The state bridge across the Gallows
Run in front of the Ferndale Inn’s parking
lot has been restricted to single-lane traffic
for more than 5 years. The bridge abut-
ment is so deteriorated that its guardrails
have pulled away, leaving dangerous and
unsightly steel rebar protruding. School
buses must use this bridge to gain access
from the north to Durham Elementary,
Palisades High School, and the Middle
School. Many trucks coming down Center
Hill Rd. ignore the posted weight restric-
tions and attempt a tight S-turn onto
Church Hill Rd. to reach Rt. 412. Drivers
from the opposite direction simply ignore
the stop sign in front of the jersey barriers
sticking out into the eastbound lane.
Resolution: PennDOT has performed the
necessary studies on this bridge. Repair
construction bids are expected to go out
sometime in 2008. PennDOT has been
asked to expedite this timeframe, but no
commitments have been forthcoming.

Marienstein Road
The roadway above and alongside a

drainage pipe is collapsing where
Marienstein Rd. meets RT 611. Directly
in front of that area, a large piece of
shoulder is missing, which exposes a drop
approximately 18 inches wide by 18 inch-
es deep by 15 feet in length. Marienstein
Rd. is the southbound truck detour for
River Rd. There is no discernable shoul-
der for the entire length of this road.
Numerous pieces of this roadway drops
in excess of 12-18 inches from the edge
of the macadam. Numerous vehicles have
literally fallen off this road, resulting in
damaged vehicles and personal injury.
Resolution: Ron Martin has agreed to
place large #4 aggregate along the length
of Marienstein Road to raise the shoulders
of the roadway. The work will be done on
the week of July 16. A long-term solution
needs to be addressed, and it is believed
that PennDOT’s Lorraine Ryan is working
on this. Bob Borkowski of Rep. Quinn’s
office has been asked to follow up.

Old Easton Rd. at Bridge 21
This is perhaps the most dangerous

situation currently faced by Nockamixon
residents. Two sections of this 1826 bridge
have collapsed into the Gallows Run, resul-
ting in a complete shut-down of the
crossing. Now unsafe even for pedestrian
traffic, this bridge was the only safely nego-
tiable access to this part of the township for
anyone traveling north to south on Rt. 611. 

The closure of this bridge has creat-
ed a potentially dangerous condition. The
only access left for residents, delivery
trucks and emergency vehicles is a bridge
located approximately a mile to the south
on Rt. 611. The entrance to that bridge
requires a vehicle to perform a K turn on
busy Rt. 611 at a point where a curve in
the road obscures a clear sightline. 

Vehicles with long wheelbases, such
as large pickup trucks, require numerous
attempts to successfully perform this kind
of turn. Larger vehicles, such as fire
engines, simply cannot make the turn at
all. These vehicles must travel farther up
Rt. 611 and turn around to approach the
bridge from the opposite direction.

Waterways
continued from page 2Losses

continued on page 5
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by Bill Brokaw

On Saturday, June 9, a group of
Palisades Area Middle School (PALMS)
students and their parents met at the
American Grill property in Kintnersville
to clean up the banks of the Gallows Run
between Rt. 611 and the mouth of the
tributary to the Delaware River. After a
nice hike along the river, Stream Team
members and their families eased down
through the waterway and began looking
for trash to remove. 

They found everything from broken
bottles and beautiful old buttons to steel
I-beams, old mailboxes, cast iron stove
plates, metal fences, wire, rope, tires, safe-
ty cones and even an old kitchen sink. It
was a great effort in the warmth of the
beautiful, sunny day, but it wasn’t all
work. They managed to get in some play-
time in the water before they got back to
hauling trash to sanctioned dumpsters,
and spent the morning feeling great
about helping the Earth.

In exchange for
their efforts, each
stream cleanup partici-
pants was given a small
tree seedling to plant,
in commemoration of
Earth Day. Seedlings
were provided by Carl
Martin of the Heritage
Conservancy. 

This gesture
helped get “The Tree
Squad” off to a great
start. The Tree Squad
was formed when
members of the Stream
Team began their ripar-
ian buffer project. These students decided
that it wasn’t enough simply to plant
small stream buffer zones, but instead
kicked off their “1000 Trees” initiative. 

They’re in the process of recruiting
other Palisades students and residents to
join them in their goal of planting one
thousand trees in the Gallows Run

Watershed and throughout the
Palisades School District.

Carbon dioxide (CO2) is
a “greenhouse gas,” one of
those believed responsible for
global climate change. It is
pumped into the air through
emissions from auto tailpipes,
factory smokestacks and other
types of burning, especially of
fossil fuels like petroleum
products. When it builds up in
the atmosphere, it traps heat
close to Earth’s surface like a
huge blanket, becoming a
global warming mechanism.

