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EPA Region III 

General Comments: 

Comment: 

The Department has done an excellent job assessing the aquatic life use of Pennsylvania (PA) 

waters.   EPA notes the Department assessed an additional 1,000 miles of streams for 

recreational use.  EPA encourages the Department to continue assessing PA waters for fish 

consumption, recreation and potable water supply uses.  

 

Response:     

DEP continues to monitor and assess streams for fish consumption, potable water supply and 

recreational uses.   For 2012 the Department has increased the number of volunteer groups 

involved with recreational use monitoring to 36 in 95 watersheds. 

 

Comment: 

EPA would also suggest the Department continue its probabilistic stream sampling and urges the 

Department to report the results of the probabilistic sampling program in future IRs and to EPA 

via the State-wide Statistical Survey Web Data Entry Tool.  

 

Response:  

During 2012 the Department will complete sampling of the final rotating basin in the 

Commonwealth and in 2013 will begin a new probabilistic monitoring plan.   Data analyzed 

through 2011 will be reported on the State-wide Statistical Survey Web Data Entry Tool. 

 

Comment: 

On April 25, 2012, Mr. John Arway, Executive Director of the PA Fish and Boat Commission 

(PFBC), sent a letter to EPA Regional Administrator, Shawn Garvin.  Mr. Arway referenced an 

August 31, 2011 letter he submitted to the Department requesting an impairment listing for the 

Susquehanna River.  EPA is currently evaluating issues raised by Mr. Arway.  EPA expects the 

Department to review and respond to comments submitted by Mr. Arway and evaluate issues 

raised by the PFBC.  EPA encourages the Department to maintain efforts to assess fish health 

and the aquatic life use in the Susquehanna River and to continue working with PFBC on fish 

health issues in the Susquehanna Basin.  

 

Response: 

The Department has evaluated the issues raised by Mr. Arway and provided responses beginning 

on page 38.  The Department will continue to work with PFBC and other stakeholders in the 

Susquehanna basin to identify stressors and assess the aquatic life use.  

 

Comment: 

Based on prior review of delisting package and email exchanges with Department staff, the 

delistings proposed by PADEP are acceptable.  EPA appreciates the responsiveness of 

Department staff on providing that documentation.   
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Response: 

The Department thanks you for your concurrence. 

 

Category 4A 

Comment: 

The category 4A list looks satisfactory but EPA review continues, and we may send additional  

comments on category 4A at a later time. 

 

Response: 

The Department thanks you for your concurrence and will respond to any additional comments 

in the future. 

 

Category 4B 

Comment: 

Frankford Creek (16535) and Tacony Creek (16535) organic enrichment/low D.O. impairments 

were newly added to category 4B in 2012.  Please provide a justification that outlines the six 

required elements in both the Guidance for 2006 Assessment, Listing and Reporting 

Requirements Pursuant to Sections 303(d), 305(b) and 314 of the Clean Water Act (IRG) and 

Information Concerning 2008 Clean Water Act Sections 303(d), 305(b), and 314 Integrated 

Reporting and Listing Decisions (IRG) Attachment 2. 

 

Response: 

A justification that complies with the six required elements in both the Guidance for 2006 

Assessment, Listing and Reporting Requirements Pursuant to Sections 303(d), 305(b) and 314 of 

the Clean Water Act (IRG) and Information Concerning 2008 Clean Water Act Sections 303(d), 

305(b), and 314 Integrated Reporting and Listing Decisions (IRG) Attachment 2 will be 

included with the official submission of the 2012 Integrated Report to EPA. 

 

Comment: 

Tacony Creek had water/flow variability, flow alterations and other habitat alterations removed 

from category 4C.  EPA agrees with the addition of an organic enrichment/low D.O. impairment 

for Tacony Creek.  The stream is still impacted by channelization and dams and the habitat 

impairments should be recognized in one of PA’s IR categories.   

 

Response: 

The water/flow variability, flow alterations and other habitat alterations impairments to 

Tacony/Frankford Creek have been restored to category 4C. 

 

Comment: 

Lewis Run (15928) nutrients moved from category 5 to 4B with a 2002 list year.  Please submit a 

justification for the change to category 4B that includes the six required elements referenced 

above. 
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Response: 

Nutrients were not moved from category 5 to 4B but rather they are a new Source/Cause added 

to Lewis Run in 2012.  The 2010 listed Sources and Causes all still remain.  We will submit a 

justification for the 4B listing along with the Consent Order and Agreement.  The list year was 

corrected to 2012. 

 

Category 5 

Comment: 

Neshaminy Creek PCB impairment in 2010 had a list date of 2006.  In 2012, the list date was 

changed to 1996.  Based on EPA records, the date should appear as 2006. 

 

Response: 

EPA is correct and the list date was changed back to 2006. 

 

Comment: 

The Neshaminy watershed and Skippack watershed 1996 nutrient related listings are still in 

category 5 due to the withdrawal of previous TMDLs.  Please provide an update as to when the 

Department plans to complete TMDLs for these waters. 

 

Response: 

Pennsylvania currently has no schedule for developing TMDLs in these watersheds.  The 

Department will provide any data collected to supplement data that would be needed for TMDL 

development. 

 

Appendix F 

Comment: 

Please explain the reason for multiple salinity/TDS/chlorides impairment cause removals and 

replacement with cause unknown in 2012. 

 

Response: 

This was an error.  The causes of Salinity/TDS/Chlorides were meant to be changed to TDS, as 

none of the listings should have included Salinity or Chlorides.  The impairments changed to 

Cause Unknown in error have been corrected for the official submission of the 2012 Integrated 

Report. 

 

Issues from 2010 Integrated Report Partial Approval: 

Comment: 

EPA has reviewed the water quality data the Department provided for the Monongahela River.  

The additional data provided clarification to the assessment decision made in 2010 by the 

Department.  EPA agrees with the Department’s 2010 and 2012 assessment determinations for 

potable water supply uses on the Monongahela River.  

 

Response: 

The Department thanks you for your concurrence. 
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Comment: 

Please provide clarification on the spatial extent of Paxton Creek assessment ID 15501 and its 

relation to CSO outfalls.  Additionally, please submit an updated justification, which meets the 

guidance referenced in comment six, for the addition of the Paxton Creek BOD impairment to 

category 4B.  EPA understands that the addition of Paxton Creek BOD impairment to category 

4B does not affect the status of the siltation watershed TMDL completed in 2008 for Paxton 

Creek Watershed. 

 

Response: 

Assessment ID 15501 extends from the confluence with the Susquehanna River to an unnamed 

tributary adjacent to Elmerton Avenue in the vicinity of Industrial Road.  The assessment 

previously included approximately 1 more mile onto the Harrisburg Area Community College 

grounds due to incorrect locational information on Harrisburg CSOs.  The Department will 

submit a justification meeting the six requirements from the referenced guidance when the 2012 

Integrated Report is officially submitted to EPA.  The status of the siltation TMDL has not 

changed.
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Delaware Riverkeeper Network 

Overall Comments:  

Comment:    

On behalf of our 10,000 members, Delaware Riverkeeper Network (DRN) respectfully submits 

comments to the PA DEP (the Department) on its Draft 2012 Integrated Report. DRN 

appreciates the time and attention that Department staff has dedicated to the development of this 

important work with the goal to identify and clean-up streams that are not meeting their current 

designated uses and failing their water quality standards. 

 

Response:   

The Department thanks the commentator for recognizing the work involved in drafting this 

report. 

 

Comment:  

Delaware Riverkeeper Network (DRN) would like to thank the Department for its innovative 

partnership that links citizen groups with the Department – specifically as it relates to bacteria 

testing for integrated listing purposes. This program was built on the strong foundation of PA 

DEP’s Citizens’ Volunteer Monitoring Program (CVMP) which was discontinued by the 

Department in 2009. It has been a pleasure working with environmental professionals in that 

capacity over the years to collect important stream data for the Commonwealth. DRN believes 

that these partnerships with local and regional watershed groups through the CVMP were cost-

effective for the state and we encourage the Dept. to reinstitute the CVMP and its staff as soon as 

possible in order to continue to benefit from public and private partnerships that serve both the 

state and the watershed groups that can use the data collected locally in their protection and 

restoration efforts.  At a time when budgets are tight all around and staffing at the Department is 

further strained, partnering like that of the bacterial monitoring project, the lake monitoring 

project, and the healthy waters initiative is critical to ensuring Pennsylvania’s streams are 

protected. 

 

Response:   

Although cuts to the Citizens’ Volunteer Monitoring Program were made during the prior 

administration, DEP continues to work with organizations outside the Department, such as 

County Conservation Districts and Regional Watershed Groups, to monitor, maintain and protect 

water quality in the Commonwealth.  In 2012, this includes 36 volunteer groups working in 95 

watersheds.  

 

Comment:    

Continued vacancies at the Dept. are a great concern for Delaware Riverkeeper Network and the 

watershed and community groups we work with who value clean water and a healthy 

environment. Governor Corbett’s proposed fiscal year 2012-2013 budget would cut an additional 

$10.5 million from the DEP general fund appropriation, reducing it to $124 million. The DEP 

state appropriation was cut $10 million last year, and its state appropriation has been reduced by 

$65 million since 2006. The Department cannot perform its mission reasonably with a budget 

below $170 million, according to former DEP Secretary John Hanger. Given the amount of work 

necessary to clean up impaired waterways, and the additional regulation and monitoring of 
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streams needed to ensure degradation does not occur, these continued cuts to the Department are 

not sustainable. Given the growth of industrial gas drilling permitted and projected in the state, 

these cuts are irresponsible and go squarely against the duty of our elected and appointed 

officials to protect the citizens who rely on government regulators to protect their water, air, and 

land from private interests whose goal is profit over all else. 

 

Response:  

The Department believes that current staffing and funding levels are sufficient to protect the 

waters of the Commonwealth. 

 

Comment:  

It is essential that the Dept. has up-to-date assessment data for all of the streams (impaired, non-

impaired and anti-degradation streams) of the Commonwealth that will be impacted by gas 

drilling in the Marcellus and other deep shale formations. It is also imperative that more water 

quality standards are set to better regulate this industrial and new source of pollution and better 

tracking from cradle to grave is needed of produced water. More rigorous and additional long 

term monitoring is imperative and cumulative impact studies in watersheds where drilling is 

projected and occurring is also critical. This industry brings with it a tremendous work load and 

need for increased Department oversight personnel, not budget cuts. The Dept. and the O&G 

permitting staff should consider what streams are already failing water quality criteria due to lack 

of adequate protection and pollution.  DRN questions how it is feasible and within the mission of 

the Department to approve additional gas drilling and water withdrawal permits for these 

impaired streams to be impacted by the additional strain that oil and gas development and the 

various water quality and water quantity impacts that come with it as build out continues. DRN 

strongly believes that permitting oil and gas permits in impaired watersheds goes squarely 

against the mission of the DEP and will not adequately protect already impaired streams from 

additional harm or bring them anywhere closer to being restored. Due to the intense development 

and natural gas leasing underway in the state and the fragmentation and conversion from forest 

land to industrial landscape the industry will cause, it is imperative that pro-active and 

cumulative environmental impact studies are conducted for all integrated listed streams (and any 

other streams for that matter that are not impaired with very special attention and avoidance in 

our HQ and EV watersheds) before major landuse modification by the O&G industry is further 

permitted. If just 3,845 well sites were to be constructed in the next two decades, the total forest 

clearing in Pennsylvania would be nearly 34,000 acres. 

 

To date there has been no legally permitted drilling in the Delaware Watershed (except for 

several exploratory wells), due to the foresight and good management of the Delaware River 

Basin Commission (DRBC) and citizen concern about Marcellus shale exploration, and similar 

precautions need to be taken for other parts of the state by the Department and for other streams 

in the Delaware Watershed that lie outside of the DRBC’s special protection waters region. 

 

Also considering the time and expense and necessary restoration that is required for impaired 

streams on the Integrated List, the Department should do a better job of protecting HQ and EV 

streams from any anti-degradation from the natural gas industry and any impairments to our 

TSF, CWF, and WWF that may be impacted. Conducting comprehensive, Basin-wide studies of 
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impacts from shale gas in major watersheds would help aggregate critical facts and science. 

Shale gas development consumes not just freshwater, but fundamentally alters landscapes and 

therefore overall watershed health. For example, according to the Nature Conservancy’s 2010 

report, well sites take up an average of 3 acres of land, or nearly 9 acres when associated 

infrastructure (e.g., roads, water impoundments, and pipelines) are considered. Adjacent lands 

can also be impacted, especially in forest settings where clearings fragment forests, create new 

edges, and change habitat conditions for sensitive wildlife and plant species. If just 3,845 well 

sites were to be constructed in the next two decades, the total forest clearing in Pennsylvania 

would be nearly 34,000 acres. It is also likely that gas development will occur in close proximity 

to nearly 30 percent of High Quality (HQ) and 5 percent of Exceptional Value (EV) streams, all 

of which are greatly threatened by the deforestation, soil compaction, runoff, and other factors 

associated with well sites. In addition, a majority of the intact native brook trout watersheds in 

Pennsylvania are likely to be affected by gas development, making rigorous sediment controls 

and other protective measures essential for survival of this and other critical species. 

 

Response:   

The Department believes sufficient safeguards are in place to protect the quality of the 

Commonwealth’s waters.  The Department will continue to work with existing efforts, such as 

the 2012 Integrated Report, to regularly and routinely monitor the quality of the waters of the 

Commonwealth.   Data gathered from the 2012 Integrated Report has been, and will continue to 

be used by the Department in order to assess our efforts to protect the waters of the 

Commonwealth.  

 

The new ESCGP-2 requires all activities conducted in sediment impaired waters to implement 

ABACT BMPs to prevent the project from contributing additional sediment to a sediment 

impaired area. In addition, well permits for unconventional wells located in HQ and EV waters, 

which do not require an E&S permit, will be required to submit an E&S plan to the Department 

for approval prior to constructing the well site. 

 

The Department believes Pennsylvania has an excellent program in place to address any 

concerns associated with the natural gas industry.  Pennsylvania’s regulatory program was 

evaluated by the independent, non-profit, multi-stakeholder State Review of Oil and Natural Gas 

Environmental Regulations organization (STRONGER) and received positive marks.  The State 

University of New York at Buffalo’s Shale Resources and Society Institute released a 

comprehensive study which found that Pennsylvania’s program and regulations have been quite 

effective at reducing the impacts per well drilled and that there is a compelling case that 

Pennsylvania state oversight of oil and gas regulation has been effective.  DEP staff continues to 

monitor and assess streams in areas of gas drilling.  These activities are described in detail in a 

later response. 

 

Comment:   

The Susquehanna is in desperate need of being listed so that it can adequately be cleaned up, for 

example. 
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Response:  

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred.  The available data currently supports the Department’s belief that an 

impairment listing on Category 5, for any protected use, is not merited.  A Category 5 listing is 

not a requirement to address problems in a watershed.  The Department encourages projects that 

result in improvement to water quality for all waters of the Commonwealth, regardless of the 

Category on which it may appear in the Integrated Report.  

 

Specific Comments: 
Comment: 

The background information and description on the website of the Integrated Report is excellent. 

The links and Adobe finder are also very helpful to dissect the integrated report and find specific 

information and streams by key words. The ability to view the assessment methodologies with 

the links is also very helpful.  

 

Response: 

The Department appreciates this comment. 

 

Comment:  

Page 5-Waters should attain all of their uses, not just one. Please better explain which of the 

Categories currently require a TMDL be developed and the rationale of only requiring TMDLs 

for some of the streams not meeting their uses. Please define what is meant or defined as 

“reasonable timeframe” for Category 4B. Please better explain and provide examples of what is 

meant by Category 4C. 

 

Response: 

The Department agrees that waters should attain all their uses; unfortunately, this is not always 

the case. The only category currently requiring a TMDL is Category 5. The statutory authority 

for States’ development of TMDLs comes from Section 303(d) of the Federal Clean Water Act 

(40 CFR 130.7(a)) requiring states to establish TMDLs for all “pollutants” identified as 

preventing attainment of water quality standards in water quality-limited segments.  Therefore, 

there is no requirement to develop a TMDL for a waterbody when standards are not being met 

due to other factors such as hydromodifications or habitat alterations – “Pollution” impairments 

found on Category 4C. These waterbodies, though not attaining all uses, are assigned to 

categories defined by USEPA as impaired but not requiring a TMDL.  Although a TMDL is not 

required, the Department can still address the problems through other mechanisms such as 

Growing Greener grant projects that restore streambanks or fund dam removals. 

 

A reasonable time frame for Category 4B has been defined as 3 years, and you can find this 

referenced on the Integrated Report webpage describing the Category. 

 

Category 4C is for impairments not caused by a “pollutant”.  These impairments are caused by 

“pollution” and examples include habitat alterations, changes in water flow and other types of 

hydromodification. 
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Comment: 

Page 8. Part B2.1 Pollution Prevention and Energy Efficiency Program  

The Department states that “Not only does preventing pollution create a healthier, more 

sustainable environment, it also saves money, contributing to a stronger economy. Programs 

throughout the Dept. are built upon the premise that not generating waste is preferable to dealing 

with waste after it is generated.”  

DRN agrees whole heartedly with DEP’s points about curving waste production and supports 

DEP’s efforts to curve energy and waste production.  

But DEP’s Oil and Gas Program squarely conflicts with this sustainable program of DEP’s to 

curving waste production with the generation of flowback water that comes from gas drilling.  

 

Response: 

The DEP statement contemplates conducting activities in an environmentally sound and efficient 

manner, not ceasing the activities completely. The DEP has implemented regulations, including 

Chapter 95, which requires operators to develop a waste reduction plan. In addition, DEP has 

implemented numerous other programs to promote recycling and reduce net waste production, 

including centralized impoundments and OG-71. The oil and gas program has been acting in a 

manner consistent with the statement above. 

 

Comment:  

Page 9 – Part B2.2(a).NPDES 

What new permit requirements has DEP required of facilities treating Oil & Gas waste? What 

new criteria has DEP required in these permits to address the many constituents that are found in 

gas drilling that could lead to impaired waterways? Inadequate tracking of waste is described in 

the next section.  

 

Response: 

DEP is implementing 25 Pa. Code § 95.10 in NPDES permits to control sources of Total 

Dissolved Solids (TDS) and other parameters related to oil and gas wastewater.  The technical 

guidance, Policy and Procedure for NPDES Permitting of Discharges of Total Dissolved Solids 

(TDS) -- 25 Pa. Code §95.10, DEP-ID 385-2100-002, describes the implementation of 95.10 in 

detail as regards to NPDES permitting of these high-TDS sources.  DEP is also implementing 25 

Pa. Code § 92a.24(a) by requiring notification and approval where necessary prior to the 

acceptance of additional sources of pollutants at wastewater treatment facilities, including oil and 

gas wastewater.   

 

(DRN Excerpt from 2012 Integrated Report Narrative to provide context for comment below) 

Page 10 Part B2.2 (b) Compliance and Enforcement  

Approximately 7,585 facilities inspections were conducted during 2010 and 2011 (fiscal years). 

Generally if environmental damage or willfulness is not involved in violations an attempt is 

made to obtain voluntary compliance. In more serious situations, criminal, civil, or 
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administrative actions may be used. DEP field offices completed 1,371 such actions in the state 

resulting in approximately $6.4 million in penalties.  

 

Comment:  

How many violations came out of the 7,585 inspections? What percentage of these inspections 

were sewer plants versus oil and gas operations? DRN would encourage inspections be 

unannounced by DEP staff and that more significant fines that ultimately affect the industries 

bottom line are warranted with the industrial inputs of oil and gas set to increase over the years. 

DRN also encourages additional compliance, enforcement, and monitoring staff be added to 

better cover all the activity taking place in the state from oil and gas and wastewater facilities 

and landfills dealing with waste. Without these measures, impaired waterways which are 

expensive to clean up are inevitable.  

 

Response: 

In response to this question and to collect updated information, DEP examined calendar years 

2010 and 2011.  During that two year period, there were 9,469 inspections of sewage, industrial 

wastewater, industrial stormwater, CAFO and MS4 facilities recorded in our database.  Of these 

9,469 inspections, there were 2,439 inspections (26%) in which one or more violations were 

noted.  DEP is unable to respond to the comment concerning the distribution of inspections 

because insufficient information is provided in the comment to pursue this query.  For example, 

it is unclear whether the comment is requesting the number of inspections of “centralized waste 

treatment facilities” or any facility that may have received oil and gas wastewater. 

 

Comment: 

Page 11 Part B2.2(d). Oil and Gas  

How many Oil and Gas well pads were permitted by DEP in this period of time? Please include 

the tallies as is done in other sections at the appropriate section. This section deals with NPDES 

but providing these totals and Oil and Gas Permits is important for the public to see the impact 

and workload associated with this activity by the Dept. 

 

Please elaborate more on the processing and tracking of facilities that still accept and treat 

wastewater and other drilling wastes that end up in landfills and potentially in groundwater or 

surface water? The manifest system for waste from shale gas drilling and hydraulic fracturing 

seems to not be a closed loop. The operator self-reports to the Department where the type of 

waste goes (frack water, cuttings, drilling muds, etc.) and the amount of waste, but the receiver 

of the waste does not verify receipt and what the ultimate fate of the waste was. This makes it 

impossible to accurately define and calculate the constituents of the waste that is ultimately 

discharged into a stream or dumped into landfills, or taken back by the drillers to reuse, leading 

to a debate about the source of pollutants (such as TDS) that lead to water quality limitations and 

an accurate picture of the cause of why waterways may not be attaining standards.  

 

An example of this tracking issue was just in the news last week. A Lancaster Company, 

Armstrong Environmental Services in East Lampeter Township, had been accepting and treating 

waste illegally. Since the beginning of 2011, Armstrong has treated 228 tons of Marcellus Shale 

drill cuttings and 2,221 barrels of oil and gas drilling mud, spent lubricants and drilling fluids 
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other than fracking fluids. The waste comes from scores of wells in Susquehanna County owned 

by Houston-based Cabot Oil & Gas, and WPX Energy, based in Tulsa, Okla. Armstrong is one 

of 25 facilities in Pennsylvania that accept or treat such wastev.  

Why doesn't PA require a complete and final reporting of all waste so that accurate assessments 

with the causes of impairments can be done accurately and waterways can be cleaned up or 

protected as is intended? The tracking system needs substantial improvements to protect both 

groundwater and surface waters from this waste accounting problem that can lead to a poor 

integrated report and more impaired waterways.  

 

Response: 

Natural gas drilling operators submit reports to the Department on management of drilling 

wastes (basic sediment, drill cuttings, drilling fluids, flow-back fluid, flow-back fracturing sand, 

produced water, and spent lubricant).  These reports include the type, quantity, and receiving 

facility for all waste generated during the drilling, completion, or operation of an oil and/or gas 

well in PA.  This data is reported annually for conventional wells and semi-annually for 

unconventional wells. Those reports are available at the following link: 

https://www.paoilandgasreporting.state.pa.us/publicreports/Modules/Welcome/Welcome.aspx 

The waste facility listed in the reports may be a final disposal site such as a landfill or disposal 

well.  Alternatively, it may be a treatment facility that in turn produces residual wastes for final 

disposal.  The treatment facility reports the disposal of these residual wastes separately. 
 

Comment: 

Page 12 - Construction and Urban Runoff  

BMPs of this type of construction and urban runoff needs more long term monitoring conducted 

as part of the permitting process to ensure construction activity is not causing short term and long 

term problems and that BMPs are working long term. DRN understands The Nature 

Conservancy is currently examining BMPs used for pipeline construction projects across the 

nation to determine what works and what does not work. This information should be 

incorporated into DEP’s BMP Manual when available. BMPs need also consider not only 

erosion and sediment and stormwater flows during and after construction, but native plantings 

and habitat should be considered as part of the BMP. For example, cold season grasses along 

pipeline corridors provide little habitat to wildlife. Native grasses and even native shrub layers 

could be incorporated by the developers to better reduce the fragmentation and impacts of these 

permanent changes to the landscape. Invasive plants should also be minimized and replaced with 

natives.  

Better BMP management is needed to ensure pre and post construction does not increase 

stormwater and that invasive species, sediment, hydrologic modifications to wetlands and 

streams and other problems do not persist.  

 

Response: 

BMPs that are included in the Erosion and Sediment Pollution Control Manual (BMP manual; 

Publication 363-2134-008) have been determined to be protective of water quality standards and 

existing and designated uses, when constructed and maintained correctly.  In addition, ABACT 

BMPs have been determined to be protective of water quality standards and existing and 

designated uses for special protection watersheds.  The updated Chapter 102 regulations have 

requirements for long-term operation and maintenance of post construction stormwater 

https://www.paoilandgasreporting.state.pa.us/publicreports/Modules/Welcome/Welcome.aspx
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management BMPs, including deed restrictions.  In addition, operation and maintenance must be 

addressed as part of both the erosion and sedimentation control plan and the post construction 

stormwater management plan for all projects requiring an NPDES permit for stormwater 

discharges associated with construction activities.  The current BMP manual, as well as the 

Riparian Forest Buffer Guidance (Publication #394-5600-001), includes recommendations for 

using native plantings and avoiding invasive species in any vegetation mixtures or plantings 

done as part of site stabilization or restoration.   

 

Comment: 

Page 14 – The new buffer requirement for HQ and EV streams of 150 feet is critical and 

essential to protecting water quality. All streams deserve this protection and buffer requirement 

and the science is there to further strengthen these important regulations. The voluntary 100 foot 

buffer should be made mandatory for all streams.  

 

Response: 

Applicants for projects in non-special protection waters are encouraged to implement voluntary 

riparian buffers as part of their post construction stormwater management plan. 

 

(DRN Excerpt from 2012 Integrated Report Narrative to provide context for comment below) 

Page 14 – Stormwater Permits Conservation Districts  

DEP and county conservation districts jointly administer issuance of NPDES permits for 

stormwater discharges associated with construction activities. During calendar years 2009 and  

2010, conservation districts received, reviewed and acknowledged 2,871 Notices of Intent (NOI) 

for coverage under the statewide general permit. DEP issued 607 individual NPDES permits 

authorizing stormwater discharges from construction activities. In addition, conservation districts 

conducted 30,177 compliance-monitoring inspections at permitted and non-permitted sites. 

Conservation districts also conducted 5,539 complaint investigations, in addition to routine 

compliance inspections.  

 

Comment:  

Of the 5,539 complaint investigations – how many were resolved with monetary fines being 

given to the polluter and how much were the polluters fined?  

How many of these permits were associated with Oil and Gas Construction? And what was the 

breakdown of permits in HQ and EV watersheds? With drilling taking place often in HQ and EV 

regions, the number of individual permits (607) looks low. Has DEP ensured that operations 

happening in HQ and EV streams attain an individual permit over a general permit?  

The Department’s O&G Program should work with Water Quality Standards to provide a 

column in the existing tracking tables online and available to the public that includes the 

designation for each of the permits that is issued with the waterbody also outlined. This 

information is on the permit and could be easily incorporated.  

 

Response: 

Of the 5,539 complaint investigations conducted by the county conservation districts, 22 were 

resolved with total monetary penalties of $82,671; this does not include any investigations 

completed by the Department that resulted in monetary fines.  Also, none of the 5,539 complaint 
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investigations involved gas well site construction.  The complaint investigations conducted by 

the county conservation districts may include inspections of oil and gas sites that are permitted 

by the districts (transmission lines).  This number does not include inspections of oil and gas 

sites that are permitted by the Department (all other types of projects).  In addition, the data on 

complaint investigations are not broken down by oil and gas sites versus other types of sites that 

are inspected by the county conservation districts (conventional land development, transportation 

projects, utilities, etc.).  The number of individual permits would not include any ESCGP 

permits, either issued by the Department or the county conservation districts, as these are general 

permits. 

 

Comment:  

Page 15-PA’s Growing Greener Program has been a successful and cost effective way to work 

with community groups to protect and improve watersheds of the Commonwealth. Continued 

funding of this program and the Keystone Program is essential to ensure PA can meet the 

challenges of the future and continue important cost-effective partnerships. The EPA Targeted 

Grants are also an important way to leverage federal dollars to improve the streams of the region 

with help from community groups.  

 

Response: 

PA’s Growing Greener Program is continuing.  The fund continues to receive money from 

tipping fees and may also receive money from the Marcellus legislation that was recently passed 

and signed by the Governor.  There will be a grant round opening later in 2012 and it is 

anticipated that grant rounds will be held in future years as well. 

 

Comment: 

Page 16 – Building Capacity  

The Consortium for Technical Assistance to Watersheds (C-SAW) would be good to include in 

this section along with the link to the website: http://pa.water.usgs.gov/csaw/ 

 

And 

 

Page 16 – Building Capacity – The Department may want to add in the C-SAW Program here as 

this Program with a network of service providers is available to help local watershed groups and 

municipalities monitor and restore their watersheds. C-SAW works with the watershed 

specialists that are highlighted. More details here: http://pa.water.usgs.gov/csaw/ 

 

Response: 

A reference to C-SAW will be included in the final Integrated Report narrative document.  C-

SAW is a consortium of service providers providing assistance to watershed groups, 

municipalities etc.  C-SAW is funded by a Growing Greener grant, the project advisor for the 

grant reviews and approves projects before they are deemed eligible under this program.  DEP 

works closely with C-SAW service providers and have been working with them for many years.  

C-SAW has provided and continues to provide valuable assistance, and we often refer groups to 

C-SAW for assistance since the CVMP program was discontinued in 2009. 

 

http://pa.water.usgs.gov/csaw/
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Comment: 

Page 17 – Abandoned Mine Reclamation  

Given the tremendous impact legacy mining and drilling has on the Commonwealth and DEP 

recognizing the “monumental set of problems” that in many cases are irreversible or in need of 

major resource inputs, it is critical that irreparable harm from gas drilling is avoided and 

cumulative and thorough impact studies for the Commonwealth are conducted for major and 

minor watersheds to study the full build out impacts and water, air and land quality impacts that 

come with all the infrastructure of gas drilling. With recreation being a major money maker for 

the Commonwealth, industrializing the very best wild areas in the Commonwealth is counter-

productive to building a sustainable economy where people will want to live and work and raise 

families. All one needs to do is visit areas where coal mining’s boom has passed in this state to 

see the sickness and pollution and poor economy that resource extraction leaves behind. It is 

critical that permitting of gas wells includes long term monitoring and restoration requirements 

of the drilling industry to avoid the repercussions that will come when the company’s are long 

gone. Based on projections and predictions of professional geologists and experts, they need to 

be put on the hook with larger fees and bonds for the long-term and decades from when they drill 

the wells regarding groundwater, cement casing integrity, and long term problems that can 

develop over time in groundwater, surface waters and air surrounded by drilling operations.  

 

Response: 

The recently passed Act 13 includes provisions for increased bonding amounts and maintains 

restoration and plugging requirements. 

 

Comment:   

Page 19 - DEP’s addition of the poultry industry under the CAFO program was critical to 

beginning to address this industry. But it is clear from the condition of waterbodies like the 

Susquehanna Basin that more needs to be done to better regulate CAFOs in the Commonwealth 

to avoid damaging pollution from the artificial conditions these animals are forced to live in. 

Manure management and tracking of manure appears to have loopholes and still the spreading of 

this waste appears to be done in a way that pollutes nearby waterways.  

Does DEP require individual permits rather than only general NPDES permits for CAFO 

operations to better regulate this large pollution source?  

How does DEP track the manure waste from cradle to grave to ensure excessive nutrients do not 

enter groundwater or surface waters?  

 

Response: 

Individual permits for CAFOs are required for new and expanding operations that will exceed 

1,000 animal equivalent units (i.e., 1 million lbs of animal weight).  In addition, individual 

permits are required for operations in waters designated as “High Quality” or “Exceptional 

Value” in accordance with 25 Pa. Code Chapter 93, and may be required in other circumstances 

at DEP’s discretion.  Manure management under the CAFO program is implemented through the 

State Conservation Commissions regulations at 25 Pa. Code Chapter 83, which requires Nutrient 
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Management Plans (NMPs) for each CAFO.  NMPs require on-site accounting of both on- and 

off-site utilization.  Manure that is exported off farms through brokers must be documented on 

Nutrient Balance Sheets that demonstrate the manure will be applied to land at appropriate 

agronomic rates. 

 

Comment: 

Page 20 – CREP Enhancement Program  

Hasn’t the CREP program already been expanded into the Delaware River Basin? See last 

sentence. This program is very worthwhile and important to protect water quality. More needs to 

be done to ensure farmers are up-keeping their buffers to minimize and manage invasive plants 

that can colonize these areas without the proper maintenance. 

 

Response: 

PA CREP partners are working on an agreement with USDA to expand the program into the PA 

portion of the Delaware River basin.  We are still at least a year away from a final agreement and 

implementation.  In addition, DEP will be transferring eligibility for 25,000 acres from the Ohio 

CREP to the Susquehanna/Potomac CREP.  That agreement will be finalized this year.  

 

Comment:  

Documenting Restored Waterbodies 

Does DEP maintain a geographic or interactive map of all Restored Waterbodies 

(geographically) that have been deemed restored and taken off the integrated list?  

 

Response: 

DEP does not maintain a map of waterbodies found to be attaining a formerly impaired use and 

removed from Category 5 of the Integrated Report.  Documentation of these restored 

waterbodies occurs every 2 years when a new Integrated Report is prepared.  These waterbodies 

can be found in Appendix E. 

