
 

1 

 

 

Water Resources Element   

The Water Resources Element creates a policy framework for sustaining public drinking water supplies and 

protecting Dorchester County’s waterways and riparian ecosystems by addressing nonpoint source water 

pollution caused by failing on-lot and shared facility sewage disposal systems as well as increases in 

impervious surfaces. It complies with the requirements of the Land Use Article of the Annotated Code of 

Maryland—as modified by Maryland House Bill 1141, passed in 2006. Since each municipality with land use 

authority is responsible for their own Comprehensive Plan, and, therefore, their own Water Resources Element, 

this Element only addresses County water and sewer facilities and nonpoint impacts from the County’s Future 

Land Use Plan outside the municipalities. It is also noted that Dorchester County does not own or operate any 

public water or sewer facilities. Such facilities, including shared sewer facilities, that are operated by the 

Dorchester County Sanitary Commission are the subject of this Element. Finally, this Element is not intended to 

replace the County Master Water and Sewer Plan which is the primary document for describing existing 

facilities and determining future capacity and service area needs as well as the commensurate improvements to 

meet those needs. Where appropriate, this Element will make recommendations to revise the County Master 

Water and Sewer Plan to address problematic existing conditions and/or to address future needs. 

 

Drinking Water 

Goals: 

• Ensure that an adequate drinking water supply is available for existing and future land uses. 

The Dorchester County Sanitary Commission (Sanitary Commission) is responsible for providing water service 

to two (2) unincorporated areas of the County: the Bonnie Brook development located just east of Cambridge 

along Route 50, also known as Sanitary District (SD) #2; and a portion of the Algonquin area immediately 

adjacent to Cambridge along the Choptank River, also known as SD #6. 

Water Service Sanitary Districts 

SD #2 – According to the 2004 County Master Water and Sewer Plan, the Bonnie Brook development contains 

117 approved lots and is served by two (2) wells and a 10,000 gallon hydropneumatic storage tank. According 

to recent information provided by the Maryland Department of the Environment (MDE), the groundwater 

appropriation permit (GAP) allows for an average daily withdrawal of 26,000 gallons per day (gpd) with a 

maximum daily withdrawal of 42,000 gpd. The annual average daily withdrawal in 2018 was 23,000 gpd. The 

water is withdrawn from the Piney Point Aquifer, which is a confined aquifer that does not outcrop at the 

surface and is, therefore, not directly recharged by precipitation.1 The 2016 Annual Drinking Water Quality 

Report for the Bonnie Brook water system did not indicate any violations of drinking water standards. In 

2017, the County Master Water and Sewer Plan was amended to include improvements to the Bonnie Brook 

water system to provide redundancy of equipment and to modernize controls. These improvements were 

completed in 2018. The Bonnie Brook development is essentially built-out and the water system appears 

adequate to meet future needs. 

SD #6 – This District serves approximately 103 residences west of Cambridge in Algonquin. This area was 

previously served by a private water system known as the Hales Water System which utilized centralized wells. 

The Hales Water System was taken over by the Sanitary Commission and became known as the Lodgecliff 

Water System. In 2012, the Lodgecliff Water System was abandoned and the Sanitary Commission began to 

purchase water from the Cambridge Municipal Utilities Commission via a bulk purchase agreement. The 

Sanitary Commission still owns and operates the Lodgecliff distribution system. The 2016 water quality data for 

the Lodgecliff Water Distribution System, published by MDE, indicated no water quality violations. SD #6 is 

built-out and the agreement between the City and the Sanitary Commission is sufficient to meet the future needs 

of the area. The agreement between the Sanitary Commission and the City Cambridge provides for 

__________________. 

                                                      
1 Source Water Assessment for the Community Water Systems Using Confined Aquifers in Dorchester County, Maryland – 

MDE January 2004 
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Map 5.1 - Sanitary District Service Areas and Shared Facilities indicates the location of the above-described 

water service districts. 

