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Good morning Chairman Vitali, Chairman Causer, and members of the Environmental Resources & Energy 

Committee. My name is Jill Whitcomb, and I am the Director of the Bureau of Watershed Restoration and 

Nonpoint Source Management within the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).  I 

would like to first start by thanking you for your interest in supporting clean water efforts in Pennsylvania and 

for inviting me to share with you some of our successes and challenges.  I would like to share some brief 

background about the Bureau, which, until the middle of 2022, was known as DEP’s Chesapeake Bay Office. 



The Bureau, comprised of staff in Harrisburg and in the DEP regional offices, works with state and local 

partners to improve, protect, and restore local water quality statewide and specifically within the Chesapeake 

Bay watershed.  We partner with local organizations and entities, including the 66 conservation districts across 

the Commonwealth, to implement agricultural and other nonpoint source pollution prevention programs through 

agreements and grants.  For example, we oversee the statewide Growing Greener Plus grants program, which is 

funded through the Commonwealth’s flagship Environmental Stewardship Fund. 

Specific to the Chesapeake Bay watershed, the Bureau serves the Commonwealth by providing the leadership, 

coordination, and support of holistic efforts to improve water quality in Pennsylvania streams and rivers that 

eventually flow into the Chesapeake Bay.  Pennsylvania is the largest landholder in the watershed, making up 

35 percent of the total Chesapeake Bay drainage basin.  There are nearly 1,800 local governments in the 

Chesapeake Bay watershed, of which almost 1,100 are in Pennsylvania. The Susquehanna River is the 

Chesapeake Bay’s largest tributary, which contributes about half of the total freshwater to the Bay estuary.  This 

region of the Commonwealth is productive hydrologically and economically.  The central Pennsylvania region 

is within a 500-mile radius of more than 40% of the nation’s population, and more than 60% of Canada’s 

population.  The goods and economic activity produced in this region reach far beyond the Chesapeake Bay 

watershed. 

Pennsylvania boasts a robust agricultural industry, with upwards of 30,000 farms in the Chesapeake Bay 

watershed.  The scale and breadth of Pennsylvania’s water pollution challenges associated with agriculture, 

particularly in the Bay watershed, are also unique compared to neighboring states. Lancaster County has more 

than three times the dairy farms and twice the dairy cows than the entire state of Maryland.  Lancaster also has 

more than twice the egg-laying hens than Virginia and Maryland combined.  Looking further north, Union 

County has twice the hogs and pigs sold as the entire state of Maryland.  East of Lancaster County is Chester 

County, and while only part of Chester County is within the Chesapeake Bay watershed, that part is home to 

almost 700 farms, with 95% of the streams impaired by agriculture.  These are only three of the 43 counties in 

Pennsylvania that drain, either fully or partially, to the Chesapeake Bay.   

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) enacted the Chesapeake Bay Total Maximum Daily Load 

(TMDL) in 2010.  The TMDL serves as the “pollution diet” for the Chesapeake Bay, setting planning targets for 

nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment loads coming downstream from each Bay state (and Washington D.C.) to 

the Bay.  President Obama identified the Chesapeake Bay as a “national treasure” in his 2009 Executive Order 

(EO 13508).  To boost the resources that the states have invested, EPA has provided funding to the watershed 

states specific to Chesapeake Bay restoration.  Beginning in 2010, the seven jurisdictions (six states and 

Washington D.C.) developed three “Phases” of Watershed Implementation Plans (WIPs).  Pennsylvania’s first 

two phases took more of a “top-down” approach, with feedback sought from the public but without state 

agencies fully engaging with our local partners.  Although work was being done and projects and practices were 

being implemented, Pennsylvania’s first WIPs served more in the background.  In 2014, the Chesapeake Bay 

Watershed Agreement was signed, which includes 31 goals and outcomes.  In 2015, due to concerns of 

Pennsylvania’s lack of progress in meeting pollution reduction goals, EPA withheld federal funding from DEP 

until the Chesapeake Bay Restoration Strategy for Pennsylvania was put in place.  That strategy included:  a 

new agriculture inspection program focused on small farms; a focus on documenting and reporting implemented 

practices to demonstrate reductions; identification of legislative, programmatic or regulatory changes to meet 

the goals by 2025; the establishment of a new Chesapeake Bay Office within DEP; and efforts to obtain 

additional resources for water quality improvement. 

Fast forward to 2017.  DEP determined that we needed a new approach to the development of the third phase of 

Pennsylvania’s Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implementation Plan, our Phase 3 WIP.  A Steering Committee led 

the charge, co-chaired by the team of Cabinet Secretaries from DEP, the Pennsylvania Department of 

Agriculture (PDA), and the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR).  Action 



Leaders, from within the state agencies as well as from our external partners, were identified to chair the Phase 

3 WIP Workgroups.  For example, the Wastewater Workgroup for the Phase 3 WIP was co-chaired by leaders 

from DEP and the Pennsylvania Municipal Authorities Association (PMAA).  The Phase 3 WIP Agriculture 

Workgroup was co-chaired by a team of four leaders from DEP, PDA, Penn State University, and Pennsylvania 

Farm Bureau.  Workgroups were comprised of representatives from every sector – forestry, stormwater, 

agriculture, and wastewater – as well as Funding and Local Area Goals workgroups.  The relationships created 

and sustained during this ongoing engagement led to stakeholder empowerment, and, just as importantly, 

locally implementable and supported approaches to implementing the Commonwealth’s Phase 3 WIP. 