 

Comment: 

Page 24 – Water Quality Standards Program  

(1) What regular monitoring does DEP undergo to ensure HQ and EV streams are not degrading 

in water quality, especially given the changes that are proposed and occurring with gas drilling in 

these places of the Commonwealth?  (2) How can DEP meet this goal of maintaining special 

protection waters without requiring a cumulative impact for these special protection watersheds?  

  

And 

 

Comment: 

Page 26 Intensive Surveys  

(1) Evaluation of streams for redesignations to EV and HQ are critical right now based on where 

gas drilling is occurring (often in highly intact areas) and should be a priority for the DEP. 

(2) This section on water monitoring is a good overview of what monitoring efforts are currently 

underway by DEP. Can the monitoring being done by the Dept. related to gas drilling be added 

to this section? (3) At a time when Dept budgets are cut, it seems critical that these monitoring 
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efforts along with enforcement and compliance efforts are more than fully funded because 

currently these important programs cannot keep up with the permits being granted by the Oil and 

Gas Dept (4) It is also essential that the Oil and Gas Program be in contact with and coordinate 

closely with Dept. monitoring staff to ensure streams are being protected and thresholds of 

degradation are not occurring, especially in HQ and EV streams. What additional pre and post 

monitoring is required in HQ and EV watersheds that are undergoing or plan to undergo gas 

drilling development?  (5) The WQN 112 routine stations also needs to be expanded and the 

physical and chemical parameters tested should also be expanded to include constituents from 

gas drilling. Requiring surface water monitoring of gas drillers as part of the permitting could 

help to collect this important data upstream and downstream of gas drilling development.  

 

Response: 

This response addresses the Page 24 (1) and the Page 26 (1) comments.  The Department of 

Environmental Protection’s Division of Water Quality Standards (WQS) conducts a variety of 

surveys to ensure HQ and EV streams are not being degraded.  A current goal within the WQS is 

to deploy continuous instream monitors that record temperature, specific conductance, pH, 

dissolved oxygen, turbidity, and depth.  These monitors are deployed for approximately one year 

and are primarily used to characterize baseline conditions within HQ and EV streams that are 

targeted for shale gas activity.  In addition to the physiochemical parameters these monitors 

measure, grab chemistry, manual flow, macroinvertebrate, and fish data are also collected.  It is 

the intent of the WQS to eventually return to many of these sampling sites to characterize 

conditions during and after shale gas activities have subsided.  It’s important to note that WQS 

continuous instream monitoring surveys are being conducted in concert with other agencies and 

organizations such as PADCNR, USGS, DRBC and SRBC so that efforts are not duplicated and 

data are of the finest quality possible.   

 

A changing resource extraction method requires a dynamic assessment methodology.  In 

response to the contamination concerns associated with shale gas development, the WQS is 

developing new sediment sampling protocols for metal and radiological contaminants.  Many 

HQ and EV streams were sampled with this new method to establish regional backgrounds and 

characterize baseline conditions. 

 

The WQS conducts special protection surveys in response to petitions submitted to the EQB, 

requests by regional office staff or based on review of survey results from other projects.  As a 

result of increased petitions and the additional efforts of WQS staff, over 940 stream miles have 

been upgraded to HQ or EV just within the Marcellus Formation since August, 2010.  Included 

in these upgrades are portions of the Loyalsock Creek, Lycoming Creek, and Pine Creek.  

Hundreds of additional miles are currently being assessed throughout the shale gas play, 

including Potato Creek, Sinnemahoning Creek and portions of Pine Creek.  Due to the numerous 

special protection surveys the WQS conducts, some of the most exceptional streams are 

repeatedly surveyed as references.  These streams are typically sampled annually and sometimes 

even more frequently, which allows for more regular checks on stream quality at select locations.  

The WQS also regularly conducts probabilistic surveys that are intended to randomly select 

streams to be assessed.  Depending on the region, many of these probabilistic sites fall on HQ 

and EV waters. 



Delaware Riverkeeper Network (DRN) Comments on the 2012 

Integrated List for Impaired Waters in Pennsylvania 

17 

 

 

The following response addresses the Page 24 (2) comment:  As detailed in the response to the 

Page 24 (1) comment, the Department’s ongoing efforts to monitor in HQ and EV streams to 

ensure they are not being degraded would detect any cumulative effect and therefore it is not 

necessary to require a cumulative impact study. 

 

The following response addresses the Page 26 (2) comment:  In 2010 a subset of the water 

quality network monitoring stations were established to monitor areas of shale gas extraction 

across the Commonwealth. As a result, some of the Department’s monitoring activities related to 

shale gas extraction are presented. 

 

The following response addresses the Page 26 (3) comment:  The Department believes that 

current staffing and funding levels are sufficient to protect the waters of the Commonwealth.   

  

The following response addresses the Page 26 (4) comment:  The WQS coordinates with 

regional Oil and Gas staff on a regular basis to identify HQ and EV streams that are predicted to 

have drilling activity.  WQS also include Oil and Gas staff on field survey work so they may 

have a better understanding or are able to refresh themselves on the field sampling methods.  The 

WQS staff also coordinates with DCNR’s Bureau of Forestry, Western PA Conservancy, SRBC, 

DRBC and USGS for water quality monitoring needs.  As always, additional communication and 

support will be needed to monitor HQ and EV streams in a more efficient manner. 

 

The following response addresses the Page 26 (5) comment:  The Department reviews the needs 

for the Water Quality Network regularly to determine what needs exist for long-term monitoring 

throughout the state and from time to time adds or subtracts monitoring stations.  Parameters 

tested at any one location are selected to be representative of potential impacts at the location.  

We currently have 115 WQN stations that include parameters expected to be found in flowback 

water from shale gas development. 

 

Comment: 

Page 25 – In some other states, potable water supplies are given special protections (EV or HQ 

designations). What is the reasoning for DEP not providing this protection to PA’s water 

supplies automatically in an effort to protect important drinking water supplies? How does DEP 

better protect these important sources? Nine parameters for PWS is not adequate given the 

various pollution sources that are now present in the state. A PFOA standard is needed, as is set 

in New Jersey and better coverage of gas drilling constituents are also necessary.  

 

Response: 

Unlike many other states, PA protects potable water supplies as statewide protected uses 

(§93.4(a) Table 2) for all surface waters of this Commonwealth, unless and rarely if specifically 

noted otherwise as an exception to specific criteria in the stream drainage lists (§§ 93.9a – 

93.9z).  Therefore, according to implementation of antidegradation requirements at §93.4c(a), the 

Department shall provide protection for these existing uses as part of the Department’s final 

permit or approval actions. 
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Results of an ongoing monitoring program that includes 27 parameters that might be found in 

hydraulic fracturing fluids has not revealed additional constituents that would pose a threat to 

potable water supplies.  The nine (9) parameters evaluated for PWS use assessment were chosen 

because they are established criteria in Chapter 93 for protection of the PWS use.  In addition, 

the laboratory analysis for this limited suite of parameters is inexpensive, thus allowing more 

source waters to be assessed. 

 

The Department is continually reviewing its water quality criteria and standards, and at a 

minimum must review and revise as necessary at least once every three years as part of the 

triennial review of water quality standards. The Department evaluates the available science, and 

the need for new or revised criteria on an on-going basis, including criteria for potable water 

supply protection, new, emerging or currently non-regulated contaminants, such as that for the 

class of compounds known as Perfluorooctanoic acids (PFOA’s), and for other potential 

pollutants associated with gas drilling activities.  The Department coordinates this on-going 

review with the water quality standards staff at US EPA and shall determine if a recommended 

criterion is appropriate for PA, or if adequate data exists to develop such a criterion in the 

absence of federal recommendations.  The Department has not yet completed an evaluation of 

the PFOA standard set in New Jersey.  So, we are unable to determine, at this time, if the PFOA 

standard is appropriate for PA. 

 

Comment: 

Page 30 --- External datasets --- It appears that though DEP reached out to about 500 contacts, 

only four external groups submitted data separately for the integrated list (not counting the 34 

groups that participated in fecal coliform monitoring for recreational use which had a result of 

listing 35 stream attainments and 45 stream impairments for recreation). Stream sampling has 

been on the rise in drilling zones and has been funded by many different private foundations and 

other entities. It would be helpful if this data was submitted to the agency for the integrated lists.  

 

Response: 

The Department agrees and is continually updating mailing lists to include new external groups 

and correcting erroneous addresses to help increase data submissions. 

 

Comment: 

Appendix A. List of Group Contacted: Please note that Delaware Riverkeeper Network’s 

physical address has changed. Our new address is 925 Canal St Suite 3701 Bristol PA 19007. 

DRN noted some watershed associations not on the group contact list who collect stream data 

locally and or work to protect their local streams. Watershed organizations missing from this list 

include: Maiden Creek Watershed Association, The Lackawaxen River Conservancy, Ridley 

Creek Watershed Association, Twin and Walker Lakes Association, Schuylkill Headwaters 

Association, Hay Creek Watershed Association, Protecting Our Waters, and Stroud Water 

Research Center. DEP may want to update their list with help from C-SAW since C-SAW assists 

groups to set up monitoring programs so they may have some important additions. CVMP lists 

and Cheryl Snyder, PADEP will likely also provide good information to help update the list.  
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Response: 

By March 1
st
 of the year preceding the compilation of the Integrated Report, PA DEP sends 

postcards to various groups and associations requesting any data or information they would like 

considered during the 303(d) listing process.  The mailing list used for this data solicitation is 

continuously updated and the Department will add the suggested watershed associations to our 

mailing list and update DRN’s address.  The Department will also send the mailing list to the 

Consortium for Scientific Assistance to Watersheds (C-SAW) and consult with other program 

staff for suggestions on other groups to add.   

Comment: 

Appendix F. Report of Caused Changes and Removal of Salinity/TDS/and or Chlorides:  

There are a significant number of streams that were listed as having exceedances for 

Salinity/TDS/Chlorides or a combination of these parameters as cause of impairment in 2010 but 

in 2012 proposed to be replaced with “Cause Unknown.” What is the rationale and basis for 

these changes? As these constituents are pollutants of natural gas drilling and the highly saline 

wastewater that is produced, these significant changes appear that the Department is attempting 

to make changes to allow continued discharges of drilling waste in streams that are already out of 

compliance and not meeting their standards for these three pollutants. Biological life has a very 

narrow threshold of what TDS, chloride, and salinity animals can withstand, especially sensitive 

insects like mayflies. Animals do not like large fluctuations or major changes. It seems 

suspicious to remove specific pollutants when the Dept is suggesting the cause is now 

“unknown”. DRN requests these pollutants remain on the list.  

Below two examples of this type of listing:  

Tulpehocken Creek Unnamed To (ID:25993496)  

Removed Salinity/TDS/Chlorides as cause and replaced with Cause Unknown  

 

And 

 

Changes to Unknown Causes  

TDS only accounts for 106 stream miles of impairment but DRN has concerns of why several 

streams listed in the 2010 report for “chloride/TDS/salinity impairments” are now being 

proposed to be listed as “Cause Unknown” (Appendix F) in the 2012 report. Page 37 of the 

narrative states that: “Appendix F tracks changes in the pollutant causes. Entries for waters that 

were reported as impaired in 2010 but, subsequent surveys found them to be impaired but by 

different pollutants, are edited to better reflect the problems.” In the case of these streams, the 

listing is being changed to “unknown”, potentially making it easier to argue no affirmative duty 

to assess and therefore harder to push for studies or corrective action. Since gas drilling 

wastewater has these constituents this change could be an effort to allow further discharges to 

streams already impaired for these three parameters. DRN requests these streams should be part 

of the integrated list and this change to “Unknown” not take place. 

 

Response: 

This was an error.  The causes of Salinity/TDS/Chlorides were meant to be changed to TDS, as a 

review of the listings indicated the impairments are due to TDS and not Salinity or Chlorides.  

The impairments changed to Cause Unknown in error have been corrected. 
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Comment: 

Page 32 Table 2  

What does compliance mean in Table 2?  

Can DEP elaborate on what is meant by “Pollution” in Table 2 as it says these stream miles 

(2,709 miles) are not caused by pollution loading? What aquatic life impairments does this 

represent?  

 

Response: 

Compliance in regards to impairments indicates that the cause is a result of non-compliance with 

permit requirements and that the permit holder has entered into a Consent Order and Agreement 

to come into compliance.  It is believed that once these discharges are complying with permit 

conditions all protected water uses will be attained. 

Pollution impairments are caused by man-made changes to the waterbody such as changes in 

flow, habitat changes such as concrete lined channels, and hydromodifications.  These 

impairments do not require the development of a TMDL because they are not the result of 

pollutants.  These aquatic life use impairments are occurring on 2,709 miles of streams in the 

Commonwealth. 

 

Comment: 

Page 35, Table 4 Statewide Assessment Summary and Cause of Impairment – Siltation still leads 

as the greatest number of impaired stream miles at 8,714 miles. DRN has witnessed major 

violations of large gas pipeline projects crossing the Delaware Basin (Tennessee Gas Pipelines 

300 Project). Even in HQ and EV streams, wet cuts (Lackawaxen Crossing – HQ stream) are 

being permitted and stabilization and final restoration by some companies lags behind by over 

six months -this unacceptable lag time means “temporary” disturbance is hitting the wetlands, 

habitats and streams multiple seasons and increased sediment loads are entering the streams 

because the pipeline companies are not making it a priority to restore, seed, and stabilize the 

areas. In one case, the Tennessee Gas Pipeline Project had begun operating new pipeline in 

November 2011 but final restoration steps were not begun until mid-May, 2012, despite the 

request of the Conservation Districts. This means increased sediment loads in our very cleanest 

streams or likely in some streams that already are impaired for sediment. Permitting must contain 

stronger requirements for these multi-billion dollar operators and adequate fines need to be used 

to penalize this negligence by the operators.  

 

Response: 

The Department’s Oil & Gas programs permits are consistent with Chapter 102. Both temporary 

and permanent stabilization are implemented as required by Chapter 102. 

 

Comment: 

Part C3.7. Lake Control Methods  

More should be done by DEP to ensure run of the river impoundments that are causing thermal 

impacts and low DO levels to streams are removed if possible and addressed in TMDLs. Dam 

removals restore fish passage, help increase dissolved oxygen and provide other benefits to water 

quality. Can TMDLs include and recommend dam removals?  
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It appears that a lot of time and energy goes into “lake rehabilitation”. Dam removal would be a 

good investment for some of the artificial lakes that are currently listed as impaired.  

 

Response: 

The Commonwealth does not have any impaired stream miles listed for thermal impacts due to 

run of the river impoundments.  When stream impairments have occurred that are related to these 

types of impoundments they have been attributed to “pollution” causes (habitat alterations, 

hydromodification) which places them on Category 4C which does not require the development 

of a TMDL.  There are many small dams in Pennsylvania and a large percentage of those are 

over a hundred years old and privately owned. The owner’s consent is required to remove a dam 

and the effect on many different stakeholders must be taken into account when considering dam 

removal. The department can document aquatic life impacts and recommend removal, but 

removal is ultimately dependent on the owner’s permission and local community support. 

 

Comment: 

Page 37: Removing fish from the impaired list/Category 5 when concentrations of mercury are 

still present in the fish but at concentrations less than the one meal per week level does not 

appear to be protective of public health. How is this standard treated in other states? With 

atmospheric deposition being a major problem in PA, this reduction does not help curve 

emissions in the state from fossil fuels so retaining them on the Category 5 list would be more 

protective.  

 

Response: 

The Department uses EPA’s reference dose of (0.1ug/Hg/kg/day) to develop meal advice for 

mercury to primarily protect women of child bearing age and young children.  As a result, meal 

advice for mercury and other contaminants is fairly conservative, and paired with at the very 

least duplicative samples to issue an advisory (add to the list) or lift an advisory (remove from 

the list) follows a scientifically and statistically justified protocol.  This approach allows the 

Department to make accurate and defendable decisions.  Other states have different assessment 

methodologies and consequently could have slightly different meal advice, as is the case with 

most programs administered under state jurisdiction.  The Department has issued a significant 

number of new mercury advisories or mercury listings over the past several years, and has only 

lifted a handful of mercury advisories.  The Fish Consumption Assessment endpoint is to protect 

human health.   

 

Comment: 

Page 48 - Part C4. Wetlands Protection Program 

Hydrologic modification, invasive species, and sediment and erosion problems appear to be the 

largest problems with wetlands according to the Departments pilot work with PennState. Pike 

and Monroe counties that are part of the Delaware Basin have the highest percentages of land 

covered by wetlands with 6.7 percent and 6.4 percent, respectively. DRN strongly supports 

efforts by DEP to better ensure wetlands that remain are protected and that proper restoration and 

monitoring after mitigation or “temporary” impacts by pipelines and construction are monitored 

to ensure full wetland restoration after disturbance, no hydrologic changes or sediment impacts 

and no invasive species colonization. These are all issues DRN monitors are seeing on the 
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ground with current pipeline projects under way in the Delaware Basin. More monitoring 

oversight is needed to document hydrologic and more subtle changes that may have been caused 

by the impact so proper restoration steps and enforcement can be conducted.  

 

Response: 

The Department utilizes several strategies through its wetlands regulatory program for evaluating 

and protecting wetlands from secondary changes resulting from projects.  First and foremost, 

permits are required for utility line projects and the conditions within those permits inform 

permittees on how such related activities are to be performed and what best management 

practices are required as part of the approval of their permit.  Secondly, as part of the joint 

state/federal cooperation, specifically through the implementation of PASPGP-4, monitoring 

reports demonstrating the restoration and recovery of resources for linear projects are required to 

be submitted.  The Army Corp of Engineers has taken the lead for compliance with these 

requirements.  Thirdly, the Department is continuously working on efforts to improve the 

wetlands program through special wetland program development grants.  These grants can be 

used to increase the understanding of wetlands and how they are affected by various activities 

and what can be done to protect them from such effects and ensuring adequate compensation 

occurs when related impacts are authorized.   

 

Comment: 

Page 56 Trend Tests – Trends should be evaluated more than once every ten years and the 

parameters (outlined in Table 1) should also be expanded to include more constituents from gas 

drilling and produced wastewater. Additional WQN stations should also be included. For 

example, a station in Bradford County, based on the growth of drilling in that region should be 

added. Figure 1 is a very helpful map to be able to see gaps where additional monitoring is 

needed to better cover the state. Table 1 is helpful to see the decreasing and increasing trends.  

 

Response: 

DEP is glad that the commenter found the tables and figures in the long-term trend report 

helpful. 

DEP evaluates long-term water quality trends every two years as part of the federally-required 

Integrated Water Quality Monitoring & Assessment Report.  DEP conducts these analyses so 

that the most recent data is incorporated into each analysis as logistically possible (e.g., 

accounting for time needed to collect, analyze, and report data).  So, the window of time 

analyzed in each trend analysis varies as more data is incorporated.  For example, DEP’s trend 

analyses for the 2010 Integrated Report looked at data collected from October 1991 to September 

2009 while the trend analyses for the 2012 Integrated Report looked at data collected in two 

different data windows:  October 1991 to September 2010 and October 2000 to September 2010.  

So, although the time frames considered in DEP’s trend analyses may be 10 or 20 years, these 

analyses are conducted every other year and incorporate the latest available data. 

Due to budgetary constraints, DEP can only run trend analyses for a subset of all the stations in 

its long-term water quality network (WQN) for each Integrated Report.  For the past two 

Integrated Report rounds (2010 and 2012) DEP has focused these trend analyses in areas of the 

state with Marcellus shale activity.  Although no stations in Bradford County were selected for 
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the 2012 trend analyses, two stations in Bradford County (WQN 305 on the Susquehanna River 

and WQN 318 on Towanda Creek) were included in the 2010 trend analyses.  DEP plans to 

rotate these stations for each Integrated Report round to keep pulse on long-term water quality 

developments at specific stations.  While DEP would like to be able to analyze long-term trends 

for a vast array of water quality parameters, logistical and budgetary considerations limit the 

number of parameters that DEP can monitor frequently enough to run long-term trend analyses.  

Long-term trend analyses need data that meet certain requirements (e.g., data can’t be comprised 

mostly of non-detects, data must be collected at a fairly regular frequency throughout the data 

window).  DEP runs trend analyses on parameters that meet these requirements.  It takes money 

and staff time to collect, process, transport, analyze, and report the monitoring data that form the 

basis of these long-term trend analyses, which limits how many parameters can be analyzed in 

samples from how many stations.  The suite of parameters analyzed by DEP in these trend 

analyses represent a variety of water quality parameters of concern (e.g., metals, nutrients, 

alkalinity), and some of the analyzed parameters serve as potential surrogate measures for other 

unmonitored parameters.  For example, total dissolved solids (TDS) can incorporate a wide 

variety of specific substances and compounds that are not monitored or analyzed directly, so 

TDS trends can serve as indicators of underlying trends in more particular parameters.  

Moreover, TDS is often an important indicator parameter associated with gas drilling 

wastewater. 
 

Comment: 

Appendix G – Appendix G provides reasons behind the errors. This is very helpful. The same 

could be done for Appendix X.  

 

Response: 

The Draft 2012 Pennsylvania Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report does 

not have an Appendix X. 

 

Comment: 

Appendix: Public Notice  

DRN received two staff emails on the publication. More effort to advertise this important work 

by the Dept to the public would be good.  

 

Response: 

The Department agrees and has a process in place to inform the public.  Notice of the availability 

of the list is published in the Pa Bulletin along with a posting on the DEP website. 
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Alliance for the Great Lakes 

General Comments: 

In the 2010 Pennsylvania Integrated Water Quality Report, Lake Erie was added to the Category 

5 list as impaired for recreational use due to unknown pathogens. While this is a commendable 

first step towards addressing the recreational use impairments to Lake Erie’s shoreline, the 

Alliance now urges Pennsylvania to address all of the impairments listed in the Pennsylvania 

Water Quality Standards. Pennsylvania’s general water quality standard states “Water may not 

contain substances attributable to point or nonpoint source discharges in concentration or 

amounts sufficient to be inimical or harmful to the water uses to be protected or to human, 

animal, plant or aquatic life … specific substances to be controlled include, but are not limited 

to, floating materials, oil, grease, scum and substances that produce color, tastes, odors, turbidity 

or settle to form deposits (25 Pa. Code §93.6).” As described in these comments, Pennsylvania’s 

assessment methodology must include an evaluation of Lake Erie’s attainment or non-attainment 

for all these substances. Because floating material, oil, scum and other substances, such as algae, 

can wash ashore from the lake, a measurement of these substances should include quantities 

found onshore in order to accurately determine attainment of the standard. 

 

Response: 

The Department must prioritize to determine the best and most efficient method to evaluate 

attainment of protected uses.  The Department identifies the most critical use to protect, and in 

the case of recreational use, water contact recreation was identified as the critical use to protect.  

Therefore, the Department believes that assessment of the recreational use is best evaluated 

utilizing pathogenic bacteria.  Other recreational uses can be assessed as new methodologies are 

developed and staff has time to assess, but the critical use will have priority.  As noted in the 

responses to comments below, the Department’s Coastal Zone Management Program conducts 

annual lake shore clean-up events and will evaluate Pa DCNR algal monitoring results for future 

Integrated Reports. 

 

Comment: 

RECOMMENDED REVISIONS TO PENNSYLVANIA’S PROPOSED 2012 

RECREATIONAL USE ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY FOR LAKE ERIE:  

 

I. Provide a detailed evaluation of floating materials for the Lake Erie shoreline 

which includes onshore litter.  

 

Water contact sport and aesthetics are protected statewide recreational water uses under 

Pennsylvania’s Water Quality Standards and therefore must be assessed. Litter can cause 

impairment of these recreational uses. Nearshore waters and beaches strewn with dirty cigarette 

butts, plastic bags, bottles, cans, condoms, and the like, are not an inviting foreground for the 

natural beauty of Lake Erie. Syringes, broken glass and drug paraphernalia not only detract from 

the view, but also are a health and safety hazard to the public walking the beach and swimming 

in the lake. Categorized as floating materials, litter is listed in the Water Quality Standards’ 

general water quality criteria as a substance to be controlled. Despite these requirements, 

Pennsylvania’s assessment methodology for recreational use of lakes does not provide for any 

specific evaluation of litter.  
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In order to make an accurate assessment of recreational use attainment, a determination must be 

made as to whether the “concentration or amounts” of a substance, such as floating materials, is 

“sufficient to be inimical or harmful to the water uses to be protected or to human, animal, plant 

or aquatic life.” An assessment methodology, therefore, must provide criteria for evaluating the 

concentration or amount of a substance to be controlled.  

EPA’s Beach Sanitary Survey (BSS), used to assess primary and secondary contact use of the 

Great Lakes’ beaches, provides a standardized format and method for the collection of data on 

beach conditions, including litter/debris. This standardized evaluation tool ensures all beaches 

are assessed accurately and uniformly. In their evaluation of debris/litter, the BSS measures the 

amount of debris/litter, both floating and onshore. Onshore litter is vital to this evaluation 

because much of the litter that is on the beach was either washed up on the shore from the water 

or can be washed into the water from the shore. An assessment that does not include onshore 

litter is not fully accounting for recreational use impairment in the nearshore waters.  

For the reasons stated above, the Alliance recommends that PADEP strengthen the assessment 

methodology for the recreational use of Lake Erie by including an evaluation of litter, both 

floating and onshore, and by using EPA’s Beach Sanitary Survey as a model for collecting data 

on which to base the attainment determination.  

 

Response: 

PADEP’s Coastal Zone Management Program coordinates an annual International Coastal 

Cleanup event along Pennsylvania’s Lake Erie shoreline.  And as noted in the response above, 

the Coastal Zone Management Program will evaluate other assessment methods.  The last event 

was held on September 17, 2011.  A total of 7,577 lbs. of litter was collected by over 1500 

volunteers. The most frequently collected items, in order of decreasing abundance, included 

cigarette butts, food wrappers, beverage containers, and plastic bags.  The next PA ICC event is 

planned for September 15, 2012.   

 

Comment: 

II. Provide a detailed evaluation of algal growth for Lake Erie’s shoreline which 

includes assessment of onshore algae 

 

 Pennsylvania’s macrophyte coverage protocol for assessment of lakes applies a 40% surface 

coverage criteria for determining attainment. While this criterion provides an excellent 

benchmark for determining macrophyte impairment for many lakes, it is missing an important 

component for the evaluation of the shoreline of Lake Erie – the beaches. The health of the beach 

is a good indicator of the health of its’ adjoining waters and should be taken into consideration 

when assessing the quality of Lake Erie coastal waters. Macrophytes/algae found on the beach 

were more than likely washed ashore from the nearshore waters; therefore a methodology that 

only measures the coverage on the surface of the water may underestimate the true level of 

impairment.  

In order to provide the most complete and accurate assessment of the Lake Erie shoreline, the 

Alliance recommends that PADEP use a separate methodology for measuring algae/macrophytes 

for the Lake Erie shoreline. The EPA has undertaken a great deal of effort to develop a standard 

Beach Sanitary Survey (BSS) for Great Lakes beaches. The BSS measures algae, both in 

nearshore waters and on the beach, in predefined categories (None, Low (1-20%), Moderate (22-
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50%) and High (>50%)) to evaluate potential pollutant sources. A methodology that is modeled 

on the BSS would better assess the attainment of water quality standards for Lake Erie’s 

shoreline.  

 

Response: 

In the course of its bathing beach bacteria sampling program, the PA Dept. of Conservation and 

Natural Resources also monitors algal growths along 12 beaches on Presque Isle State Park 

throughout the summer recreational season.  Surveys are conducted twice weekly and algal 

growths are qualitatively recorded as “none,” “visible floating,” “thick layer,” or “multiple thick 

layers.”  These data are currently shared with the Erie County Department of Health.   PADEP 

believes that this method is very similar to the EPA Beach Sanitary Survey method endorsed by 

the Alliance and the Coastal Zone Management Program.
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AMD Reclamation, Inc. 

Comment:  

The pH would have decreased and acidity in the creek would have increased dramatically if 

AMD Reclamation, Inc.’s Steele Shaft AMD plant had not been in operation, avoiding massive 

fish kills and further habitat destruction in lower Dunkard Creek. 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes the benefits of AMD treatment, such as the Steele Shaft AMD plant, 

in maintaining pH levels and reducing acidity in mine drainage impacted watersheds. 

 

Comment: 

No mention is made by DEP of when sampling was performed.  The quality of Dunkard Creek is 

closely associated with the stream flow.  DEP has focused its sampling during certain seasons 

since 2008.  Can the same be said for 1991-2008?  Page 52 of the draft Narrative Report says 

data was adjusted for variation in flow but does it adjust for seasonal trends?  For example, 

samples taken in the creek after a precipitation event in March would have much different 

pollutant concentrations than after the same precipitation event in October. 

 

Response: 

As stated in the Narrative Report and excerpted in this comment – stream flow, not time of year, 

is a primary factor correlated with in-stream concentrations of many water quality parameters.  It 

is true that stream flow tends to vary with seasonal weather patterns, but it is stream flow that is 

primarily and directly important in influencing in-stream water quality.  Time of year is a 

secondary, correlated factor.  For example, we often – particularly at WQN 714 on Dunkard 

Creek – see higher total dissolved solids (as an example parameter) concentrations at lower 

stream flows.  Lowest stream flows usually occur during the late summer months of August and 

September.  However, if we get a lot of rain during those late summer months – as occasionally 

happens when tropical storm and hurricane remnants make it to Pennsylvania, as happened in the 

late summer of 2003 with Tropical Storm Henri – we can see unseasonal, elevated stream flows, 

and subsequent lower total dissolved solids concentrations.  This demonstrates that it is stream 

flow that is the important driver, and that time of year is a secondarily related factor.  So, it is 

important to adjust for stream flow in these trend analyses, not time of year, which is often 

correlated to stream flow and in-stream concentrations of various constituents, but is not a 

primary driver of those concentrations. 

 

Also, the only data used in these trend analyses is data from PADEP’s water quality network 

(WQN) stations.  Samples are collected at the stations at regular intervals (usually either monthly 

or every other month), so the resulting WQN datasets are evenly spaced throughout the seasons 

of the year.  PADEP may conduct sampling for other reasons aside from WQN sampling but the 

only data used in these trend analyses was the regular-interval WQN data, so the concern about 

seasonally-skewed data in these analyses is unfounded. 
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Comment: 

Page 54 of the draft Narrative Report states a statistically significant transition metal trend for 

iron, copper and aluminum – the table on Page 56 of the draft Narrative Report shows no such 

trend. 

 

Response: 

The statement mentioned from page 54 is clearly reflected and supported on Page 56, in Table 2.  

In the “2000” row (shown in red text in Table 2, indicating this row shows the results of the 2000 

to 2010 analyses) for WQN 434 on Kettle Creek near Westport, Table 2 clearly shows there was 

a significant (indicated by the orange highlighting) decreasing (-47) trend in aluminum (the “Al” 

column).  Directly above that red -47 highlighted in orange is a blue -37 highlighted in orange, 

indicating there was also a significant, decreasing trend in aluminum for WQN 434 in the 1991 

to 2000 analyses.  Similar data is shown for copper (“Cu”) and iron (“Fe”) at WQN 714 on 

Dunkard Creek.   

 

Comment: 

Page 54 of the draft Narrative Report states “Dunkard Creek Alk trends were more pronounced”?  

This may be true for 1991-2010, but certainly not 2000-2010. 

 

Response: 

The full statement on page 54 (about the alkalinity trends at WQN 714 on Dunkard Creek being 

more pronounced, particularly for the 2000 to 2010 time period) is pasted below.  The relevant 

text is a pair of sentences toward the end of the paragraph discussing the alkalinity (ALK), 

hardness (Hard), calcium (Ca), and magnesium (Mg) results.  The passage reads: 

“Most statistically significant ALK and Hard trends indicated increases or decreases 

between 10% and 50% over the time periods tested, with decreasing trends ranging 

between 9% and 27%.  The Youghiogheny River and Dunkard Creek ALK trends were 

more pronounced, and the Dunkard Creek Hard trend was large relative to other Hard 

trends.” 

The first sentence plainly indicates that these sentences are discussing the statistically significant 

alkalinity and hardness trends.  Table 2 clearly shows that the 1991 to 2000 alkalinity trend at 

WQN 714 on Dunkard Creek was the highest (59) of any alkalinity trend.  The second sentence 

here says “more pronounced” in reference to the range of trends mentioned in the previous 

sentence (i.e., the alkalinity trends at WQN 706 on the Youghiogheny River and at WQN 714 on 

Dunkard Creek were the only alkalinity trends greater than 50).  It is true that the alkalinity trend 

at WQN 714 in the 2000 to 2010 time frame was not statistically significant, but this passage 

does not state that is the case and Table 2 clearly shows this is not the case. 

 

Comment: 

In addition, I’d like to mention that AMD Reclamation, Inc. has proposed a Watershed 

Management Plan (WMP) for lower Dunkard Creek to DEP.  This plan is designed to target the 

specific issues facing Dunkard Creek’s future. 

 

Response: 

The Department acknowledges that such a plan has been proposed. 
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Pennsylvania Coal Association  

General Comment: 

PCA is the principal trade organization representing underground and surface bituminous coal 

operators in Pennsylvania, as well as other associated companies whose businesses rely on coal 

mining and the thriving coal economy.  PCA member companies produce over 80% of the 

bituminous coal mined annually in Pennsylvania, which totaled nearly 60 million tons in 2010.  