Young, healthy trees take
large amounts of CO2 out of
the air and convert it into energy,
which they use to produce
wood and leaves in a process
called “sequestering.” In this
way, trees act as natural air fil-
ters or scrubbers. By helping to
plant as many trees as possible,

the Tree Squad is hoping to get the
Palisades community doing what it can
to help the planet by reducing CO2 in
the atmosphere. The Tree Squad will also
care for the trees.

This is a long term, open-ended ini-
tiative. Its efforts will remain worthwhile
as long as global warming is an issue. All
students, families and residents are
encouraged to participate.

The Tree Squad will be creating a
map of their efforts for posting online at
Google Earth, and will link this map to
the Gallows Run Watershed Association
website at grwabucks.org. As trees are
planted throughout the area, the location
of each planting will be plotted on this
map. By visiting the GRWA website,
everyone will be able to monitor the
progress we are making.

If you are interested in participating
and receiving small, potted trees to plant
and nurture on your property, send an e-
mail with your name and address to the
Tree Squad at the.tree.squad@gmail.com.

Thanks to “The Tree Squad” for all
their help and community spirit. The
Stream Team is planning another water-
shed clean-up day this fall, and everyone
is invited to join us in making our vision of
a clean and healthy Gallows Run, along
with our 1000 Trees initiative, a reality.

Action NOW!

GRWA Stream Team participates in Earth day cleanup;
Tree Squad Branches Out

u

Members of the PALMS Tree Squad lug a tubular steel frame
out of the Gallows Run during the June 9 cleanup in
Nockamixon Township. Photo by Todd Stone

This is the closed Delaware Canal aqueduct over the
Gallows Run. This collapsed condition in the Canal
Park remains closed, awaiting repair.

Photo by Bill Brokaw



12

A new and exciting program is
being developed for Palisades Middle
School students in 7th grade. Called the
“Watershed Inclusion Program,” it is set
up as an Academy (or small group learn-
ing environment): The goal is to develop
a curricular structure that combines class-
room and on-site experiences. Given the
differences in the way that students learn,
this approach will add “hands-on” experi-
ences to accompany and reinforce class-
room learning.

At the onset, the Watershed
Inclusion Program (WIP) will involve
approximately 40 seventh-grade students,
representing all ability levels. These stu-
dents will be selected via an application
process, with those chosen ultimately
grouped together under the direction of
two teachers.

These WIP students would devote a
significant portion of each school day to
the comprehensive examination of a spe-
cific watershed. All of the skills and con-
cepts taught in the traditional disciplines
(Language Arts, Math, Science and Social
Studies) would be focused on the study

of local watersheds. As in everyday life,
all disciplines would be intertwined in
this applied approach to study and prac-
tice.

Teachers will utilize a rigorous
problem-solving approach in a personal-
ized, student-driven, standards-based cur-
riculum to prepare students to be suc-
cessful in high school career preparation
and in college-level studies. 

Proposed WIP timeline:
Students would apply for the pro-

gram via an application process, initiated
during the late winter/early spring of 2008.

An intensive student/parent educa-
tion and orientation effort advertising the
program would occur during this appli-
cation period.

A selection committee, headed by
the school principal, would review all
student applications/data and make selec-
tions according to a criteria-driven proto-
col, beginning in May 2008.

The GRWA looks forward to
collaborating in the planning and imple-
mentation of this initiative in 2008.

Action NOW!

The Watershed Inclusion Program proposed for addition to the course of study for Palisades
Middles School (PALMS) would be a more intensive form of the experiential learning
currently engaged in by the Stream Team and the Tree Squad, already active in watershed-
related activities. Photo by Bill Brokaw

Innovative Education: Watershed Inclusion Program

Stream Team Implements Model Riparian Buffer Project
By Bill Brokaw

The Palisades Stream Team is in the process of imple-
menting a model riparian buffer project.  The term “riparian
buffer” is becoming well-known.  It refers to a lush, healthy,
vegetative border next to a stream or river, thick with trees and
shrubs.  The roots help stabilize the stream bank, the leaves
shade the stream, keeping the water cool and the groundcover
helps filter and clean overland runoff.  A good, wide riparian
buffer also creates excellent wildlife habitat.

After completing and distributing their Stream Owners’
Manual publication, the Stream Team decided that creating a
riparian buffer was a natural next step.  The objective is to
actually place buffer plants in the ground and provide guidance
to the community on how homeowners with streams can create
their own riparian buffers. The Team worked with the Heritage
Conservancy on a small riparian buffer project in Bedminster
in May, giving them some firsthand experience.

The first step was to determine the criteria for a project
site. The Stream Team then conducted a desktop analysis of the
watershed, using GIS data to determine potential suitable sites.
Hydrology, existing land cover, topography and access criteria
were examined throughout the watershed, and preliminary sites
were selected. High-resolution aerial photographs of each site
were then evaluated, and the candidates were narrowed to the
best two sites. Soil maps and photographs of these selected sites
were examined and a draft planting plan was drawn up, speci-
fying the types of species and number of trees to be planted.

