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The Susquehanna River Basin borders the major population centers of the east coast, and 
although relatively undeveloped, has experienced problems of water pollution and over-usage. 
Because the Susquehanna River flows through three states and is classified as a navigable 
waterway by the federal government, there are state, regional, and national interests involved. 
Realizing a need to coordinate the efforts of three states and the agencies of the federal 
government, as well as a need to establish a management system to oversee the use of the water 
and related natural resources of the Susquehanna, SRBC was created in 1970 when the 
Susquehanna River Basin Compact was drafted and signed into law. 

The Compact, as adopted by the Congress of the United States, and the legislatures of New 
York, Pennsylvania and Maryland, provides the mechanism to guide the conservation, 
development and administration of the water resources of the river basin. Each member is 
represented by a commissioner who serves as the spokesperson for the government that he or she 
represents. In the case of the federal government, the commissioner is the Commander of the 
North Atlantic Division, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. For the three states, the commissioners 
are the governors or their designees. The federal commissioner and governors also appoint 
alternate commissioners. The commissioners, or their alternates, meet periodically to act on 
applications for projects using water, adopt regulations, and direct planning and management 
activities affecting the basin's water resources. Each of the four commissioners has a single vote. 
Under the leadership of an Executive Director, technical, administrative, and clerical personnel 
support the daily operations of the Commission. 

The mission of SRBC, which is defined in the Compact, is to enhance public welfare through 
comprehensive planning, water supply allocation, and management of the water resources of the 
Susquehanna River Basin. To accomplish this mission, SRBC works to: reduce damages caused 
by floods; provide for the reasonable and sustained development and use of surface and ground 
water for municipal, agricultural, recreational, commercial and industrial purposes; protect and 
restore fisheries, wetlands and aquatic habitat; protect water quality and instream uses; and 
ensure future availability of flows to the Chesapeake Bay. 

SRBC is uniquely qualified to carry out this mission. As a federal-interstate compact 
commission, its focus is defined by the natural boundaries of the river basin rather than the 
political boundaries of the member states. As such, SRBC serves as a forum to provide 
coordinated management, promote communication among the members, and resolve water 
resource issues and controversies within the basin. 

The goals of SRBC are: 



• To be responsive to water resource management needs of SRBC's signatory members; 
• To provide excellent service to the public; 
• To coordinate management of interstate water resources and serve as an effective 

forum for resolution of water resource issues and controversies within the basin; 
• To be a leader in issues concerning the conservation, utilization, allocation, 

development, and management of water resources within the Susquehanna River 
Basin; 

• To provide public information and education about the water resources of the basin. 

What Does The Commission Regulate? 

The Compact provides SRBC broad authorities but also makes clear that it should not duplicate 
efforts, but only fill gaps in water resource management. SRBC' s unique roles are the regulation 
of withdrawals of water from either surface water or groundwater sources, the consumptive use 
of water, and diversions of water into or out of the basin. 

Withdrawals 
Removal or withdrawal of 3,000,000 gallons of water over a 30-day period from any surface 
water source, groundwater source, or combination of sources within the Basin is regulated. All 
withdrawals that supply water to a regulated consumptive use are also regulated. 

Consumptive Water Uses 
Any consumptive water use of 600,000 gallons or more over a 30-day period from any water 
source is regulated. Consumptive water use is defined as water that is withdrawn either from 
groundwater or surface-water sources, or from public water supplies, and is used in such a way 
that it is not returned to the Basin undiminished in quantity. Water is considered lost to the Basin 
when it is evaporated, transpired due to irrigation, incorporated into manufactured products or 
injected underground. 

Diversions 
Any quantity of water diverted into the Basin is subject to review and approval. Water 
withdrawn from any source within the Basin and diverted out of the Basin is regulated if the 
quantity is 20,000 gpd or more. Standards for review are specified in regulation. In general, 
diversions into the Basin are scrutinized for water quality impacts; diversions out of the Basin 
are regulated as consumptive use because the water withdrawn is lost to the Basin. 

A significant gap exists in the state oversight of withdrawals from groundwater wells. The 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection ensures that water drawn from wells is of 
sufficient quality and safe for drinking, but does not evaluate the ability of the well to provide 
any specific quantity of water for a long duration or under drought conditions. Generally, the 
main purposes of the Commission's water withdrawal regulations (from surface or groundwater 
sources) are to fill this gap and: 

• protect public health, safety and welfare; 
• regulate water flows and supplies of surface and ground waters; 
• protect fisheries and aquatic habitat; 



• consider economic development factors; 
• protect flows to the Chesapeake Bay; and 
• avoid conflicts among water users. 

By regulation, withdrawals are limited to the amount of water (quantity and rate) that is needed 
to meet the reasonably foreseeable needs of a project and can be withdrawn sustainably without 
causing adverse impacts. Adverse impacts may include: 

• excessive lowering of water levels, thus rendering competing supplies unreliable; 
• causing permanent loss of aquifer storage capacity; 
• degradation of water quality that may be harmful to any existing or potential 

water use or adversely affect living resources; and 
• substantially impacting the low flow of perennial streams. 

SRBC adopted its groundwater withdrawal regulation on July 13, 1978. It pertains to wells 
serving communities, businesses or industries that, alone or in combination with other sources, 
withdraw in excess of 100,000 gallons of water per day as a 30-day average. Aquifer testing 
results are used in the review of wells to help evaluate the aquifer, the local groundwater basin, 
and the production capability of the well. This ensures that the resources are adequate to supply 
the needs of the project without significant adverse impact to the water resources of the basin and 
rendering the resource incapable or unavailable for other nearby sustainable economic 
development. A typical complete aquifer test will consist of a hydrogeologic description, a 
groundwater availability analysis, a step test, background monitoring (48 hours), a constant-rate 
test (72 hours), and recovery monitoring (24 hours or 90 percent recovery). 