As the fourth largest coal producing state in the United States, the Pennsylvania mining industry 

is a major source of employment and tax revenue.  In 2008, the coal industry supported 41,577 

direct and indirect jobs and generated approximately $7.5 billion in economic output to the state 

of Pennsylvania.   

 

Response: 

The Department commends PCA on their positive contributions to the economy and job creation. 

 

Comment: 

Again, as per our May 17, 2010 comments regarding the 2010 Integrated Assessment, PCA 

stresses that neither PCA nor the public at large can easily understand nor interpret the 

Department’s proposed listings particularly as it pertains to location of the impairments.  Even 

when using the Department’s instructions on their website as to how to locate records included in 

Category 5, it is very difficult to locate, for example, the specific locations of public water 

supplies on eMAPPA.   

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes that the Integrated Report is complex and that the available online 

tools have limitations and will be working to improve the usefulness of these tools.   

Pennsylvania law prohibits the Department from releasing the exact locational information for 

public water supplies and other water infrastructure if the operator requests that the information 

be withheld from the public, thus many water supply locations cannot be accessed through the 

online tools. 

 

Comment: 

According to the EPA, the Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report is the 

reporting method used by the EPA which combines the 303(d) impaired stream listing and 

305(b) overall assessment of a State’s waters.  They note that the Integrated Reporting data is 

“…needed in order to provide the public with a better understanding of the status of the nation's 

waters.”  As such, we believe the Narrative Report should also identify those efforts that 

positively assist the Commonwealth in meeting the goals of the Integrated Report such as AMD 

Reclamation, Inc.’s Steele Shaft AMD plant in current operation.  Furthermore, we support the 

Watershed Management Plan proposed for lower Dunkard Creek by AMD Reclamation, Inc. 

which is designed to target the specific issues facing lower Dunkard Creek while providing 

private capital and operational funds to do so. 
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Response: 

The Department attempts to include all efforts that have an environmental benefit in the 

Narrative Report.  When preparing the report, all program areas that have an effect on water  

quality are requested to provide information on their activities.  The Watershed Management 

Plan was not included in the narrative as it is unavailable to Water Quality Standards staff. 

 

Comment: 

With respect to our specific concerns, page 52 of the Narrative Report indicates that the analyses 

utilized a parametric trend test approach that “adjusts observed variation in water quality 

parameters for variation in flow because most water quality parameters exhibit substantial co-

variation with stream flow.”  The quality of Dunkard Creek is very closely associated with 

stream flow and a sample taken in spring would have much different constituent concentrations 

than one taken in the fall of the year.  We are aware that since 2008, PA DEP has focused its 

sampling during specific seasons.  Because this Report does not indicate when the sampling 

occurred, we are concerned that while the data was adjusted for variation in flow, it was not 

adjusted for seasonal trends. 

 

Response: 

As stated in the Narrative Report and excerpted in this comment – stream flow, not time of year, 

is a primary factor correlated with in-stream concentrations of many water quality parameters.  It 

is true that stream flow tends to vary with seasonal weather patterns, but it is stream flow that is 

primarily and directly important in influencing in-stream water quality.  Time of year is a 

secondary, correlated factor.  For example, we often – particularly at WQN 714 on Dunkard 

Creek – see higher total dissolved solids (as an example parameter) concentrations at lower 

stream flows.  Lowest stream flows usually occur during the late summer months of August and 

September.  However, if we get a lot of rain during those late summer months – as occasionally 

happens when tropical storm and hurricane remnants make it to Pennsylvania, as happened in the 

late summer of 2003 with Tropical Storm Henri – we can see unseasonal, elevated stream flows, 

and subsequent lower total dissolved solids concentrations.  This demonstrates that it is stream 

flow that is the important driver, and that time of year is a secondarily related factor.  So, it is 

important to adjust for stream flow in these trend analyses, not time of year, which is often 

correlated to stream flow and in-stream concentrations of various constituents, but is not a 

primary driver of those concentrations. 

 

Also, the only data used in these trend analyses is data from PADEP’s water quality network 

(WQN) stations.  Samples are collected at the stations at regular intervals (usually either monthly 

or every other month), so the resulting WQN datasets are evenly spaced throughout the seasons 

of the year.  PADEP may conduct sampling for other reasons aside from WQN sampling but the 

only data used in these trend analyses was the regular-interval WQN data, so the concern about 

seasonally-skewed data in these analyses is unfounded. 

  

Comment: 

We question the statement made on page 54 of the Narrative Report that states “The three 

datasets that showed statistically significant transition metal and poor metal trends for the 2000 



Pennsylvania Coal Association (PCA) comments on the PA Department of Environmental 

Protection’s (DEP) Draft 2012 Pennsylvania Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and 

Assessment report, particularly Category 5 – Impaired waters. 

 

31 

 

to 2010 period (Al in Kettle Creek, and Cu and Fe in Dunkard Creek) also showed statistically 

significant trends from the 1991 to 2010 period.”  This statement is not reflected in Table 2 on 

page 56 and therefore, we question the basis for this statement.  We also can find no support in  

Table 2 for the statement on page 54 that Dunkard Creek ALK trends were more pronounced, 

particularly for the time period 2000-2010. 

 

Response: 

The quoted sentence from page 54 (“The three datasets...”) is clearly reflected and supported in 

Table 2.  In the “2000” row (show in red text in Table 2, indicating this row shows the results of 

the 2000 to 2010 analyses) for WQN 434 on Kettle Creek near Westport, Table 2 clearly shows 

there was a significant (indicated by the orange highlighting) decreasing (-47) trend in aluminum 

(the “Al” column).  Directly above that red -47 highlighted in orange is a blue -37 highlighted in 

orange, indicating there was also a significant, decreasing trend in aluminum for WQN 434 in 

the 1991 to 2000 analyses.  Similar data is shown for copper (“Cu”) and iron (“Fe”) at WQN 714 

on Dunkard Creek.  This seems abundantly clear.  The excerpted sentence accurately reflects the 

data shown in Table 2.  

 

The second concern is about a statement on page 54 (about the alkalinity trends at WQN 714 on 

Dunkard Creek being more pronounced, particularly for the 2000 to 2010 time period).  The 

relevant text is a pair of sentences toward the end of the paragraph discussing the alkalinity 

(ALK), hardness (Hard), calcium (Ca), and magnesium (Mg) results.  The passage reads: 

 

“Most statistically significant ALK and Hard trends indicated increases or decreases 

between 10% and 50% over the time periods tested, with decreasing trends ranging 

between 9% and 27%.  The Youghiogheny River and Dunkard Creek ALK trends were 

more pronounced, and the Dunkard Creek Hard trend was large relative to other Hard 

trends.” 

 

The first sentence plainly indicates that these sentences are discussing the statistically significant 

alkalinity and hardness trends.  Table 2 clearly shows that the 1991 to 2000 alkalinity trend at 

WQN 714 on Dunkard Creek was the highest (59) of any alkalinity trend.  The second sentence 

here says “more pronounced” in reference to the range of trends mentioned in the previous 

sentence (i.e., the alkalinity trends at WQN 706 on the Youghiogheny River and at WQN 714 on 

Dunkard Creek were the only alkalinity trends greater than 50).  It is true that the alkalinity trend 

at WQN 714 in the 2000 to 2010 time frame was not statistically significant, but this passage 

does not state that is the case and Table 2 clearly shows this is not the case. 
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Hall & Associates 

General Comment: 

The Department of Environmental Protection issued a public notice in the Pennsylvania Bulletin 

(42 Pa.B. 1927) on April 7, 2012 requesting public comments on its draft 2012 Integrated Water 

Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report. These comments must be received by the 

Department no later than May 22, 2012. In accordance with this notice, on behalf of West 

Chester, West Goshen Sewer Authority, the Borough of Telford, Harrisburg Homebuilder’s 

Association, and Lower Paxton Township, we are submitting the attached comments on the 

listings in the Integrated Report for Goose Creek, Paxton Creek, and Indian Creek.  

 

Response: 

The Department acknowledges receipt of these comments prior to the May 22, 2012 midnight 

deadline. 

 

Comment: 

Goose Creek is the upstream segment of Chester Creek, from the headwaters near West Chester, 

PA to its confluence with the East Branch of Chester Creek. This segment of Chester Creek and 

several unnamed tributaries are identified in the draft 2012 Integrated Water Quality Monitoring 

and Assessment Report on Table 4a. The TMDL for these receiving waters was finalized in 2008 

under the assumption that the waters were nutrient impaired.  

The original Table 5 impairment listing and the current Table 4a listing for these stream 

segments identifies the cause of impairment as “Cause Unknown”.  

In 2011, two of the POTWs affected by the TMDL (Goose Creek and West Goshen) initiated a 

study of the stream to assess its impairment status and the cause of impairment.  This report 

constitutes new information and is being submitted to the Department for consideration in 

revising the cause of impairment for the affected segments.  

Based on this new information and the testing performed by EPA and the Department prior to 

completion of the TMDL, we request that the cause of impairment for these stream segments be 

changed from “Cause Unknown” to “Siltation” in Category 4a of the 2012 Integrated List.  

 

Response: 

The Department is currently conducting monitoring and assessment of the entire Chester Creek 

watershed and therefore will defer a decision on causes until this assessment is completed.  The 

Department will consider the findings of the 2011 Goose Creek report submitted with these 

comments and any other available data at that time.  A listing of “Siltation” based on new 

information cannot be placed on Category 4a until a Siltation TMDL is completed, therefore a 

“Siltation” listing would be a new impairment listing that would appear on Category 5.  The 

siltation data will be reviewed at the time the entire Chester Creek watershed assessment is 

completed by Department staff. 

 

Comment: 

Paxton Creek was listed as impaired by nutrients from urban runoff, storm sewers, and 

agriculture on Table 5 of the Integrated List when the TMDL was developed.  However, the 

current listing in Category 4a does not identify nutrients as the cause of impairment. In 2010, 

PADEP changed the impairment listing for Paxton Creek by removing nutrients and replacing 
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that cause with Suspended Solids. In addition, PADEP replaced nutrients with DO/BOD for 

inclusion on List 4b based on implementation of management practices to address combined 

sewer overflows. Other habitat alterations and water/flow variability were added as causes of 

impairment in 2010 and identified on List 4c. With regard to the delisting of nutrients as the 

cause for aquatic life impairment, EPA has not approved that revision due, in part, to the fact that 

the TMDL is being challenged in court. This lack of action by EPA has no scientific support and 

the affected communities have requested a Congressional oversight hearing in this matter. The 

communities affected by this TMDL are in full support of the Department’s decision to delist 

Paxton Creek for nutrient impairment.  The revised listings are consistent with the prior study by 

Hunter Carrick and the assessment performed by PADEP in 2009.  We support the proposed 

listings for Paxton Creek. We further suggest that the Department reference these studies in 

support of its determination that Paxton Creek is not and was not impaired by nutrients.  

 

Response:  

The Department acknowledges your comment. 

 

Comment: 

Indian Creek and several unnamed tributaries were identified on the 2004 303(d) List for aquatic 

life impairment. The cause of this impairment was attributed to nutrients and siltation from 

multiple sources including municipal point sources and runoff from multiple sources (i.e., 

agriculture, storm sewers, and residential sources). The TMDL for these receiving waters was 

finalized in 2008. The draft 2012 Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report 

now lists these stream segments, pollution sources and causes of impairment on Table 4a.  

While the 2004 303(d) list and the draft 2012 assessment are consistent, these listings do not 

present the full picture regarding the observed impairment. While elevated nutrient 

concentrations are identified as the cause of the aquatic life impairment, aquatic life impairment 

as evidenced by excessive algal growth and large diurnal dissolved oxygen swings, would not 

occur if the riparian area and canopy surrounding the stream was intact.  

An open canopy represents a habitat alteration that causes aquatic life use impairment on the 

stream. We request that the listing in Table 4a for Indian Creek identify habitat alteration as the 

cause for excessive algal growth in the stream. Since such excessive algal growth will occur 

under ambient nutrient concentrations, the additional nutrient load from point sources is not the 

cause of excessive algal growth and the nutrient cause should be removed from the listing. 

 

Response: 

While riparian vegetation is one of many factors that has influence on dissolved oxygen in 

streams, the Department does not agree that increased canopy cover would prevent diurnal 

swings.  Eutrophication (excess nutrients) is the primary cause of excessive algal growth and 

large diurnal oxygen swings.  High algal biomass and large diurnal oxygen swings occur in the 

spring prior to leaf-out, and in streams with adequate riparian shading.  Because no data were 

submitted to document the lack of canopy cover and riparian buffers, there is not enough 

information to support a listing for “Other Habitat Alterations” in Category 4C of the Integrated 

List. 
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Susquehanna River Comments: 

One hundred and forty four comments were received on the Susquehanna River mostly 

expressing the same basic concerns or repeated those concerns word for word. To simplify the 

response process, similar comments are grouped together. The parenthetical numbers at the end 

of each comment refer to the sources listed below. Where there is an “And” separating comments 

it means the commenter expressed the same types of concerns but phrased or elaborated on them 

slightly differently. The response addresses all the issues outlined in the comments preceding 

them. 
 

1-Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (PFBC) 

2-American Rivers, Chesapeake Bay Foundation (CBF) and Citizens for Pennsylvania’s Future 

   (PennFuture) 

3-Stewards of the Lower Susquehanna, Inc. and the Lower Susquehanna Riverkeeper 

4-Pennsylvania Council of Trout Unlimited 

5-Stuart Gansell and DEP Retired Professionals 

6-Selinsgrove Projects, Inc. 

7-Blue Mountain Outfitters 

8-Koinonia Guide Service 

9-PA Forest Coalition 

10-The Fishing Posse 

11- Chestnut Ridge Chapter, Trout Unlimited 

12-Shirley Rowe (75-signature petition) 

13-Alana Balogh 

14-Ann K. Pinca 

15-Keith Clinton 

16-Jeff Bievenour 

17-John Abbott 

18-Paul J. Stubenrauch 

19-Vera Scroggins 

20-Pouné Saberi, M.D., M.P.H 

21-Dave Roberts 

22-John C Reynolds 

23-Bill Ferris 

24-Christine C. Brubaker 

25- 26-Dr. Staubly 

27-Anita Mentzer 

28-Scott 

29-Steve Todd, PE, LEED AP 

30-Ron Wenning 

31-Bob Clouser 

32-Larry Hively 

33-Larry Okonski 

34-Martin Kieffer III 

35-Pat Reilly 

36-Clary Herman 

37-Jimmy Forlizzi 

38-Rick Webster 

39-Joseph E. Colton 

40-Dean Druckenmiller 
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41-Michael Frank 

42-Tom Mills 

43-Ed Libeck 

44-Edward J. Smith, D.S. 

45-Keith Gillespie, State Representative, 47
th
 District 

46-Julie Harhart, State Representative, 183
rd

 District 

47-Camille “Bud” George, State Representative 

48-Donald Laverty 

49-Lenny Lichvar 

50-William H. Barnes 

51-Daniel C. Jones 

52-David Hafer 

53-Charles Spiroff 

54-Pete Goodman 

55-Karl Heine 

56-Rev. Owen Owens 

57-Evan Silverstein 

58- Ed Penry 

59-Alison B Hudak 

60-Susan Rae Parker 

61-Don Oakes 

62-Jeannette Moort 

63-Franklin E. MCoy 

64-David Lerch 

65-Christopher Burns 

66-Andrew McLaughlin 

67-Joseph Daversia 

68-Carol L. Baldwin 

69-Dennis Baldwin 

70-Kelly Grattan 

71-anonymous (1) 

72-Dan Jones 

73-Richard Fogel 

74-Foundation for Pennsylvania Watersheds (FPW) 

75-Al Benner 

76-Andrew Dunmire 

77-Ann Keeler Evans, M.Div., Minister, UUCSV 

78-Barry Wright 

79-Bill Felo 

80-Bill Moutz 

81-Bob Moore 

82-Bradley Ketrow 

83-Bruce Van Patter 

84-Canoe Club of Greater Harrisburg 

85-Chuck Spiroff 

86-Keystone Trails Association 

87-Daniel Hooven 

88-Darvel C. “Darv” Stutz 

89-Don Ament 

90-Edward L. Beakley 
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91-Eunice Alexander 

92-Fred Pick 

93-George Justus 

94-Gerald H. Feagley 

95-Cynthia Lustig 

96-Holly Hartshorne 

97-Jake Markezin 

98-James H. Smith, B.S.,MEd. 

99-James F Matthews 

100-Jay Pechart 

101-Jay Sweeney 

102-Jean Swan 

103-Jere McDonald 

104-Jessi Averill 

105-John Carricato 

106-John Tebera 

107-John W. Shearer 

108-John Wojcik 

109-John Yarolin 

110-Karl Shreiner 

111-Leon Jaskuta 

112-Luana Cleveland 

113-Lynne Whelden 

114-Marjorie T. Duck 

115-Mark & Janet Hosey 

116-Mark Orlic 

117-Michael T. Molin 

118-Steve Wetzler 

119-Patricia Leamer 

120-Patrick Lynch 

121-Rebecca Roter 

122-Robert L. Miller 

123-Rosemary Hennessy 

124-Samuel C. Small 

125-Scott Weidensaul 

126-Seth Goudie 

127-Shannon S. Pendleton 

128-Sharon A. Furlong 

129-Joseph Veghts 

130-Gregory Neff 

131-Loretta Calise-Simmons 

132-anonymous (2) 

133-Suzie Halle 

134-Thomas E. Boyd 

135-Tim Jones 

136-Timothy W. Marks 

137-Todd Oiler 

138-Van Wagner 

139-Virginia Maus 

140-Wade M. Spooner 
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141-Wiconisco Creek Restoration Association 

142-Yvonne Taylor 

The following comments were received after the comment period ended: 

143-A. Joseph Armstrong 

144-P. Michael Sturla, Representative, 96
th
 District 
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Comment: 

pH, Dissolved Oxygen, & Algal Growth 

1. During initial consultation with DEP staff, it was reported that the pH values submitted for 

consideration (daily maximum values) were not used and as such not available for the 

analysis. Subsequent PFBC data analysis, including all available records (2008 - 2010, 30-

minute measurements) from the U.S. Geological Survey sondes, found that the values 

exceeded the pH criterion in 1.22% and 4.28% of the records for the Susquehanna River at 

Harrisburg and the Susquehanna River at Clemson Island, respectively. This indicates that the 

pH is in violation of the criteria expressed in 25 Pa Code § 93.7 for protection of warm-water 

fisheries. High pH values are indicative of high and possibly excessive levels of primary 

productivity. We note that extraordinary noxious algal growth has been documented in the 

recent past on the river. A fly over of the river was done on October 4, 2007, as part of a creel 

survey that the PFBC was conducting at that time. Filamentous algae (identified as 

Cladophora) can be seen to fill the river in the photos taken in the area of McKees Half Falls 

to Clarks Ferry. These photos have been provided to DEP's technical staff in the past and they 

are aware of them by way of the Susquehanna River Technical Committee meetings. We can 

provide you with additional copies upon request. (1) 

 

Additionally, we have previously cited exceedances of the criterion for daily minimum 

dissolved oxygen (DO) concentration at the Susquehanna River at New Buffalo, PA in one of 

the near-shore locations used to track conditions in young-of-year (YOY) smallmouth bass 

habitats. We are pleased that the DEP has proposed increasing the current daily minimum 

dissolved oxygen concentration from 4.0 mg/L to 5.0 mg/L as part of the triennial review 

process. However, we note that increasing the criterion will result in more locations and 

greater frequency of exceedance of DO criteria if conditions remain unchanged (Table 1-2). 

These exceedances of DO water quality criteria designed to protect the warm water fishes use 

of the river, in our opinion, are sufficient evidence to reach the conclusion of impairment. 

(1,3,5) 

And 

 

2. In a letter from Secretary Krancer to PFBC Director John Arway dated April 16, 2012 (the 

April 16 letter), the Department states, without explanation as to the quality of the PFBC data, 

that “the water quality data collected so far for . . . pH does not indicate a 303(d) listing is 

factually or legally warranted.” We respectfully disagree.  

The segment of the Susquehanna River that is the subject of our listing request has a designated 

use of Warm Water Fishes (WWF).  The specific water quality criterion for pH associated with 

that critical use is “from 6.0 to 9.0 inclusive.” The data at Tables 1, 2, and 3 of our August 31 

submission show that this criterion is not being achieved in the River “at least 99% of the time,” 

as required by 25 Pa. Code § 96.3(c).  

Because the data indicates that the requirements of 25 Pa. Code § 96.3 are not being met in the 

Susquehanna River insofar as the water quality criterion for pH at § 93.7 is not being achieved 

“at least 99% of the time,” the Department must develop a TMDL and WQBELs under 25 Pa. 

Code § 96.4 and must list the River as impaired with the cause of pH to begin that process.(2)  

 

And 
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3. Supplemental to these narrative criteria are specific water quality parameters that the 

Commonwealth has implemented to help protect designated uses. Relevant here is the failures of 

the Lower Susquehanna River segment noted above to consistently fulfill daily dissolved oxygen 

(DO) and pH parameters. As explained below exceedences of pH and DO both contribute to the 

Lower Susquehanna’s failure to attain designated uses and are harmful per se to aquatic life. 

USGS data shows that pH parameters for the Lower Susquehanna were exceeded between 1-4% 

of records at Harrisburg and Clemson Island. High pH values indicate high levels of primary 

productivity for algal growth, as well as represent a violation of warm-water fisheries pH 

parameters. [E]xceedences of pH and DO violate water quality parameters, as well as contribute 

to creating conditions axiomatic to aquatic life, and therefore contribute to the Lower 

Susquehanna’s failure to attain its designated uses. 

 

Investigations were initiated by the PFBC who funded the USGS to conduct water quality 

studies, and who worked with USGS, SRBC, EPA, and PADEP staff to do additional water 

quality monitoring and disease investigations. The preliminary results prompted former PFBC 

Executive Director Austen to submit a letter on September 29, 2008 to then DEP Secretary 

Hanger requesting that the existing, outdated dissolved oxygen criterion be updated to the EPA-

recommended criterion for protection of early life stages of warm water fishes that was 

developed in 1986. (3) 

 

Response: 

Every two years with the drafting of the Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment 

Report (IR), Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (PADEP) provides 

individuals, groups, and other agencies the opportunity to submit data for consideration in the 

upcoming IR.  All submitted data is reviewed and a discussion on how/if that data was used can 

be found in the Narrative of the Integrated Report. 

For consideration in the 2012 IR, the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (PFBC), 

Chesapeake Bay Foundation, Citizens for Pennsylvania’s Future, American Rivers, and the 

Pennsylvania Council of Trout Unlimited submitted pH and Dissolved Oxygen (D.O.) data 

collected on the Susquehanna River from 2008-2010.  Also submitted was the United States 

Geological Survey’s (USGS) 2009-1216 report on “Water-Quality Monitoring in Response to 

Young-of-the-Year Smallmouth Bass Mortality in the Susquehanna River and Major 

Tributaries”.  The submitted 2008 pH and D.O. data was collected during this USGS study which 

was done in cooperation with PFBC, PADEP, and PPL Corporation.  Data collection was 

continued in 2009 and 2010 for some of the stations.  Since PADEP was a part of this study, the 

Department was already aware of the results.  The five organizations who submitted this 

information feel it is enough to place 98 miles of the Susquehanna River, from Sunbury to 

Holtwood Dam, as impaired on Category 5 of the 2012 Integrated List of All Waters.  

Dissolved oxygen and pH are dynamic water quality parameters whose levels depend on many 

different factors, especially photosynthesis.  D.O. and pH levels are usually highest in the late 

afternoon after photosynthesis has occurred all day and lowest in the late evening/early morning 

when respiration is at its peak.  Therefore, both of these parameters have a natural rise and fall in 

levels as the day progresses.  The degree of change can vary depending on other environmental 

influences.  A stream with large amounts of aquatic vegetation will have a greater degree of 
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change than one with very little aquatic vegetation.  Dissolved Oxygen is usually higher in cold 

water and faster currents.      

The submitted pH and D.O. data was collected at three sondes on the Susquehanna River:  

Clemson Island main channel habitat near Halifax, Clemson Island microhabitat near Halifax, 

and City Island at Harrisburg.  Sondes are instruments that record data at preset time intervals, in 

this instance every thirty minutes.  The microhabitat station is defined in the USGS 2009-1216 

report as a “habitat where YOY smallmouth bass spend the first 2-3 months of their lives and is 

characterized by backwater and shoreline areas with relatively low velocities and depths 

compared to the main channel.”  YOY stands for young-of-the-year and while the data collected 

at this station is useful for understanding the stream conditions the YOY smallmouth bass are 

exposed to, this data cannot be used to assess the entire 98 miles of the Susquehanna River as a 

whole.   

The stream flow and depth in the microhabitat at Clemson Island was lower than the main 

channel Clemson Island station; both of these conditions can result in naturally lower dissolved 

oxygen than is normally present in the main body of the Susquehanna River.  Due to these 

shallower conditions, the fluctuation in daily water temperatures can also be naturally greater 

than in the main channel.  Conditions in the different backwater microhabitats throughout the 

Susquehanna River no doubt vary from each other, which can result in different pH and D.O. 

concentrations and daily fluctuations. For example, the amount of aquatic vegetation, sunlight, 

warming, substrate, sedimentation, flow velocity, water depth, and proximity to tributaries  all 

have direct or indirect effects on both pH and D.O. levels at any particular backwater 

microhabitat and these effects will be much more pronounced than in the main channel.  A 

widely accepted water quality sampling practice (used by USGS, EPA, PADEP, etc.) to obtain a 

representative sample of a stream is to take the sample at mid-channel, mid-depth.  Clearly, the 

single location of the microhabitat at Clemson Island does not represent the main channel of the 

River nor is it known how representative it is of the other backwater microhabitats found along 

ninety-eight miles of river. 

The backwater and main channel Clemson Island sondes were about 850 feet apart and the City 

Island sonde was about 23 miles downstream from these sondes.  No other pH or D.O. data was 

submitted to represent the other remaining 75 miles of stream suggested by PFBC et al to be 

listed as impaired.  The data was collected from about mid-May through September at all three 

stations in 2008 and 2009 and only at the City Island station in 2010.  The submitted pH and 

D.O. data contained only daily minimum, maximum, mean and/or median values.  The raw data, 

which PADEP obtained from USGS, was collected continuously every 30 minutes providing 48 

data points per day.  Knowing that pH and D.O. levels can naturally vary depending on the time 

of day, it was important to look at the 30 minute continuous data.  Relying on only the maximum 

value of pH, for example, can be misleading because it is unknown how long pH was at that 

level.   

The main channel monitors did not demonstrate any D.O. or pH impairment and even if they did 

it would be representative of only a small fraction of the river.  The Susquehanna River basin is 

extremely large, draining about 27,500 square miles from three different states.  The Lower 

Susquehanna subbasin, which encompasses the 98 miles suggested for listing, drains about 5,500 
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square miles in PA and has five major tributaries entering it.  The data submitted by PFBC et al 

was collected at only 3 stations and only 2 of these are representative of the main stem 

Susquehanna River.  There are about 23 miles of stream separating these two stations and the 

Juniata subbasin enters the Susquehanna River in between them; it drains about 3,400 square 

miles.  To assess a watershed as large and complex as the Susquehanna River, many sample 

locations are needed to cover the varying anthropogenic and environmental changes occurring in 

the basin.  Data sondes deployed in July of 2012, at the Interstate 81 bridge in Harrisburg, 

showed that D.O. and pH can vary considerably between the east and west side of the River as 

well as the middle.  This emphasizes the need to measure at multiple representative locations and 

do transects across the river at those locations in order to properly characterize the conditions in 

the river.  The D.O. at the 81 bridge was significantly higher than at City Island, only about 4.5 

miles downstream. 

As discussed above, the stream conditions at the Clemson Island microhabitat station are unique 

and not representative of the majority of the River, therefore, that data will not be used in the 

following discussions.  Currently, PADEP’s water quality criterion for dissolved oxygen in 

Warm Water Fishes (WWF) surface water is a minimum of 4.0 mg/L. At the Clemson Island 

main channel station the dissolved oxygen levels were never lower than 5.0 mg/L and therefore, 

never dropped below PADEP’s criterion.  At the City Island, Harrisburg station the D.O. level 

was also never lower than the DEP minimum criterion of 4.0 mg/L.  None of the applicable 

submitted dissolved oxygen data went below PADEP’s criterion of 4.0 mg/l of dissolved oxygen. 

The PADEP criterion for pH is from 6.0 to 9.0 inclusive.  In the submitted dataset, pH never 

went below 6.0 pH units, but the sondes indicated pH did exceed 9.0 units on some days.  Where 

exceedances did occur at the two main channel stations, pH never stayed above 9 mg/l for more 

than 12 hours and the maximum pH values were 9.3 (City Island) and 9.4 (Clemson Island) pH 

units.  The 2009-1216 USGS report, also states that “YOY smallmouth bass rarely were exposed 

to pH that exceeded 9.0 during the critical period, and values this high were sustained for periods 

of less than 12 hours.  It therefore seems unlikely that pH is a major stressor to YOY smallmouth 

bass in the study reaches...”.  Levels of pH greater than 9.0 units have been observed during low 

summer flows at the Delaware River control site and in tributaries considered to have good water 

quality.  USGS assessed the accuracy rating of the water quality sonde at Harrisburg and found 

the rating to be good for pH.  A rating of good has a confidence range of > ±0.2-0.5 pH units.  

This means that for a reading of 9.1 we can be confident that the actual value is between 8.6 and 

9.6.  In this case, we can’t confidently determine if an exceedance of the pH criteria occurred.  

Because of the limited amount of time that pH exceeded 9.0 units, the accuracy rating of the 

sondes, and observations of pH greater than 9.0 units at other locations with good water quality 

more data at additional locations is needed to make an impairment decision and to determine if 

pH is causing stressful conditions for the YOY smallmouth bass. 

 

Comment: 

2009 USGS Report by Chaplin et al (Same report as USGS 2009-1216 report referenced in 

response above).  

4. A recent United States Geological Survey (USGS) report by Chaplin et al. 2009 was 

principally funded by the PFBC and concluded the following key points: 

a) Smallmouth Bass Nursery microhabitats had lower oxygen than the main channel: 
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Oxygen levels fell below the applicable national criterion (5.0 mg/L) for up to 8.5 hours 

on more than 30 percent of days at one nursery microhabitat, compared to no days in the 

nearby main-channel habitat. 

Oxygen levels at a second nursery microhabitat fell below the criterion in about 20% 

of days, compared to only 6% in the nearby main channel. 

b) Conditions in 2008 were more stressful than they were in the 1970’s: 

In the Susquehanna River at Harrisburg, daily mean dissolved oxygen levels averaged 

1.1 mg/L lower and daily mean water temperatures averaged 1.4°F warmer in 2008 

compared to historical datasets from 1974 through 1979. 

c) The Susquehanna had higher temperatures than nearby rivers in 2008: 

During the monitoring period of May through September, the average daily mean water 

temperature of the Susquehanna River at Harrisburg was 3.2 °F warmer than the 

Delaware River at Trenton, N.J., and 6.1°F warmer than the Allegheny River near 

Pittsburgh, PA (1) 

 

Response: 

The applicable Dissolved Oxygen criterion for WWF surface waters in Pennsylvania is a 

minimum of 4.0 mg/L, and none of the observations at the main channel sondes fell below this 

criterion.  Oxygen levels in the secondary backwater microhabitat did fall below the 4.0 mg/L 

criterion; however, it is unknown if this is a natural phenomenon or if this is a result of man-

induced impacts.  Furthermore, as narrated in previous responses this backwater is not 

representative of the main body of water and it has not been demonstrated that this one 

microhabitat is representative of all microhabitats throughout the 98 miles between Holtwood 

and Sunbury.  The Department agrees with the USGS report that temperatures in 2008 were 

warmer than average at Harrisburg and was warmer than other large drainages in the 

Commonwealth.  As a result, temperature could be the main stressor and not D.O. or pH. 

 

Comment: 

Nutrients 

5.  Increasing trends in dissolved phosphorus and ortho-phosphorus support the hypothesis that 

the DO declines measured by USGS in 2008 are being caused by excessive algal respiration at 

night in the microhabitats that are being used for nursery areas by YOY smallmouth bass. 

Phosphorus has been identified as the limiting nutrient for Cladophora, which was observed to 

blanket the river from east bank to west bank in certain areas during the fall of 2007 as 

mentioned above. To our knowledge, algae blooms of this nature and extent have never 

previously occurred on the river. Unfortunately, water quality was not being monitored during 

this event. Although this event did not coincide with the juvenile bass mortality we are seeing in 

the critical period (May 1 — July 31), it can be used as an example of another bioindicator as to 

how the river is changing. The following graph from USGS shows increasing trends of 

phosphorus since 1995 in the lower river. 
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The Chesapeake Bay Foundation (unpublished, 2006) reported the following: 

"Overall, nutrient loads to the Chesapeake Bay from the 1980's through 2006 show a modest 

downward trend. However, if one looks at the data from the late 1990's to 2006 — the last eight 

or so years — the trend is decidedly upward. There are several oft-cited explanations: (1) these 

later years have been wetter than normal; and (2) there is a significant lag time, perhaps a 

decade or more, between the implementation of pollution reduction practices (sewage treatment 

plant upgrades, improved permit limits, agricultural BMPs) and pollution response in surface 

waters. 