Over the next few weeks, the team will be contacting the
owners of the selected sites for permission to conduct their pro-
ject. When permission is obtained, they will conduct field visits
to examine on-site conditions and further refine their planting
plan. Once the plan is finalized, the required trees and shrubs
will need to be procured and funding obtained to move the
project forward.  The goal is to plant in October.



Resolution: NONE. It’s a great disap-
pointment that Bucks County represen-
tation was not present at the meeting.
Bob Borkowski has committed to address
this with the proper authorities and to
report back to the township.

Most of the issues and action items
now lie in the hands of PennDOT. Reme-
diation is expected on some of the more
easily fixed situations, and recommenda-
tions expected to be made that will satisfy
the long-term resolution of the others. Ron
Martin has agreed to provide a status
report to the Nockamixon Township
Clerk each Friday. 

As noted previously, Bridge 21 is
not a PennDOT responsibility and must
be addressed by the County. Due to per-
ceived lack of concern and involvement
by Bucks County representatives, State
Representative Marguerite Quinn, via
Bob Borkowski, is being asked to inter-
vene on the township’s behalf.

T
GRWA President Todd Stone is cur-

rently evaluating options for action the
organization can take, if any, to help
move this situation forward in a positive
direction. 

“We’re not only concerned with the
dire safety issues in connection with this
situation,” he says. “Our mission requires
us to firmly advocate on behalf of the
health and viability of the Gallows Run,
and to provide information and guidance
to the proper authorities so they can
make the best possible decisions where
the health of the stream is at risk.” 

Watch the GRWA website at
www.grwabucks.org for updates.
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continued from page 4

Waterways

by Dr. Stephen Donovan

The only way to know if your
water is safe to drink is have it tested
by a laboratory. You cannot see or
taste many types of harmful con-
tamination. The most common
problem is bacterial contamination
from: 

• A nearby septic system that is
failing (most likely, your own)

• A normally functioning septic
system located too close to your
well

• Surface water inadvertently
entering your well
Tests for bacterial contamina-

tion in your drinking water are not
expensive (about $30) and can be
done by several labs in Bucks County.
Two tests needed to find if bacterial
contamination is present: 

1 - the standard plate count (total
Coliform) 

2 - fecal Coliform (E. Coli)

The best way to avoid contami-
nation is to have a properly function-
ing septic system. It is recommended
that all septic tanks be pumped every
two to three years. This will prevent
the leaching pipes from getting
plugged and then failing. When the
tank is pumped, the baffle inside the
tank can also be inspected at that
time. Periodic pumping is the best
insurance for prolonging the life of
your septic system.

The other sources of harmful
compounds are from improper dis-
posal of toxic compounds (TCE,
waste oil, etc), superfund sites and
landfills, naturally occurring com-
pounds (arsenic, lead, etc.) and
potential contamination from gas
drilling and hydro-fracturing (also
called “fracking”).

If you are located near a gas-
drilling site and are concerned about
your water being adversely impacted,
you will need to have the quality of
your water assayed (tested) by a PA

DEP certified laboratory before the
drilling starts. This will establish
baseline values to help prove adverse
impact, should it occur. 

Listed below are some of the
more important assays to consider.
Chemical tests are specific to a particu-
lar contamination. A different test
must be performed to detect each type,
otherwise it will not show up in the
results. This array of assays will cost
about $300, but there is only one PA
DEP certified laboratory in Bucks
County that can carry out these assays,
which include testing for.

• Fecal Coliform
• Standard Plate Count (total
Coliform)
• Color
• Total Dissolved Solids
• Turbidity (clarity)
• pH (acidity or alkalinity)
• Odor
• Arsenic
• Total Chlorine
• Copper
• Detergents
• Hardness
• Iron
• Lead
• Manganese
• Nitrate
• Nitrite
• Sodium
• VOC (volatile organic com-
pounds)
[Note: Request the VOC in drink-
ing water assay by EPA method
524.2. This detects TCE, MTBE,
benzene, toluene, etc.]

For a list of PADEP-certified
laboratories in Bucks County, please
check the PADEP web site:
(http://www.dep.state.pa.us/labs/) 
or call Nockamixon Township at
610-847-5058.  In order to establish
a baseline quantity of water produced
from your well, contact a certified
well driller for testing.

Is Your Water 
Safe to Drink?Losses

Help us continue to
serve effectively: support

our work with your
renewed membership!
A mini-application form 

is on the back page.

T
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A portion of the stream bank along
Rt. 611 that had been severely eroded,
undermining Kintner Hill Road, was
recently restored in a project that encom-
passed installation of approximately 110
linear feet of gabion retaining wall and
slope stabilization.

The construction contract was
awarded to Tru-Line Contractors, Inc. of
Perkasie, for approximately $86,500.00,
and was funded in large part by the
Pennsylvania Emergency Management
Agency (PEMA).

Any costs over the PEMA allot-
ment for construction will be the respon-
sibility of Nockamixon Township, within
whose boundaries the site is located. The
Township also funded the design and per-
mitting for the project, which was com-
pleted by the offices of C. Robert Wynn
Associates, Inc.