 

Wastewater 

Goals: 

• Ensure that adequate sanitary sewer treatment and disposal is available for existing and future 

land uses 

• Address areas of failing on-lot systems and/or shared facilities by extensions of public sewer where 

financially feasible 

As mentioned above, this Element will focus on those water and sewer facilities owned and/or operated by the 

Sanitary Commission. The Sanitary Commission does not own a wastewater treatment plant, but does own and 

operate collection and conveyance facilities outside the City of Cambridge that transport sewage from various 

Sanitary Districts to the City’s sewer system for eventual treatment at the Cambridge Wastewater Treatment 

Plant (WWTP). According to information provided by the Sanitary Commission, the Cambridge WWTP serves 

approximately 1,300 Sanitary Commission customers located outside the City. The Cambridge WWTP treats the 

sewage to Enhanced Nutrient Removal (ENR) standards and is currently permitted for 8.1 million gallons per 

day (MGPD) of capacity. According to the Final Summary Report and Fact Sheet issued by MDE on March 3, 

2016, the 3-year average flow from the years 2013 to 2015 was 2.5 MGPD. In addition, according to the 2011 

City of Cambridge Comprehensive Plan Water Resources Element, the City estimates additional flow of 

approximately 0.7 MGPD by the year 2030, thus leaving approximately 5.0 MGPD of unused capacity in the 

WWTP in the year 2030. The Sanitary Districts served by the Cambridge WWTP are Sanitary Districts #1, #3, 

and #4. 

In addition to sewer service areas described above, the Sanitary Commission has approved numerous “shared 

facilities” which are collectively known as SD #5, which is described in more detail below.  

Sewer Service Sanitary Districts 

SD #1 - This District includes the unincorporated area northwest of Cambridge, generally known as Algonquin. 

Sewer service to parts of this area were previously provided by a lagoon treatment system owned and operated 

by the Sanitary Commission. The lagoon treatment system was decommissioned in the 1980’s and the sewage 

redirected into the Cambridge sewer system. The Sanitary Commission owns and operates the collection and 

conveyance system serving SD #1, which consists of gravity lines, pump stations and force mains that convey 

the sewage to the Cambridge sewer system for treatment at the Cambridge WWTP. 

SD #3 – This District consists of lots generally along Route 16 west of Cambridge to Church Creek. This area 

represents lots previously served with on-lot systems that failed, including the Town of Church Creek. The area 

is served by a combination of individual grinder pumps, low pressure small diameter force mains and pump 

stations and larger force mains, which convey the sewage to the Cambridge sewer system for treatment at the 

Cambridge WWTP. 

SD #4 - This District is generally known as Jacktown and Lovejoy east of the Cambridge City limits. The area 

was originally served with on-lot septic systems that failed. In 1984, the area was retrofitted with grinder pumps 

and low-pressure small diameter force mains which convey the sewage to the Cambridge sewer system for 

treatment at the Cambridge WWTP. 

SD #7 – This District is west and north of Church Creek. Similar to SD #3, this area represents lots previously 

served by on-lot systems that failed.  Also, sewage is conveyed via individual grinder pumps, low pressure small 

diameter force mains and pump stations, and larger force mains to the Cambridge sewer system (through SD #3) 

for treatment at the Cambridge WWTP. 

In total, the Sanitary Commission serves approximately 1,300 customers in SD’s 1, 3, 4 and 7 with all the 

sewage being conveyed to the Cambridge WWTP. The Sanitary Commission and the City of Cambridge have a 

Sewer Agreement which provides for ____. 

 



 

3 

 

 

SD #5 – This District is comprised of all the “shared facilities” in the County, mostly of which occur in the Neck 

District. 

Shared facilities in Dorchester County are expressly permitted by §9-672, et seq. of the Environmental 

Article. This subtitle relates only to Dorchester County. That is, no other County or municipality has similar 

authority. A shared facility is defined as a: 

…. water system or sewerage system that serves: 

(1)  More than 1 lot; 

(2)  More than 1 single family residence or its equivalent; or 

(3)  A series of water systems or sewerage systems that each serve 1 lot. 

In addition, the law states that shared facilities may not serve more that 14 single family residences or their 

equivalents. 

The Sanitary Commission is the approving authority for shared facilities upon petition by property owners, 

subject to review by the County Council for any proposed shared facility rejected by the Sanitary 

Commission. The law provides that the Sanitary Commission is to build the shared facility following approval 

and to determine a “benefit assessment” to be charged to each lot owner served by the facility. The purpose of 

the benefit assessment is to recoup the costs of the shared facility construction. It does not appear that the 

Sanitary Commission currently imposes benefit assessments. This may be because the shared facilities were 

built by the petitioners and, therefore, a benefit assessment levied by the Sanitary Commission to recoup costs 

is not necessary. The Sanitary Commission does assess an annual minimum charge, which is discussed in 

more detail below. 

