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Benefits of Source Water Protection 
 

Source Water Protection (SWP) Advantages 
 
Strong source water protection can deliver impressive benefits at minimal cost: 
 

 Improves public health – particularly among vulnerable populations such as elderly, pregnant 
women, children, and medically vulnerable. Few things are as important to the health of humans 
and the environmental as fresh, pure water.  The public health aspect is very significant given 
the fact that Pennsylvania’s population of seniors at 15.4% is second only to Florida’ s 18.3%, 
(http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-10.pdf) and the U.S. Census estimates that 
22.5% of PA’s population is under the age of 18.  From a public health perspective, these two 
vulnerable groups combined (youth and seniors) represent a significant portion, almost 38%, of  
the state’s 2006 population of 12,440,621 (http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/42000.html), 
or over 4.7 million people. 

  
 Better-protected source waters reduce risk and human exposure to pathogens.  Highlighting the 

connection to public health builds support for a variety of environmental infrastructure programs, 
notably, septic rehabilitation and maintenance programs, and improved wastewater treatment 
plants that discharge into drinking water sources. 

  
 Pennsylvania’s large elderly population also highlights the need for evaluation of potential 

impacts of pharmaceutical and personal care products which are increasingly being detected in 
raw water sources that provide water supply.  Currently these compounds are unregulated 
potential contaminants.  DEP has been conducting Emerging Contaminant Forums to discuss 
the water quality implications accompanying their use and disposal, along with monitoring 
studies underway with the USGS and others. 

  
 During 2006, PA ranked fifth in the US for Total retail sale of R(x) drugs. Kaiser Health Family 

site* http://www.statehealthfacts.org/comparemaptable.jsp?ind=266&cat=5.   
 

State Total Sales for Retail Rx Drugs Population 
Estimate 2006* 

California $  15,837,089,019 35,973,138 

New York $  14,973,446,401 19,022,430 

Texas $  13,688,244,169 22,968,248 

Florida $  12,380,147,487 17,922,260 

Pennsylva
nia 

$    8,496,246,005 12,301,907 

 Sourc
es:  

Vector One(TM):National from 
Verispan, L.L.C.: Special Data 
Request, 2007.  

Definit
ions:  

Prescription Drugs or Rx Drugs: All 
products filled by retail pharmacies, 
including new prescriptions and refills 
of both brand name and generic 
drugs.  

 

 

 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-10.pdf
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/42000.html
http://www.statehealthfacts.org/comparemaptable.jsp?ind=266&cat=5
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Source Water Protection (SWP) Advantages – continued 

 
 Reduces Water Treatment Challenges for Water Suppliers 

Better quality raw source water = better finished product (finished drinking water) = higher 
compliance with increasing regulations. Elevated turbidity levels due to soil erosion and poor 
stormwater management can interfere with effectiveness of disinfection technologies. Since 
almost 75% of Pennsylvanians depend upon public water systems who utilize surface water as 
source waters, reduced turbidity levels eases the treatment challenge faced by surface water 
systems.   

o Better protection against emerging and unregulated contaminants.  EPA and CDC 
investigators noted:  

“We should also keep in mind that current technologies may not be adequate for 
emerging waterborne pathogens and that sporadic cases of waterborne illness may 
occur even in some systems that meet current standards and regulations.”  Journal 
of Water and Health (July/Aug 2006) 
http://www.epa.gov/NHEERL/articles/2006/waterborne_disease.html . 

 
 Source Water knowledge help communities identify the most important watershed lands for 

preservation through good science. By identifying critical water supply lands needing protection 
through rigorous delineation and GIS maps, SWP reinforces need for integrated watershed-
based planning with hydrogeologic data protective of public health, safety and welfare. 
Integration with regional watershed-based water quality improvement efforts such as 
Chesapeake Bay initiative, Schuylkill Action Network (www.schuylkillactionnetwork.org), and the 
Highlands initiative (http://www.highlandscoalition.org/) created by federal legislation (P.L. 108-
421), the Highlands Conservation Act, for areas of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and 
Connecticut under: 

“Highlands forests supply and protect clean drinking water for over 15 million people, including over 
half of New Jersey's population, and protect major water supply watersheds for New York City. 
Located within an hour of nearly 25 million Americans, the Highlands form a "greenbelt" of forests 
and farmland adjacent to the sprawling Philadelphia-New York-Hartford urban corridor. “ 

In Pennsylvania, The Highlands include portions of 13 counties including: Northampton, Lehigh, 
Bucks, Montgomery, Chester, Berks, Lancaster, Lebanon, York, Dauphin, Cumberland, Franklin 
and Adams counties.  This large area has been designated by DCNR as one of only five “Mega-
Greenways” in Pennsylvania. 

