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Water Use and 
Development

Consumptive 
uses in the 
Susquehanna 
basin are 
increasing, 
largely due to 
growth in the 
energy sector 

and related activities.  Water 
removed from the local 
system has the potential to 
affect flows to the Bay.  Low 
flow protection planning 
has been a major effort 
of SRBC throughout its 
existence.  SRBC currently 
is involved in several efforts 
focused on protecting flows 
to the Bay, including studies 
related to the relicensing 
of the hydroelectric 
facilities and an effort with 
Maryland Department of 
the Environment focusing on 
instream flow needs from 
the Susquehanna River to 
the Bay.

Floods and 
Droughts

With the 
Susquehanna 
River 
accounting 
for more than 
50 percent of 
the freshwater 
inflow to 

the Bay, considerations of 
low flows are of particular 
importance.  During years 
of low flow and drought 
conditions, increasing 
salinity in the upper Bay can 
negatively affect aquatic 
organisms, particularly 
some bay grasses and native 
oysters.  As the upper Bay 
becomes saltier, some bay 
grasses that can only grow 
in fresh water die, reducing 
food and cover for crabs, fish 
and birds.  Oyster diseases, 
such as MSX and Dermo, 
flourish in saltier waters, 
further reducing the native 
oyster population.

Stormwater
Stormwater 
from 
development 
is the fastest 
growing 
threat to 
the Bay 
ecosystem, 

in some cases offsetting 
the improvements 
that have been made 
by agricultural best 
management practices.  
Stormwater picks up 
sediment, nutrients and 
other contaminants as it 
flows across parking lots, 
yards, roads and other 
impervious surfaces, 
traveling into local streams 
and rivers and eventually 
into the Bay.  Currently, 
it is estimated that 17 
percent of phosphorus, 11 
percent of nitrogen and 9 
percent of the sediment 
load to the Bay comes 
from stormwater sources.
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The Chesapeake Bay is 
the largest estuary in the 
United States, and its 

ecology is both important and 
complex, providing habitat for 
more than 500 species of fish 
and shellfish, more than 2,700 
plant species and 29 species of 
waterfowl.  Among the major 
factors contributing to the 
overall health of the Bay is the 
health of its largest tributary, 
the Susquehanna River.   

The Susquehanna River 
supplies more than 50 percent 
of the total freshwater inflow 
into the Bay (each minute, the 
river provides an average of 18 
million gallons of fresh water).  
Low flow and consumptive 
water use management in 
the Susquehanna basin are 
important to ensure the 
adequacy of river flows 
into the Upper Bay.  SRBC 
plays a key role in the 
management effort by 
regulating withdrawals and 
consumptive uses of water in 
the Susquehanna watershed.

Everything that happens in 
the Susquehanna watershed 
in some way affects or has 
the potential to affect the 
Chesapeake Bay - from 
pollution events, to waterway 
restoration, to water utilization.  
In a very real sense, the 
protection that SRBC affords 
to its basin translates directly 
to the Bay.

What follows is a brief 
discussion of how each of 
the seven indicators used in 
the State of the Susquehanna 
relates to the Chesapeake Bay.  

“The Susquehanna River Basin Commission plays a 
key role in the Chesapeake Bay management effort 
by regulating withdrawals and consumptive uses of 
water in the Susquehanna watershed.”
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The Chesapeake Bay Connection

Sediment and 
Nutrients

Although 
the U.S. 
Environmental 
Protection 
Agency 
(USEPA)
and the 
jurisdictions 

in the Bay watershed 
have worked diligently to 
restore the Bay ecosystem, 
pollution remains a serious 
issue.  USEPA is currently in 
the process of establishing 
a federal Total Maximum 
Daily Load (TMDL) for 
nutrients and sediment in 
the Chesapeake Bay.  The 
TMDL will allocate nutrient 
and sediment loadings to 
all of the jurisdictions in 
the Bay watershed and 
will include coordination 
with implementation 
plans not only to clean up 
the Bay itself, but also to 
improve conditions in local 
watersheds.

Human 
Health and 
Drinking Water 
Protection

Mercury 
enters the 
Chesapeake 
Bay through 
freshwater 
inflow, from 
stormwater, 

agricultural runoff, and 
wastewater, and air 
deposition from factories 
and auto emissions.  
Mercury does not break 
down easily and instead 
accumulates in bottom-
dwelling organisms, 
which are then eaten by 
fish, which in turn can be 
consumed by humans.  The 
Bay jurisdictions issue fish 
consumption advisories 
to reduce the risk of 
people eating fish that are 
contaminated by mercury, 
which can cause many 
health impacts, particularly 
to children and women, who 
are pregnant or nursing.

Habitat and 
Aquatic 
Resources

In colonial 
times, 
American Shad 
and American 
eel were 
important food 
sources for 
residents of 

the Susquehanna River and 
Chesapeake Bay watersheds.  
Following construction of 
the hydroelectric dams on 
the Susquehanna in the 
early 1900s, the fisheries 
collapsed.  The Susquehanna 
River Anadromous Fish 
Cooperative and other 
entities are actively working 
to restore the migratory fish 
population in the watershed 
through restoring habitat, 
removing dams, constructing 
fish lifts and ladders and 
creating management plans 
for shad, herring and eels.   
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Abandoned 
Mine Drainage

The 
effects of 
abandoned 
mine 
drainage 
(AMD)
on the 
Chesapeake 

Bay may not be 
immediately apparent, 
but AMD has an effect 
on upstream reaches in 
the Susquehanna basin, 
which then can impact 
the Bay ecosystem.  In an 
AMD-impacted stream, 
aquatic life, such as 
macroinvertebrates, 
plants and fish, is 
reduced or eliminated, 
which inhibits the 
proper functioning of a 
stream ecosystem.  The 
introduction of sediment 
from abandoned mine 
lands also contributes 
to downstream loads 
that reach the Bay, 
while cleaning up 
streams impacted by 
AMD benefits the Bay 
ecosystem.
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