However, others have hypothesized that accelerating increases in urban development (and 

associated turf grass firtilization) and agricultural soils reaching phosphorus saturation in 

some watersheds, are indeed the main drivers Ibr an upward trend in nutrient pollution." 

 

Most concerning are the increasing trends in dissolved and ortho-phosphorus since these are the 

nutrient fractions that tend to drive algal growth in flowing waters like the Susquehanna River. 

The focus of the Chesapeake Bay TMDL has been on total nutrients, which determine the 

productivity of lentic waters like the Bay which act as a sink for these substances. Rivers 

typically transport the bulk of these nutrients which get deposited in the Bay for future use by 

noxious weeds and algae. However, a new phenomenon seems to be occurring in the river where 

long-term, lower doses of dissolved phosphorus are being delivered to the river on a rather 

constant basis which drives periphyton (attached algae) and water column algae populations to 

dangerous levels during critical time periods when juvenile smallmouth bass are in refuge areas 

along the river's edges.  

The Susquehanna River Basin Commission reported this increased trend in dissolved ortho-

phosphorus at 5 of the 7 sites in the Susquehanna River that were monitored in 2005 (McGonigal 

2006). (1) 

And 

 

6. Concurrent with DO declines in the Lower Susquehanna is the trend of increasing dissolved 

inorganic phosphorus within the same water column. In recent years the river appears to be 

experiencing long-term, consistent doses of dissolved phosphorus. This type of consistent 
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loading spurs algal respiration to dangerous levels (driving DO lower), and thus poses a 

particular threat to juvenile SMB who seek shelter along riverbanks where algal blooms are 

especially pronounced. When SMB are exposed to stressors like excessive algal growth and low 

DO during their formative growth cycles they can experience reduced immunoresponse, such 

immuno fallibility perhaps being correlated with the population’s increased disease and 

mortality. More study is required on this subject to fully tease out such causal relationships. (3) 

 

Response: 

The PFBC notes there have been algae blooms on the river and that to their knowledge they 

never previously occurred.  DEP acknowledges that blooms have occurred recently and is 

concerned about the impact the blooms may be having on the aquatic life.  As a regulatory 

agency DEP needs a factual basis about the history of blooms in the river to accept the blooming 

as an indication the river has changed.  DEP initiated a study in 2012 to determine how the 

shallow wide river, low river flows, high temperatures, and nutrient concentrations interact to 

create the blooms.  The collection results will be evaluated over the coming months and plans are 

to conduct more studies the summer of 2013.  

 

The graph showing the increasing trend in total phosphorous at Conowingo up to 2006 is 

misleading.  Also, note that the large Conowingo Reservoir behind Conowingo dam is 

downstream of the area proposed for impairment by the commenters.  The Conowingo pool is a 

sediment and phosphorous trap subject to filling and scour during high flow.  Phosphorous 

concentrations accumulate in the reservoir and then may be re-suspended during storms. The 

USGS Scientific Investigations Report 2012-5158 discusses the situation.  The upward trends 

below the reservoir are due to the re-suspension of trapped legacy sediments while 

concentrations during low to moderate flows have actually declined. 

 

The USGS gage at Marietta is upstream of Conowingo and within the segment of the river 

commentators propose for impairment, the total nitrogen and phosphorous have trended 

downward since 1995. Conditions are improving.  Dissolved inorganic phosphorous has trended 

upward at Marietta for the period 1985 to 2010.  However, for the period 2001 to 2010 the trend 

is downward so in more recent years the upward trend has reversed and conditions are improving 

in the river upstream of the Conowingo pool.   

With respect to the algal blooms and smallmouth bass problem DEP agrees with the PFBC 

statement that “more study is required on this subject to fully tease out such causal 

relationships.” There needs to be a better understanding before making an impairment decision. 

 

Comment: 

Macroinvertebrate Methodology and Fish Index of Biotic Integrity 

7. (a)Although not explicitly stated, it is assumed that benthic macroinvertebrate data were used 

for the Susquehanna River to satisfy the assessment requirements for the Integrated Monitoring 

and Assessment Report and subsequently its characterization as an attaining water body. 

(b)While the science behind use of benthic macroinvertebrates is a sound, time-tested method for 

assessing streams, its application for assessment of a large river is not in line with the intended 

purpose of Pennsylvania's Benthic Macroinvertebrate Index of Biotic Integrity. Wadeable 
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Freestone Riffle-Run Streams dated April 2009. (c)Within the guidance document for the index, 

it is stated that "Any management decision should evaluate all pertinent, available ata, not just 

rely on this index if other information is available to help assess water quality." This serves as 

recognition that these methods may not sufficiently represent the benthic or overall biotic 

communities in the largest of Pennsylvania's streams and rivers. (d)Application of large river 

invertebrate data under an index of biotic integrity developed for stream systems does not allow 

for a comprehensive and scientifically defensible evaluation of the condition of Aquatic Life 

Uses for the Clean Water Act (Flotemersch et al. 2006).  (e)Further, in review of data for the 

Susquehanna River, Wilson et al. (2012) found inverse relationships between some metrics, 

suggesting that traditional IBI approaches might not be applicable. (f)Similarly, the Delaware 

River Basin Commission found that its benthic invertebrate data alone was only sufficient to 

identify attaining status for the upper 10
th

 percentile of their records; the remaining locations 

would be assessed using multiple types and source of data (Silldorff and Limbeck 2009). 

(g)Furthermore, DEP's own survey protocol manual acknowledges that "in cases of large (4
th

 

order or larger) wadeable warm water streams and rivers ...., use of benthic macroinvertebrates to 

assess aquatic life uses may not be practical or appropriate. For these wadeable streams and 

rivers, fish sampling methods can be employed to assess the attainment of aquatic life uses" 

(DEP 391-3200-001, 2009). (h)PFBC staff have worked closely with DEP staff over the last 10 

years on the development of a Fish Index of Biotic Integrity (PaFIBI) but unfortunately DEP has 

not formally adopted such a method for wadeable or non-wadeable streams or rivers. When a 

formal FIBI method cannot be used, the DEP methods recommend that a Qualitative Fish 

Sampling Protocol be used instead.  (i)Our discussions with DEP staff have indicated that a 

dedicated effort to develop a large river-specific fisheries bioassessment tool for assessing 

aquatic life uses for large rivers is underway. We applaud this effort as we believe that it is a 

crucial step for understanding the problems affecting these waters and working on solutions to 

identify causes and sources. The PFBC staff stand ready to continue to assist DEP staff towards 

this end. Until that time, however, we believe that it is inappropriate, consistent with the DEP's 

own guidance on this matter, to solely assess the determination of the Susquehanna River's 

attainment of its designated uses by benthic macroinvertebrate data alone. (1) 

 

Response: 

(a) PADEP does not have aquatic life use information on many sections of the river and as a 

result does not make the assertion that all the sections of the river are considered to be attaining 

the aquatic life use as suggested by the commentator.  DEP recognizes the macroinvertebrate 

studies used to assess some sections of the river for aquatic life use are now dated and newer 

studies are needed.  

 

As stated, DEP does not feel there is sufficient data for an impairment listing. At the same time, 

DEP realizes there is great public concern about the river and that the data used to attain some 

sections of the river is dated. DEP acknowledges more study is needed and began intensive data 

collections the summer of 2012 that will continue at least into 2013.  As a result, those sections 

of the river previously in Categories 1 (attaining all uses) and 2 (attaining at least one use) have 

been removed and the river from Sunbury to the Pennsylvania-Maryland state line has been 

placed on List 3 (insufficient data to make an attainment determination) of the 2012 Integrated 
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Report.  One listing on Category 5 (Impaired for one or more designated uses by a pollutant and 

requiring a TMDL) of the 2012 Integrated Report will remain. 

 

DEP began sampling macroinvertebrates in the river in 2012 and will continue to do so until the 

river is assessed.  When considering PADEP’s previous aquatic life use (ALU) assessments in 

the Susquehanna River, it may be helpful – for context – to consider exactly what and where 

those assessments were.  From the confluence of the West Branch near Sunbury, the main stem 

of the Susquehanna River flows approximately 115 river miles to the PA-MD border.  The 

Holtwood Dam is roughly 10 miles upstream of the PA-MD border.  So, from the West Branch 

confluence near Sunbury to the Holtwood Dam – the section of river which the commentator’s 

letter concerns – the river flows roughly 105 miles. 

 

As of 23 May 2012, PADEP had three relatively small sections of main stem Susquehanna River 

below Sunbury assessed for ALU.  From upstream to downstream, these sections were: 

 

(1) Approximately 16.8 miles of river beginning downstream of the 

confluence with Conodoguinet Creek (near the Harvey Taylor Bridge between 

Wormelysburg and Harrisburg) to the lower end of Conewago Falls just 

downstream of the York Haven Dam near the confluence with the eastern 

Conewago Creek and just upstream of the Brunner Island power plant.  This 

section of river was assessed as attaining its ALU.  This attaining ALU 

assessment was based on a benthic macroinvertebrate survey conducted by 

PADEP in the late 1990s. 

 

(2) Approximately 2.3 miles of river – one mile on either side of the SR462 

bridge between Wrightsville and Columbia.  This bridge is the site of a long-

term water quality network (WQN) fixed-site monitoring station:  WQN 201.  

This section of river is assessed as not attaining its ALU because of lead 

violations from an unknown source.  This ALU impairment first appeared on 

PADEP’s 2006 303(d) list based on the assessment and listing methods in 

place at that time.  This segment remains on Category 5 of the 2012 Integrated 

Report. 

 

(3) Approximately 21.8 miles of river beginning near the confluence with the 

Conestoga River (just downstream of the Safe Harbor Dam) to the 

Pennsylvania-Maryland border.  This section of river was assessed as 

attaining its ALU.  This attaining assessment was based on a benthic 

macroinvertebrate survey conducted by the Susquehanna River Basin 

Commission in the early 1990s.  About 7 miles of this assessment is upstream 

of the Holtwood Dam. 

 

So – in total – PADEP had assessed the ALU in roughly 40.9 miles of the main stem of the 

Susquehanna River below Sunbury, representing about 31% of the river mileage in this stretch of 

the river.  If we look just at the section from Sunbury to the Holtwood Dam, PADEP had 

assessed only about 25% of this stretch of the river.  Most of these assessed ALU miles (i.e., 38.6 
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of 40.9 miles) are based on relatively old benthic macroinvertebrate surveys and methods.  These 

facts do not suggest that PADEP believes this section of the Susquehanna River to be attaining 

its ALU – as asserted by the commentator.  Rather, PADEP has not yet assessed the ALU in 

most of this stretch of the river.  PADEP recognizes these assessments are dated and based on 

old methods.  As such, they have been removed from Categories 1 and 2 and these sections of 

the river have been placed on Category 3 until newer assessment information becomes available.  

DEP made additional macroinvertebrate collections during the summer of 2012 that are currently 

being identified and evaluated.   Future plans are to conduct more collections in the summer of 

2013 and will continue in future summers until the river is assessed. 

 

(b) It is true the 2009 benthic macroinvertebrate assessment protocol referenced in this section of 

the commentator’s letter was designed for application to small (i.e., 1
st
 through 3

rd
 and some 4

th
 

order) streams and was not intended for application to larger (i.e., 5
th

 and larger order) streams 

and rivers.  Since 2009, PADEP has collected numerous samples from a variety of larger 

wadeable, freestone (and limestone-influenced), riffle-run streams and rivers across 

Pennsylvania.  Over the past three years, PADEP has rigorously analyzed these samples.  Based 

on these analyses, PADEP recently developed a benthic macroinvertebrate index of biotic 

integrity (IBI) to assess ALUs in Pennsylvania’s larger wadeable, freestone (and limestone-

influenced), riffle-run streams and rivers.  This IBI will be published in 2013 to accompany 

PADEP’s Assessment & Listing Methodology.  While these newly-developed methods are not 

intended for application to Pennsylvania’s largest, often-unwadeable rivers or rivers without 

riffle habitats (like some sections of the lower Susquehanna River), they do provide a scientific 

framework for assessing and characterizing the benthic macroinvertebrates of our largest rivers.  

(c) The full paragraph from which the excerpted sentence was extracted reads, 

“The index developed in this project is based solely on the benthic 

macroinvertebrate assemblage.  The index primarily measures structure of that 

assemblage, not function or measures of individual condition.  Sampling of 

multiple assemblages (e.g., fish, periphyton) may provide improved stressor 

detection capability over a broader range of conditions.  However, for purposes 

of monitoring and assessment of stream ecosystems, DEP believes the 

structure of benthic macroinvertebrate communities viewed at the described 

taxonomic resolution represents an informative, cost-effective indicator that 

is sensitive to a wide range of stressors of water quality in Pennsylvania 

streams.  Any management decisions should evaluate all pertinent, available data, 

not just rely on this index if other information is available to help assess water 

quality.” 

While PADEP appreciates the utility of multi-assemblage (e.g., macroinvertebrates, fish, 

periphyton) surveys in informing ALU assessments of streams and rivers of any size, benthic 

macroinvertebrate surveys are effective tools for assessing water quality in a wide variety of 

flowing waterways in Pennsylvania, including larger streams and rivers. 

(d) Proper calibration is certainly a critical part of developing and applying any IBI.  PADEP 

explicitly acknowledged that its 2009 benthic macroinvertebrate IBI for wadeable, freestone, 
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riffle-run streams was not calibrated for application to larger streams and rivers.  However, 

recent work by PADEP has resulted in a draft benthic macroinvertebrate IBI that is calibrated for 

larger, warmer, wadeable, freestone (and limestone-influenced), riffle-run streams and rivers in 

Pennsylvania.  While this newer IBI is not intended for application to Pennsylvania’s largest, 

non-wadeable rivers or rivers without riffle habitat, it can provisionally inform assessment of 

Pennsylvania’s great rivers until more suitable methods are developed and deployed. 

(e)  While the Wilson et al. (2012) poster presentation  (presented at the Society for Freshwater 

Science, Louisville, Ky, May 20-24, 2012) cited presents some interesting analyses of benthic 

macroinvertebrate communities at sites throughout the Susquehanna River basin, the part of the 

poster that the commentator cites is flawed.  Specifically, the poster authors find “…an inverse 

relationship between diversity and abundance of EPT taxa (groups generally considered sensitive 

to pollution).”  From this finding, the authors go on to conclude that the “Inverse relationship 

between diversity and abundance of pollution-sensitive invertebrates suggests that standard 

biotic indices may not reflect ecological health of the Susquehanna River.” 

While PADEP agrees and confirms that there is indeed an inverse relationship between 

abundance of EPT organisms and overall diversity of benthic macroinvertebrates in some 

samples from some sites in West Branch, North Branch, and lower main stem of the 

Susquehanna River, the finding and subsequent conclusion of the poster’s authors are flawed in 

two critical ways. 

First, characterization of EPT taxa as “generally… sensitive to pollution” is misguided.  

Although there are many genera and species of EPT organisms that are very sensitive to different 

types of pollution, it is a mischaracterization to say that all EPT taxa are sensitive to pollution.  

Most mayfly taxa are very sensitive to acidic conditions, and many are very sensitive to 

sedimentation, but some taxa (e.g., Caenis, Tricorythodes, burrowing mayflies) are well-adapted 

to more sedimented conditions.  Many stonefly taxa are very sensitive to heavy sedimentation, 

but exhibit a fair amount of tolerance to acidic conditions.  Some caddisfly taxa (e.g. 

Hydropsyche, Cheumatopsyche, Ceratopsyche, and Chimarra) thrive in larger streams and 

nutrient-enriched conditions because they are adapted to filter fine particles from the water 

column.  So, the sensitivity of EPT taxa to various types of pollution cannot be as broadly 

characterized as the poster’s authors suggest.  Many EPT taxa are indeed sensitive to a variety of 

pollutants, but there are a number of mayfly and caddisfly taxa that are fairly facultative and that 

thrive in sedimented, nutrient-enriched conditions. 

Second, and more importantly, the conclusion the poster’s authors derive from finding an inverse 

relationship between abundance of EPT organisms and overall diversity is wrong.  Abundance of 

EPT organisms is not a standard benthic macroinvertebrate metric utilized in surface water 

empirical investigations.  This abundance metric is very rarely incorporated into biotic indices by 

any agency in or around Pennsylvania.  Contrary to the assertion of the poster’s authors, PADEP 

finds no basis in the scientific literature or peer professional applications and experiences to 

expect there to be a positive correlation between EPT organism abundance and overall diversity.  

Many times, we see just the opposite – where an abundance of organisms representing one or a 

few EPT taxa can be expected to correlate with lower overall diversity, not higher.  There is no 

scientific basis for suggesting that the inverse relationship of  abundance of EPT organisms (a 
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metric that is very rarely incorporated into biotic indices) with overall diversity (a more 

common, “traditional” metric) is a phenomenon unique to the Susquehanna River that somehow 

suggests that the river’s benthic macroinvertebrate communities cannot be assessed with 

“standard biotic indices.” 

(f) This is a misinterpretation of DRBC’s assessment methods.  In the cited DRBC document, 

DRBC sets their ALU attainment threshold at the lower 10
th

 percentile score of the reference 

samples in their IBI development dataset.  DRBC also expects that reference sites will score 

below this threshold about 10% of the time, so their benthic macroinvertebrate assessments 

incorporate multiple stations per assessment reach as well as multiple years of data.  In no way 

does this mean that only the top-scoring sites can be assessed with the DRBC benthic IBI.  

DRBC applies their benthic IBI to samples from all locations they sample along the main stem of 

the Delaware River.  They do not rely on multiple-assemblage sampling to inform their ALU 

assessment decisions or recommendations.  To the contrary, benthic macroinvertebrate 

assessments are the foundation of most of DRBC’s ALU assessments.  DRBC also has ALU 

water chemistry criteria, but does not have in place assessment methods for biotic assemblages 

other than benthic macroinvertebrates (e.g., not for fish, not for periphyton, not for mussels). 

(g) Since 2009, PADEP has advanced its sampling and understanding of benthic 

macroinvertebrate communities in Pennsylvania’s larger, wadeable, riffle-run streams and rivers.  

We can now confidently assess ALUs based on benthic macroinvertebrates in most of the larger, 

wadeable, riffle-run streams and rivers in Pennsylvania with rigorous, well-founded scientific 

methods.  Fish surveys – along with surveys of other biotic communities – can certainly also 

provide valuable information about a waterway’s biological condition, but benthic 

macroinvertebrate surveys are useful ALU assessment tools in nearly all of Pennsylvania’s 

flowing waters, and PADEP now has tenable methods in place to assess ALUs based on benthic 

macroinvertebrate surveys in all but the largest, non-wadeable rivers and rivers without riffles in 

Pennsylvania.  Although not yet calibrated for large rivers it provides a scientific framework for 

assessing and characterizing the benthic macroinvertebrates of our largest rivers.  PADEP is 

currently working on developing assessment methods for non-wadeable rivers and rivers without 

riffle habitat. 

(h) PA DEP contracted the PFBC to collect ecologically based quantitative fish samples for two 

different projects.  The fish samples that qualified for the fish IBI protocol classification criteria 

are being used to develop warm water wadeable fish IBI protocols for Atlantic drainage and 

Ohio drainage watersheds.  The PFBC personnel and their subcontractors performed the field 

work efficiently and professionally.  This collection protocol called for sampling and recording 

all fish species.   

 

The usual fish sampling protocol used extensively by the PFBC is limited to conducting 

population studies for game fish and is not appropriate for assessing use attainment.  They only 

conduct a limited number of biological or ecological type assessments, generally to determine 

the damage to a water body for an enforcement action; these are typically performed on smaller 

wadeable waters. 

 

It would have been very helpful if PFBC had conducted qualitative fish sampling of all species 
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concurrently with their YOY smallmouth bass samples when diseased individuals were first 

verified.  A qualitative sample only indicates if a species was present, but this could provide a 

great deal of information on the ecological health of the habitat supporting the fish assemblage 

where there are healthy or diseased YOY smallmouth bass.  PFBC has also limited their 

sampling to the west side of the river at a few historical sampling sites.  Considering the 

complexity of the river, an effort is needed to sample in more areas of the river to obtain 

representative samples.  The YOY studies to date have not been designed to properly 

characterize the severity of the disease problem in different waters for comparison. In order to 

make valid comparisons, equal collection efforts must be made in each water body. A sufficient 

number of YOY sites must be sampled in each water to be representative of the water as a whole 

and in the larger rivers that includes both banks. Ideally, the sites would be selected at random. 

 

DEP conducted YOY smallmouth bass surveys on nine tributaries to the Susquehanna River and 

collected qualitative samples recording the lists of fish species in the fish assemblages that 

occupied the same habitat and ecological conditions as the YOY smallmouth bass.  These 

surveys provided important information such as disease outbreaks of YOY smallmouth bass 

occurring on all the tributaries, including very good quality streams that were selected for 

reference.  

 

(i) EPA has encouraged Pennsylvania DEP to develop assessment methodologies for multiple 

biological assemblages.  DEP already has excellent benthic macroinvertebrate IBI protocols to 

assess most of the stream miles in the state.  DEP is developing fish IBIs for warm water 

wadeable protocols for the Atlantic and Ohio watersheds.  It was logical to begin the 

development of fish IBI protocols with wadeable streams considering the number of stream 

miles applicable to wadeable fish IBIs is magnitudes greater than non-wadeable river miles.  A 

final draft of the “Susquehanna-Potomac River Drainages Warm Water Wadeable Fish IBI,” has 

been submitted to EPA for review and approval.  These protocols are intended for use in 

wadeable waters, they would not be suitable for ALU assessment of such a large waterbody as 

the Susquehanna River. 

 

DEP has been developing non-wadeable large river assessment methods.  Very large rivers like 

the Susquehanna, Allegheny, Monongahela, and Delaware Rivers will use approximately the 

same sampling protocol, but each large river will need a fish IBI Index specific to that river.  The 

PFBC correctly perceives that it is crucial to develop a large river IBI assessment protocol 

(Comment 7. (i)) to gain an understanding of the biological and ecological condition of the 

Susquehanna River and to identify the possible causes and sources of anthropogenic disturbances 

to this complex riverine system.  The large river IBI protocol will include assessments of 

macroinvertebrates, fish assemblages, water chemistries and possibly zooplankton, 

systematically applied to the length of the river. 

  

It should be noted that fish IBI protocols measure the overall biological and ecological health of 

a river; they are not concerned with any single species.  It is very possible for a Susquehanna 

River IBI assessment sample to contain no smallmouth bass and generate a high fish IBI index 

score that would indicate attainment of ALU. 
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Comment: 

Smallmouth Bass YOY 

8. U. S. EPA's Integrated Listing guidance requires states to gather and use all existing and 

readily available data generated by sources outside DEP. This data must meet quality assurance 

and procedural guidelines outlined by DEP. This federal requirement provides a mechanism for 

the PFBC to offer the following data for the application and integration into the use assessment 

process. PFBC historical data for both YOY (Figures 1 and 2) and adult smallmouth bass 

populations (Figure 3 and 4) show a declining trend in abundance in the past seven years. We 

believe that this data shows that the river's population of smallmouth bass is not being 

maintained but rather in serious decline when compared to historical numbers. This precipitous 

decline supports a listing as an impaired and threatened river from Sunbury to Holtwood since 

the basic definition of a warm water fishes use is being violated. (1,3) 

 

And 

 

9. In recent years the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (PFBC) annual biological 

assessments of catch rates of SMB in the lower Susquehanna and in the lower Juniata have fallen 

below reference rates of the middle to late 1990’s. This has not been the case for other rivers or 

river reaches in the Commonwealth, including the West Branch of the Susquehanna and the 

North Branch of the Susquehanna. These decreases in catch rates have been attributed, in part, to 

significant decreases in production and survival of young.  

Put another way, since 2005, large-scale disease outbreaks have plagued young-of-year (YOY) 

SMB in the Susquehanna River and its major tributaries. Substantial disease outbreaks have 

occurred in 2005, 2007, 2008, 2010, and 2011 and to a lesser extent in 2006 and 2009 (Figure 1). 

These disease outbreaks are comprised of bacterial infections (primarily, Flavobacterium 

columnare or columnaris and motile Aeromonads), viral infections, and parasite infestations. The 

current hypothesis of the PFBC contends stressful water quality conditions (notably low 

dissolved oxygen levels, high pH levels, and high temperatures, among others) in the habitats 

these fish utilize in their early life stages are predisposing them to disease. 

In addition, measured declines in smallmouth bass abundance (Figures 2-3) led the PFBC Board 

of Commissioners to pass a resolution on January 28, 2010 declaring the Susquehanna River 

impaired to a point to be limiting the current sport fishery for smallmouth bass. As 2011 did not 

bring respite to the SMB, the PFBC officially closed fishing of SMB in the lower Susquehanna 

from May through June 2012. 

Clearly, the lack of a stable SMB population in conjunction with severe and widespread 

mutation, die-off, and decreased recruitment indicates a collapsed fishery. And, in turn, a 

collapsed SMB fishery equates to the Lower Susquehanna’s inability to attain designated uses.(3)  
 

And 

 

10. The data at Figure 1 of our August 31 submission show the prevalence of disease among 

young-of-year (YOY) smallmouth bass Micropterus dolomieu since 2005 at different reaches of 

the Susquehanna River. The data at Figures 2 and 3 show the declining catch rates of YOY 

smallmouth bass Micropterus dolomieu at the middle (Sunbury to York Haven Dam) and lower 

(York Haven Dam to Holtwood Dam) Susquehanna River. Additionally, the data at Figures 4 
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and 5 show the declining catch rates of adult smallmouth bass Micropterus dolomieu at the 

middle (Sunbury to York Haven Dam) and lower (York Haven Dam to Holtwood Dam) 

Susquehanna River. Based on this data and concerns for a collapse of this economically 

important fishery, the PFBC imposed certain catch-and-immediate release requirements and 

closed seasons for bass during the spring spawning period within the Susquehanna River, which 

constitutes additional data showing that the Fishing use is not being protected in the river.   As a 

result, the Department must develop a TMDL and WQBELs under 25 Pa. Code § 96.4 and it 

must begin that process by listing the River as impaired (2) 

 

 

Figure 1. Electrofishing catch rate of young-of-year smallmouth bass at the Susquehanna River between Sunbury, PA and York Haven, PA. 
Blank value indicates year when no survey was conducted, not a zero value. 

 

 

Figure 2. Electrofishing catch rate of young-of-year smallmouth bass at the Susquehanna River between York Haven, PA and Holtwood, PA. 
Blank value indicates year when no survey was conducted, not a zero value. 
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Figure 3. Electrofishing catch rate of adult smallmouth bass at the Susquehanna River between Sunbury, PA and York Haven, PA. Blank values 

indicate years when no survey was conducted, not zero values. 

 
Figure 4. Electrofishing catch rate of adult smallmouth bass at the Susquehanna River between York Haven, PA and Holtwood, PA. Blank 

values indicate years when no surveys were conducted, not zero values. 

 

 
Figure 5. Catch per unit effort (CPUE) of emigrating, juvenile American shad Alosa sapidissima From seine hauls and lift nest at the 
Susquehanna River, 1985 through 2010. 
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Response: 

Only one species is known to exhibit the adverse effects of the disease (SMB YOY disease), the 

disease is widespread including waters outside the Susquehanna basin, it has been found in good 

quality waters, and not enough is understood about the interaction of this one species with 

possible natural and anthropogenic stressors to draw any conclusions.  There is no data 

demonstrating the warm water communities as a whole are impaired, in addition, the methods 

used by PFBC for the data used in Figures 1 and 2 are intended to predict the YOY population 

densities and success.  While these methods are suitable for the intended purpose, estimation of 

YOY smallmouth bass recruitment, using this data for assessment purposes is not acceptable due 

to the inability of the sampling and analysis methods to control for a number of variables related 

to sample site and data variability.  PFBC research has indicated these results are not reliable 

predictors of future adult bass density.  The sample sites referenced by PFBC for listing the 98 

mile section of the river are concentrated in just a 23 mile section of the river.  This lack of 

spatial representation is also complicated by a sample site habitat variability that is not 

representative of the entire 98 mile section or even of the 23 mile section of the river where the 

sites were located. 

It is unfortunate this economically valuable species is declining but it is odd this is the only 

species known to be affected. There are many unknowns about the disease and the conclusions 

by PFBC that dissolved oxygen and pH are the primary stressors are premature and not based 

upon enough information.  There may be a natural stressor weakening the fish such as the high 

water temperatures in recent years which correlate well with observations of the disease.  The 

summer months since 2005 have seen some of the highest temperatures and lowest flows 

observed on the river.  This may be a natural disease cycle tied to the population levels of the 

fish and changing natural conditions.  Intersex fish as well as an increase in the number of 

parasitic hosts have been observed.  All of these are possible factors that remain under 

consideration. 

Temporarily modifying Susquehanna River fishing regulations in 2011 and closing the 

smallmouth bass fishery in 2012 was a reasonable response on PFBC’s part. This action may 

affect the population dynamics and the resultant YOY class strengths needed to replenish the 

fishery.  It may take two or three years to determine if this is successful.  

It is important to note that stressed YOY smallmouth bass are not limited to the section of the 

river from Sunbury to Holtwood or the Juniata.  They have been found in other parts of the river, 

tributaries to the river, and even outside the Susquehanna River basin including the Delaware, 

Allegheny, and Schuylkill River.  Of particular note are diseased YOY smallmouth bass in Pine 

Creek (Lycoming County) and Loyalsock Creek, two large streams with good water quality.  

They are both classified as EV (Exceptional Value) waters based on water quality and 

macroinvertebrate communities.  The fact that the disease is widespread over many types of 

waters indicates the presence of the disease alone does not support a proposed impairment to the 

waterway as outlined.  

Comment: 

Source/Cause Unknown 

11. (paraphrased) In a letter dated April 16, 2012, Secretary Krancer suggests that an additional 
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reason for not listing the Susquehanna River as an impaired water under the Integrated Listing 

Report was that the studies have not identified a specific pollutant and source of pollution; 

however, we would note that a thorough review of the streams listed in basins 4a, 4b, 4c, and 5 

in the 2012 Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report demonstrates that 

"cause unknown" is the eighth most frequent cause cited for impairment of streams, and 

accounts for more 1,137 stream miles (> 4%) that do not meet their designated aquatic life use. 

Furthermore, 806 stream miles (approximately 4%) that do not meet their designated aquatic life 

use where a source is provided, cite either "Source Unknown" or "Other" as the source. This 

illustrates the fact that a source and cause need not be known for a water to be listed under 303d. 

Thus, DEP's own report substantiates that it is indeed an accepted DEP practice to list a water 

for impaired and threatened status when the specific source of its impairment has not been 

determined. Therefore, we assert that the DEP should list the Susquehanna River as impaired 

and threatened since the symptoms of the problem are clear but the precise source(s) or cause(s) 

are not known. (1) 

And 

 

12. The fact a particular pollutant, or pollutants, causing impairment remain unknown does not 

alleviate the Department’s responsibility to list the Lower Susquehanna as impaired. Indeed, the 

CWA does not distinguish between numeric and narrative water quality standards; once set, both 

are binding upon those waterbodies unless amended, and violations thereof require appropriate 

recognition and designation from the Department. Arguing that the cause of impairment is 

unknown, and that future studies will be performed, does not absolve the Department of its duty 

to list impaired waterways. (3) 

 

And 

 

13. The April 16 letter states that “[s]ince we do not know what the stressor to the fish is at this 

point there is nothing to appropriately or with factual support impair the river for.” The 

Department, however, has included thousands of stream miles on the 303(d) list for which it has 

identified the “cause” or “source” of impairment as “unknown.”  Presumably, in these instances 

the Department studies the waterbodies after listing them to determine the cause or source of 

impairment and then develops a TMDL based on its findings. Indeed, the Department has 

developed numerous TMDLs over the years for waterbodies for which the cause or source of 

impairment was unknown at the time of listing. (2) 

 

And 

 

14. (paraphrased) It is not necessary to know the cause of the impairment. According to EPA's 

most recent fact sheet, there are thousands of waters nationwide where the causes or sources are 

not yet identified. In fact, DEP's proposed 2012, 303 (d ) list currently contains over 4600 miles 

of Pennsylvania streams classified as impaired and threatened without knowing the cause or 

source of the impairment. (4,5) 

And 
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15. The Susquehanna River has serious water quality issues.  Whether or not you have 

determined the cause is irrelevant.  It needs to be protected until the culprit(s) is identified. (27) 

And 

 

16. I have spent a great deal of my leisure time on the Susquehanna since moving to Central 

Pennsylvania in 1981.  There can be no question that the Susquehanna, or at least the portion of 

it that lies below its confluence with the Juniata at Duncannon, is in serious trouble.  The 

Susquehanna in the greater Harrisburg area once fairly teemed with fish and other wildlife.  

Today it is a fishery in perhaps terminal decline, and a body of water that often seems to me to 

be eerily devoid of life.  