Each shared facility is approved by a Resolution of the Sanitary Commission and an Indenture signed by the 

property owner. The Indentures2, which are recorded in the Land Records, require the shared facility to be 

constructed, owned and operated by the property owners served by the facility. The Indentures also allow for 

the collection of an annual minimum charge per lot to contribute to a “common fund”. The “common fund” 

may be used for “ministerial, clerical, legal or accounting expenses” incurred by the Sanitary Commission and 

for “curing any common-system default” by the property owners. A “common system default” is defined in 

the Indenture as “…a malfunction which effects the shared facility as a whole”. Easements are granted to the 

Sanitary Commission and its agents for the purposes of inspections. Should a common system default occur, 

the Sanitary Commission or its agents have the “…unconditional right but not the obligation…” to enter upon 

the easement for the purposes of curing the system default. As such, based on the language of the Indentures, 

it does not appear that Sanitary Commission considers itself to be responsible for ensuring that the property 

owners are properly operating and maintaining the facilities. More importantly perhaps, it does not appear that 

the Indentures mandate that the Sanitary Commission make necessary repairs in the event the property owners 

fail to do so. 

Shared facilities are also addressed in the Code of Maryland Regulations (COMAR). COMAR requires the 

establishment of a Controlling Authority which is defined as a governmental body empowered by the county 

or municipality to provide for management, operation, and continuous preventive and corrective maintenance 

of a shared facility. While COMAR does not require that shared facilities be operated by a Controlling 

Authority, it does require that the Controlling Authority ensure that all shared facilities are operated and 

maintained properly and to take the necessary actions to repair and/or replace the facilities if the owners fail 

to do so (COMAR §26.04.05.02). Given the statute regarding shared facilities unique to Dorchester County 

and the Indentures described above, it does not appear that the Sanitary Commission officially serves as the 

Controlling Authority. 

It should be noted that all of the shared facilities operated by the Sanitary Commission are bermed infiltration 

ponds (BIPS). Whether serving one lot or more than one lot (shared facility) a BIP is a system consisting of a 

septic tank, pumping chamber, pump and the bermed infiltration pond. The pond is an excavated area that 

exposes a water-bearing substratum with the excavated material forming the berm. Water from the substratum 

                                                      
2 For the purposes of this section, two separate Indentures were reviewed and it is assumed that other Indentures contain 

similar provisions. 



 

4 

 

rises and falls in accordance with seasonal fluctuations in the water table. Septic tank effluent is discharged 

into the bottom of the BIP and biological treatment occurs as water moves into the near surface groundwater.3 

Due to the high groundwater levels in parts of Dorchester County, BIPS have been an acceptable form of on-

lot sewage disposal by the Environmental Health Department and the Maryland Department of the 

Environment. While BIPS are still officially an acceptable form of on-lot sewage disposal, a myriad of 

factors, such as non-tidal wetland regulations, Critical Area requirements, and Forest Conservation 

Regulations have made the development of new BIPS impractical, if not virtually unfeasible4. In all, there are 

approximately 39 BIPS/shared facilities in Dorchester County serving approximately 287 lots. Approximately 

230 of the lots served are improved. 

This history, nature and on-going management of shared facilities is unique to Dorchester County. While 

Indentures have been established that provide for some oversight by the Sanitary Commission, it does not 

appear that the Sanitary Commission acts as the Controlling Authority for the shared facilities. While a 

common fund has been accrued by the Sanitary Commission for replacement of the facilities in the case of 

default by the property owners, it is not clear if enough funding is available. In addition, given the other 

environmental constraints and regulations mentioned above, it is unlikely that replacement BIPS would be 

feasible. As the facilities age, it is likely that on-going maintenance will become more problematic and that 

additional system failures will occur. Given the ambiguities associated with the Sanitary Commission’s role 

in managing the shared facilities, the future disposition of shared facilities could pose to be one of the most 

complex and pressing wastewater issues facing the County now and into the future. 

The shared facilities maintained by the Sanitary Commission are also collectively known as Sanitary District 5 

and are shown on Map 5.1 along with the other sanitary sewer service areas of the Sanitary Commission. 

