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By Kyle Bagenstose Staff Writer

Sometimes children’s movies have a way of simplifying
complex issues.

In the 2011 animated movie “Rango,” Johnny Depp’s
character — a lizard — stumbles across a desert town
populated by other wildlife who are at their wits’ end in
the middle of a drought.

Rango meets the mayor of the town, an ancient turtle
who’s been cutting backroom deals to redirect the
town’s water supply to a new, secret development.

“Control the water, and you control everything,” the
mayor tells Rango.

And while such sinister plans are not apparent in
portions of Bucks County where public sewer and water
utilities are rare, the movie’s point still stands. Providing
access to public sewer and water plays a major role in
how townships craft future development, particularly as
they struggle to balance a history of rural, agricultural
life with growing pressures to build.

The topic was discussed in-depth at a June meeting of
the Hilltown Planning Commission, when the board’s
members shared their opinions on the township’s
Comprehensive Plan. Last completed in 2003, the plan
calls for “limiting centralized sewer” to designated
development districts, such as one near the township’s
border with Silverdale.

“When (the plan) was being discussed, there was a ton of pressure from the outside to take this township and
make it like a Fairless Hills or Levittown,” said commission member Joe Marino. “But the days of Hilltown being a
prime agricultural area are over... There are a lot of failing on-lot systems now, because people have resisted
(sewer expansion) to prevent major developments, but you’re not going to prevent it.”

Commission chairman Terry Carnes, however, said he believes that a lack of water and sewer access served as
a “natural brake on uncontrolled development,” while commission member David Christ raises concerns over the
costs for residents to take action.

“I think the problem is that residents need to replace failing systems themselves,” Christ said. “A lot of people are
playing the game that if they wait long enough, they might get sewer ... They don’t want to go replacing a $20,000
sand mound, and two years later have sewer coming down the street.”

The high costs of sewer connections most recently caused tension in West Rockhill, where an ordinance to
require mandatory hookups to a proposed sewer line along Bethlehem Pike is scheduled for a vote July 16.

As part of a plan of the Perkasie Regional Water Authority, which provides service to that section of West Rockhill,
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the ordinance would compel connection from about 19 residential and commercial buildings within 150 feet of the
extension, north of Ridge Road.

“Why am I going to be forced to connect to that, when I have a perfectly viable sewer plan and an unlimited amount
of water?” asked Matthew Smith, owner of the Roy Ann Diner, adding that he was quoted a cost of approximately
$300,000 for water and sewer hookup. “I have two options; it’s either go out of business, or let people go in order
to pay those fees.”

Smith, who claimed that many of the businesses being required to hook to the sewer were unhappy, questioned
why the township wasn’t providing measures meant to protect residents with the ordinance, such as an
abatement for those who already have working on-lot septic systems.

Solicitor Mary Eberle responded that the township supervisors originally considered such a protection, but were
told by the regional water authority that it would result in the scrapping of the project.

“The board spent a lot of time talking to the PRA about the possibility of doing that, but the authority advised the
township that if it didn’t require people to hook in initially, it drives the price up for everyone,” Eberle said. “It wasn’t
that the board agreed with them, it’s that they said it was the only way they would do this project.”

Eberle added there were also environmental considerations.

“It’s not just a consideration of cost. There’s also the consideration of contamination and failing sewer systems,”
Eberle said.

The environmental angle is something that the Bucks County Health Department takes into consideration. Phil
Smith, an environmental sanitation supervisor in the department’s Doylestown Township noffice, says that on-lot
septic systems can pose a concern in the northern parts of the county.

“You have developments that were built in the ‘50s, ‘60s or ‘70s, which were built under very different regulations,”
Smith said. “So if you look at these kinds of older developments from Central Bucks to the north, they can be
problematic.”

Smith said that much of the problem lies in the soil, which he says is not a type that was conducive for on-lot
septic systems to begin with. Along with four enforcement officers, Smith says he is tasked with performing
bacterial and soil assessments every time a property changes hands or is subdivided.

While he doesn’t believe the county has an overarching problem with aging on-lot systems, he says that individual
townships can do a lot to ensure sanitation systems are being kept safe.

“Some townships, like Doylestown and Warrington, require bacterial tests on systems, and others can require
maintenance,” Smith said.

West Rockhill is one such municipality, after it passed an ordinance in 2013 that requires residents with on-lot
septic systems to provide proof of a pump-out at least every three years. It’s the first of its kind in the area, and
Smith says it’s the kind of requirement that can prevent mishaps.

“Some townships realize it’s really good to tell people to do, because otherwise they don’t think about it,” Smith
said. “I’ve opened up septic tanks where they’d be filled to the top with complete solids.”

Paul Gordon, an environmental planner with the Bucks County Planning Commission, said townships are also
required by the state to have an “Act 537” plan on file with the state Department of Environmental Protection, in
order to lay out future ideas for sewer expansion and maintenance.

“The 537 plans should be in concert with a township’s master plan,” Gordon said. “And the state encourages that
the 537s be reviewed every five years.”

Local townships vary in how recently they’ve updated their 537 plans. According to the state Department of
Environmental Protection, Bedminster last filed its plan in 2003. The plan calls for limited sewer expansion in
conjunction with the township’s master plan.

“Despite available land for future growth, development opportunities are limited by sewage facility planning
considerations,” the plan reads. “The township’s official Act 537 plan recommends continued use of on-lot
sewage disposal ... Due to this factor, more intense commercial and industrial uses may be less likely to locate in
Bedminster.”

Hilltown’s Act 537 plan, last filed in 2000, also protected against development by reversing ideas previously
articulated in its 1991 master plan.

“The (1991) plan called for the development of a light industrial development area east of Blooming Glen.... but
based upon Hilltown’s Act 537 plan, public water and sewer are not intended to be available in this area,” the
township’s 2003 comprehensive plan read.

In East Rockhill, which last filed its 537 in 2007, township manager Marianne Morano says that potential sewer
expansion is limited to the area immediately around Hagersville.

According to state records, West Rockhill last filed its Act 537 in 1971, although borough manager Greg Lippincott
said the township submitted an updated 537 plan in 2012.

“Sewer is being looked at and planned for in our commercial zoning areas and our village zoning areas,”
Lippincott said.
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It’s easier said than done. With development continually pushing up from the southern and central parts of the

county, connection ordinances like the one along Bethlehem Pike are likely to become increasingly

commonplace.

“All of the neighbors are unhappy,” said Bud Stone, a West Rockhill resident who took issue with the Bethlehem

Pike extension after he says he lost property during a previous extension project. “I had a piece of my property

taken by eminent domain, and it cost me a fortune. But who’s helping these guys now?”

Kyle Bagenstose: 215-345-3187; email: kbagenstose@calkins.com; Twitter: @KyleBagenstose
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