There is SOME Good News…

By Sharon Mendelson

We are discovering that the value
and beauty of the natural world that
surrounds us is not necessarily enduring
and guaranteed to always be part of our
environment in Nockamixon. Over the
years, we have watched many resources
become less abundant and, in some cases,
actually threatened or extinct.  

• Nationally, the sources of power for
electricity are controversial and
increasingly expensive, at the same
time polluting our environment. 

• We must carefully preserve and
protect water so that it is clean and
quantities are sufficient to serve
current and future residents.  

• Sound travels, making us aware that
our local population is growing and
shrinking our sense of quiet privacy.  

• Fields and forests, once a matter of
accepted fact, are now being paved
and populated at an alarming rate.  
Along with these treasured resources,

another valued presence in our local

landscape is our cedar trees. Juniperus vir-
giniana, or red cedar, can prosper in areas
where few other plants can even survive.
The females of the species can glow with
frosty blue cones greatly favored by birds
as a food source, as are their dense
branches for nesting and cover. 

These cedars not only grace our
hills with beautiful conical shapes, they
act as very effective windbreaks. Cedars
protect our topsoil from erosion with
their root masses, slowing the rate at
which stormwater run-off races across the
ground.

Are these trees protected from dis-

appearing, as they deserve? I think not. 
Our current Subdivison and Land

Development Ordinance (SALDO)
requires that trees be protected if they are
6" caliper or larger. 

Cedars, though quick to seed, are
slow to develop to a stature that would
include them in this protected category.
These and other slower-growing native
trees are being cut to clear for develop-
ment, without appropriate consideration
of their important niche in our wood-
lands or of their specif-
ic growing habits.  

I propose that we
develop a sub-category
of tree protection that
includes Cornus
floridia (Dogwoods),
Carpinus virginiana (or
Ironwood), and
Juniperus virginiana
(Red cedar). Then we need to get it
included in the SALDO.

This list is only partial and profes-
sional guidance could make it cohesive

In Praise of Cedars and Other Slow-Growing Trees
Earth Watch

n

Photo by C. Robert Wynn Associates
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Water Watch

by Sanci Tenney

Work has progressed at the Hanson
Aggregates quarry in Ottsville to rectify
past infractions arising from large amounts
of silt being discharged into Rapp Creek. 

Citizens of Nockamixon and
Tinicum townships, concerned about a
change in the health of Rapp Creek and
the appearance of colored discharge from
the quarry, met last year with representa-
tives from the state’s Department of
Environmental Protection (PADEP), the
Fish and Boat Commission, and Hanson
to talk about how to protect the creek. 

PADEP ordered the quarry to cease
discharging large amounts of silt from
undersized retention basins into Rapp
Creek. The official Exceptional Value
designation protects the waterway and its
watershed from such degradation. 

Modification to ponds and sedi-
ment settling ponds were made, and at the
recommendation of the Bridgeton-
Nockamixon-Tinicum Joint Groundwater
Management Committee, the company
installed a monitor at its water release point,
to measure and record sediment levels. The
monitor acts as a final check of sediment
removal efficiency before discharge.

Hanson is required to submit a
hydrology study to the Pennsylvania DEP
before they will be allowed to excavate to
their final permitted depth of another 300
feet. They have a number of wells on-site
that generated data for the current
hydrology study. The data showed that if
the depth of the quarry were to actually be
lowered this additional 300 feet, wells with-
in a mile of the quarry could be adversely
impacted. The B-N-T Joint Groundwater
Management Committee has also been
monitoring wells in the area around the
quarry to determine any impact. 

Hanson has submitted a plan to the
DEP, explaining how water would be di-
verted into Rapp Creek, and that they may
install additional piping to direct storm-
water runoff away from their driveway. 

Hanson is now requesting that
Nockamixon consider rezoning an
approximate 19-acre parcel they own
from its current Commercial (C) District

designation to Quarry (Q). This would
allow them to expand their 63-acre opera-
tions toward Route 611. The zoning hear-
ing is set for 7:00 PM Thursday, August
30, 2007, at Palisades Middle School.

While the DEP, not the Township,
regulates the depth of the excavation, the
Township can address the zoning. There
are concerns about the validity of tests
completed by Hanson at the quarry,
which concluded there would be no
impact on groundwater quantity, despite
an increase in water usage. 

It is the consensus of the Board of
Supervisors that an independent study
must be conducted to review the Hanson
study on the Township’s behalf. Working
with Nockamixon Township in evaluat-
ing the potential quarry expansion, M2
Associates—a professional, Pennsylvania
licensed geologist—will conduct a hydro-
geologic evaluation of the proposed
expansion. In addition to site-specific
data, they will compile data regarding
local wells and hydro-geologic conditions. 