 
 Bridges the “stovepipes” through program integration -.Disconnected permitting programs and 

Best Management Practices developed under other environmental programs (stormwater BMPs, 
MS4 regulations, wastewater planning, household hazardous waste, low impact development, 
along with transportation planning, nutrient management, and forestry management) need to be 
viewed through the lens of drinking water protection prior to permit approval in sensitive 
water supply areas.  Drinking Water Protection offers a holistic umbrella and would greatly 
benefit from greater program integration with existing permitting programs such as Non-point 
Pollution, Wastewater, Mining, Oil and Gas, stormwater management, erosion control, etc. to 
achieve program goals. 

 
 
 

 

http://www.epa.gov/NHEERL/articles/2006/waterborne_disease.html
http://www.schuylkillactionnetwork.org/
http://www.highlandscoalition.org/
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Source Water Protection (SWP) Advantages – continued 
 

 Boosts economic growth potential – Businesses will not be attracted to locate in areas where the 
water quality is questionable. SWP positions Pennsylvania municipalities with increased 
potential to attract economic growth through assured high quality water sources; particularly for 
businesses where water is a key raw material. Recent cases of diminished water quantity across 
the southeastern and southwestern parts of the United States due to drought conditions may 
serve to favor locations such as Pennsylvania with its relative abundance of water. Further; 
improved water quality through protected sources reduces the investment required of those 
businesses for expensive water treatment technology.  Knowledge-based businesses also prefer 
to locate in areas where good quality of life is a priority to retain skilled workers.  

 
 Significant cost savings - Many communities find it far more economical to prevent pollution by 

protecting watersheds than to build water treatment plants. A study by Trust for Public Land and 
the American Water Works Association revealed that a 10 percent increase in forest cover in a 
watershed reduces treatment and chemical costs by 20 percent. SWP puts focus on prevention 
versus contamination remediation/mitigation to provide healthy public water supply.  EPA and 
other studies have shown significant cost/benefit advantage to develop source water protection 
programs versus responding to contamination. With source water protection measures in place, 
water utilities may be able to stave off expensive water treatment upgrades, and invest those 
dollars instead in long overdue distribution infrastructure problems; and yet continue to meet 
increasingly stringent water quality regulations. 

 
The Commonwealth and its communities must increasingly become self-reliant to plan and 
properly manage local drinking water resources, as there is greatly diminished availability of 
federal funding to deal with needed infrastructure upgrades, let alone an unplanned expensive 
contamination event.  Strong source water protection programs around the Commonwealth could 
be one solution to reduce the treatment upgrades and associated costs facing many systems over 
the next 10 -20 years.   

 
 Improves skill set within water industry - Develops greater Technical Capacity among water 

system operators about contamination risks and appropriate measures to protect source waters 
using the multiple barrier approach as recommended by AWWA.  

 
 Encourages New Source Planning, improved emergency response and 911 coordination, and 

contingency planning between communities and public water systems bolstering Homeland 
Security. 

 
 Improves public relations - Builds greater awareness and confidence in local water supply.  

Informed public water customers aware of “the big picture” can lead to greater support for 
beneficial homeowner behavior change, common sense land use protections, and needed 
infrastructure improvements. SWP measures are frequently highlighted in Consumer Confidence 
Reports (CCRs). 

 
 Strong public support- Responds to a top environmental priority among Americans. When polled, 

Americans consistently favor stronger regulations to protect drinking water, and the trend 
increases every year. 
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Source Water Protection (SWP) Advantages – continued 
 

2007 Gallup Poll: 
Polluted Drinking Water is American Public’s Top Environmental Concern 

A majority of Americans say they worry "a great deal" about four different environmental 
problems involving water: http://www.galluppoll.com/content/default.aspx?ci=27274&pg=1 

 % 

Pollution of drinking water                                       58 

Pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs                    53 

Contamination of soil and water by toxic waste        53 

Maintenance of the nation's supply of fresh water for household needs                                           52 

 
 Provides essential tool for local governments to evaluate trade-offs, balance competing land 

uses, and exercise police powers based upon health, safety and welfare.  While the Federal 
government and states have an important role to play in creating regulations and incentives, the 
most harmful or beneficial day-to-day decisions affecting water quality are made locally by local 
officials, developers, banks, land trusts, and businesses operating in towns, cities, and regions 
across the state.  SWP provides a needed foundation that enables local officials and planners to 
take a leadership role to prohibit or regulate higher risk uses in sensitive recharge areas.   

 
 Builds consensus for updated land use planning through focus on an issue that enjoys 

overwhelming American public support:  healthy drinking water. Drinking water focus can be a 
driver for many other community quality of life and watershed improvement projects for years to 
come, especially open space and greenway planning.  Many communities have a gap between 
current land use practices, and emerging contamination issues, leaving them vulnerable.  
Source water protection facilitates discussion of community choices and priorities without much 
of the political rancor that can traditionally accompany growth discussions.  Ballot measures for 
funding open space are overwhelmingly successful when drinking water protection is a goal 
(TPL’s website: http://www.tpl.org/tier3_cd.cfm?content_item_id=12010&folder_id=2386 ) 

 

http://www.tpl.org/tier3_cd.cfm?content_item_id=12010&folder_id=2386