Expansion of Sanitary Sewer Districts 

The 2004 Master Water and Sewer Plan identified several Septic System Problem Areas and categorized these 

areas as Type I Areas and Type 2 Areas. Both Type 1 and Type 2 Areas are characterized by a concentration of 

small lots and soil conditions that make continued septic system repairs impractical. Type 1 Areas were areas 

where a sanitary survey had been conducted, which generally identified the nature and extent of the problems. In 

Type 2 Areas, no formal surveys had been conducted, but due to lot size and soil conditions, it was presumed 

that problems existed. Since the 2004 Master Water and Sewer Plan, some of the problem areas have been 

served with public sewer; most recently being the Madison and the Susquehanna Road and Parson Drive area. 

Given the time that has elapsed since 2004, the County should undertake additional sanitary surveys to 

determine the need for public sewer extensions to address problem on-lot areas including areas served by 

individual BIPS or shared facility BIPS. Given the extent of failed areas identified in the past, the predominance 

of BIPs and the predominance of shared facility BIPS, the Neck District and the Route 16 corridor should be the 

focus of further study and is shown on Map 5.1. Any study to identify areas in need of public sewer extension 

should be conducted in a format consistent with MDE requirements for Bay Restoration Fund eligibility. 

Denied Access Lines and Priority Funding Areas 

Based on the Land Use Plan described in Chapter 3, any pubic sewer extensions to service failing on-lot sewer 

systems or failing shared facilities encompass areas within the Resource Conservation, Agricultural 

Conservation and/or Rural Residential Land Use Districts. This would most likely be the case with the actual 

sewer collection and conveyance piping as well as the area of failing on-lot systems to be served. None of these 

land use districts are intended to be served with public sewer and are most likely not designated as Priority 

Funding Areas (PFAs). Given the fact that State funds, through the traditional State Revolving Loan Program 

and/or the Bay Restoration Fund, would be used as a funding source for these types of projects, a PFA exception 

from the Governor’s Smart Growth Coordinating Committee is required as a condition of funding. The PFA law 

explicitly recognizes the need to use State funding for projects outside PFAs to address public health and safety 

issues for drinking water system improvements and sewer system improvements. In the past, land use policies 

related to resource and/or agricultural land use districts within County Comprehensive Plans have been 

impediments to the granting of PFA exceptions even when a clear public health and safety issue exists. It is the 

                                                      
3 Source: Individual Septic Systems and Wells Program – Site Evaluation Training Manual for On-Site Sewage and 

Disposal Systems, prepared by the Maryland Center for Environmental Training, February 1994. 
4 Some information regarding shared facilities obtained from Christopher Drummond, Esq. in his memo to the 

Dorchester County Planning Commission dated May 6, 2019. 
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express intention of Dorchester County that the land use policies contained in this Comprehensive Plan not 

prevent the granting of a PFA exception to address public health and/or safety issues associated with failing 

individual on-lot or shared facility systems. In addition, it should be noted that the County Zoning Regulations 

allow for the development of a single-family dwelling on an undeveloped lot of record provided that approval 

can be obtained from the Environmental Health Department. Since connection to an ENR WWTP (Cambridge) 

provides considerably more sewage treatment than an on-lot system, it is also the express intent of Dorchester 

County that residential undeveloped lots of record be allowed to connect to sewer lines extended to serve a 

problem area for the development of one single-family dwelling. In addition to the water quality benefits of 

ENR treatment versus on-lot system treatment, additional connections to a sewer line extension provide 

economic benefits by spreading project costs over more customers. 

 

Drinking Water Strategies 

 

• Encourage the continued cooperation between the Sanitary Commission and the City of Cambridge 

regarding water service to Sanitary Districts #2 and #6. 

• Engage in discussions with the Towns of Secretary, East New Market and Vienna regarding the possible 

availability of municipal water service to serve the Suburban Growth District adjacent to the respective 

Towns. 

 

Wastewater Strategies 

 

• Encourage the continued cooperation between the Sanitary Commission and the City of Cambridge 

regarding water service to Sanitary Districts # 1, #3 and #4. 

 

• In conjunction with the Sanitary Commission, evaluate the feasibility of the Sanitary Commission 

becoming the “Controlling Authority” over existing and any future shared facilities. 

 

• Prepare a preliminary engineering report of the area shown on Map 5.1 on the extent of failing on-lot 

systems and the feasibility of extending sewer service from the City of Cambridge to said areas. Given the 

uncertainties surrounding the long-term management and environmental viability of shared facilities, said 

study should evaluate the feasibility of extending service to shared facilities whether technically in a state 

of failure or functioning as originally intended. 