They will evaluate the conclusions
drawn by Hanson quarry’s consultant,
EarthRes Group, regarding the potential
adverse impacts to wells on neighboring
properties, and to natural resources
including groundwater and surface-water
systems near and beneath the proposed
quarry expansion.

The results of this independent
hydro-geologic study will be beneficial in
analyzing whether the existing and
potential expanded quarry operation will
have an adverse impact on the surrounding
groundwater supply or on Rapp Creek.

There are no plans for environmen-
tal remediation, other than water recla-
mation when quarrying is completed.
The minimal, state-regulated bond fee
amount to ensure a reasonable reclama-
tion plan needs review, and possibly to be
brought into line with today’s standards.
The community went to the State in the
1980s for similar reasons, and the state
agreed and required that the original
bond be increased.

The original mining permit, issued
in 1986 and renewed to run through

2009, included in its conditions that the
berm facing Rt. 611 would be moved to
bring it into compliance with Township
ordinance setback and height regulations,
unless a variance was granted by the
Township Zoning Hearing Board. 

The berm is located on land owned
by the quarry, but not zoned with a
Quarry designation. This variance was
granted in 1987, after consideration of
the cost to the quarry and—more impor-
tantly—that expansion into this “non-Q”
area will not occur “because immediately
next to the zoning line of the quarry and
the berm is another tract of land…which
will remain vacant.”

Other issues of concern include: 
• public safety when closing down the

only major artery (Rt. 611) through
Bucks County

• eliminating emergency company access
• increasing the quarry surface area,

while allowing extraction of 300
vertical feet in the existing operation

• pumping and treating of surface
water, which does not allow for
recharging of the aquifer

• water reclamation
• impact on wells (no well protection

agreement currently exists)  
Other than the commercial interest

of the owners in the property, there is
nothing that benefits the Township or its
residents by allowing or endorsing this re-
zoning request.

We provide these points for thought
and thorough discussion, prior to any
recommendation for approval. It is
important that the community partici-
pates. Voice your concerns. Ask your
questions. Attend this hearing.

Stabbing Westward: Hanson Aggregates BMC, Inc. seeks expansion of quarry
operations toward Route 611

i



By Sanci Tenney
Nockamixon EAC

Tools that assist the Township in its
decisions are the Comprehensive Plan, and
ordinances including Subdivision and
Land Development Ordinances (SALDO). 

These ordinances set forth require-
ments and procedures concerning the
subdivision of land and land develop-
ment. They help reduce detrimental
impacts tot he surrounding community,
for example, prevention of soil erosion
and unchecked stormwater run-off. 

Once a project is reviewed and com-
plies with regulations, approval to proceed
is granted by the Township and responsi-
ble growth management is achieved. Two
current plans reflect township concerns
and recommendations to meet the goal of
responsible development.
Parkview Estates – 10 lots along Fink
Drive and Foellner Lane in Ottsville.
Conditional approval was granted for a
15-lot subdivision. Revised plans now
propose the lesser number of 10 lots. 

The applicant is working with the
Township to ensure responsible develop-
ment for this site. Concerns about this
development still include, but are not
limited to, water resources impact and ade-

quate environmental impact assessment. 
The 2005 Water Resources Impact

Study submitted with the plan included a
proposed residential/retail development
close to the site. It concluded that there
will be no negative impact. However, the
study did not take into consideration
additional proposed developments (mini-
mum 460 to 1000+ households) within a
one-mile radius south and east, nor their
well types and septic systems. 

In the aggregate, adequate ground-
water water may not be sufficient to serv-
ice such density, which may adversely
affect surrounding property wells. The
EAC  recommended that these additional
proposed developments be included and
reported in a follow-up study on their
possible impact. also recommended that:

• While lots are to be deed-restricted
from further subdivision, a conserva-
tion easement should be placed on
each lot.

• An area of open space for park
and/or recreation should be consid-
ered rather than a fee-in-lieu.

• A well impact agreement be executed
by the applicant to guarantee replace-
ment of any wells within the study
area for a period of five years from

issuance of final occupancy permit.

Cobbler Road, LP – 13 lots on 13 acres
along Rt. 611 in Ferndale. Many land use
issues are wrapped up in this subdivision,
giving the Township many worries. 

The property is adjacent to Gallows
Run, and the entire tract drains into trib-
utaries of the Run. Its steep slopes, as well
as the builder’s plans to erect a sewage
treatment facility and a new road across
the Gallows Run, could cause environ-
mental problems for the waterway. 

Little or no documentation has been
received to address major concerns such
as: stream discharge; protection of streams’
steep slopes, watercourses, woodlands and
ridgeway; environmental site study for
potential contamination, given past use
as a junkyard and location adjacent to a
closed landfill; potential adverse affect on
the aquifer due to water withdrawal; and
acceptable environmental impact.

The February zoning hearing sched-
uled for this applicant was postponed
(“continued”) at Cobbler’s request, in
part to allow them to resolve outstanding
plan review comments. 