The Department of Environmental Protection apparently takes the position that the Susquehanna 

cannot be designated as impaired because the sources and the causes of its impairment are in the 

final analysis not fully known.  This transparent and absurd evasion of the department’s own 

mission statement – i.e. “we will work as partners with individuals, organizations, governments 

and businesses to prevent pollution and restore our natural resources” – has quite justifiably 

subjected DEP to a considerable amount of public ridicule and hostility. 

I therefore urge the DEP to, as its own website states, “protect the water quality in our rivers and 

streams,” join the Fish and Boat Commission and other agencies in determining the sources and 

causes of the Susquehanna’s impairment, and honorably fulfill its responsibilities to the citizens 

of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. (51) 

 

Response: 

The Department acknowledges that it is not necessary to identify a source (such as a point source 

discharge from a treatment works or non-point source from a land area or discharge) or cause 

(pollutant such as metals, pH, DO, etc.) of impairment prior to listing and that the current 

Integrated Report has numerous Unknown Cause listings.  The Department; however, does not 

agree that an impairment of the Susquehanna River aquatic life and recreational uses has been 

demonstrated and therefore it is unnecessary to place the Susquehanna River on Category 5 for 

Unknown Cause or for any cause at this time. 

 

Comment: 

Interagency Technical Workgroup 

17. Secretary Krancer suggested that the interagency workgroup had reviewed the same data and 

had not made a recommendation that the river be impaired. While it is true that the Technical 

workgroup has not made an impaired listing recommendation, the charge for this group was to 

design, implement and guide studies to try to determine the factors leading to disease outbreaks 

in smallmouth bass. These data would then be provided to policy makers for other decisions. The 

data have been discussed by the Susquehanna River Policy Committee, but the focus of that 

committee to date has been to review the Technical Committee's study recommendations and 

discuss ways to amend, fund and implement the studies and thereby identify the sources of the 

already mentioned problems and concerns regarding the river. The data and findings included for 

consideration as part of this listing recommendation are a direct result of studies vetted and 

implemented through the interagency workgroups. It is solely the DEP's duty and responsibility 
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to identify, list and ultimately repair impaired and threatened waters within the Commonwealth. 

(1) 

And 

 

18. The April 16 letter appears to suggest that the River should not be listed for pH because the 

Interagency Workgroup that also reviewed the pH data did not recommend that the river be listed 

as impaired for pH. Because we understand that the Interagency Workgroup was not charged 

with making such a recommendation and did not address the question of whether the River 

should be listed as impaired, in this case or on other impairment listing decisions, we do not 

believe that this omission should have any bearing on whether or not the River is listed. (2) 

 

Response: 

The Department agrees it is our duty and responsibility to identify, list and ultimately repair 

impaired and threatened waters within the Commonwealth.  To date no such impairment has 

been identified and if such impairment is identified in the future the Department will fulfill its 

responsibilities.  While the primary task of the interagency workgroup was not to recommend 

impairment or attainment, they did analyze the collected data and were free to discuss and make 

a formal or informal recommendation.  The record of pH and DO data reviewed for the 

Susquehanna River, by the experienced water quality standards staff, did not reveal criteria 

violations that support an impairment listing.  This is not suggesting that the data supports 

attainment of designated uses, but rather the data is insufficient to support an assessment of the 

attainment of designated uses. 

 

Comment: 

Fishing Use 

19. The decline in recreational fishing is one of the principle reasons for the PFBC's and the 

public's concern about the changes in the health of the Susquehanna River. Angler complaints 

are common and our biologists' forecasts about the near-term future of the smallmouth fishery 

are dismal. Our Board of Commissioners passed a resolution that directed me, as Director, to 

work with DEP and EPA on identifying and finding solutions to the problem.  

25 PA Code Chapter 93 defines various statewide protected water uses in § 93.4 (a). The Code 

does not discriminate among uses and specifically states that all uses shall be protected. 

Accordingly, the warm water fishes aquatic life use, the recreational fishing and boating uses as 

well as the potable water supply use and all other statewide uses deserve equal protection. 

Therefore, DEP, as the agency responsible for enforcing and administering the Chapter, is 

responsible for insuring equal and complete protection of all uses. Typically, if one of the most 

sensitive uses is protected, the other less sensitive uses arc also protected. This usually means 

that applying water quality criteria to protect aquatic life or water supply would result in 

protecting other statewide uses. However, in DEP's guidance, methods for measuring some of 

the uses are not well-defined or not defined. For example, the aquatic life use and potable water 

supply uses have been fully developed and implemented over time. However, the fishing use has 

not been and there is a definite lack of guidance on how that use is protected and maintained. It is 

obviously necessary to measure the use to determine whether or not it has changed and if it has 

changed sufficiently to trigger an "impaired and threatened use" determination. As the 
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recognized Commonwealth experts on fisheries, the PFBC staff can assist DEP about how a 

fisheries use should be evaluated. (1) 

 

 And 

 

20. 25 Pa. Code § 93.4(a) identifies the statewide water uses that “apply to all surface waters” 

and that “shall be protected in accordance with [Chapter 93], Chapter 96 (relating to water 

quality standards implementation) and other applicable State and Federal laws and regulations.” 

Among these uses is Fishing (F). The data that we submitted on August 31, 2011, also clearly 

demonstrates that this use is not being protected in the Susquehanna River. (2)  

 

Response: 

As noted by the commenters, the protected aquatic life and recreational uses of the Susquehanna 

River are for Warm Water Fishes, Water Contact Sports, and Fishing as well as several others.  

The Department acknowledges that the smallmouth bass community has been in decline and the 

forecasts for the future are not good.  However, the smallmouth bass community is just one 

component of the overall fish community that comprises the Fishing use and also of the aquatic 

ecological community.  The focus by the PFBC on the smallmouth bass has resulted in little 

information on the aquatic ecological community and the Fishing use in general.  Without data 

for the remaining fish community species, it is impossible to know if the fishery as a whole is in 

decline or healthy.  A creel survey was conducted in 2005 but there were no other surveys of this 

type conducted prior to or after. In the absence of complete data on the fishery and fishing uses, 

the Department cannot make a determination of attainment or impairment of these uses and 

therefore cannot make an unsupported impairment listing on Category 5.  The YOY studies to 

date have not been designed to properly characterize the severity of the disease problem in 

different waters for comparison. In order to make valid comparisons, equal collection efforts 

must be made in each water body. A sufficient number of YOY sites must be sampled in each 

water to be representative of the water as a whole and in the larger rivers that includes both 

banks. Ideally, the sites would be selected at random. 

 

Comment: 

Recreational Uses 

21. In the case of other recreational uses, DEP's guidance suggests that bacteria be measured for 

protecting the recreational swimming and boating uses. While this makes sense for these water 

contact sports, it cannot account for other water quality impacts to recreational fishing as are 

occurring on the Susquehanna River. If indeed the aquatic life protection use was being 

protected, one would assume that the fishing use would also be protected; however in the 

Susquehanna's case, we have an outdated water quality protection criteria for dissolved oxygen, 

the lack of a large river fish bioassessment technique, and an assessment technique (benthic 

macroinvertebrates) that fails to measure impacts to the sensitive use—in this case recreational 

fishing. The guidance does mention that one can use aquatic macrophyte occurrence as a 

measure of eutrophication of lakes that would impact fishing because of aquatic nuisance 

vegetation. In fact, DEP staff have actually applied this approach and have listed Cadjaw Lake 

(Wayne County) on the 303(d) impaired waters list due to increased nutrients causing excessive 

aquatic macrophyte growth which in turn impairs the recreational fishing use of the water body. 
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This should also suggest that one could use algae and periphyton bioindicators which can foul 

riverbeds, consume oxygen at night, and impact the year class strength of an important fishery 

(and fishery use) such as the nationally recognized smallmouth bass fishery that previously 

existed in the Susquehanna River. The following review of other state programs indicates that 

algal densities have been used by other states such as California, Oregon and Washington to 

make impairment decisions for streams supporting Pacific salmon: 

States which list Streams with depressed Fish Communities, diversity and abundance, as 

Impaired and Requiring a TMDL 

Maryland' Roth, N. E., M. T. Southerland, J. C. Chaillou, P. F. Kazyak, and S. A. Stran ko. 2000. Refinement and 

Validation of a Fish Index of Biotic Integrity for Maryland Streams. Columbia, MD: Versar  

and Validation of a Fish Index of Biotic Integrity for Maryland Streams. Columbia, MD: Versar  

 Inc. with Maryland Department of Natural Resources, Monitoring and Non-Tidal Assessment 

 
Division. CBWP-MANTA-EA-00-2. Also Available at 

http://www.dnr.state.md.us/streams/pubs/ea00-2 fibi.pdf 

Michigan Procedure 51 to identify numbers of individuals and taxa to score the health of the fish communi ty. 

 
A fish community that scores "poor" is considered for inclusion on the 303d list for TMDL  

development. For any detailed questions about P51, I'd suggest contacting Kevin Goodwin (Water  

 
Bureau) at 517-335-4185 or Goodwink@michigan.gov, and for 303d listing criteria, Sarah LeSage 

at 517-241-7931 or Lesages@michigan.gov. 

California 
Salmonid; increased nutrient loading (NA 1) -- elevated periphyton/macrophyte growth (NB 1) and  

elevated suspended algae and blue-green algal growth (NB2)--increased polychaete habitat (NI34) -- 

increased polychaete population and Ceratomyxa shasta (C. shasta) population and dosing (NB9).  

 

This pathway is not complete without consideration of the combination of increased parasite  

densities with stressful water quality conditions (e.g., high temperatures, low DO) which results in  

an increased incidence of disease and mortality.  

Oregon Salmonid; Similar to CA 

Washington Salmonid; Similar to CA 

Wisconsin (under development) 

Vermont "Wadeable Stream Biocriteria Development for Fish and Macroinvertebrate Assemblages in 
 Vermont Streams and Rivers" and "Procedures for Determining Aquatic Life Use Status in Selected 
 Wadeable Streams Pursuant to Applicable Water Quality Management Objectives and Criteria for 

 
Aquatic Biota Found in Vermont Water Quality Standards (VWQS) Chapter 3,section 3-01, as Well 

us Those Specified in 3-02(Al and B3), 3-03(Al and 133), and 3-04(A1 and 134: a-d). 

New Cold Water Fish Index of Biotic Integrity 

Hampshire  http://des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wmb/swqa/2008/documents/appendix_35_cw_ibi.pdf  

Recreational use attainment decisions for Pennsylvania's surface waters are made using 

bacteriological indicator data collected by government agencies (including DEP, the 

Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, the Pennsylvania 

Department of Health, and the USGS) and citizen/volunteer groups. In addition, information on 

aquatic macrophyte densities is considered for lakes. Fecal coliform bacteria are used as 

indicators of possible sewage contamination because they are commonly found in human and 

animal feces. Although fecal conforms are generally not harmful themselves, they indicate the 

possible presence of pathogenic (disease causing) bacteria, viruses and protozoa that also live 

in human and animal digestive systems. Therefore, their presence in a waterbody suggests that 

pathogenic microorganisms may be present as well, and that water contact recreation such as 
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swimming may be a health risk. The presence of dense growths of aquatic plants can impair 

recreational uses like boating or water contact sports and may be indicative of excessive 

nutrient inputs. (1) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes that recreational use is comprised of more than water contact 

recreation.  The Department acknowledges that overall cover of aquatic macrophytes are one of 

the tools used to assess the recreational use of lakes in the Commonwealth, however these 

methods have not been applied to flowing waters.  The Department would need to research, 

develop, and apply these methods to flowing waters and then compile a final protocol prior to 

use as an assessment method.   The Maryland and Michigan methods listed in the table assess 

the fish community, not a single species such as the smallmouth bass.  The Department could 

not evaluate the California, Oregon, and Washington methods because it could not locate any 

protocols used as support by the commenter.  Finally, Vermont and New Hampshire use 

multimetric evaluations that rely on multiple species, not a single species.  Of the methods 

listed that the Department could review, all used a multimetric approach that utilized the 

overall ecological community and did not rely on any one species or taxa.  The Department 

strongly disagrees that benthic macroinvertebrates fail to assess the sensitive uses of large 

rivers such as the Susquehanna.  Provisional results of the Department’s large wadeable 

freestone riffle run IBI has indicated sufficient discrimination to assess the aquatic life use in 

the Susquehanna River (see response to comment 7 above on page 44).  The Department 

disagrees that the Fishing Use is the more sensitive Recreational Use and believes that the 

water contact use is the more sensitive and that diminution of a single species in a diverse 

warm water fish community does not preclude fishing as recreation.  There is not enough 

evidence to indicate the water quality is what is diminishing the bass recreational opportunities. 

 

Comment: 

Designated Use 

22. As stated in 25 Pa Code §93.4a(b), “existing instream water uses and the level of water 

quality necessary to protect the existing uses shall be maintained and protected.” Existing uses 

are defined in §93.1 as “those uses actually attained in the waterbody on or after November 28, 

1975, whether or not those uses have been included in the water quality standards.” These 

standards enunciate the legal requirement that water quality may not be degraded in such a 

manner as to harm existing uses. Currently, the Lower Susquehanna is failing to attain its 

designated uses and therefore requires designation as impaired on the Department’s Final 2012 

303(d) list. (3) 

 

Response: 

As reiterated throughout this document, the Department does not agree that designated and 

existing uses in the Susquehanna River are not being maintained and protected.  The data 

presented to the Department is insufficient to make an assessment on the attainment of 

designated uses and therefore a listing on Category 5 (303(d) list) is not warranted at this time. 
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Comment: 

Economics 

23. Since DEP recognizes the need to do recreational use assessments on "important 

recreational areas," the PFBC is recommending that DEP consider the Susquehanna River 

an important recreational fishing area. Although little quantitative information is available 

about changes in recreational fishing and boating uses in this reach of river, the great public 

and agency concern about the negative and dramatic declines in the smallmouth bass fishery 

support an impaired and threatened recreational use designation. Anyone familiar with the 

use of the river knows that parking lots that used to be filled with trucks and boat trailers are 

vacant for most the summer. A PFBC recreational fishing use survey estimated that 

recreational angling associated with the 136 miles of the Juniata River (from Port Royal to 

the mouth) and Susquehanna River (from Sunbury downstream to Holtwood Dam) had an 

annual estimated economic contribution of more than $2.734 million in 2007. After 

considering multiplier effects, this activity generated 52.096 million in unique value added 

activity in the state, supporting 59 full time equivalent jobs in the economy through direct 

(45 jobs) and ripple effects (14 jobs) (Shields 2010). The public comment to DEP's 

exclusion of the river from the 303(d) list will show that many out-of-state and local anglers 

who fished the river along with local guides who used to make a business off of the river's 

fishery can no longer do so because the bass are no longer present in numbers that attracted 

them to recreationally fish the river. (1)  

 

And 

 

24. In addition to the environmental aspect of this, there is an economic impact as well. When a 

fishery as famous as the Susquehanna’s collapses, which is happening, it affects local economies 

through a decline in visitors and their spending money. This creates a “ripple effect” that is hard 

to even measure. (7) 

 

Response:   

The Department recognizes there is an economic impact from recreation; however, it is not 

one of the criteria that are applied to assessing the attainment of the recreational use.   

 

Comment: 

Intersex, Endocrine Disrupters, & Emerging Contaminants 

25. Although the primary focus for the impaired aquatic life use argument has been on 

nutrients causing DO stress which weakens the immune system of the juvenile smallmouth 

bass to allow for infection by Columnaris and other bacteria, there are certainly other 

potential stressors in the environment such as toxic chemicals in very low concentrations 

which could be either additive or synergistic to the fishes response to decreased DO levels. 

In fact a USGS press release states "There are many other water-quality factors and 

pathogens that were not evaluated in the study that may be putting additional stress on the 

fish in the Susquehanna River leading to the bacterial infections." The PFBC staff have been 

working with USGS fish pathologist Dr. Vicki Blazer on evaluating the high incidence of 

intersex in smallmouth bass in the Susquehanna River. The frequency and severity of 

testicular oocytes, or egg precursor cells, in the testicular tissue of male smallmouth bass 
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from the Susquehanna and Juniata rivers are among the highest documented by Dr. Blazer. 

Further, high concentrations of vitellogenin, a egg precursor protein typically undetectable 

in male smallmouth bass, has been observed at measureable concentrations and in some 

cases as high as observed in female smallmouth bass. Analysis of select tissues has also 

found the presence of contaminants of emerging concern including15 PCB congeners, 13 

flame retardant compounds, two personal care products, 14 organochlorine pesticides, and 

nine pesticides. The presence of intersex is evidence of endocrine disruption and further 

efforts to better understand the dynamics of these parameters and their effects is of utmost 

importance. (1) 

And 

 

26. Over the past decade much effort has gone into understanding the connection between Mid-

Atlantic fisheries’ decline and water quality. In particular, studies of the Potomac River Basin – a 

neighboring drainage with similar land use history and water resources – have found recurring 

fish mortalities. Subsequent study in that area has found high prevalence of intersex and gonadal 

abnormalities, specifically in smallmouth bass.  

     This type of biological impairment in male fish is widely accepted as correlated with 

estrogenic, anti-estrogenic, or anti-androgenic endocrine disrupting chemicals (EDCs). Based on 

results from wild fish surveys utilizing those indicator parameters, it is clear that smallmouth 

bass (SMB) are sensitive to exposure to EDCs, as well as are economically important to many 

basin’s recreational and fishing uses. For instance, studies in the Potomac correlate a high 

prevalence of intersex in SMB upstream and downstream of wastewater treatment plants 

(WWTPs) indicating that sources in addition to WWTP effluent are influencing reproductive 

physiology of SMB. Thus, the SMB are an important sentinel species for not just the Potomac, 

but for other basin’s with similar fisheries, water quality, and land use patterns such as the 

Susquehanna.  

     Particular findings from Dr. Vicki Blazer’s recent publication are of direct relevance to the 

Department’s incomplete Integrated Waters Report. The first finding was that, generally 

speaking, intersex severity was correlated with agricultural land use density. Second, that report 

admitted the variability inherent in these predictions while simultaneously correlating highest, 

most continual, abnormal biological concentrations in SMB between March and June, and 

similarly during the Fall, such rates decreasing after each time period. The report went on to 

theorize that such abnormalities can be explained by traditional land-use practices such as the 

application of manure and pesticides to agricultural lands and increased seasonal runoff to 

waterways during these times. These are some of the issues that need to be studied in greater 

depth in developing a TMDL for the Lower Susquehanna. 

    Lastly, USGS’ Dr. Blazer compiled a preliminary report entitled “Pennsylvania Emerging 

Contaminants Study” in which the Ohio, Susquehanna, and Delaware drainages were compared. 

SMB, white suckers and/or rock bass were compared at sampling locations upstream and 

downstream of WWTP effluent sources. That study indicated that the Susquehanna possess at 

minimum 65%, and at most 98%, intersex prevalence. This is cause for concern as these numbers 

far exceeded results in the Ohio or Delaware drainages. That report concluded that there is both, 

as data from Potomac studies indicated, a high prevalence and severity of intersex in SMB in the 

Susquehanna, and that there was no consistent association of these effects with WWTP 

proximity. This second caveat logically means that water quality in the Susquehanna is poor 
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throughout as there does not appear to be a causal link to known point-sources, and whereas fish 

populations inhabit vast regions of the watershed, an entire water column must be compromised 

in order for such severity and prevalence of disease to occur. All of the above data stands for the 

conclusion that genetic abnormalities and intersex in SMB occur in waterways experiencing poor 

water quality, particularly those with highly developed agricultural landscapes like the 

Susquehanna watershed. (3) 

And 

 

27. Recently, I have read several articles and have seen photographs of diseased smallmouth bass 

found in the Susquehanna River. I have also read the letter written by John Arway, Executive  

Director of the PA Fish & Boat Commission, to Secretary Krancer, which outlines several 

serious problems that the PFBC has noted with fish in the Susquehanna River.  

Apparently, the black lesions appearing on the river's smallmouth bass may be occurring for 

several reasons, as yet unknown, and must be studied. While fish with black lesions are enough 

cause for concern, even greater is Mr. Arway's reference to "wide-scale evidence of endocrine 

disruption...in the smallmouth bass population of the Susquehanna River." It is imperative to 

study and determine the source of the endocrine disrupters that are affecting the fish, as these 

will in turn affect human populations who depend on the Susquehanna River for drinking water. 

Dr. Theo Colborn, founder of The Endocrine Disruption Exchange, has studied and written 

extensively of the dangers of endocrine disrupters, especially in low level exposures not usually 

included in research. Dr. Colburn describes endocrine disrupters as "the insidious trespass of 

man-made chemicals into every vital organ system in your body that comprises or is controlled 

by the endocrine system, such as the thyroid and parathyroid, pancreas, adrenals, thymus, male 

and female reproductive organs, the heart, digestive system, and skeletal system -- all the 

systems that participated in how you were constructed in the womb and how you are functioning 

today." The real problem is that in humans, these symptoms may not show up until decades or 

even generations later, way too late to identify and prevent exposure. 

Animals with shorter reproductive cycles, when subjected to chemical exposure, often reveal 

future possible effects on humans. The fact that fish in the Susquehanna River are exhibiting 

signs of endocrine disruption is worrisome, actually frightening, when considering the amount of 

people dependent on the river for drinking water. (14) 

 

Response: 

The Susquehanna River data cited by PFBC from Dr. Vicki Blazer, fish pathologist with 

USGS, has not  been made available to the Department as a technical report  nor has it been 

published in a peer reviewed scientific journal.  The Department has also not had access to 

her data.  The Department must have documentation of sufficient quality it can use during 

the decision making processes.  This is an emerging science and many factors remain 

unknown.  As a result, the Department cannot make an informed assessment of the data and 

the resulting assessment of the protected uses.  The Department is currently developing a 

study plan to test for these compounds. 

 

Comment: 

Atrazine 

28. Other research also correlates poor water quality with fish mutations and disease.  



Susquehanna River Comments 

64 

 

For example, as little as 2.25ppb of atrazine – one of the most common ingredients in 

agricultural operations - in water can induce complete feminization and chemical castration in 

frogs. For example, in a USGS study published in Aquatic Toxicology in 2010 entitled “Atrazine 

reduces reproduction in fathead minnow (Pimephales promelas) “, Dr. Tillitt found, 

“Environmentally relevant concentrations of atrazine have significant effects on reproductive 

output in fathead minnow. The atrazine threshold concentration (0.5µg/L) at which reductions 

were observed is lower than previously defined, yet well within surface water concentrations in 

agricultural areas. The observed reductions in egg production were largely due to reduced 

numbers of spawning events, which was not predicted by routine physiological measurements of 

endocrine disruption (steroid hormones, aromatase, or gonad–somatic indices). Evidence 

suggests that atrazine-induced reductions in egg production were attributable to effects on oocyte 

maturation processes; however, effects on males cannot be discounted. The effects on egg 

production and spawning in fathead minnow suggest the reproductive risks of atrazine exposure 

to feral fish populations in high use, agricultural areas may be under estimated by current 

evaluations.” This level of exceedence has been found in the limited historic data for atrazine 

within this segment of the Susquehanna and in the tributaries to this segment. This information is 

in possession of PA DEP. 

These types of incremental and otherwise miniscule additions of chemicals to waterways are of 

significant concern because biological effects often occur when no one chemical indicator is 

above “threshold benchmarks.” Indeed, for this reason fish health is a good integrator of 

cumulative effects of environmental stressors. (3) 

 

Response: 

The report by USGS cited by the commenter was conducted in the laboratory for the purposes of 

determining toxic effects and developing a protective criterion.  The historical data, mostly 

collected by USGS for the Lower Susquehanna River NAWQA assessment, did have results as 

high as 0.88 µg/L.  However, these samples were one-time grab samples and cannot be 

compared to the laboratory study, as the lab results were based on exposure over a period of 

days.  While values as high as 0.88 µg/L are concerning, it is not appropriate to compare them to 

the chronic and acute criteria due to the one time nature of the collected samples (see 2009 

Assessment Methodology – Chemistry Evaluations 

http://files.dep.state.pa.us/Water/Drinking%20Water%20and%20Facility%20Regulation/WaterQ

ualityPortalFiles/Methodology/ChemistryEvaluations.pdf).  It also should be noted that the 

majority of results were <0.50 µg/L for the river with most of the highest values occurring in 

tributaries.  The Department recognizes pesticides as potential endocrine disrupters and will 

begin sampling for a suite of pesticides, including the herbicide Atrazine, in March 2013 at the 

WQN sites. Sampling will include collecting during storm events when the hydrograph is rising 

and runoff from farmlands is the highest. The sampling will continue indefinitely. DEP deployed 

passive samplers summer of 2012 that concentrate chemicals in the water column over a month. 

These have been sent to the laboratory where they will be screened for hormonal activity. The 

samplers will be deployed again spring of 2013. 

 

http://files.dep.state.pa.us/Water/Drinking%20Water%20and%20Facility%20Regulation/WaterQualityPortalFiles/Methodology/ChemistryEvaluations.pdf
http://files.dep.state.pa.us/Water/Drinking%20Water%20and%20Facility%20Regulation/WaterQualityPortalFiles/Methodology/ChemistryEvaluations.pdf
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Comment: 

Hyperpigmented Melanosis 

29. Most recently the PFBC has received reports of a condition called blotchy bass syndrome or 

hyperpigmented melanosis which has been widely publicized in the media but does not appear to 

have lasting effects on either the host fish or the consumers of fish. The condition is 

characterized by accumulations of melanin-producing cells in the dermis and the epidermis of 

the fish that result in irregular, black markings on the fish. Scientists are uncertain as to what 

causes this condition and it could be evidence of viral infection, endocrine disruption, or genetic 

factors. However, more study will be necessary to evaluate the cause of this condition. (1) 

 

Response: 

As noted in the comment, at this time the condition does not appear to have any lasting effects on 

the fish and the cause of this melanosis is unknown.  The Department agrees with PFBC that 

more study will be necessary to evaluate the cause of the condition.  

 

Comment: 

American Shad 

30. The PFBC has lead an American shad restoration effort in the Susquehanna River basin 

including stocking hatchery-raised fry in the Susquehanna River and select tributaries since 

1976. Part of the assessment of the efficacy of these efforts is an annual evaluation of the number 

of emigrating fingerling American shad in the autumn to determine the contribution of hatchery 

fish to the overall population. In recent years, there has been a decline in the catch rates of 

emigrating juvenile American shad, including both hatchery-reared and river-born individuals, in 

the Susquehanna River drainage (Figure 5). This indicates that there is some local impact that 

has been limiting survival of larval and fingerling American shad while still in the Susquehanna 

River system. We currently have no explanation for these declines but believe that it is water 

quality related. The behaviors of juvenile American shad differ from those of smallmouth bass in 

terms of habitat usage; preferring main-channel, deep water habitat, suggesting that the impacts 

of water quality degradation may be more far reaching than the near-shore YOY smallmouth 

bass microhabitats. (1) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes the importance of the PFBC effort to restore American Shad to the 

Susquehanna River and we too are concerned with the apparent decline in emigrating fingerlings 

of both natural and hatchery origin.  However, the Department does not agree that there is an 

established cause and effect linkage between these declines and the YOY smallmouth bass 

disease.  As the PFBC acknowledges, they do not have an explanation and there is no scientific 

data linking these declines. 

 

Comment:  

TMDL 

31. We must remember that “DEP has the responsibility of identifying the impairments, 

determining the necessary objectives, and requiring that point source discharges meet the TMDL, 

requirements. DEP also leads local groups or agencies in implementing the TMDL to correct 
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nonpoint source impairments.” (Draft 2012 Pennsylvania Integrated Water Quality Monitoring 

and Assessment Report, Clean Water Act Section 305(b) and 303(d) List, PA DEP, 2012) (1) 

 

And 

 

32. The April 16 letter suggests that the river will be studied with great rigor regardless of 

whether or not it is listed. While we appreciate the Department’s willingness to study the River 

even in the absence of a listing, the listing of a waterbody does more than just ensure that the 

waterbody is studied; the listing places the waterbody in the queue for a TMDL, which can take 

up to thirteen years to develop, and which is a necessary precursor to actually addressing an 

impairment. (2, 3) 

And 

 

33. We further believe that these rivers [Susquehanna and Juniata] meet the following criteria for 

high priority impaired and threatened designation:  

 Risk to human health and aquatic life 

 Degree of public interest and support 

 Recreational, economic and aesthetic importance 

 Vulnerability and fragility as an aquatic habitat. 

Listing the rivers as high priority impaired and threatened will compel DEP to develop a TMDL 

in two years (40 CFR 130.7(d)(1)).  This will be a first step toward bringing the rivers back to a 

healthy condition. (1,5) 

 

Response: 

While it is the Department’s responsibility to list impaired waters and develop TMDLs that will 

allow the water to attain all designated uses, there must first be a demonstration that a protected 

use is impaired.  The Department believes that the currently available data is insufficient to make 

such an assessment determination.  If the Department obtains sufficient data in the future to 

allow for assessment of a protected use and finds impairment of a protected use, the water will be 

listed in the appropriate category.  If a Category 5 listing occurs, a TMDL as complex as one that 

would be needed for the Susquehanna River watershed will not be developed in as short a time 

as 2 years, even if a causative agent has been identified.  Under the best case scenario, a TMDL 

might be completed in 3-5 years.  While a TMDL is useful to address impairment, there is 

nothing that precludes development and implementation of restoration projects to improve water 

quality in the absence of an impairment listing or a TMDL for any water in the Commonwealth. 

 

Comment: 

Impaired & Threatened Water/List River 

34. The PFBC respectfully submits that the information contained in these comments support the 

listing of the Susquehanna River from Sunbury to Holtwood as a high-priority impaired and 

threatened river. 

The Susquehanna River, and in particular its smallmouth bass fishery, are in trouble. Lesions on 

juvenile and adult fish, intersex conditions, and successive lost year classes of smallmouth bass 

over the past seven years have required the PFBC to significantly restrict fishing by 

promulgating more restrictive regulations on fishing leading to lost recreational opportunities. 
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This in turn leads to lost tourism and economic opportunities. Unprecedented blooms of noxious 

algae fueled by increasing trends of dissolved phosphorus reduce dissolved oxygen and increase 

pH to dangerous levels. We can continue to argue about what we don't know or agree upon what 

we do know. If we do not list the river as impaired and threatened now based upon what the river 

is telling us, it may be too late to repair the damage once the older bass are gone. We request that 

DEP use the information contained in this response and list the Susquehanna as a high-priority 

impaired and threatened water. (1) 

 

And 

 

35. On August 31, 2011, American Rivers, CBF and PennFuture, along with the Pennsylvania 

Fish & Boat Commission (PFBC) and Pennsylvania Council of Trout Unlimited, submitted data 

in support of listing 98 miles of the Susquehanna River, from the Adam T. Bower Memorial 

Dam in Sunbury, PA to the Holtwood Dam near Holtwood, PA(River) pursuant to section 303(d) 

of the Federal Clean Water Act, 33 U.S.C.A. §1313(d). The Draft Report does not include our 

requested listing. We write today to renew our request.  

Because the data that PFBC submitted on August 31, 2011, demonstrate that the River is 

not meeting the requirements set forth in 25 Pa. Code § 96.3(c), the Pennsylvania Department of 

Environmental Protection (Department) must list the River as “impaired” and schedule the 

development of a TMDL and WQBELs for the River. The first step in this effort requires the 

Department to include the River on the 303(d) list. 

It is our opinion that there is widespread evidence of an impaired fisheries designated use 

in the River. This, coupled with the pH data collected to date, indicates a serious decline in the 

health and quality of numerous locations throughout 98 miles of the lower Susquehanna River. 

While we readily acknowledge the value that may be added by more robust and spatially specific 

studies, we believe the current information indicates the River is an impaired waterbody and that 

listing on the 303(d) list is warranted.  

We urge the Department to list the 98 miles of the Susquehanna River, from the Adam T. 

Bower Memorial Dam in Sunbury, PA to the Holtwood Dam near Holtwood, PA, pursuant to 

section 303(d) of the Federal Clean Water Act, 33 U.S.C.A. §1313(d), as a designated use 

fishery impairment where the source of impairment is unknown, and the cause of impairment is 

pH. (2) 

 

And 

 

36. 25 Pa. Code § 96.4(a), states, "[t]he Department will identify surface waters or portions 

thereof that require the development of TMDLs, prioritize these surface waters for TMDL 

development, and then develop TMDLs for these waters." Simply put, the Department now 

possesses widespread evidence of an impaired fisheries designated use in the Susquehanna. 

Based upon the data discussed herein among other readily available, we believe that 98 miles of 

the Lower Susquehanna River, from the Adam T. Bower Memorial Dam in Sunbury, PA to the 

Holtwood Dam near Holtwood, PA, warrants listing on the Department’s 2012 303(d) impaired 

water list. (3) 

And 
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37. (paraphrased) PFBC has asked DEP to declare the river impaired and establish total 

maximum daily limits in order to identify whatever water quality issues are causing this decline 

in the health of "Pennsylvania's River." Frankly, we do not understand DEP's reluctance to list 

the Susquehanna and Juniata Rivers as impaired. It is not necessary to know the reason for the 

impairment. Listing would focus attention and funding on the issue. This, in turn, will help to 

resolve the problem. (4,5,131) 

And 

 

38. Blue Mountain Outfitters is a Canoe & Kayak Specialty Shop located on the Susquehanna 

River just north of Harrisburg.  We were quite shocked to read recently about the Pennsylvania 

Fish & Boat Commission’s request to have DEP add a 98-mile section of the Susquehanna (from 

Sunbury to the Holtwood Dam) to the federal list of impaired and threatened waters was turned 

down. This in spite of the fact that our once famous smallmouth bass fishery has been declining 

steadily for years. 