 

Stormwater 

 

Goals: 

 

• Ensure that runoff from new development does not cause adverse impacts to adjacent waterbodies. 

 

As described earlier, each municipality is responsible for their own Water Resources Element and, as such, 

this County Element only addresses water and wastewater facilities and issues within the unincorporated areas 

of the County. The same is true for the stormwater component of this Element. That is, it is intended to 

address only those stormwater issues outside the incorporated limits of the municipalities. More specifically, 

this portion of the Water Resources Element will address the stormwater impacts of runoff from new 

development in accordance with the Future Land Use Plan.  

 

Typically, a Water Resources Element would evaluate various future land use scenarios and consider 

stormwater impacts to receiving waters as one criteria, if not the main criteria, for selecting the most suitable 

scenario. For example, the land use scenario with the least negative impact to water quality of the receiving 

waters would be selected over other scenarios. For the purposes of this Water Resources Element, various 

land use alternatives were not evaluated. As described in Chapter 3, the vast majority of the County 

(approximately 94%) is designated as either Agricultural Conservation or Resource Conservation in the 

Future Land Use Plan. Both of these land use designations envision very low-density developments and as 
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such, it is not envisioned that future development in these areas will have any appreciable impact from 

additional stormwater runoff caused by additional impervious surfaces. The only other significant future land 

use category that could impact water quality of receiving waters from runoff from new development is Rural 

Residential . Rural Residential areas represent only approximately 5% of the County.  Its location and extent 

were established due to the existence of existing low-density development in the area as well as its location 

along the Route 16 corridor. The Rural Residential category does not anticipate new development to be served 

with public water and/or sewer, and therefore would require lots sizes large enough to accommodate wells 

and septic systems along with the appropriate isolation distances. A desktop analysis of a typical existing 

development in the Rural Residential areas including internal roadways serving the lots indicated an 

impervious surface coverage of approximately 24.5% (see Figure ____).  

 

According the Center for Watershed Protection, impervious 

surfaces over 25% within a watershed will begin to have a 

negative impact on water quality (see Figure___ below. It 

should be noted that such a development as indicated in 

Figure ___ would have to adhere to the Dorchester County 

Stormwater Management Regulations and the impacts from 

the increase in impervious surface would be mitigate 

through best management practices. 

 

 
 

In addition, the above described example, assumes “full 

buildout” of the Rural Residential area. It should be noted 

that undeveloped portion of the Rural Residential area that 

is within the Critical Area is designated Resource 

Conservation Area (RCA), which limits residential 

development to one unit per twenty acres. These factors, in 

addition to the presence of undevelopable sensitive areas, 

existing protected lands and potential open space 

requirements in new development, would all combine to cause the impervious surface coverage of a 

theoretical build-out of the Rural Residential District to be lower than 25%. 

 

Another potential impact to the water quality of receiving waters resulting from new development is forest 

loss. Forests, in particular riparian buffers – trees and shrubsalong streams- provide outstanding benefits such 

as reducing nitrogen, phosphorus and sediment pollution to the receiving stream. Specific to the Rural 

Residential area, approximately 2,600 acres (16%) of the total Rural Residential area of 16,000 acres is 

forested. See Figure ____.  Forests in areas that have traditionally been farmed, such as the Rural Residential, 

are typically a result of poor soil conditions such as wet soils that cannot be tilled or are unsuitable for crop 

production. Of the 2,600 acres of forest within the Rural Residential District, approximately 1,100 acres are 

associated with hydric soils and therefore would not be suitable for development and would most likely be 

Figure #.  Representative subdivision in 

Rural Residential area showing impervious 

surface at 24.5% 
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undisturbed along the perimeter of the development. Finally, new development within Dorchester County 

must adhere to the forest mitigation requirements of the Critical Area when within 1,000 feet of tidal water 

and the Forest Conservation Regulations when located elsewhere.  

 

 
 

Stormwater Strategies 

 

• Continue to enforce the County’s Stormwater Management Regulations on new development. 

• Continue to enforce the forest mitigation requirements of the Critical Area Regulations and Forest 

Conservation Regulations where appropriate. 

 

 

 

Figure #. Analysis of hydric soils and forest 

land in the Rural Residential future land use 

designation. 




