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A Watershed Defined

A watershed is an area of land that slopes or drains to a lake, river, stream, wetland, ocean, or other waterway. When precipitation occurs, water travels from the highest to the lowest point, usually a waterway, crossing over forest, agricultural land, suburban land, or urbanized areas before entering a waterway. Water can also leach into the ground and travel into underground aquifers on its way to larger bodies of water. Together, land and water make up a watershed system.

Watersheds can be any size, but generally the larger the body of water the larger the watershed. For example, the Chesapeake Bay watershed covers 64,000 square miles and drains from six states including 60 percent of Virginia. Smaller, local watersheds drain much smaller areas. Even a local stream has a watershed associated with it, perhaps being only a few acres in size. 

Virginia Watersheds

No matter where you live in Virginia you are part of one of the nine major watersheds in Virginia. As you drive through the state you may even see signs which identify the boundaries of each watershed. 

Virginia watersheds ultimately drain into three main bodies of water. Most of Virginia drains into the Chesapeake Bay. Other areas drain into the Albemarle Sound in North Carolina or the Mississippi River into the Gulf of Mexico. 

Why Are Watersheds Important?

Everyone relies on water and other natural resources to exist. Healthy watersheds are a vital component of a healthy environment. Watersheds act as a filter for runoff which occurs from precipitation and snowmelt, providing clean water for drinking, irrigation, and industry. Recreation and leisure are important components of watersheds, with many Virginians taking advantage of boating, fishing, and swimming in our waterways. Watersheds also support a variety of plant life and provide much needed shelter and food for wildlife. 

Scientists and leaders now recognize the best way to protect our vital natural resources is to understand and manage them on a watershed basis. Activities that happen in a watershed affect the entire system.

Human Impacts on Watersheds

All nine major watersheds have something in common; they are populated by humans. With humans comes development and, unfortunately, pollution. As development encroaches on natural areas the filtering system of the watershed is replaced by impervious surfaces such as concrete and asphalt. This creates a situation where water runs off these surfaces in sheets, carrying with it a variety of pollutants. This type of pollution is called non-point source pollution because it comes from multiple sources over a large area. Anything on the impervious surface, such as gasoline and oil, litter, leaves, debris, sediments, or animal feces is swept away by the run-off and carried directly into a waterway via storm drains and culverts. These non-point source pollutants have devastating effects on the health of Virginia waterways. 

Another part of non-point source pollution is increased fertilizer run-off from farms, golf courses, lawns, and landscapes. Overuse and incorrect use of fertilizers account for this type of pollution. The adage ‘If a little is good, then more is better’ is not only false, it has serious detrimental effects on our environment. Excess fertilizer in the lawn will not stay in the lawn but be washed off by rain or irrigation. This excess fertilizer travels into waterways causing excess algae growth that blocks out sunlight which in turn reduces the numbers of underwater plants. This reduction in underwater plants results in lower oxygen levels in the water and loss of cover and food sources for many aquatic animals. 

How can you help?

If every person in Virginia takes a few easy steps, we can greatly improve our watersheds. Below are just a few ways you can help.

· Reduce daily water usage. 

· Never dispose of anything by dumping into a storm drain. Storm drains lead directly to waterways. 

· Fertilize properly. Use the correct amount and fertilize at the correct time for your grass species. 

· Reduce fertilizer inputs by replacing grass with hardy trees and shrubs.

· Follow label directions carefully on all pesticides and fertilizers.

· Clean up after your pets.

· Maintain your home septic systems.

· Create buffers along waterways on your personal property.

· Volunteer for clean up, restoration, and conservation programs. 

· Promote land stewardship through your local school system. 

For more details about watersheds and what you can to do to help please refer to the following agencies.

Department of Conservation and Recreation

http://www.dcr.state.va.us/sw/index.htm
Alliance for the Chesapeake Bay

http://www.acb-online.org/index.cfm
Contact your local Virginia Cooperative Extension office and speak with an Extension Agent or Master Gardener volunteer for more advice and information on lawn and landscape topics.  The local Virginia Cooperative Extension office numbers are Albemarle 872-4580, Fluvanna 591-1950, Greene 985-5236, Louisa 540-967-3422, and Nelson 263-4035.
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