A more comprehensive form of this
update is posted on the GRWA website
at www.grwabucks.org.
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In a normal season, 90% of our rainfall flows over our land and into streams. Less than
10% seeps through the rock layers to refill our wells. This extremely low volume is due to
the impenetrable character of our subsurface rock; average recharge rate for Pennsylvania
overall is much greater. In drought years, only half of this amount recharges our wells. 

Why would my well go dry?
Today, our township is more densely populated than it originally was, and will be even

more so in the future. We now have many more “straws” sipping out of the same “bowl.”  The
days of treating water as an endless resource are over. Careful personal use and good
community planning will help protect our wells. Our water policies must keep in mind
current water needs as well as those of future generations, including drought years. 

Water Watch

Nockamixon Township Environmental Action Committee Update:
Responsible, Sustainable Development

A Water Supply Primer

As explained above, the water in the ground below, which provides our wells with water,
is limited because of its slow recharge through the subsurface rock. Yet the average family
of four uses 480 gallons of water per day. Ask yourself what you can do each day to use
less water, and you’ll become part of the solution.

More information is available from this very educational and well-designed website:
http://www.meted.ucar.edu/broadcastmet/watershed/

i
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By Sanci Tenney
Nockmixon Township EAC

In April, Nockamixon voted to amend
its Oil & Gas Extraction Ordinance #129.
It now limits extraction to the “Industrial”
and “Quarry” designated zones. 

Based on land use principals, it also
imposes some regulations on the conduct
of extraction activity. These include requir-
ing Conditional Use approval through a
hearing before the Board of Supervisors,
and that regulations be in place to make
sure any adverse consequences of extrac-
tion are prevented and remediated if nec-
essary. The ordinance contains requirements
for consideration of viewscapes, posting
of financial security, permits, fencing and
other screening requirements. It will be
further amended as appropriate.

In May, Arbor Resources, LLC of Traverse
City, Michigan, began the permitting
process to initiate gas drilling on two sites
in Nockamixon. One of those sites is close
to Rapp Creek, designated an Exceptional
Value Waterway by the commonwealth.

The Township responded appropriately,
informing those involved that no applica-
tion has been received, no approval has
been granted by the Township for a
required new conditional land use, and
that one site is outside the Quarry and/or
Industrial zone approved for such oil and
gas exploration activities. 

Neither the legal nor equitable owner
of the property where exploration is pro-
posed has applied for conditional use
approval. No demonstration of compliance
with Township Ordinance regulations has
been made. Arbor has since withdrawn its

application for one site, while they further
consider proposed drilling operations.

An important note to landowners who
signed gas leases: In June, the Bucks
County Recorder’s Office gave notice that
$10,000,000 liens have been filed on 350
property titles in Nockamixon Township.
These liens are not made against the homes
themselves, but on the proceeds that might
come out of the gas and oil drilling lease

held on the affected properties. 
Those who have signed these leases

may want to investigate what may be filed
on their titles. Arbor Resources has appar-
ently either assigned or pledged the gas and
oil leases to a second party, as expected.
Remember, the community does not stand
to obtain a financial windfall: Any signifi-
cant financial gain would be that of the
gas driller and operators.

Crumbling Infrastructure
The Gallows Run didn’t back up

into the floodplain during recent heavy
storms, but severe stream bank erosion
continues to escalate with each flash
run-off event. We’re seeing a local playing-
out of shifting global climate conditions.
Local transportation infrastructure has suf-
fered as a result, and much of this affects
the watershed in one way or another.

Most grievously, the 1826 double-
arched stone bridge over the Gallows
Run at Old Easton Highway in
Kintnersville partially collapsed during
the spring thaw. A repair date remains
uncertain, and affected residents and
businesses are concerned at the critical
disruption the closure has caused.

Remaining viable
Please take advantage of the ability

to stay up to date on our various proj-
ects, to access the full Gallows Run
Restoration Plan, and to find details of
our annual members meeting (scheduled
for November 29 this year) by visiting

us online at grwabucks.org. We remain
viable as an organization because you
stay connected and interested in what
we’re doing.

Enjoy reading this issue to become
enlightened about these issues and new
watershed initiatives. All those initiatives
involve a great deal of volunteer time
and energy, and I want to take this
opportunity to acknowledge all the work
our own volunteers and members do to
support our efforts. 

And, as always, please remember
to renew your membership, as your dues
directly enable us to continue our
important work on behalf of us all.
We’re working on developing an auto-
matic reminder system, but until then:
If you didn’t pay your dues in January,
your membership has expired and it’s
time to renew. An application is includ-
ed in this issue, and the time it takes to
fill it out, write your check and mail it
will be the best ten minutes you spend
this year.

Letter From the President continued from page 1

Wednesday, August 30:
Nockamixon Township Public Hearing: 
Hansen Quarry Rezoning, 7 PM. Palisades
Area Middle School, Rt. 412, Kintnersville

Saturday, September 22: 
Community Day, Nockamixon Township 
11AM - 4 PM. Bucks County Horse Park.
Rt. 611, Revere.