We’ve heard lots of theories for the decreasing bass population and increasing disease, ranging 

from too little water, too much water, too warm, too cold, and others, but the bottom line is there 

are some problems, including hormonal changes in the fish (females with high Testosterone 

levels and males producing eggs) that can only be explained by pollution. Obviously testing 

needs to be done to isolate the problem(s) that are causing the aforementioned problems, as well 

as lesions, black spots, blotches, and open sores that are surfacing at an alarming rate this year. 

My understanding is that adding the Susquehanna to the “303 (d)” list would enable this to 

happen.  I have managed our shop for over 20 years and have seen a complete reversal from a 

thriving bass fishery that people came to from all of the country, to one that is barely surviving. 

There is a severe lack of small bass coming up to replenish those that are dying, and there has to 

be a reason. (7) 

And 

 

39. (paraphrased)  We support director John Arway and the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat 

Commission in calling for Secretary Krancer of the DEP to list the 98 mile reach of the 

Susquehanna River, from Sunbury to Holtwood, as impaired on the 303(d) list. Such listing will 

require a TMDL to be established, and is our best hope of restoring an abundant and healthy 

smallmouth bass fishery.  (6,8,14,15,16,17,18,27,28,29,44,48,50,75,99,134,) 

 

And 

 

40. (Paraphrased) I support the Fish and Boat Commission’s (PFBC) request that DEP place the 

Susquehanna River on the federal list of impaired and threatened waters, commonly known as 

the 303(d) list. 

Adding the Susquehanna to the list as a high priority impaired water would trigger a two-year 

timeline under federal Environmental Protection Agency regulations for state regulators to 

develop a comprehensive plan to clean up the river by reducing the amount of pollutants from 

contributing sources. This pollution diet is called a total maximum daily load (TMDL) and is 

already in place on 6,490 miles of impaired streams and rivers in the state and will be developed 

on another 9,801 miles. 
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I fully support the recommendation that portions of the Susquehanna River be included in the 

303(d) list of impaired and threatened waters. (45, 46, 47) 

 

And 

 

41. I consider it very important to begin serious problem solving on issues regarding the poor 

condition of the Susquehanna River.  It has been a long time in the making and it will take a long 

time to fix, but it needs to begin sooner than later.  This can begin by doing the right thing and 

aknowledging the river as impaired.  The river has fallen a great distance.  We should at least try 

to salvage what we have left. (76) 

 

And 

 

42. The Susquehanna River is one of the oldest rivers in the world. Now for many reasons its 

health and that of its inhabitants are declining again. Department of Wildlife has designated 

fishing as Catch and Release Only on 98 miles of the river. Please reconsider designating the 

beautiful Southern Susquehanna River as impaired and dedicating the resources to caring for this 

river. (77) 

And 

 

43. As a resident of Pa and a lifetime fisherman I urge you and all concerned to do everything in 

your power to save the Susquehanna from its present polluted stage and list it as such as a 

contaminated water. (78) 

 

And 

 

44. (paraphrased)  Please list the Susquehanna River as impaired on the 303(d) list. 

(51,53,74,79,81,82,83,85,88,92,97,103,107,108,110,111,120,124,130,132,140,143) 

 

45. I am President of the Canoe Club of Greater Harrisburg.  We are a volunteer organization 

dedicated to promoting the sports of canoeing and kayaking.  We have about 300 memberships 

which, including family members, represent almost 500 active paddlers in the Central 

Pennsylvania Region.  I am writing today to express my support for the postion taken by Dr. 

John Arway and the PFBC that the Susquehanna River should be added to the list of impaired 

rivers under section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act.  The wildlife and fish of the river are clearly 

being damaged by the excess chemicals, pharmaceuticals, and nutrients that are flowing into it 

from many point and non-point sources, and this has caused the PFBC to close major portions of 

the Susquehanna and Juniata Rivers to "catch and keep" fishing of smallmouth bass. This is 

merely one symptom of a larger problem that is affecting us here in Central Pennsylvania, but 

also our neighbors downstream in the Chesapeake Bay.  Many experts and also "non-experts" 

that know the river well all agree that the rive is impaired, and many of these people also 

understand well the causes of that impairment. For example, research has been conducted for the 

past several decades on the on the Susquehanna's role in the decline of the Chesapeake Bay and 

much has been learned about the role of nutrients in that decline.  
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However, it is not necessary to list the reason for the impairment at this time in the 303(d) 

process.  By initiating the 303(d) process, resources and attention will be further directed to 

identifying the cause of the impairment, and more importantly, in determining what steps are 

needed, through the development of the total maximum daily loads (TMDLs) in order to restore 

the Susquehanna and the communities downstream. (84)  

 

And 

 

46. The stretch of the Susquehanna River, from Sunbury to Holtwood, has been documented 

deficient in dissolved oxygen, for early and most vulnerable life stages of warm-water fish. Open 

sores now appear on 40 percent of adult smallmouth bass. Continuing to not limit pollutants into 

the Susquehanna risks leaving the future for our river’s smallmouth bass and other aquatic 

populations in peril. Listing this waterway as “impaired” requires a pollutant limit to be 

established. As an avid outdoorsman and one who is committed to preserving our natural 

resources for my own children and the generations to come, I join with the many other 

supporters of the Susquehanna River in requesting that immediate action be taken to list the 

River as impaired and to commence with all reasonable measures to ensure the improving and 

ongoing quality of water in the Susquehanna. (87) 

 

And 

 

47. I as a sportsman and concerned citizen of Pennsylvania am very disappointed in your 

decision to not list the Susquehanna river as impaired. I have personally caught smallmouth bass 

with lesions that tell me that something is very wrong with the water quality of the river. Not 

acting at this time to improve the water quality will be a mistake that will haunt us for years to 

come. The recreation opportunities that the river affords us, infuse millions of dollars into the 

economy of our state. This income along with the ecosystem of the river is in dire trouble. Please 

reconsider the listing of the river as impaired. (89) 

 

And 

 

48. I am urging you to have the Susquehanna River between Sunbury and Holtwood to be listed 

as an “impaired river” and the pollutants which are allowed to enter this waterway to be limited. 

Your action of labeling this river an “impaired river” is probably the Susquehanna River’s last 

hope. 

I have fished the Susquehanna River for many years and enjoyed great fishing and recreational 

opportunities.  Beginning in 2002, my fishing records began to show a decline in the population 

of smallmouth bass and many other species of fish which were once plentiful. The Pennsylvania 

Fish Commission has told fisherman for ten years that the river suffered from one condition or 

another without any improvement in its condition.  I personally no longer wade in the river or 

even allow my dog to swim in it.  I also receive my public drinking water from the Susquehanna 

River. I believe many citizens in Central Pennsylvania should be concerned about the quality of 

this water because I am not confident the water companies can remove all the different types of 

chemicals, drugs, and other pollutants which are allowed to be placed in this waterway. 
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I hope you will take action on this matter because Central Pennsylvania has lost a great natural 

resource.  Maybe in the future my grandson will enjoy the same great fishing, recreational and 

clean drinking water opportunities that were available from this river during the 1980’s and 

1990’s. (90) 

And 

 

49. Please re-examine the data with regard to possible impairment of the lower Susquehanna 

River. (91) 

And 

 

50. Something is changing, when I was a kid growing up in HIGHSPIRE,(graduated 1955), a 

couple of us would spend weeks at a time living on the islands around the turnpike bridge and 

raw sewage was a constant ingredient in the east side of the river flow below the steel works, to 

the point of being so nasty that no one spent any time in that section of the river for fishing or 

swimming, we simply went to the west side and did our thing. Fishing was great from New 

Cumberland to Goldsboro. 

My point is even with all the municipal sewage discharges of that time, the fish were 

reproducing just fine. The visual improvement of the river water has been dramatic scince then, 

but we now have a different problem that needs attention! 

I am urging you to do whatever it takes to get this section of the river to be listed in Category 5 

so a pollutant limit can be established. (93) 

And 

 

51. Please place the Susquehanna River on the federal list of impaired and threatened waters  

[303(d)]  as "high priority" impaired water.  Smallmouth bass are affected by endocrine 

disruptors and black spots.  This is detrimental to the fish, anglers, and tourism.  It is of concern 

to those who rely on the River for drinking water.  The causes of pollution must be determined, 

and the river must be cleaned up. (114) 
 

And 

 

52. Smallmouth Bass in the Susquehanna River are suffering from a disease. The Smallmouth 

population has declined significantly in the past 15 years and the cause of this critical issue must 

be found.  More troubling than “black spot” are endocrine disruptors affecting 

the bass.   We are seeing the effects; what is the cause?  The fish in the river are the "canaries in 

the coal mine", don't let people be the next canaries.  We need an investigation now.  The 90 

miles of the Susquehanna from the dam at Sunbury to the Holtwood dam must be listed on the 

303 (d) impaired water list due to the failure of this length of the river to attain its protected use. 

As a family we enjoy all aspects of the outdoors and our family is involved with Troop 170 of 

the BSA for the past 15 years and Scouts for 20 years.  This is of great concern to those who use 

the Susquehanna (and the Juniata) for our recreation. (115) 

 

And 
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53. I don't understand why DEP is failing to support PFBC on the lower Susquehanna River 

impairment. Your Office of Water Management has the responsibility to plan, direct, and 

coordinate water quality as well as stream improvement projects. Please take charge of this 

"Susquehanna impairment" and march off with PFBC to find the problem and to affect its 

solution. 

I am an 84 year old PA fly fisherman who lived for 35 years in Lewisburg, PA and now resides 

in Newville, PA where we are fighting another battle with you on the Big Spring Watershed 

trying to keep its resources from becoming contaminated (potable water) and uninhabited by 

trout and bird life.. (122) 

And 

 

54. As a naturalist, researcher and angler, I've watched with dismay as the smallmouth bass 

fishery on the Susquehanna - once among the best in the world - has withered to a pale shadow 

of itself in recent years. Increasingly stringent fishing regulations have had no effect in reversing 

this trend, and the degree to which illness is effecting the bass is evident to anyone who spends 

time on the water, whether it's young smallmouths with fungal infections, or older fish with 

"black spot" disease. The Susquehanna is sick - with what, no one is certain, but the time for 

action is now.  

Yet my dismay at the state of the Susquehanna is exceeded by my dismay and bewilderment at 

DEP's reluctance to designate the Susquehanna an "impaired" waterway, triggering critically 

needed study and action to reverse the declining fortunes of this once-great river.   

The problems the Susquehanna faces are systemic, and threaten not only a single recreational 

bass fishery, but the fortunes of countless species that depend on the waterway, including state-

listed waterbirds like great egrets, bald eagles and ospreys, and rare mammals including river 

otters. 

I urge DEP to place the Susquehanna from Sunbury to Holtwood on the 

303(d) "impaired waters" list, so we can begin the process of returning this natural treasure to the 

full health that the river - and those of us who love it - deserve. (125) 

 

And 

 

55. I notice that Category 5 (indicating impairment by pollutants) of the proposed 303(d) list in 

the draft 2012 Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report does not include the 

98 mile reach of the Susquehanna River, from approximately Sunbury to Holtwood. This stretch 

has been demonstrated deficient of Dissolved Oxygen, to the 1986 EPA-recommended level 

required for protection of early - most vulnerable - life stages of warm water fishes. Such listing 

will require a TMDL to be established, and is our best hope of restoring an abundant and healthy 

smallmouth bass fishery. Without such listing, the future is uncertain for this once-reknown PA 

asset. I respectfully request the 98 mile reach of the Susquehanna River, from approximately 

Sunbury to Holtwood be Category 5 listed in the final revision of the Report. (126) 

 

And 

 

56. The Susquehanna River is definitely impaired and should be listed as such. For a state agency 

such as PFBC to take steps to close bass spawning season should be enough for the DEP to take 
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notice. The loss of small fish such as rock bass, sunfish, and other smaller type fishes has been 

noticed by fisherman years ago. Unfortunately they don’t generate as much money so the loss of 

them went unnoticed to the public. This was the precursor and should have been explored. 

Please take a look at the Susquehanna and Juniata Rivers and find out what is wrong with our 

waters. (135) 

And 

 

57. I understand you are taking comments on the Susquehanna River. The river is suffering- 

from Sunbury to Holtwood, the smallmouth bass population is way off from what is was 5 years 

or so ago. Something needs to be done or the bass will be the next “shad” story. Please support 

placing this portion of the river under study for environmental clean-up of the water. (136) 

 

And 

 

58. Good afternoon.  I am a science teacher at Lewisburg High (Union County).  I would like to 

request that the DEP classifies the Susquehanna as “high priority” impaired water.  I have spent 

years studying the river both inside and outside of the classroom.  We have made vast 

improvements in water quality over the last 50 years.  However recently we appear to be losing 

ground.  The spots on the Bass are sensationalized  the press, however there are indeed many red 

flags that I have seen.  Less diversity in benthic studies, less diversity in fish species, increased 

algal blooms, and an ever increasing number of new toxins / pharmaceuticals, and non-point 

source runoff. The overall health decline of the river is serious and deserves high priority and 

immediate investigation.  (138) 

And 

 

59. This Letter is to inform your agency that the citizens who live along the Susquehanna River 

and communities in proximity to the river wish to be included in the federal list of impaired and 

threatened waters, commonly known as 303(d) list. 

It is important that the river be included in this list. The Susquehanna river as we know it can no 

longer remain a healthy waterway if it is to be a waste carrier of any pollutants that disrupt the 

eco system of this waterway. We the following want the Susquehanna River to be a first priority 

on this list 303(d). It must be now before it is beyond anything we can correct-a dead river. (12) 

 

And 

 

60. The Susquehanna River is impaired.  Therefore I strongly urge the PA DEP to place the river 

on its 303 (d) list of impaired and threatened waterways in order to develop a comprehensive 

plan to improve its water quality. 

Over the past several years the PA Fish and Boat Commission has documented scientific data 

that the DEP has in hand that clearly demonstrates justification for an impaired status.  However, 

your agency has failed to properly utilize this scientific data that along with your own clearly 

meets the criteria for impaired status.  Your agency is charged with protecting and enhancing the 

resources fir the citizens of the Commonwealth and placing the Susquehanna River on the 

impaired list is essential in order to meet that goal. 
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This is not a new issue.  I have included a copy of my article that appeared in the May 2006 issue 

of Fly Fisherman Magazine entitled “Stress on the Susquehanna” that documents the 

Susquehanna River has been in trouble for quite some time. 

In order to solve a problem you must first have to admit you have a problem.  The reluctance of 

your agency to do so is not only creating loses to the state’s recreational and tourism industry, 

but can and does impact human health..  The fish and aquatic life are indicators that tell us 

something is very wrong with our water quality.  It is already far past that time that we need to 

listen to them. 

Solutions can be found if all agencies and organizations work cooperatively to find them.  I 

strongly encourage the PA DEP to become a cooperator in this effort. 

Please be advised that these comments are mine alone and DO NOT represent the policies of an 

organization or agency that I am affiliated with in any way. (49) 

 

And 

 

61. I’m writing to express my support of the evidence submitted by the Pennsylvania Fish and 

Boat Commission that merits the Department of Environmental Protection adding portions of the 

Susquehanna River to the forthcoming federal list of impaired and threatened waters, commonly 

known as the 303(d) list. 

On Jan. 28, 2010, the PFBC’s Board of Commissioners unanimously passed a resolution that 

ended with the following statement: 

 “Now Therefore Be It Resolved, the Board of Commissioners of the Pennsylvania Fish & 

Boat Commission hereby expresses deep concern for the health of the Susquehanna River’s 

smallmouth bass fishery and asserts there is evidence showing that the water quality of the 

Susquehanna River has become increasingly impaired to the level that it is seriously impacting 

important elements of the Susquehanna River fishery, especially its nationally-reputed 

smallmouth bass fishery.” 

  “Be it Further Resolved, the Board of Commissioners strongly recommend that the 

Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection and the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency immediately expand ongoing efforts to find the sources and causes of pollution that are 

contributing to the demise of the Susquehanna’s smallmouth fishery and restore this national 

treasure to its former healthy status.” 

Since that time, the water quality and condition of the smallmouth fishery have continued to 

decline. However, despite scientific data supporting its listing, the Susquehanna was not on 

DEP’s Draft 2012 Pennsylvania Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report 

that contains the 303(d) list. I fully support the recommendation that portions of the Susquehanna 

River be included in the 303(d) list of impaired and threatened waters. Doing so will put this 

previously word-renowned fishery back on track to resuming its place among the crown jewels 

of the Commonwealth’s $3.2 billion fishing and boating industry. (47,144) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, no new data is presented by the commenters.  As detailed 

in previous comments above, the Department does not believe the available data to be sufficient 

to make an assessment of the attainment of protected uses.  The Department appreciates the 
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additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s wildlife and health, as these 

observations help direct study efforts; however they do not meet the rigor necessary for use 

assessment.  While numerous commenters believe a listing will focus money and resources to 

address the problem, it is very unlikely that additional money and resources will be directed 

towards the Susquehanna River when there are hundreds of other Category 5 listings waiting for 

TMDL development.  As noted by numerous commenters, it is not necessary to have a known 

cause of impairment prior to a Category 5 listing; however it must be demonstrated through the 

available data that there is impairment to one or more protected uses and this threshold has not 

been met by the available data.  The Department will continue to work cooperatively with PFBC, 

SRBC, USGS, and any other interested party to study the river during the next reporting cycle in 

an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed. 

 

Comment 

Chesapeake Bay TMDL 

62. The April 16
th

 letter appears to suggest that the River does not require listing because of 

reductions in the levels of nutrients and sediments entering the river that are due to 

Pennsylvania’s Chesapeake Bay Program (Program) and that are expected to result under the 

Phase 2 Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implementation Plan (WIP). While we applaud the 

Department for past efforts to reduce nutrients and sediments entering the river and are 

encouraged by the Department’s commitment to continue and expand these efforts, the Program 

and WIP simply are not relevant to the question of whether or not the river should be listed. 

Moreover, because the Department purports not to even know the cause or source of the 

impairment of the Susquehanna River, the Department cannot be certain that these reductions in 

the levels of nutrients and sediments entering the river will even address the river’s impairment. 

Listing the River and developing a TMDL likely will complement the Department’s efforts to 

reduce nutrients and sediments entering the river. (2) 

 

And 

 

63. The river is a conduit for other rivers and the major tributary supplier of water to the 

Chesapeake Bay, which as you know is also impaired. To ignore the Susquehanna is a recipe for 

disaster to the bay clean up initiatives. (15) 

 

Response: 

The discussion of the Bay TMDL and watershed implementation plan was to address the PFBC 

contention that the Susquehanna River was likely impaired by nutrients.  Because this TMDL is 

just now being implemented we should allow some time for these expected gains to occur as they 

are likely to address the PFBC concern with nutrients in the river.  In addition, trends in total 

nutrients since 1995 are showing a decline.  As the commenter (2) notes there is not a known 

causative agent for potential impairment and in addition and most importantly, the Department 

does not believe the available data demonstrates that any protected use is impaired.  The 

Department has not ignored the Susquehanna and has been actively working to implement the 

Bay TMDL which will reduce nutrient and sediment loadings to the river.  The Department has 

developed a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts 

to water quality and protected uses. 
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Comment: 

64. Thank you for your consideration of these comments. In addition to the PFBC’s own 

comments, we have enclosed a series of letters and articles that support the listing. The 

additional commentary includes perspectives from businesses, anglers, and media personnel who 

have witnessed the decline of the Susquehanna and who collectively support steps to develop a 

plan for correcting the ongoing water quality issues. The PFBC feels it is important to enter these 

perspectives into the public record. (1) 

 

Response: 

The Department thanks PFBC for providing these additional letters of support for an impairment 

listing for the Susquehanna River.   However, as was noted in previous comments above, the 

Department doesn’t believe the available data demonstrates impairment of any protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

65. We are writing to express our concern and submit comments regarding DEP’s proposed 2012 

Section 303 (d) list. Specifically, we are concerned about environmental conditions that exist in 

the Susquehanna and Juniata Rivers, particularly regarding the smallmouth bass population and 

DEP’s refusal to acknowledge that these waters are impaired. Our concerns are similar to those 

of PA Fish and Boat Commission Executive Director John Arway, which he has recently 

conveyed to you. (5) 

 

Response: 

As noted in previous responses above, the Department does not believe the available data 

demonstrates impairment of any protected uses and therefore it is inappropriate to place the 

Susquehanna or Juniata River on Category 5 (303(d) list).   The Department has developed a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

66. The Susquehanna and Juniata Rivers fit several of EPA’s listing categories. These include 

failure to meet a designated use (Warm Water Fishes), violations of the dissolved oxygen 

criteria, and presence of noxious weeds. All of these conditions are well documented from 

Sunbury to the Holtwood Dam in the Susquehanna River basin. A warm water fishes use is 

defined as maintenance and propagation of fish species and additional flora and fauna which are 

indigenous to a warm water habitat (25 PA Code Chapter 93).  The evidence is clear that the 

water quality of the rivers no longer supports this use. (5) 

 

Response: 

As noted in previous responses above, the Department believes the available data to be 

insufficient to evaluate for the assessment of any protected uses and therefore it is inappropriate 

to place the Susquehanna River on Category 5 (303(d) list).   The Department has developed a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses. 
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Comment: 

67. 25 Pa. Code § 93.6(a) sets forth general water quality criteria and provides that:  

       Water may not contain substances attributable to point or nonpoint source discharges in 

concentration or amounts sufficient to be inimical or harmful to the water uses to be 

protected or to human, animal, plant or aquatic life.  

The data that we submitted on August 31, 2011, clearly demonstrates that these criteria are not 

being achieved in the River “at all times” as required by 25 Pa. Code § 96.3(c). (2) 

 

Response: 

In regards to the data from the river, the data is instream values of parameters identified in § 93.7 

of § 93.8a(b).  Therefore the applicable section is “shall be achieved in all surface waters at least 

99% of the time, unless otherwise specified in this title” (see the complete § 96.3(c) citation 

below).  The available pH and DO data was evaluated to determine if criteria were achieved at 

least 99% of the time.  This data was evaluated based upon how the criteria was developed (see 

2009 assessment methodology – chemistry evaluations 

http://files.dep.state.pa.us/water/drinking%20water%20and%20facility%20regulation/waterquali

typortalfiles/methodology/chemistryevaluations.pdf), which indicated that there was compliance 

with the criteria.  As a result, the data demonstrate that criteria are being achieved 99% of the 

time as required by regulation. 

 

25 Pa. Code § 96.3(c) To protect existing and designated surface water uses, the water quality 

criteria described in Chapter 93 (relating to water quality standards), including the criteria in 

§§ 93.7 and 93.8a (b) (relating to specific water quality criteria; and toxic substances) shall be 

achieved in all surface waters at least 99% of the time, unless otherwise specified in this title. 
The general water quality criteria in § 93.6 (relating to general water quality criteria) shall be 

achieved in surface waters at all times at design conditions. 

 

Comment: 

68. The Pennsylvania Council of Trout Unlimited would like to express its concern about the 

health of the Susquehanna River and its tributaries. Although the section of the Susquehanna 

where the current problem exists is a warm water fishery, many of the tributaries that feed this 

section are cold water fisheries containing wild trout populations. The West Branch of the 

Susquehanna between Clearfield and Curwensville is managed as an Approved Trout Water and 

stocked with trout every spring. This is now possible because of considerable effort and expense 

that have been expended in order to clean up after past abuses: mainly acid mine drainage and 

the use of the Susquehanna as a convenient place to discharge sewage and waste products of all 

sorts. (4) 

 

Response: 

The Department appreciates the efforts of Pa Council of Trout Unlimited and other groups to 

restore the upper West Branch Susquehanna River to fishable and swimmable condition.  The 

Department, through the Bureau of Abandoned Mine Reclamation and the Bureau of 

Conservation and Restoration has contributed funding and expertise to aid in this remarkable 

recovery.  The Department continues to monitor and study many tributaries throughout the basin 

http://files.dep.state.pa.us/Water/Drinking%20Water%20and%20Facility%20Regulation/WaterQualityPortalFiles/Methodology/ChemistryEvaluations.pdf
http://files.dep.state.pa.us/Water/Drinking%20Water%20and%20Facility%20Regulation/WaterQualityPortalFiles/Methodology/ChemistryEvaluations.pdf
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and will be studying the mainstem from Sunbury to the state line to better understand the 

problems and potentially identify causative agents involved with any possible impairment. 

 

Comment: 

69. The main stem and many tributaries are still negatively impacted by the effects of acid 

deposition, acid mine drainage from abandoned coal and clay mines, farm wastes and other 

wastes related to human activities. The cumulative effect of these pollutants may be the problem, 

rather than just one particular source of contamination. All need to be addressed. 

The Susquehanna drains nearly half of Pennsylvania’s land surface and provides over 

half the fresh water to the Chesapeake bay. Water from the Susquehanna drainage provides water 

to municipalities and businesses in the watershed. All water runs downhill. Finding the source or 

sources of pollution is relevant to humans and all other creatures living along the River and 

drinking the water. It’s not just a fish problem. (4) 

 

Response: 

The Department shares the commenter’s concerns with impacts from present and past activities 

in the watershed and has been working with other agencies, environmental organizations, 

watershed groups, and others to mitigate and reduce pollutants to the Susquehanna watershed.  

The Department continues to monitor and study many tributaries throughout the basin and will 

be studying the mainstem from Sunbury to the state line to better understand the problems and 

potentially identify causative agents involved with any possible impairment. 

 

Comment: 

70. John Arway, Executive Director of the PA Fish and Boat Commission, has publicly 

expressed his concern about the health of the Susquehanna River’s ecosystems and the 

mysterious illness in the smallmouth bass population. Executive Director Arway asked the 

previous DEP Secretary to authorize a study to address the smallmouth bass and the health of the 

river. No definite cause was determined, and nothing changed. (4) 

 

Response: 

The Department in conjunction with PFBC, SRBC and the U.S. Geological Survey formed an 

interagency workgroup in 2007 to study the Susquehanna River.  To date, these surveys have not 

identified impairment of the river.  These studies have identified potential problems and have 

resulted in additional studies.  Because of the complex interactions in ecological communities, 

answers are rarely found quickly or easily and frequently more questions are produced.  As a 

result of these studies the Department is undertaking additional studies aimed at identifying if 

there is impairment of protected uses and what the causative agent might be. 

 

Comment: 

71. One of our prerogatives includes creating awareness that Selinsgrove is a “River Town” 

instead of just a “town by the river.” Because of not only the recreational and economic value, 

but also the enhanced quality of life that the Susquehanna River provides, we are greatly 

concerned with the environmental problems threatening our river.  Selinsgrove Projects calls for 

all county, state, and federal officials to join in the fight to restore the health of our river. The 

Susquehanna River, one of the three oldest rivers in the world, is breathtaking to behold and is 
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an integral part of our town.  Its health is vital to our community now and to our children in the 

future. We can’t stand by and let it die on our watch. (6) 

 

Response: 

The Department shares the commenter’s concerns with impacts from present and past activities 

in the watershed and has been working with other agencies, environmental organizations, 

watershed groups, and others to mitigate and reduce pollutants to the Susquehanna watershed.  

The Department continues to monitor and study many tributaries throughout the basin and will 

be studying the mainstem from Sunbury to the state line to better understand the problems and 

potentially identify causative agents involved with any possible impairment. 

 

Comment: 

72. I am the owner of Koinonia Guide Service. I am very concerned about the health of the 

Susquehanna River and although I am not educated in biology or fishery management I do have 

over 35 years experience on the river and my experience tells me that the river is sick. The 

following is a list of changes that I have noticed over the years. 

1. Rock bass population is decimated. 

2. YOY fish kills 

3. Below average bass spawn classes for the past 10 years 

4. The grasses are changing 

5. More algae blooms 

6. Male bass with eggs 

7. We had the lowest water flows this year since the early 1900’s 

There are many reasons that we have some of these issues but I feel the following are  

contributors to the above issues: 

1. Too much industry pulling free water from the rivers and streams. 

2. Too many chemicals from sewer treatment plants and runoff. 

3. Too many phosphates and chemicals from poor farming practices. 

4. Too liberal regulations on all the above. (8) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  As detailed in 

previous responses above, the Department does not believe the available data to be sufficient to 

make an assessment of the attainment of protected uses.  The Department appreciates the 

additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s wildlife and health, as these 

observations help direct study efforts; however they do not meet the rigor necessary for use 

assessment.  The Department will continue to work cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS, 

and any other interested party to study the river during the next reporting cycle in an attempt to 

fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  The Department has developed a study 

plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality 

and protected uses. 
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Comment: 

73. (paraphrased) Smallmouth Bass in the Susquehanna River are suffering from a disease. The 

Smallmouth population has declined significantly in the past 15 years and the cause of this 

critical issue must be found. 

The problem seems to go beyond the problem of dissolved oxygen and pH.  There are 

other factors, some underlying problems, the extent of which are as yet unknown.  For example, 

more troubling than “black spot” are endocrine disruptors affecting the bass.   We are seeing the 

effects; what is the cause? 

 When the PFBC has to go to the extreme measure of telling anglers “Catch and Release 

Only” “No Fishing Tournaments Permitted” on that 98 miles of the Susquehanna River, you 

know that the agency is worried.  We ask you to show the same concern. 

25 Pa Code 96.4 (a) states "the Department will identify surface waters or portions 

thereof that require the development of TMDLs, prioritize these surface waters for TMDL 

development and then develop TMDLs for these waters." 

The 90 miles of the Susquehanna from the dam at Sunbury to the Holtwood dam must be 

listed on the 303 (d) impaired water list due to the failure of this length of the river to attain its 

protected use. 

I cannot understand why DEP would be reluctant to so designate the Susquehanna as 

impaired; it you were to go to a doctor with high fever, vomiting, diarrhea and stomach cramps, 

the doctor would do his or her utmost to find the cause of your illness.  Similarly, DEP should 

take the symptoms presented by the PFBC as signs of an illness, not deny that any impairment 

exists. (9,11,13,54,55,56,57,58,59,60,61,62,63,64,65,66,67,68,69,70,80,86,96,98,101,104,112, 

113,121,127,133,139,142) 

 

Response: 

Only one species (SMB) is exhibiting the adverse effects of the disease, there is no data 

demonstrating the warm water communities as a whole are impaired, the disease is widespread 

and even in good water quality waters, and not enough is understood about the interaction of this 

one species with possible natural and anthropogenic stressors to draw any conclusions. 

It is unfortunate this economically valuable species is declining but it is odd this is the only 

species affected. A closer look at other populations of aquatic organisms in upcoming studies 

may indicate other species are affected, but for now there is a lack of evidence to indicate this 

occurs. There are many unknowns about the disease and the conclusions by PFBC that dissolved 

oxygen and pH are the primary stressors are premature and not based upon enough information.  

There may be a natural stressor weakening the fish such as the high water temperatures in recent 

years which correlate well with observations of the disease.  The summer months since 2005 

have seen some of the highest temperatures and lowest flows observed on the river.  This may be 

a natural disease cycle tied to the population levels of the fish and changing natural conditions.  

Intersex fish have been observed indicating possible effects of endocrine disrupters and an 

increase in the number of parasitic hosts may mean more widespread and greater infestation of 

bass.  All of these are possible factors that remain under consideration.  

Temporarily modifying Susquehanna River fishing regulations in 2011 and closing the 

smallmouth bass fishery in 2012 was a reasonable response on PFBC’s part. This may affect the 
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population dynamics and the resultant rates of YOY class strengths needed to replenish the 

fishery, though it may take two or three years to determine if this is successful.  

It is important to note that stressed YOY smallmouth bass are not limited to the section of the 

river from Sunbury to Holtwood or the Juniata.  They have been found in other parts of the river, 

tributaries to the river, and even outside the Susquehanna River basin including the Delaware, 

Allegheny, and Schuylkill River.  Of particular note are diseased YOY smallmouth bass in Pine 

Creek (Lycoming County) and Loyalsock Creek, two large streams with good water quality.  

They are both classified as EV (Exceptional Value) waters based on water quality and 

macroinvertebrate communities.  The fact that the disease is widespread over many types of 

waters indicates the presence of the disease alone does not support a proposed impairment to the 

waterway as you outline. 