Part of the development of the Phase 3 WIP included working with four “Pilot counties” to test drive the new 

Countywide Action Plan (CAP) concept derived by the Local Area Goals workgroup.  The Phase 3 WIP would 

provide the underlying supports for local actions, but each county would get the opportunity to voluntarily 

develop their own plan with their own local goals and priorities in mind.  Beginning in 2020, DEP took the 

lessons learned from the four pilot counties and expanded them to the rest of the counties in phases. 

All counties that were asked to participate in CAP development said yes.  DEP, through the use of 

Environmental Stewardship Funds, was able to provide additional resources to participating counties to support 

personnel in charge of coordinating each county’s CAP and a streamlined and flexible funding approach to 

implementing each county’s plan. 

A 100% voluntary participation rate, for something new and different, during the COVID-19 global pandemic, 

shows that improvements of water quality in local waters that flow to the Chesapeake Bay are valued by local 

leaders and stakeholders. 

From a water quality assessment standpoint, Pennsylvania has netted significant success since 2019 due to the 

momentum built through the engagement and empowerment of our local stakeholders, and through 

improvements made to existing state agency programs.  Modeled reductions show that, since 2019, 

Pennsylvania has almost doubled the amount of nitrogen reductions over the previous five years.  In addition to 

modeled results, actual water quality monitoring data show that there are improving conditions in nitrogen, 

phosphorus, and sediment at the Susquehanna River Input Monitoring (RIM) station.  Since DEP’s 2020 

Integrated Water Quality Report, more than 144 stream miles have been reassessed as restored in 

Pennsylvania’s Chesapeake Bay watershed, including the largest Acid Mine Drainage (AMD) restoration in 

recorded history. 

This progress is being made because of the engagement and empowerment of local partners, but also because 

there is funding supporting the efforts of those local partners.  DEP’s existing Growing Greener grants program 

has continued to invest in water quality improvement programs and projects statewide, netting most of the 

restoration successes of streams and lakes across the Commonwealth.  New DEP programs include the flexible 

CAP Implementation “block grant” program, which allocated Growing Greener grant funds to accelerate 

implementation of priority projects identified by Pennsylvania counties in the Chesapeake Bay watershed.  The 

2019 Pennsylvania Farm Bill initiated the new Conservation Excellence Grant (CEG) and the Keystone Tree 

Fund was enacted that year to fund riparian forest buffer and urban tree canopy projects.  The latest new 

funding program, the Clean Streams Fund, is serving as a significant boost to agriculture conservation funding 

through the Agriculture Conservation Assistance Program as well as funding toward stormwater management 

(Act 167 Stormwater Management Planning) and wastewater infrastructure (H2OPA and Small Sewer and 

Water Projects).  Improvements to existing programs include streamlining data management systems, using a 

centralized geodatabase system for conservation districts and grantees to track their program-related and grant-

funded outputs, which reduces the reporting and administrative burden. 

I want to take a moment to shift the focus to my counterparts who are here today.  We at DEP can’t do this 

alone.  There is not one single entity that can be all things to all people.  The Bureau is driven by collaboration 



with our partners, stakeholders, and Commonwealth residents.  As you know, trust is the foundation of all 

strong relationships.  The Bureau has invested the time to build trust, and demonstrate trustworthiness, through 

transparent communication and reliable follow-through of our commitments with our partners.  I’ve brought 

along a handout that I’d like to share with you – these are testimonials from our local leaders, partners, and 

residents.  It’s one thing to hear me talk about the importance of investing in water quality, but it’s even more 

important to read what Pennsylvania residents have to say. 

We can only provide the support our local partners need to improve, restore, and protect waters of the 

Commonwealth if we have the necessary resources to do so; otherwise, our commitments are just words on 

paper and a plan on the shelf. 

In summary, we have built momentum from the ground up, to ensure clean water for Pennsylvania’s 

communities and residents.  We are demonstrating success with investing funds and resources in areas of 

greatest need in Pennsylvania’s portion of the Chesapeake Bay watershed, and we continue to make 

improvements in our programs to support and advance the progress being made locally.  We need to continue to 

support our local leaders and partners.  Enhanced long-term dedicated funding, through the Commonwealth’s 

statewide Environmental Stewardship Fund and DEP’s Growing Greener grants program, as well as other 

statewide programs, such as the State Conservation Commission’s Agriculture Conservation Assistance 

Program and DCNR’s Keystone Tree Fund, will go a long way to support efforts within the Chesapeake Bay 

watershed and across the Commonwealth. 

Thank you and I look forward to answering any questions you may have.  