Saturday, September 29
Community Day, Springfield Township
10 AM - 5 PM. Silver Creek Athletic Assn.
Rt. 212, Springtown.

Saturday, October 13:
Community Day, Durham Township
1-5 PM. Durham Furnace Park &
Community Building, Durham.

Thursday, November 29 
Gallows Run Watershed Association
Annual Members’ Meeting, 7:30 PM. 
Join for details.

GRWA Calendar – Selected Upcoming Events

T

Legislation Watch

Extraction of Oil and Gas Ordinance: Where We Are

n



by W. Scott Douglas, President
Cooks Creek Watershed Association

Sewage isn’t a topic most people
spend a lot of time thinking about. We’d
all like to think that when we’re finished
using water, it “goes away,” to be magi-
cally transformed into clean water again
—or at least that it just goes away. The
fact is, this side of the water cycle is just as
critical as the side that brings us that
clean water to use in the first place.

Most of us in Upper Bucks rely on
our own land to treat our wastewater. We
have a septic tank that collects the water
and separates out the solids, and a drain
field to distribute the treated water into
the soil. 

This types of traditional, on-lot sep-
tic systems was a huge step up in waste-
water management when first developed,
as it allowed rural areas to have indoor
plumbing. No matter how interesting an
outhouse may be as a historical structure,
using one on a regular basis is not. But, as
usual, there is a price to be paid for con-
venience.

A blessing and a curse
The septic system has allowed more

and more people to move into the country,
and facilitated the wave of rural develop-
ment that we call sprawl. Despite the fact
that sprawl brings with the very things
“immigrants” seek to avoid, there is no
doubt that development pressure is creat-
ing more septic systems in Upper Bucks. 

Many homeowners do not under-
stand that their septic systems must be
actively maintained in order to work
properly. Tanks require regular cleaning
to remove solids. 

Professionals recommend having
your tank serviced every two years or so,
depending on the tank size and the amount
of use. Failure to do so rarely results in
immediate consequences to the home-
owner, but an improperly maintained
system’s ability to treat the wastewater
will inevitably decline. 

This potentially results in ground-
water and surface water pollution, as well
as a shortened life for the septic systems,
which are costly and disruptive to replace. 

Unfortunately, the dispersed devel-
opment that the septic system allows is
inconsistent with the more dense type of
development best suited to traditional
public sewer service. To meet the new
need, engineers have designed so-called
“community” sewage systems. The com-
munity system is actually a public system
in miniature, usually designed to provide
the sewage management needs for a single
development or small village. 

To the extent that this treatment
process promotes open space preservation
or resource protection by clustering
homes, or alleviates sewage malfunctions
in existing villages, it’s a good thing. How-
ever, it also poses a host of questions.

Matching technology to need
The technology for off-lot, multiple-

dwelling sewage treatment is constantly
evolving, but it has always had the same
general components: First, remove the
solids.  Next, accelerate the decomposi-
tion process through aeration. Then, kill
off any pathogens (disease-causers) using
chlorine, ozone or UV light. Finally, put
the wastewater where Mother Nature can
finish off the filtering process and return
the water to the hydrologic cycle. The
devil—as usual—is in the details.  

In some ways, community systems are
scaled-down versions of larger municipal
systems, minus the long collection mains.
These “package plants” sometimes finish
their treatment with direct discharge to
surface water. Others rely on networks of
spray nozzles that disperse treated effluent
onto fields. In well-drained soils, the water
can be leached back into the soil using
either rapid or slow infiltration, depend-
ing on the soil type and volume of water.  

Proper design, proper installation
and timely maintenance are essential to
ensure that these systems work efficiently,
though, or they can be plagued with the
same problems as traditional on-lot systems.

And while even big municipal
systems are subject to periodic “down
time,” the consequences of non-compli-
ance with effluent discharge or treatment
requirements may be severe in the ecolog-
ically sensitive setting of Upper Bucks.

Invisible dangers 
It’s rare for even a failing on-lot

(septic) or off-lot (community) sewage
system to result in a public health hazard,
but viable human pathogens in ditches or
streams are not an attractive prospect. A
more likely scenario is that the system
will fail to treat the nutrients, such as
nitrates, in the waste. 

Nitrates are a natural part of the
nitrogen cycle and an important compo-
nent of fertilizers. However, nitrates are
toxic in rather low concentrations (the EPA
standard safe level is 10 parts per million),
and also spur rampant growth of algae in
surface waters. While some algae and
other plants are integral to the function-
ing of aquatic ecosystems, too much algae
can clog the habitat used by insects and
other invertebrates that form the base of
the food chain.

If left unchecked, runaway algae
growth can result in ecological collapes, an
example of “too much of a good thing.”

Of course, standard septic systems
are largely incapable of treating nitrates at
all, even when performing properly. In
that context they provide less ecologic
protection than a correctly designed,
properly functioning aerobic treatment
(community) system with de-nitrification
capability. 