 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department will continue to work cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other 

interested party to study the river during the next reporting cycle in an attempt to fill in data gaps 

so that an assessment can be completed.  The Department has developed a study plan to 

potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and 

protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

74. I have a group of friends and business associates that fish together with some regularity. We 

enjoy the Susquehanna and it’s tributaries very much. Some of us have been fishing it for many 

years. All of us have noticed serious changes in the condition of the bass population as well as 

the disappearance of the rock bass. We strongly believe that this is due to several factors  

 1. Bad sewage treatment practices  

 2. Municipalities drawing drinking water  

 3. Bad agricultural run-off protection practices  

 4. A less that appropriate amount of oversight for all the above  

We would appreciate if you could get the Susquehanna River on the Federal list of threatened 

waters and we would be grateful if you could fight to develop a solid plan to clean up this 

precious natural resource for everyone’s benefit. It was just a few years ago that Bass Master 

Magazine listed the Susquehanna as one of the top 5 bass fishing rivers in the country. This is no 

small honor. It would be a real shame to watch the river spiral out of control and become a “dead 

zone” as a result of poor management and lack of concern. (10) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

fish and health, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, they do not meet the 

rigor necessary for use assessment.  The Department will continue to work cooperatively with 

PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study the river during the next reporting 



Susquehanna River Comments 

82 

 

cycle in an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To that end, the 

Department has developed a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass 

decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

75. What conclusive, peer reviewed, studies have been done regarding dissolved oxygen and pH, 

'black spot', endocrine disruptors just for examples?   I can't help wondering if the answer is 

already known that the problems are caused by gas drilling and they have been given an 

exemption to the Clean Water ACT. Who is governing this state, We the People, or the 

corporations? Tell the truth!  What is going on in our river? Somebody knows something. If the 

problem is not completely understood, then the appropriate tests must be performed to find out 

what's going on. Until the problems are understood, use The Precautionary Principle!  If you 

don't know what that is, find it here; http://www.sehn.org/ppfaqs.html 

Q. What is the precautionary principle?  

A. The 1998 Wingspread Statement on the Precautionary Principle summarizes the principle this 

way: “When an activity raises threats of harm to the environment or human health, precautionary 

measures should be taken even if some cause and effect relationships are not fully established 

scientifically.” All statements of the Precautionary Principle contain a version of this formula: 

When the health of humans and the environment is at stake, it may not be necessary to wait for 

scientific certainty to take protective action.  

It's just not adding up. 

All water is connected.  It does not behave in a way that confines it to political jurisdictions. 

Study The Water Cycle, if you don't understand this concept. (13) 

 

Response: 

The Department is unaware of any peer reviewed studies that link dissolved oxygen and pH, 

'black spot', and endocrine disruptors with the smallmouth bass decline.  It is important to note 

that the smallmouth bass decline began several years before exploration of shale gas geology 

occurred in the Susquehanna basin; therefore it is unlikely that this decline is related to gas 

exploration.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and the Department agrees 

additional study is needed.  The Department has developed a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

76. Frequently one hears on the news that the water at City Island in Harrisburg is unfit for 

swimming due to high bacteria counts, such as E-Coli. The public only hears of City Island 

because it happens to be one of the "few" sites actually monitored. The water is used for drinking 

in the Harrisburg area and many other communities.  

 Total Maximum daily loads should be monitored regularly. Too often we have seen DEP used 

as a political football to protect the interests of business and growth along Pennsylvania's 

waterways, not the environment.  

I once fished the Susquehanna and spent my dollars at local businesses along it. No longer. At 

least below the Clarks Ferry Bridge it is no longer worth it. I have photographs of fish with 

"cigar burn" shaped lesions on their flanks, the result of bacterial infection. The fish and the 

http://www.sehn.org/ppfaqs.html
http://www.sehn.org/wing.html
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macroinvertebrates are the canaries in the mine. The river is sick. What one frequently hears 

from DEP is that the causes for the rivers problems are unknown. Strange, for I can drive 

along some rivers after a heavy rain fall and show you places that contribute a lot of silt from 

high nutrient loaded farm runoff. This is called non-point source pollution. The term should be 

changed, for in a majority of cases the point source can be quite evident. High nutrient loading is 

certainly not the only problem. I recognize that it is very costly to clean up the river and will take 

time. Some businesses, farmers, and municipalities, will need to pay more. If municipalities 

cannot keep the river clean with increased growth, then it should not be done. However, if DEP 

continues to ignore problems today, they will eventually need to be rectified, and at much 

greater expense and effort to future generations. It's unfortunate that a sister agency has to point 

out the need for greater recognition for impairment to the Pennsylvania DEP. Even if they had 

not, most citizens of Pennsylvania recognize that there is a problem.  

Please do the right thing by listing the Susquehanna as a "high priority" impaired river for 2012, 

and take the high road by implementing best management practices. (15) 

 

Response: 

The City of Harrisburg does monitor bacteria levels at City Island to protect people recreating in 

the water as it is required for bathing beaches, and occasionally the beach is closed due to high E. 

coli levels.  All surface water withdrawn and provided to the public for consumption must meet 

stringent requirements and withdrawals from the Susquehanna are no exception.  Total 

Maximum Daily Loads are a pollutant budget developed to reduce the pollutant load to allow for 

the attainment of water quality criteria.  The waterbody for which a TMDL is written is 

monitored to determine compliance with the allowable loading and attainment of protected uses.  

While it frequently is easy to identify the area from which non-point source pollution is coming 

from, the term non-point source refers to the diffuse or widespread area that the source of the 

pollutant is coming from whereas point source pollution are those sources that come from a 

discrete conveyance, such as a facility that has permitted discharges.  Best management practices 

from non-point sources are currently and have been implemented throughout the Susquehanna 

basin to improve existing water quality and also to implement the Chesapeake Bay TMDL.  The 

Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes are 

continuing to occur in the river.  The currently available data supports the Department’s belief 

that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The Department will 

continue to work cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study 

the river during the next reporting cycle in an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment 

can be completed.  To that end, the Department has developed a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: (paraphrased) 

77. I have lived my whole life in the Susquehanna Valley and have spent much time on the river. 

I had noticed a decline in the rivers health and after reading the report from the Pa Boat and Fish 

Commission my observations have been validated.  The Pa State EPA has refused this request 

and I am urging you to let them know that they should reverse this position and get involved with 

this problem. 

This isn't only about sick fish, this is about clean water. Something we all need. I feel that the 

sick fish are the canary in the mine and we should do all we cant to keep our waters clean. 
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Thank you for your help. Any advice you can give me so I can help keep this issue moving 

towards a solution would be appreciated. (17) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred, however, the currently available data supports the Department’s belief 

that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The Department 

appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s fish and 

health, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, they do not meet the rigor 

necessary for use assessment.  The Department will continue to work cooperatively with PFBC, 

SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study the river during the next reporting cycle in 

an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To that end, the 

Department has developed a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass 

decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

78. I am very concerned about the health of the Susquehanna River. I am not into biology or 

fishery management but I do have over 30 years fishing / boating on the river and my experience 

tells me that the river is very very very  sick. Most all of these changes have been noticed in the 

last ten years of my time spent on the river. 

The following is a list of changes that I have noticed over the past years. 

1. Crappie bass and Red eye bass population are not found on the river anymore.  

2. Below average small mouth bass spawn classes for the past 10 years. My average catch 

rates have fallen have fallen 90% in the last ten years. A fifty fish day was common ten 

years ago and now a five fish day is a good day. 

3. I used to see thousands of baby channel catfish fingerlings schooling on the surface and 

have not seen them the last few years. Where have all the channel catfish gone ? 

4. Decrease in walleye catch rates. Although not as bad as smallmouth bass I have noticed a 

significant decline in the number of walleye fish in the 12-15 inch range. 

5. The grasses are changing and becoming more noticeable in areas that typically do not 

have grass which were rock bottom in the past. 

6. More algae blooms. 

7. High water temperatures. 

8. Very low water flows. 

There are many reasons that we have some of these issues but I feel the following are  

contributors to the above issues: 

1. Discharge from sewer treatment plants and runoff. 

2. Chemicals from poor farming practices. 

3. Flathead Catfish. (18) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred, however, the currently available data supports the Department’s belief 
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that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  As detailed in 

previous comments above, the Department does not believe the available data to be sufficient to 

make an assessment of the attainment of protected uses.  The Department appreciates the 

additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s wildlife and health, as these 

observations help direct study efforts; however, they do not meet the rigor necessary for use 

assessment.  The Department will continue to work cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and 

any other interested party to study the river during the next reporting cycle in an attempt to fill in 

data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To that end, the Department has developed a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

79. I am writing to ask DEP in no uncertain terms to declare Susquehanna impaired. What is 

happening to Susquehanna river is similar to what has happened to many other impaired rivers, 

most notably the Potomac River. Smallmouth bass in the Potomac were also found to have skin 

lesions and the investigation lead to the discovery of intersex fish in the Potomac. Effluent 

sludge has endocrine disrupting effects. It is scientifically valid to assume that the spillage of 

slick water from hydraulic fracturing from illegal dumping or from accidents, leaching of coal 

ash ponds on the banks of this river, and other run offs from municipal waste has severely 

impacted the quality of water. Many of the chemicals that are found in frack fluid or coal ash 

leachate have endocrine disrupting effects. The negative impact of contamination coupled with 

water withdrawals is manifesting itself in the marine life. 

It is the job of DEP to protect this irreplaceable source of livelihood for humans and wildlife 

alike, from the point of no return. 

Please declare Susquehanna river impaired until appropriate and adequate studies have evaluated 

the sentinel hazards to the fish.  (19, 20) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred, however, the currently available data supports the Department’s belief 

that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  As detailed in 

previous comments above, the Department does not believe the available data to be sufficient to 

make an assessment of the attainment of protected uses.  The Department appreciates the 

additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s wildlife and health, as these 

observations help direct study efforts; however, they do not meet the rigor necessary for use 

assessment.  It is important to note that the smallmouth bass disease and decline began several 

years before hydraulic fracturing in the Marcellus Shale gas exploration was occurring.  Water 

withdrawals are evaluated and monitored by the Susquehanna River Basin Commission to 

protect both water quantity and quality.  The Department will continue to work cooperatively 

with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study the river during the next 

reporting cycle in an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To that 

end, the Department has developed a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth 

bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 
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Comment: 

80. As a taxpaying citizen of the Commonwealth of Pa, and an avid fisherman, I am against the 

PA Fish & Boat Commissions request to have the Susquehanna River classified as an impaired 

waterway - in order to fast track Federal Bureaucratic actions toward a cleanup that is 

unnecessary. 

FACT: 

The spots on bass have commonly occurred dating back to the 1800's - caused by bacteria - not 

pollution. 

FACT:  

Residual Pill Pollution - caused by Millions of Pill-Popping Pennsylvanians, are the cause of 

male fish developing female characteristics...  

The Fish & Boat Commission needs to do battle with BIG PHARMA.. (Good Luck with that). 

FACT: 

Millions of dollars will be wasted by a bunch of bureaucrats - at a time when more govt 

sponsored wasteful spending is the last thing anyone needs - nor wants. 

FACT: 

The Fishing Tournaments held in the Harrisburg area probably killed more fish than the 

combined total of bacteria laden ones. 

The Pa Fish & Boat Commission needs to grow a backbone and do what is right - Place a 

permanent ban on TOURNAMENTS of any kind on the Susquehanna River. (21) 

 

Response: 

As noted in previous comments above, the Department believes that the available data does not 

demonstrate impairment of protected uses and that impairment listing on Category 5 for any 

protected use is not merited.  As PFBC acknowledged, the cause of the hyperpigmented 

melanosis is unknown and appears to have no lasting effect on the fish and the Department does 

not believe it is a basis for an impairment listing.  The occurrence of intersex fish is very 

concerning and the causes of which are not fully known and do warrant additional study to 

determine how widespread the problem is and what possible sources contribute the responsible 

hormones.  Regulation of fishing is the sole responsibility of PFBC and the Department has no 

position on fishing tournaments.  

 

Comment:  

81. Although I realize that under our current leadership the gas drillers and their influx of 

workers from other areas along with their huge profits take priority over those of us who depend 

on the Susquehanna for recreation and clean drinking water it is absolute insanity and gross 

negligence not to honor the PFBCs request to list the river as impaired and threatend. It is high 

time our governor brought his head into the daylight and woke up to what is truly important. 

(22)             

 

Response: 

The smallmouth bass disease and decline began several years before hydraulic fracturing in the 

Marcellus Shale gas exploration was occurring.  There is no scientific evidence that any 

flowback water from the Marcellus Shale gas exploration has contributed or caused the decline 
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and disease in smallmouth bass.  The decision to add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated 

Report is based solely on the analysis of available data that support such a listing.  In this case, 

the available data does not support such a listing. 

 

Comment: 

82. The Susquehanna is sick and you need to fix it. It is DEP’s reasonability the clean it up and 

bring back swimmable and fishable water. (23) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred, however, the currently available data supports the Department’s belief 

that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  Furthermore, there 

has not been a demonstration that any protected use is not being maintained and protected. 

 

Comment: 

83. I volunteer for the Little Conestoga Watershed Association in Lancaster County, I live in 

Manor Township and on the Little Conestoga Creek. I understand complex issues with water and 

pollution sources. 

I recreated on the Susquehanna River and have for the past 30 years worked with the Lancaster 

County Planning Commission and the Lancaster County Conservancy to preserve and protect the 

lands adjacent to it.  

In return, I expect the DEP and F&BC to work together for legislative initiatives which would 

complement my more limited but still critical efforts. Water quality and quantity issues can only 

be solved by governmental comprehensive policy efforts. MAKE THOSE EFFORTS NOW! 

(24) 

 

Response: 

The Department commends you for your volunteer efforts with the Little Conestoga Watershed 

Association and for your work with the Lancaster Planning Commission and Lancaster County 

Conservancy to improve and protect water quality.  Department and PFBC staffs continue to 

work cooperatively to achieve protection of the Commonwealth’s water resources and the 

Department implemented a study plan on the Susquehanna River during 2012 and will continue 

in the future to further investigate the potential causes for smallmouth bass decline. 

 

Comment: 

84. H2O quality is threatened by the fraking process in addition to overdevelopment and non-

point source pollution. For those folks downstream I feel for their health. (25) 

 

Response: 

The Department appreciates your comments and concern for the Susquehanna River.  The 

Department is charged with protecting and maintaining water quality of all surface waters of the 

Commonwealth.  To achieve this protection, the Department controls point source discharge of 

pollutants through the issuance of National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 

permits that must meet water quality standards found in Title 25, Chapter 93 of the Department’s 

Water Quality regulations.  Discharges associated with wastewater treatment found to either be 
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in non-compliance with water quality standards or unpermitted are brought into compliance by 

various enforcement actions taken by the Department.  The Department has ongoing monitoring 

and assessment programs for all surface waters to ensure protection of water quality.   Non-point 

sources, pollution coming from diffuse sources, such as pastures, golf courses and lawns are 

managed through implementation of best management practices (BMPs) such as stormwater 

retention basins and riparian (stream side) buffers to filter pollutants from water.  The 

Department has been monitoring Marcellus Shale gas activities and potential impacts of flow 

back water from hydraulic fracturing.  In addition, the Department regulates the construction of 

gas wells as well as their maintenance and the management of produced wastes before, during 

and after the hydraulic fracturing process to ensure that the risk of a pollution event is 

minimized.  At this time, the Department is not aware of any impacts to the mainstem 

Susquehanna River.  It should be noted that the smallmouth bass disease and decline began 

several years prior to Marcellus Shale gas exploration activities, so it is unlikely to be a cause. 

Water withdrawals are evaluated by the Susquehanna River Basin Commission and the 

Department to protect both water quantity and quality.  The Department will continue to work 

cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study the river during 

the next few years in an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To 

that end, the Department has developed and implemented a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses.  

Temporarily modifying Susquehanna River fishing regulations in 2011 and closing the 

smallmouth bass fishery in 2012 was a reasonable response on PFBC’s part. This action may 

affect the population dynamics and the resultant YOY class strengths needed to replenish the 

fishery.  It may take two or three years to determine if this is successful.  In addition to the 

Department, PFBC, SRBC and USGS there are many watershed organizations throughout the 

Susquehanna River basin that monitor water quality for the protection of the resource. 

 

Comment: (paraphrased) 

85. Having multiple lists is very cumbersome and confusing to even one very experienced with 

navigating them. To a layperson, it is very difficult to search multiple lists to locate a waterway's 

listing.  I request a list of all waters be combined into one searchable list, with their Category 

Listings. This will avoid opening multiple lists to determine a water's listing, and avoid the 

inevitable errors of misinterpretation scanning multiple documents will lead to. (27,28,29) 

 

Response: 

The format of the Integrated Report follows the requirements from the US EPA from which the 

Department cannot deviate.  While this formatting may be cumbersome, listings are placed in 

various Categories (lists) to reduce errors and to facilitate tracking of individual waters.  Each of 

the Categories is searchable to aid the reviewer in locating a water of interest.  If you are having 

difficulty you can contact the Division of Water Quality Standards at 717-787-9637 and staff 

will assist you. 

 

Comment: 

86. I, like so many people in Central Pennsylvania, am wondering why DEP has left the 

Susquehanna River off the 2012 Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report?  I 

have lived in the Central Susquehanna Valley since 1972 and have been keenly aware of the 
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explosive increase in the use of water over the last 10 years both by residential demand and 

commercial use via the gas and agricultural industries.  Couple that with the dramatic return to 

the aquifer of contaminated discharge water from industry and agricultural use and you have a 

recipe for a building disaster.   

 To read my opening statement you would think that I’m anti agriculture, anti industry and anti 

gas production. Nothing could be further from the truth. I’ve been in the agricultural business all 

my life and want local agriculture to flourish.  The problem is until we find a better way to 

handle the millions of tons of waste generated by these large valley CAFO operations, there 

should be a halt to the amount of manure put on the land.  And as we speak, another 16 more 

CAFO operations are being built this spring and summer in Union county alone and they will 

generate additional large amounts of waste; enough to add another inch or two of manure over 

Union county’s 317 square miles. The water safety issue we face with the animal manure 

problems isn’t alone, as we must include the problems with antibiotics and pesticides getting into 

our water. We certainly need the food but isn’t the added burden of increased animal manure 

applied inches deeper and deeper every year in our county call for better scrutiny?      

 I know there are laws in place that says you can only do this or you can’t do that with the 

manure applications and I know there are farmers who follow the law to the letter. But all it takes 

are a few people who do what they must to get rid of their large supply of manure and you have a 

potential larger water quality time bomb! You should be out in the rural area of our county and 

see the race to get more manure applied, on steeper land before any rain or snow event in winter.  

Trucks run all night long to get ahead of the rain and snow. I can show you where it runs off of 

the sloped land, into creeks and into the river.  Some applicators even slop tons of manure along 

the road out of their manure wagons as they race to get it spread before the fields are too wet to 

get into. People have to drive through it, snow plows wash in into the road side drains, which run 

into the culverts, then streams, and then the river.  I’m sure you get the picture. 

Please facilitate adding the Susquehanna River to the list of high priority impaired water so it can 

be studied to find out what needs to be done to make sure our river is cleaned up in view of what 

we see beginning to happen to the waters and creatures of our once beautiful river before it is too 

late. (30) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are changes to the river, the currently available data 

supports the Department’s belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is 

not merited.  With the help of the agricultural community, much has been done over the years to 

improve the environmental record of agriculture.  However, there are some exceptions – those 

who do not comply with the law.  First, it is necessary to put in perspective the number of CAFO 

operations in Pennsylvania.  There are about 64,000 farms in Pennsylvania. Of these, about half 

(31,000) are farms with animals. Of the animal farms, there are 364 CAFOs statewide.  There are 

11 CAFOs in Union County.  CAFOs are the most regulated animal operations in Pennsylvania.  

All CAFOs are required to have a National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 

permit and must comply with both state and federal regulations. CAFOs are not allowed to 

discharge pollutants to surface water or into groundwater.  The only exception to this is during 

extraordinary rainfall events which are beyond the CAFO’s control.  CAFOs are required to 

implement a nutrient management plan (NMP) that must be written by a certified plan writer and 

approved by either the county conservation district or the State Conservation Commission. These 
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plans specify how the manure is to be stored and the amount of manure that the CAFO is allowed 

to apply to each field.  The NMP also includes best management practices (BMPs) that the 

CAFO needs to implement to prevent runoff of manure to surface water. Failure to comply with 

the NMP is considered a violation of the CAFO permit and is subject to penalties.  A CAFO is 

also required to develop and implement an erosion and sediment control plan and a preparedness, 

prevention and control plan.  Every CAFO is inspected once or more each year.  For the other 

30,000+ animal farms within Pennsylvania, there are requirements for the safe application of 

manure.  Anyone who land applies manure is required to have a manure management plan 

(MMM).  This requirement has been in effect for over 25 years. In October 2011, DEP 

completed revisions to the MMM. These revisions clarified the existing requirements and 

reformatted the manual to include a step-by-step process that would allow a farmer to complete 

their own plan.  The plan addresses proper manure storage, proper field application of manure, 

animal concentration areas, and environmentally sensitive areas. 

 

After release of the revised MMM, DEP began an effort to increase awareness of the manure 

management requirements and provide education on the new MMM.  Working with Penn State 

University, six training sessions for plan writers/consultants/county conservation staffs were held 

throughout the state.  Additionally, DEP has provided funding to the conservation districts so 

they may provide “working” sessions with farms who wish to write their own MMM.  Working 

with the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS), DEP was able to have NASS mail an 

educational brochure on the requirements for agricultural compliance to over 80,000 agricultural-

related addresses within NASS’ Pennsylvania database. This brochure provides notice to the 

agricultural sector of the requirements each farm needs to follow. Along with the educational 

effort, DEP is in the process of developing a more rigorous agricultural review process.  These 

efforts are directed towards minimizing the very concerns expressed in the above comment. 

 

Comment: 

87. I have lived along the Susquehanna River near Middletown Pa. For 73 years and have seen 

dramatic changes in the looks of the waters, for example, At one time they used to sparkle and 

glow a peaceful look, now the glow and sparkle is gone. The rocks on the bottom of the river had 

many vibrant colors now they look like they are covered in a drab colored army blanket. Many 

strange colors of plants (alga) are also growing from the bottom of the river that have never been 

there before. 

The river also used to be full of all types of inhabitants, insects, animals aquatic and land based, 

many varieties of fish species, clams, snails, mussels all of these in great quantity. Sure some of 

these exist but not in the numbers they used to. 

In my 70 plus years I have seen many things reduce in their numbers or to the point of non 

existence in many areas. The river near Middletown, Pa. Had a great population of Bull Frogs, 

Water Snakes, Muskrats, Mink, Sunfish, Rockbass, Fallfish, Horned Chubs, These species were 

the first to fall off in great numbers even to the elimination of the Bull Frog in my area. I believe 

the last bullfrog I heard calling on the river was 25 plus years ago, I can remember when there 

were thousands of them. 

In recent years the number of sunfish and rock bass have dropped to almost non-existent. 

Now since the year 2005 the prized Smallmouth Bass once so abundant in the Susquehanna 

River, is on a steep decline. This species because of a pollutant that is disrupting the reproduction 



Susquehanna River Comments 

91 

 

cycle, is lowering its numbers to a point of non-existence The Susquehanna River was once 

claimed the best Smallmouth Bass Fishery in the United States.  

There is something very wrong with the Susquehanna River's water quality and it would be very 

foolish to declare it not. 

I am asking that the Pa. DEP. and other water quality and fisheries agency’s bring this river back 

to the standards it was before the pollutants that are harming it harm the human population. (31) 

 
Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife and health and changes over the commenter’s lifetime, as these observations help direct 

study efforts; however they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the 

causes of the decline are unknown and the Department agrees additional study is needed.  The 

Department has developed a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass 

decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

88. Up until 10 years ago I was able to wade the river from Dauphin to Duncannon and not 

encounter algee rooted to the bottom and floating in the water.  At this point I would not 

attempt wading in the river due to the algee growth.  These algee blooms create low oxygen 

levels and kill young of the year fish by the thousands.  The kill is so agressive that it is rare to 

catch a small smallmouth in the river and the larger fish will only last so long until they die due 

to natural mortality or sucum to the low oxygen levels.   

It is difficult for those who do not fish to understand the true impact to the area in terms 

of vacation dollars spent, out of state and in state fishing licenses and boat sales and registrations. 

It should not be difficult to understand that if you are drinking water from a susquehanna 

watershed water source you are likely drinking pesticides, herbicides and a load of excreeted 

pharmacuticals that are not filtered out in sewage treatment or water intake.  

We are currently in a crisis and need all organizations that are in place to protect our water 

quality to come together to support a declining river system so that we can all survive along the 

river.   

Please take action in your organizations and support others that can place the river into and 

impared state so that the healing can begin.  Without your support the river will continue its rapid 

decent to the point it will no longer be able to be used by PA residents and its horrific impact on 

the bay will continue.  (32) 
 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 



Susquehanna River Comments 

92 

 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses.  Due to growing concern over the presence of emerging contaminants 

in waters of the United States, the Department recently completed a four year cooperative study, 

Pharmaceutical Compounds, Antibiotics, Hormones and Wastewater Compounds in 

Pennsylvania Waters – 2006-2009,  with the United States Geological Survey (USGS) to 

summarize the occurrence and concentrations of four groups of emerging contaminants; 1) 

pharmaceutical compounds, 2) hormones, 3) antibiotics, and 4) wastewater compounds, in 

selected waters and streambed sediments in Pennsylvania.  The contaminants detected near 

drinking-water intakes examined in this study were measured in low concentration; many times 

lower than a typical human pharmaceutical dose of these compounds.  The conclusion reached is 

that humans are unlikely to be affected by the doses of pharmaceutical compounds detected in 

drinking water sources.  A recent study by The World Health Organization (WHO), 

Pharmaceuticals in Drinking Water, published similar results, “current observations suggest that 

it is very unlikely that exposure to very low levels of pharmaceuticals in drinking-water would 

result in appreciable adverse risks to human health, as concentrations of pharmaceuticals 

detected in drinking-water (typically in the nanogram per litre range) are several orders of 

magnitude (typically more, and often much more, than 1000-fold) lower than the minimum 

therapeutic dose.”  Federal and State Drinking water regulations require drinking water 

companies to monitor for many pesticides in drinking water supplies and to reduce pesticide 

levels when they are found.  The levels of pesticides typically found in drinking water are quite 

low and would not be likely to cause harmful health effects. 

 

Comment: 

89. I have been fishing the river for over forty years I would like to say the river has change in 

that time. I have had days that the river has smell like the sewer plants and smell of the farms and 

coal gases. I have saw the river with junk coming down that looks like human waste. I had 

caught bass with sores black spots. there is something wrong with the water not the bass size or 

tournaments. I did see the decrease in the red eye bass and small sun fish and crappie over the 

last 10 years. I have caught walleye and carp an catfish with the same spot that the bass have. 

(33) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses.  Pollutants in point source discharges must meet water quality 

standards found in Title 25, Chapter 93 of the Department’s Water Quality regulations.  

Discharges found to either be in non-compliance with water quality standards or unpermitted are 

brought into compliance by various enforcement actions taken by the Department. 
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Comment: 

90. I have been an avid fisherman for 25 years.  20 years ago, I could wade out into the 

Susquehanna, and catch and release 20 bass in an hour, all beautiful and healthy. 15 years ago, 

bass would literally "jump in the boat" as we would come in from a night of fishing at the Fort 

Hunter access ramp. 10 years ago, I started to notice lesions on some of the fish, but could still 

go out on my boat or kayak and catch and release  20 fish in two hours.  In the past 10 years, the 

fishery has been AWFUL!  I've noticed massive fish kills in the spring, which were ALWAYS 

blamed on the spawn. I'm sorry but hundreds and hundreds of fish floating by is NOT a result of 

spawning activity.  If I  go out anymore, even during a Mayfly hatch, which is normally a 

'feeding frenzy' for the bass, I can barely walk away with four or five bass in two hours time.  

With this in mind, fishing the same waters I have for 25 years, the river itself, and its bass 

population are SCREAMING for help. The worst thing you can do is nothing. HOW can the 

river get better if pollutants are not restricted, banned, or capped. Will these perpetrators just 

voluntarily STOP polluting on their own???  You MUST help the river and its fishery so that it 

can be enjoyed for future generations. Please, please do SOMETHING to preserve our 

waterways! (34) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses.  Pollutants in point source discharges must meet water quality 

standards found in Title 25, Chapter 93 of the Department’s Water Quality regulations.  

Discharges found to either be in non-compliance with water quality standards or unpermitted are 

brought into compliance by various enforcement actions taken by the Department. 

 

Comment:  

91. As a life long (59 years) resident of Wormleysburg, a river town in the area of the 

Susquehanna that is being requested by the PFBC to be declared by your agency as impaired, I 

can testify that it has truly changed in recent years.  I live beside the water in the house where I 

grew up and am on the river kayaking, fishing, exploring and enjoying nature 52 weeks a year.  

When it ices up I travel to the warm water discharge at the York Haven power plant.  While that 

may make me a bit of a fanatic, it also puts me in a good position to notice subtle (and not so 

subtle) changes.  And I can tell you this river is changing.  Alga blooms are worse than ever and 

they stink.  On hot summer days when the algae turns brown, the river smells like it never did 

before.  And it ain’t a good smell! 

 I love to camp on the river with my 12 year old son, his friends and kids from Harrisburg that 

are in our HICO (Harrisburg Inner City Outings) program.  One of the pleasures I used to enjoy 

is no longer available to these kids.  Catching and eating rock bass at our camp islands.  The rock 
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bass have completely disappeared from the main stem Susquehanna.  Surely the disappearance of 

an entire species sends a red flag. 

I realize that you work for Corbett now and protecting resources may not be on his agenda.  But 

are you and your staff not professionals, sworn to protect our resources?  And surely you don’t 

need an old river-rat to tell you that this Susquehanna resource, among our most valuable water 

resources, needs some attention before it is irreversibly harmed.  Please allow the PFBC request 

for study and some TMDL regs to take effect as required by Code 96.4 (a). (35) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the rock 

bass population, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, they do not meet the 

rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and 

additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to 

potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline, as well as rock bass and other 

species, and impacts to water quality and protected uses.  The decision to add a waterbody to 

Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of available data that support 

such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a listing. 

 

Comment: 

92. I am a lifelong resident of the Susquehanna Valley and have seen the health of our beautiful 

river fluctuate wildly from during my lifetime; from seeing the Shikellamy Point Marina full of 

boats in the late 1960s to the near abandonment of recreation and decline in wildlife in the late 

1970s... I never thought I would see college crewing and excursion companies taking an interest 

in our river, or see ospreys fishing the river, but it is happening and has brought a tremendous 

improvement in the well-being of all who live here. 

Our region is growing rapidly and the gas industry will change our lives here forever - hopefully 

for the better. It is clearly not enough to assume that the health of the Susquehanna River will 

naturally improve under such pressures. The issue with the river's bass fish is one example, and 

the revelation that a frack-water processor, Clean Harbors Environmental Services, of Nowell, 

Mass. intends to operate on the riverbank of Lake Augusta and further submitted a DEP 

application full of "errors" - those related to the public impact of their business - are just two of 

the many pressures. 

Please help preserve the health of the Susquehanna River! It's such a large and populated 

watershed. We can't afford to ruin it. (36) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 
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unknown and additional study is needed.  The smallmouth bass disease and decline began 

several years before hydraulic fracturing in the Marcellus Shale gas exploration was occurring.  

There is no scientific evidence that any flowback water from the Marcellus Shale gas exploration 

has contributed or caused the decline and disease in smallmouth bass.  The Department has 

developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth 

bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses.   

 

Comment: 

93. After a recent fishing trip to Harding, Pa, I finally realized how bad of shape the lower 

Susquehanna is in. We fish the lower part of the river at least fifty times a year and the small fish 

are gone. I would estimate sixty to seventy percent of the fish taken have the black spots that 

they are calling Melanosis. All the fish we caught in the past two days( approximately 50-60) 

looked very healthy with no spots or open sores on them. We caught numerous fish in the 8”-10” 

range which is nearly impossible near Harrisburg. There is definitely something that needs done 

and I hope this email will add another person to the list to help resolve this issue. I’d hate to see 

the river in the next ten years if no actions are taken. (37) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred; the currently available data supports the Department’s belief that 

impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The Department 

appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s wildlife, 

health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however they do 

not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown 

and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan 

to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and 

protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

94. I have fished the river since the late 70’s. I’ve had great memories of being on the river 

launching out of Highspire with my grandfather. I have wet wadded with friends and kayaked for 

countless days. I’m also blessed to have a friend who lives almost on the river and fish quite a 

few days during the year with him. Over the years I have notice quite a decline in the numbers of 

fish I have caught. Quite recently new regulations have been put in place on the river by the Fish 

and Boat Commission to “help” the fishery. I will agree that these measures will help in a small 

way. I do believe that the larger issue is being ignored. I believe the river is impaired due to 

multiple reasons, some probably unknown at this point. From the multisexed fish to the 

columnaris problem something in the river is degrading the fishery tremendously. I have read 

many articles from local and national publications on the river they all seem to agree that 

something is wrong with the river as well. I would hope that the river would be protected by the 

State not only for scenic beauty but for recreational and monetary value as well. I would hope the 

state would be able to put aside bureaucratic problems and work for the good of the river and the 

state, to clean it up and have the fishery viable for my children and my children’s children. (38) 

 

Response: 
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Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date the causes of the decline are 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

95. I have fished the river for fifty years from Liverpool to Falmouth.  In that period I have 

observed the river decline from an outstanding fishery to one that is just barely surviving.  Back 

in the sixties the water in the river was visually dirty caused by dredging the upper parts to 

industrial waste from Harrisburg and down river.  I docked a boat just below the old turnpike 

bridge and every day I could see oil contamination on the sides from the Steelton canal.  I 

worried then about the affects but the fishing remained outstanding through out the years.  It was 

typical to catch twenty to thirty Bass in one evening.  We all took the river for granted and 

thought that it would last forever.  In comparison to today’s conditions the clarity of the river has 

definitely changed to the point where one can now see the bottom, extreme vegetation growth 

exist, and there is an abundance of shelled creatures, mussels and the rusty crayfish.  Those 

observations did not exist forty years ago.  The fishing has gone from excellent to terrible, the 

Bass population has declined to and endangered level and what Bass are caught all display sickly 

lesions.  I like many other do not understand what has happened to our river but it is obvious 

there is a major event ongoing that if permitted to continue will make the river nothing more than 

a contaminated drain into the Chesapeake Bay.  The Susquehanna river is one of the major 

tributaries to the Bay, the Bay has been designated as being impaired but the Susquehanna river 

has not.  This is very disturbing, as the river is an integral part of the Bay and most likely the 

major conduit for the reasons that impaired the waters of the Bay.  DEP has mandated that we 

here in Central PA must change the manner in which we treat our sewage.  Very expensive 

treatment facilities have been built at great expense to people who can least afford it.  This was 

done in part as an effort to clean up the Bay. We here in very rural areas of the Commonwealth 

now have sophisticated sewage treatment facilities while the people living in Harrisburg still 

have the old fashion Septic systems. 