Because many communities are operating wells that were installed prior to 1978, they are relying 
on groundwater sources that may never have been rigorously tested or operated at peak rates 
during drought conditions. Such reliance may create a risky situation where a community 
commits to supply water to new homes and industries without sound knowledge of the limits of 
their wells, and thus risk coming up short during the next drought. Water shortages can threaten 
human health and safety and fire protection, and certainly pose significant problems for 
operations of businesses and industries. This is a long-standing concern of SRBC. To aid in 
avoiding such situations, rules were adopted in 2006 to create conditions under which such 
historic wells become subject to SRBC oversight. Those conditions are 1) adding a new source 
to a system; 2) increasing usage from an existing source; or 3) a change of ownership. The 
commissioners opted to take this gradual approach rather than take the very drastic step of 
immediately subjecting every unapproved well to review and approval. 

Although the intention of the 2006 rule was good, it could serve as a deterrent for communities 
to make positive improvements to their water supply systems and can pose a financial burden to 
achieve compliance, particularly if there are multiple unapproved sources. In response, in 2015 
SRBC revised its practices to allow staff to cooperate with the community to develop a schedule 
for any necessary applications in a way that fits their budgets and needs, and allows collection of 
critical data, rather than require immediate compliance. 



It is undeniable that there are costs associated with installing a new water supply source or 
subjecting an existing source to review and approval for the first time. The bulk of the costs are 
associated with infrastructure, machinery and treatment, with an additional, relatively small cost 
dedicated to the testing to demonstrate reliability. SRBC staff over the past few years has put 
numerous practices in place to help to minimize the cost associated with the withdrawal approval 
as much as possible, including: 

• pre-application coordination meetings 
• detailed online applications 
• enhanced aquifer testing guidance document 
• fee reductions for municipal water suppliers 
• creation of the Public Water Supply Assistance Program, offering technical assistance 

and further fee reductions 

Non-compliance 
As with any regulatory program, occasionally a water user will fall out of compliance with 
SRBC rules. When that occurs, the primary interest is not in punishing or penalizing the user, but 
rather to achieve compliance, equitable with all other users similarly subject to the regulations 
and operating in compliance. SRBC does have enforcement authority; without it the regulations 
would be fairly ineffective. However, when deciding what penalty is appropriate, SRBC affords 
the project opportunities to minimize the penalty. For example, staff views self-reporting of 
violations very favorably. We also very much value cooperation and reward it when it comes 
time to determine a penalty. Finally, we recognize that penalties have different punitive effects 
on different users, and the same violation may warrant a smaller penalty for a small operation 
than it would for a very large and sophisticated industry. 

Challenges and Opportunities 

SRBC has faced significant challenges over the past several years. First was the introduction of 
the unconventional natural gas industry and the need to determine how to accommodate the 
water demands and usage practices the likes of which had never been present in the basin. The 
commissioners adopted new or modified regulations four times in five years to put in place 
reasonable policies to allow the industry access to the water it needed, but to do so in sustainable 
fashion. 

A second and ongoing challenge has been the steep decline in Pennsylvania's annual 
contribution to SRBC to fund its operations. SRBC receives barely half the annual funding it did 
in 2008, and further significant reductions have been proposed for the coming fiscal year. The 
reductions are somewhat understandable considering the financial constraints the 
Commonwealth has faced, but the reductions have required the imposition of new and increased 
fees to the regulated community to offset the loss of operational funds. So far, SRBC has been 
able to offer discounts on municipal fees, but the ability to continue to discount fees for 
municipal water systems· is uncertain in the face of continuing reductions in the annual 
appropriation from the Commonwealth. 

A significant challenge related to the review and approval of groundwater sources is widespread 
lack of information. SRBC staff routinely encounter public water supply systems that are relying 



on wells with unknown limitations. This primarily occurs in two situations; first, the earliest 
groundwater permits issued by SRBC began expiring in 2009/2010. Upon requests for renewal, 
staff typically find that no formal assessment was conducted for the original approval, or no 
documentation of such an assessment exists, and little to no operational data was collected or 
retained. The same is often true of groundwater wells found to need SRBC approval but that, for 
one reason or another, never sought it. SRBC's priority is to issue the approval that is needed to 
continue to operate such wells, but staff often have no information on which to base an approval, 
despite sometimes decades of operation. The reality is that many towns are relying on old, 
unproven wells to supply water for future growth. SRBC's long term goal is that communities 
will collect the information they need to provide certainty that their groundwater sources will 
meet long-term needs. 

The last challenge I'll mention is that between 2013 and this year SRBC has seen a near 
complete turnover of our senior management team and commissioners from all four members. 
However, with this challenge comes an opportunity, and with a new set of eyes comes a fresh 
perspective. SRBC staff and commissioners are undertaking a very careful review of current 
policies and practices and identifying needed revisions with the intent of making positive 
changes to achieve our goals in ways that are manageable and efficient. The commissioners 
have already taken certain steps in an effort to improve our practices: 

• instituted substantial fee discounts for municipal water supply systems 
• changed the rule regarding approval of unapproved existing sources to allow flexibility in 

application submittals 
• created the Public Water Supply Assistance Program to offer technical assistance and 

further fee reductions to small municipal water supply systems 

SRBC is also undertaking updates to our Comprehensive Plan and to the management strategies 
that outline the annual priorities to meet the goals of the Plan. Staff will be soliciting input from 
the public, regulated entities, cooperating resource agencies and elected officials on the 
directions SRBC should be pursuing. SRBC sincerely invites your participation in that effort 
and your continued input on our activities. 