The question, then, becomes one of
performance standards and the land’s
ability to accommodate the waste. We
must ensure that whatever system is cho-
sen protects our valuable water resources.

What’s the plan, man?
The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania

requires that municipalities take responsi-
bility for their own sewage management.
All townships are required to have an Act
537 Sewage Facilities Plan that details
what types of sewage management will be
used in every part of the township. This
plan must be approved by regulatory
agencies at the county and state level. 

Regardless of the fact that individual
or community systems are built, installed
and usually maintained privately, the
Township is responsible for ensuring that
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these systems manage sewage efficiently
and appropriately. This requirement is
meant to protect both surface and
groundwater quality and public health.

Springfield Township has completed
a review of its current Act 537 Plan, and
found it lacking. There are contradictions
between the Township’s current Sewage
Facilities Plan, its Comprehensive Plan,
and its Zoning Ordinance, which relate to
requirements for community systems in
some types of cluster developments, and
to the need for groundwater recharge. 

In addition, some positive elements
of the current Sewage Facilities Plan (pro-
posed management practices, public edu-
cation program, wastewater system selec-
tion procedures, and restrictions on
extension of municipal systems into some
zoning districts) need to be implemented
or augmented. 

Finally, there are deficiencies in the
Plan that relate to resource protection,
evaluation and cost estimates of waste-
water treatment alternatives, site evalua-
tion criteria, and monitoring of existing
systems in the Township. 

To revise the Plan, the supervisors
have requested proposals from several
consultants and, assuming the costs are
manageable, will retain one to advise a
Sewage Facilities Committee that has yet
to be constituted.

It’s ours…as long as it’s working
Perhaps the thorniest issue associated

with community systems is ownership
and the costs associated with it. Which is
the best agency to operate and maintain
these systems? Who should have over-
sight to see that they operate to design
standards? Homeowners’ associations
have not had a good track record of
performance on this type of stewardship. 

Townships that don’t carefully regu-
late the systems under their jurisdiction
may find themselves not only stuck with
ownership of the problem systems, but
also facing the prospect of replacing them.

Who should pay? Most would agree
that the residents directly served by a
community system should pay for its
operation, maintenance and, when the

time comes, replacement. 
As was seen recently in Lower Bucks,

however, pressure can build on a Township
to take a system over and assume some of
the costs. This is aggravated by the fact
that developers may
either not be fully
aware of, or
required to fully
disclose, the
long-term
costs of the sys-
tems they choose to
install. 

Elected officials can be faced with
difficult decisions: to enforce payment by
the residents directly affected; to assume
ownership and spread some of the costs
to other taxpayers in the Township; or to
increase otherwise unappealing develop-
ment density to help pay for the new
infrastructure.

No universal solution
Still, on-lot systems are not always

the solution. As outlined in the Cooks
Creek Watershed Protection Plan, nitrate
contamination of surface water is already

occurring in the Cooks Creek. It has been
detected downstream of Springtown and
along Dogwood Lane in Durham
Township, presumably due to failing on-
lot systems. 

The Durham EAC has also docu-
mented pockets of high nitrate in the
aquifer underlying the limestone valley.  

Education—and perhaps regula-
tions requiring proper maintenance—
could certainly help alleviate this prob-
lem, but what happens when existing
properties with malfunctioning septic sys-
tems don’t have the capacity to accom-
modate a replacement system? In such
instances, off-site disposal is dictated, and
implementation of that solution is expen-
sive …just ask the folks in Doylestown
being forced to "hook up" at a cost of
$20,000 to $30,000 per house.

Pay attention
It will be important for all of us

interested in preservation of the rural
character and healthy water systems of
Upper Bucks to monitor the Springfield
process carefully.
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In a move to encourage private open space conservation, Nockamixon
Township will now pay the costs associated with donating open space conservation
easements. Landowners who donate conservation easements to the township will be
reimbursed up to $2,500 for their property’s easement value appraisal by a certified
real estate appraiser.

In addition, the township will pay associated incidental costs of property deed
amendment. Typically, these costs include title insurance, deed recording, legal costs
and property survey, if needed. Invoices for owners’ incidental costs must be present-
ed for reimbursement at easement settlement.

This new program was approved at the township’s Board of Supervisors’ meet-
ing on March 20, 2007. Supervisors voted unanimously to implement this new pro-
gram in order to encourage open space donation. Funds for reimbursement will be
paid from the .25% Earned Income Tax, dedicated to open space development.

To be eligible, donated properties must meet the township’s official open space
preservation guidelines, and the Board of Supervisors will determine properties’
acceptance in this special program. Although there is currently no deadline for appli-
cation acceptance in this new program, supervisors may impose an application dead-
line in the future.

For further information, contact the Nockamixon Township Open Space
Committee, P O. Box 456, Revere, PA 18953, or by phone at 610-847-5058.

New Nockamixon Township Program Pays
Open Space Donation Costs

Water Watch
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