To me this demonstrates fault and inconsistencies of DEP,  just as Secretary Kranser’s negative 

decision opposing the classification of impaired waters of the Susquehanna river.  This is truly 

unfortunate for the citizens of the Commonwealth.  Now we must bare the entire expense of 

studies to determine the cause of the decline of the fishery.  If the river was declared impaired 

the EPA would get involved and make significant contributions to the studies and remediation.  

Many of us here in central PA are very concerned about the way DEP is safe guarding our 

natural resources.   the Susquehanna river is a resource we can not afford to lose, both on the 

environmental level as well as the economic values this corridor enjoys. 

I would be most grateful if Secretary Krancer would reverse his decision so the expensive 

burdens of diagnosing the rivers problems would not fall entirely on the citizens of the 

Commonwealth. (39) 
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Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses.  The implementation of the Chesapeake Bay TMDL will require 

municipalities, including the City of Harrisburg, throughout the Susquehanna watershed to 

implement nutrient load reductions through upgrades to wastewater treatment plants.  Contrary 

to the commenter’s statement, the City of Harrisburg and the majority of the areas in the 

surrounding municipalities, have wastewater treatment systems rather than on lot septic systems.  

Many of the areas remaining with on lot septic will be sewered in the future as on-going sewage 

planning modules are implemented. 

 

Comment: 

96. I am writing to request that the PADEP list the Susquehanna River as an impaired water way. 

I'm not sure what more is needed for the PADEP to determine that this river is impaired?  

However, as a conservationist, long time angler and former part-time fly fishing guide that has 

guided fisherman on the Susquehanna, I have seen fish populations crash in this river.  The 

smallmouth bass population is a meer shadow of the rivers bass population 15 years ago.  

Catches of 100 bass a day were not uncommon.  Today, 5 fish  is a good day.  Also, panfish, 

fallfish and other baitfish populations have become non-existent as well.  If this is not an 

indication of an impaired waterway, I'm not sure what is? 

 

A river that use to run clean and clear during the summer is now nothing more than pea-soup in 

coloration.  Visibility in the river that use to be 5-10 feet is maybe 2-4 feet today, on a good day. 

I think "we" all know where the problem(s) lie, however if nothing is done to address these 

issues, this river will die.  Thousands, if not millions, of recreational dollars will be lost to 

Pennsylvania forever. 

In closing, I urge the PADEP to list this river as impaired so work can begin to address the 

issues, clean up the problem(s) with the Susquehanna watershed and restore a once world-

renowned smallmouth bass fishery. (40) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 
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study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

97. I would like to express my concern regarding current water quality issues on the 

Susquehanna River.  I have been an avid fisherman my whole life and have seen some 

concerning changes over the past 3-5 years.  In the early summer months, I have noticed an 

alarming number of unhealthy bass offspring along shore.  These fish usually have large spots on 

them and would be slowly swimming along the surface.  I have been through 25 summers on the 

river and never detected a problem until about five years ago.  I have also noticed black spots on 

nearly all adult smallmouth bass.  I have read several articles of people reporting the same issues 

and believe the cause may be due to water quality issues and pollution. 

I am hoping that we get enough support to consider this issue a high priority with the DEP.  I 

would hate to see the river’s water quality issues overlooked and a world class fishery destroyed.  

Please consider designating the Susquehanna river as “impaired” on the federal list of impaired 

and threatened waters. (41) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred; the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river’s 

wildlife, health and changes over time, as these observations help direct study efforts; however, 

they do not meet the rigor necessary for use assessment.  To date, the causes of the decline are 

unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a 

study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water 

quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

98. I am writing you this letter over my concern for one of this states greatest resources, the 

Susquehanna River.  I live very close to the river and over the years have spent many hours 

fishing and boating on it with my friends and family.  I am an avid angler and having spent a lot 

of time on the river at all seasons of the year I have witnessed the decline of the quality of the 

fishery.  I am a member of Capital City Bassmasters, which is a local fishing club here in 

Harrisburg and have had many discussions with other anglers on the condition of the river.  I 

have discussed the river with personnel from the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission, both 

commissioners and fisheries biologists.  

It seems there are many possible problems.  Water quality, Predatory Birds, non-native species 

of predatory fish, columnaris and multi-sexed fish due to pharmaceuticals dissolved in the water.  

Then of course there is fishing and fisherman’s harvest.  Quite recently the PFBC has put in 

place regulations to improve the fishery.  As a fisherman, I want nothing but what is best for the 

fishery and the health of the delicate ecosystem of the Susquehanna River a whole.  Although 

these new regulations may help in a small way, I feel the real issues and causes are being 

ignored. 
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Water quality must be a primary focus.  That leaves me with many questions I hope you can help 

me with.  What is being washed into the river, and where is it coming from?  Who is identifying 

these possible sources of contamination?  Who is in charge of seeing that these are contained?  

What effect may the recent Marcellus shale drilling/fracking have on the ecosystem?  They use 

millions of gallons of treated water in this process and there is little known about the long term 

effects of this process.  I am certainly not against it, but it needs to be done safely.  If it 

jeopardizes the health of the river for future generations it is simply just not worth it.  Who is the 

neutral party that has been assigned to overlook the health of the watershed?  By neutral I mean a 

group that can overlook and give honest feedback on the cause, effect and health of the river, 

away from the deep pockets of the gas companies.  All too often I have seen public officials, 

politicians etc. turn a blind eye to serious problems with very serious consequences for personal 

or political gain.  This resource is simply just too important for something like that to happen. 

The good news is, in my opinion, it is not too late.  Many measures can be put in place to protect 

this resource.  Currently they are just regulating the fishing, and that is simply not enough.  In 

fact that is the factor that has the least effect on the ecosystem as a whole.  The PFBC biologists 

know that and the DCNR knows that.  More must be done and the various agencies in charge 

must take action.  The state must put in place systems of prevention as well as systems of 

accountability for all parties involved.  As a fisherman, I’m willing to do my part, as are my 

peers.  I would hope that the state would protect the river not only for aesthetic beauty but for 

recreational and monetary value as well. 

The Susquehanna River is such a special place.  I would hope that the state agencies involved 

would be able to put aside bureaucratic problems and work for the good of the river.  Do what is 

best for the river, clean it up and have a viable fishery for my children and my children’s 

children. (42) 

 

Response: 

The Department appreciates your comments and concern for the Susquehanna River.  The 

Department is charged with protecting and maintaining water quality of all surface waters of the 

Commonwealth.  To achieve this protection, the Department controls point source discharge of 

pollutants through the issuance of National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 

permits that must meet water quality standards found in Title 25, Chapter 93 of the Department’s 

Water Quality regulations.  Discharges associated with wastewater treatment found to either be 

in non-compliance with water quality standards or unpermitted are brought into compliance by 

various enforcement actions taken by the Department.  The Department has ongoing monitoring 

and assessment programs for all surface waters to ensure protection of water quality.   Non-point 

sources, pollution coming from diffuse sources, such as pastures, golf courses and lawns are 

managed through implementation of best management practices (BMPs) such as stormwater 

retention basins and riparian (stream side) buffers to filter pollutants from water.  The 

Department has been monitoring Marcellus Shale gas activities and potential impacts of flow 

back water from hydraulic fracturing.  In addition, the Department regulates the construction of 

gas wells as well as their maintenance and the management of produced wastes before, during 

and after the hydraulic fracturing process to ensure that the risk of a pollution event is 

minimized.  At this time, the Department is not aware of any impacts to the mainstem 

Susquehanna River.  It should be noted that the smallmouth bass disease and decline began 

several years prior to Marcellus Shale gas exploration activities, so it is unlikely to be a cause. 
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Water withdrawals are evaluated by the Susquehanna River Basin Commission and the 

Department to protect both water quantity and quality.  The Department will continue to work 

cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study the river during 

the next few years in an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To 

that end, the Department has developed and implemented a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses.  

Temporarily modifying Susquehanna River fishing regulations in 2011 and closing the 

smallmouth bass fishery in 2012 was a reasonable response on PFBC’s part. This action may 

affect the population dynamics and the resultant YOY class strengths needed to replenish the 

fishery.  It may take two or three years to determine if this is successful.  In addition to the 

Department, PFBC, SRBC and USGS there are many watershed organizations throughout the 

Susquehanna River basin that monitor water quality for the protection of the resource. 

 

Comment: 

99. I am very concerned about the Susquehanna river quality because, amongst of reasons, I am 

concerned about the American Shad recovery program Sincerely. What is to become of it? I 

realize that there are 1st and 2nd sources of pollution. And I think the the growth of the fracking 

industry and their use of different municipal sewage systems to treat the by product could spell 

the end of the river as we know it. The increase in the effluent can only be absorbed to a point 

and then the river could die. Some of the other by products of pollution are coming from the 

unregulated camp grounds and mobile home parks. They are tricky. Some places just dump at 

night. Some are trucked to a location by the river and dumped. I have heard alot of stories. One 

such campground is not even marked. It is off route 147 and Ferry road in Point Township. It 

should be monitored. Because I live close to it and I have never seen a waste truck collect 

anything down there. (43) 

 

Response: 

The Department shares the commenter’s concern about the restoration of the American Shad to 

the Susquehanna and we support the PFBC effort.  All discharges of treated wastewater to 

surface waters in Pennsylvania are required to meet water quality standards that protect all 

designated uses.  The only municipal or industrial discharges in the Susquehanna watershed of 

Marcellus Shale or other natural gas wastewater already meet stringent Chapter 95 treatment 

requirements and contribute essentially no pollutants to the River, such that there is no impact on 

water quality from discharges of Marcellus Shale or other natural gas wastewater in the 

Susquehanna River basin.  The commenter’s concerns’ regarding unregulated camp grounds and 

mobile home parks was referred to the Northcentral Regional Office for follow-up.  

 

Comment: 

100. The impact of steam-electric discharges on the Susquehanna that could raise ambient 

temperatures and lower dissolved oxygen should also be considered. (44) 

 

Response: 

Heated waste sources that discharge to the Susquehanna River, such as cooling water from 

steam-electric facilities, are controlled by NPDES thermal limitations based on Chapter 93 

temperature criteria or alternate limitations that are protective of the aquatic communities based 
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on successful Clean Water Act Section 316(a) demonstrations. If there is evidence of 

environmental impact to the aquatic communities in the vicinity of a thermal discharge, either 

due to elevated temperatures or low dissolved oxygen concentrations attributed to elevated 

temperatures, the thermal effluent limitations will be re-evaluated to ensure they are sufficiently 

protective before an NPDES permit is re-issued.  

 

Comment: 

101. It’s no secret that forest fragmentation is positively correlated with Marcellus Shale 

development.  Given the fact that the majority of Marcellus development is taking place within 

the Susquehanna River Basin, it’s not outlandish to believe the cumulative impacts to headwater 

and larger downstream waterways poise a risk of degradation. 

The Department’s reluctance to support an impaired designation contradicts the position 

previously taken at the Environmental Quality Board meeting on April 17, 2012, while affirming 

the sentiment expressed by the Commonwealth’s Energy Executive concerning the Rulemaking 

Petition for the Upper and Middle Delaware River Watershed. 

After sufficient evidence was presented to the board, the Commonwealth’s Energy Executive 

began to question the proposals monetary impact on natural gas operators due to the increased 

protections afforded to Exceptional Value waters that prevent economic and business interests 

from overriding the protection of pristine waters. I believe our priorities are askew when the 

Commonwealth’s multi-billion dollar fishing and boating industry is allowed to be compromised 

by the interests of another which generates substantially less revenue for the Commonwealth. 

(47) 

 

Response: 

The disease and decline in smallmouth bass populations predate Marcellus Shale gas exploration 

and there is no scientific evidence linking forest fragmentation to this decline.  Furthermore, 

currently available data supports the Department’s belief that impairment listing on Category 5 

for any protected use is not merited.  A review of the April 17, 2012 EQB meeting minutes does 

not support the commenter’s contention that the lack of an impairment designation for the 

Susquehanna River contradicts the Department’s position at that meeting. 

 

Comment: 

102. Go ahead and ignore the people as usual. You know very well that our input is meaningless, 

and that corporations and banks, and only they, get what they want. You evil, evil people. What 

will become of you? (71) 

And 

 

103. The decline of the Susquehanna River fishery has been well known for at least a decade.  If 

the Pennsylvania DEP cannot or will not take action on this problem, the DEP itself should 

placed on the impaired list. (72) 

And 

104. How in the help can you let the state be disgraced by a river in your front yard, don't be 

afraid of corbett,  kick some butt (73) 

And 
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105. We all know there is a lot of money pouring into the state from gas drilling, but to be 

accepting these dollars at the expense of our rivers and health of our fish and human beings is 

unacceptable. (75) 

And 

 

106. Please do something to save our (great)river before it is to late.  Big companies should not 

control how we go about protecting our resourses. The susquehanna is far to important to central 

Pennsylvania to ignor the problems and causes of our poluted stream, it is more than fish, 

wildlife of allsorts use this river as well as many town and cities for DRINKING water.  Stop the 

stalling and do the right thing NOW. (94) 

 

Response: 

The decision to add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the 

analysis of available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not 

support such a listing. 

 

Comment: 

107. I am 8 years old (though I'm listed under my mom's name on the link below since I could 

not do this with out her help).  

I’ve learned a 98-mile stretch of the Susquehanna River, known as one of the nation’s best places 

to catch bass, is in trouble; according to John Arway the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat 

Commission’s executive director. Lots of fish have black spots and open sores. Male fish are 

growing eggs and female fish have very high levels of male hormones! The pollutants in the 

river are a big problem. I’m worried that if the pollutants can be a problem to fish, they could 

start being a problem for humans too. 

But I thought, “What can I do, am only eight?” Then I realized, maybe I could do something. I 

could start a petition! So I am starting this online petition for concerned citizens to take action. 

Please help limit pollutants in the Susquehanna River, and the Chesapecke Bay into which it 

drains, by signing my petetion at the link below. If the Susquehanna River is listed as 

impaired it will help the river, Chesapecke Bay, and the fish, animals & people that depend on 

both waterways.  

This petition will be sent to the US Senate, PA Senators, Robert P. Casey, Jr. & Patrick J. 

Toomey, and PA's Department of Environmental Protection Secretary, Michael Krancer. It 

demands that the Susquehanna River be declared impaired under the Federal Clean Water Act., 

because I care deeply about this very important issue. 

I'm trying to collect 1,000 or more signatures, and I could really use your help. 

To read more about what I'm trying to do and to sign my petition, click here: 

http://www.change.org/petitions/us-senate-pa-senators-robert-p-casey-jr-patrick-j-toomey-

declare-the-susquehanna-river-impaired-under-the-federal-clean-water-

act?share_id=rICmPBZrRkpe=pce (95) 

 

Response: 

The Department commends you for your efforts on behalf of the Susquehanna River.  The 

Department encourages you to remain informed of issues affecting you and the environment.  

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass populations and disease 

http://www.change.org/petitions/us-senate-pa-senators-robert-p-casey-jr-patrick-j-toomey-declare-the-susquehanna-river-impaired-under-the-federal-clean-water-act?share_id=rICmPBZrRkpe=pce
http://www.change.org/petitions/us-senate-pa-senators-robert-p-casey-jr-patrick-j-toomey-declare-the-susquehanna-river-impaired-under-the-federal-clean-water-act?share_id=rICmPBZrRkpe=pce
http://www.change.org/petitions/us-senate-pa-senators-robert-p-casey-jr-patrick-j-toomey-declare-the-susquehanna-river-impaired-under-the-federal-clean-water-act?share_id=rICmPBZrRkpe=pce
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as well as other changes that have occurred in the river.  However, review and analysis of all 

available data does not support an impairment listing on Category 5 of the Integrated Report.  

The Department will continue to study and evaluate available data to better define the problems 

occurring in the river, and has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

108. i agree, being a fisherman and boater i use the Susquehanna River every year for 

entertainment, recreation and my friends enjoy the time that we spend on the river fishing. The 

small mouth bass has descended in numbers for years, we look forward for the return of 

the excitement of catching these bass again, and the Susquehanna River being clean. (100) 

 

Response: 

The Department appreciates your comments and concern for the Susquehanna River.  The 

Department is charged with protecting and maintaining water quality of all surface waters of the 

Commonwealth.  To achieve this protection, the Department controls point source discharge of 

pollutants through the issuance of National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) 

permits that must meet water quality standards found in Title 25, Chapter 93 of the Department’s 

Water Quality regulations.  Discharges associated with wastewater treatment found to either be 

in non-compliance with water quality standards or unpermitted are brought into compliance by 

various enforcement actions taken by the Department.  The Department has ongoing monitoring 

and assessment programs for all surface waters to ensure protection of water quality.   Non-point 

sources, pollution coming from diffuse sources, such as pastures, golf courses and lawns are 

managed through implementation of best management practices (BMPs) such as stormwater 

retention basins and riparian (stream side) buffers to filter pollutants from water.  The 

Department has been monitoring Marcellus Shale gas activities and potential impacts of flow 

back water from hydraulic fracturing.  In addition, the Department regulates the construction of 

gas wells as well as their maintenance and the management of produced wastes before, during 

and after the hydraulic fracturing process to ensure that the risk of a pollution event is 

minimized.  At this time, the Department is not aware of any impacts to the mainstem 

Susquehanna River.  It should be noted that the smallmouth bass disease and decline began 

several years prior to Marcellus Shale gas exploration activities, so it is unlikely to be a cause. 

Water withdrawals are evaluated by the Susquehanna River Basin Commission and the 

Department to protect both water quantity and quality.  The Department will continue to work 

cooperatively with PFBC, SRBC, USGS and any other interested party to study the river during 

the next few years in an attempt to fill in data gaps so that an assessment can be completed.  To 

that end, the Department has developed and implemented a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses.  

Temporarily modifying Susquehanna River fishing regulations in 2011 and closing the 

smallmouth bass fishery in 2012 was a reasonable response on PFBC’s part. This action may 

affect the population dynamics and the resultant YOY class strengths needed to replenish the 

fishery.  It may take two or three years to determine if this is successful.  In addition to the 

Department, PFBC, SRBC and USGS there are many watershed organizations throughout the 

Susquehanna River basin that monitor water quality for the protection of the resource. 
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Comment: 

109. I was born in Erie and my sister lives on the Susquehanna..I despair to think of the problems 

this most Ancient river has..it was a river before the North American continent was 

formed..Please ,lets fix it up.. (102) 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study 

is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially 

identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

110. DEP should declare the Susquehanna impaired because something in the water is causing 

harm to the bass. The river is sick and the proper conservative approach would be to save the 

fishery before it disappears. And what about those who cook, bathe in, and drink the water? Are 

all of the water companies able to say thay are sending their paying customers pure water 

without added pharmiceuticals and cleaning chemicals? No! Why are we not being conservative 

on this issue? Be pro life! The river is impaired and the evidence is there now. Follow the rule of 

law! Do the will of the people. We will be paying a huge price later if you don't limit the 

pollution now. (105) 

 

Response: 

The decision to add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the 

analysis of available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not 

support such a listing.  Due to growing concern over the presence of emerging contaminants in 

waters of the United States, the Department recently completed a four year cooperative study, 

Pharmaceutical Compounds, Antibiotics, Hormones and Wastewater Compounds in 

Pennsylvania Waters – 2006-2009,  with the United States Geological Survey (USGS) to 

summarize the occurrence and concentrations of four groups of emerging contaminants; 1) 

pharmaceutical compounds, 2) hormones, 3) antibiotics, and 4) wastewater compounds, in 

selected waters and streambed sediments in Pennsylvania.  The contaminants detected near 

drinking-water intakes examined in this study were measured in low concentration; many times 

lower than a typical human pharmaceutical dose of these compounds.  The conclusion reached is 

that humans are unlikely to be affected by the doses of pharmaceutical compounds detected in 

drinking water sources.  A recent study by The World Health Organization (WHO), 

Pharmaceuticals in Drinking Water, published similar results, “current observations suggest that 

it is very unlikely that exposure to very low levels of pharmaceuticals in drinking-water would 

result in appreciable adverse risks to human health, as concentrations of pharmaceuticals 

detected in drinking-water (typically in the nanogram per litre range) are several orders of 

magnitude (typically more, and often much more, than 1000-fold) lower than the minimum 

therapeutic dose.”  Federal and State Drinking water regulations require drinking water 

companies to monitor for many pesticides in drinking water supplies and to reduce pesticide 

levels when they are found.  The levels of pesticides typically found in drinking water are quite 

low and would not be likely to cause harmful health effects. 
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Comment: 

111. I have been fishing the captioned river for the past 45 years south of the Turnpike Bridge to 

Bainbridge. Early on it was common to catch 40 to 50 bass a day, none or almost none to exhibit 

skin lesions.  Since I always practiced catch and release along with many other fishermen, over 

fishing does not address the poor fishing of today. The root cause can be found in water quality 

i.e. toxic containment's.  

The river is a beautiful natural resource to be protected and cared for. 

Need I say more. (106) 

 

Response: 

While the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population, the 

causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  Currently, there is no 

scientific evidence of toxic contaminants linking them to the decline.  The available data 

supports the Department’s belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is 

not merited. Because further study is needed, the Department has developed and has 

implemented a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and 

impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

112. I have read articles in the Sunbury Daily Item about the condition of fish in  the 

Susquehanna. I have fished it for years, and recent developments have me very concerned about 

the future of fishing the river. I have read about sex organs changing in bass, dark spots on the 

fish which may be cancer, and young fish dying. Did 80,000 gallons a day of fracking liquid a 

day cause it; was agricultural runoff another cause; or was it sewage entering the river from local 

communities? One or all of these may be the cause. 

But to get to the bottom of it, the DEP has to get the Susquehanna on the federal list of impaired 

and threatened waters- the 303 d list. We need to find the sources of pollution get clean up going 

before the whole fishery crashes. (109) 

 

Response: 

While the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population, the 

causes of the decline is unknown and additional study is needed.  The available data supports the 

Department’s belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  

It is unnecessary to list a waterbody on Category 5 of the Integrated Report to conduct studies 

and monitor to identify potential causes of impairment, as the intent of these listings is to identify 

which waterbodies require the development of a TMDL to allow for the attainment of protected 

uses.  The Department has developed and has implemented a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline, intersex conditions, and impacts to water quality and 

protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

113. It is shocking to see what is going on out east.  I was out there last week and saw first hand 

the mess that is being made in the Susquehanna. The Fish and Boat Commission feels that it is 

impaired, so why doesn't DEP?  I didn't fish it, but with just a casual visit, one can easily see that 

something is wrong - the foam and the off color will tell you that.  You don't need a degree in 
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biology or fisheries, or even catch a fish out there to see that.  As you can see by my email 

address I live on a river that is recovering from a serious environmental problem.  I have seen 

first hand how a river can be killed in a very short time.  Recovery takes decades, and here in 

Clarion we are still paying for the mess that was created in the 60s.  As a trained biologist and 

retired US EPA employee, I am appalled that our state's environmental agency can't get its act 

together.  I know many sharp people who work for DEP.  Obviously this is coming from the 

top.  I urge you to convey to our GOVERNOR that he should listen to John Arway and the PFBC 

and pay more attention to the environment and less to politics. (116) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river, 

as these observations help direct study efforts; however, they do not meet the rigor necessary for 

use assessment.  Contrary to the commenter’s contention, the decision to add a waterbody to 

Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of available data that support 

such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a listing.  To date, the causes 

of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has developed and 

is implementing a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and 

impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

114. These rivers are dying along with the fish and other aquatic creatures that live in them. The 

problems are well documented by professionals.  

Solutions need to be quickly found before it is to late to save the rivers. Why has DEP failed to 

act in previous submissions to the EPA? 

If economic concerns are the reason, this planet and all life will eventually be doomed. What 

good is it to have a job if the planet no longer supports life?  

When I came to this area in 1979, I fished the Susquehanna river extensively. There was a 

healthy small mouth bass population. Now the. fish are sick and dying and I no longer would 

wade in it. I do not understand why I have to write this email to request that you do your job. I 

urge you to do the right thing by performing subject request!!!!! (117) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river, 

as these observations help direct study efforts; however they do not meet the rigor necessary for 

use assessment.  The decision to add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based 

solely on the analysis of available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data 

does not support such a listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional 

study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially 

identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 
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Comment: 

115. I am sending this email with the intent of voicing my concern for the health of the rivers in 

this state, specifically the Juniata and Susquehanna Rivers in this area.  I have been made aware 

of the 303(d) list for endangered waters and I ask that you do everything in your power to help to 

get our rivers on this list for whatever federal assistance is available.  I have fished and hunted on 

these rivers for many years and I want my grandsons to be able to do the same.  I am in favor of 

doing whatever it takes to protect our natural resources and I hope you feel the same. (118) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The 

Department appreciates the additional anecdotal comments regarding the condition of the river, 

as these observations help direct study efforts; however they do not meet the rigor necessary for 

use assessment.  The decision to add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based 

solely on the analysis of available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data 

does not support such a listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional 

study is needed.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially 

identify causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

116. Impairment to the Susquehanna R and the Juniata R is not only a fisheries issue but a public 

safety issue also.  I would add more agriculture pollution,manure and hormones, to the Steve 

Todd list that appeared in the Sunday May 20, 2012 Patriot News.  I urge Government 

involvement per the 303 (d) list. (119) 

 

Response: 

The Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes 

to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s belief that 

impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to add a 

waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of available data 

that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a listing.  To 

date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has 

developed and has implemented a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth 

bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses.  To protect public health, the 

Department has ongoing monitoring and assessment programs for Potable Water Supply (PWS) 

and Fish Consumption uses.  In 2010 and 2011, the Department monitored at multiple PWS 

surface water withdrawal points on the mainstem from the PA/MD state line to Sunbury to assess 

the PWS use.  The results of the survey found that the PWS use was being protected on the 

mainstem of the river and Chapter 93 PWS criteria were not violated.  The Fish Consumption 

use was also monitored and assessed during the same time frame and was found to be supported 

from Middle Creek near Selinsgrove to Holtwood Dam, a total of 104.6 miles (will be reported 

in the 2014 Integrated Report). 
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Comment: 

117. Although I'm not a fiserman (woman) I can understand the aggravation of those who want 

to fish for bass or any other fish inthe Susquehanna river.    I hope that you and your department 

crew will do everything in your power and as soon as possible to correct the problems that are 

causing the decline due to infections of the bass poppulation of that river.    Thank you for your 

concern. (123) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  To date, the 

causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  The Department has 

developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth 

bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

118. I am writing this letter I order to implore you to help the Lower Susquehanna River get 

cleaned up before further death and destruction become so evident that even a blind person sees 

this occurring. 

John Arway of the Fish and Boat Commission publicly stated the river is impaired. DEP 

secretary Krancer denied this, saying since the cause of the problems are unknown, no further 

action can or should be taken. This makes NO sense to me: what is the job of the DEP if not to 

investigate and begin to take action on the basis of the results of that investigation? Denial of the 

investigative mandate of DEP is like denying a chef needs to go to the refrigerator for supplies.  

What is his motive for not taking this further? It calls into question who and what he is as a 

public servant. 

Is there anything you can do? If so, please do this before this mighty river is so far gone that the 

rehabilitative process is maximally compromised. (128) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to 

add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of 

available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a 

listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  The 

Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify causes for the 

smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

119. I have fished the Susquehanna river for over twenty years, and the fishing gets worse ever 

year.  Especially the last five years.  It was nothing to catch 20 to 30 fish a day ten years ago.  

Where have all those fish gone?  You used to see huge Mayfly hatches in the evenings through 

out the summer.  Most of those are gone also.  I urge you to find out the reasons for all the die 
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offs.  Please make the river a IMPAIRED waterway so the problems plagueing this once great 

river can be fixed. (129) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to 

add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of 

available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a 

listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  In 

addition, a Category 5 listing is not necessary for continued monitoring and assessment of the 

river.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment:  

120. Please do your best job to protect our States Rivers and water ways, as it is your 

responsibility. We as John Q public can only due our part to keep our waters safe. 25 Pa code 

96.4 (a) needs your help. Use all your resources to keep our river healthy. (137) 

 

Response: 

The Department has various programs in place to safe guard the surface waters of the 

Commonwealth.  Title 25, Chapter 96.4(a) requires the Department to identify water quality 

limited segments of surface waters and then develop an appropriate TMDL that will provide for 

the attainment of all protected uses.  In regards to the Susquehanna River, the Department 

recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population and changes to the river have 

occurred, however the currently available data supports the Department’s belief that impairment 

listing on Category 5 (Clean Water Act Section 303(d) list of impaired waters that require the 

development of TMDLs) for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to add a waterbody 

to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of available data that 

support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a listing.  To date, 

the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  In addition, a Category 5 

listing is not necessary for continued monitoring and assessment of the river.  The Department 

has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify causes for the smallmouth 

bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

121. Susquehanna River Smallmouth Bass are in dire straits. 

The area from Herndon to below Halifax, once one of the most productive big smallmouth areas 

on the river has experienced the filthy scum floating on the surface of the water for many years 

now.  The bass there have the sores, the young have the black spots and are stunted.  The sunfish, 

bluegills and rock bass are gone. My grandkids are not permitted to swim in the river.  I used to 

swim in it but I wouldn't consider doing that anymore. A very seriously monitored pollutant level 

needs to be instituted, the sources of the polllutants detected and traced, and the infractors fined 

and institutionalized, forever. To delay/////means the end of Smallmouth Bass in the 

Susquehanna.  It's Up To Us.  The Bass Can't Do Anything But Die A Miserable Death. To Do 
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Nothing Is A Crime. (141) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to 

add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of 

available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a 

listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  In 

addition, a Category 5 listing is not necessary for continued monitoring and assessment of the 

river.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 

 

Comment: 

122. Additionally, based upon my personal observations of the Susquehanna River and in 

particular the smallmouth bass population starting on September 29, 1982 and continuing to the 

current time period, there are major environmental impacts threatening the aquatic life of all 

types in the river, such that the PA Department of Environmental Protection should be concerned 

about these threats at the highest level possible.  Notwithstanding the environmental impacts 

upon the aquatic life of all types in the river the PA Department of Environmental Protection 

should also be concerned about the potential long range health implications to our citizens that 

use the Susquehanna River as a source for drinking water. 

Your prompt attention to the review of evidence submitted by the PA Fish and Boat Commission 

is appreciated. (50) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to 

add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of 

available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a 

listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  In 

addition, a Category 5 listing is not necessary for continued monitoring and assessment of the 

river.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses.  Federal 

and State Drinking water regulations require drinking water companies to monitor for many 

chemical compounds in drinking water supplies and to reduce levels when they are found. 

 

Comment: 

123. I’m writing to express my grave concern about the declining water quality of the 

Susquehanna River.  The Susquehanna has been listed as an endangered river by the American 

Rivers Organization.  The Pennsylvania Fish Commission has asked DEP to place the river on 

the list of impaired and threatened waters as maintained by the federal government.  This would 

provide funds for research and pollution control. 
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I recall decades ago when due to clean water laws and strict enforcement, the river ecology was 

improving and there was a significant return of a healthy fishery because of improved water 

quality.  During the 1970s through the 1990s, I enjoyed many hours of bass fishing.  Now the 

bass population is diseased and declining. 

It is important to point out the priceless value of our river to not only the ecology, but to our 

state’s economy as well.  Fishing and other outdoor recreational activities dependent upon clean 

water represent a multi-billion dollar industry in Pennsylvania. 

I urge DEP to request federal listing of the Susquehanna as impaired and threatened waters and 

begin a serious program of research and pollution control to restore clean water. (52) 

 

Response: 

Although the Department recognizes there are problems with the smallmouth bass population 

and changes to the river have occurred, the currently available data supports the Department’s 

belief that impairment listing on Category 5 for any protected use is not merited.  The decision to 

add a waterbody to Category 5 of the Integrated Report is based solely on the analysis of 

available data that support such a listing.  In this case, the available data does not support such a 

listing.  To date, the causes of the decline are unknown and additional study is needed.  In 

addition, a Category 5 listing is not necessary for continued monitoring and assessment of the 

river.  The Department has developed and is implementing a study plan to potentially identify 

causes for the smallmouth bass decline and impacts to water quality and protected uses. 


