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WATERSHED:  The land that water flows across or through on 
its way to a stream, lake, wetland, or other body of water.  
Watersheds are natural and vary based on differences in 
geography and hydrology.  (Va. Dept. Conservation & 
Recreation)
Areas of higher elevations, such as ridgelines or divides separate 
watersheds.  There are 14 watersheds in Virginia 
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Watersheds. 
Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/3wsheds.html
http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/3wsheds.html


Virginia is drained by nine major watersheds, 
called Drainage Basins.  

2.

Drainage Basins. Photo credit

https://geology.blogs.wm.edu/hydrology/


The watersheds in Virginia join to form three 
regional watersheds based on where they 
empty into the ocean: the Chesapeake Bay, the 
North Carolina Sounds (Albemarle Sound) or 
the Gulf of Medico via the Mississippi River).

Regional Watersheds. 

Photo credit

https://www.solpass.org/science6-8-new/s6/standards6/standard_6.7.html
https://www.solpass.org/science6-8-new/s6/standards6/standard_6.7.html


Photo credit

Potomac – Shenandoah Watershed

https://fergusonfoundation.org/trash-free-potomac-watershed-initiative/watershed-map/


The Potomac River is more than 380 
miles long and ten miles wide at its 
mouth. The river is known for its rapids, 
called the “Great Falls.”

The Potomac meets the Shenandoah just 
beyond these old bridge piers at Harpers 
Ferry

Photo credit

https://ccsearch.creativecommons.org/photos/9e1921e9-40e7-4cbc-8e1e-ece8a98d5cdc


The Chesapeake 
and Ohio Canal 
was built around 
the Great Falls in 
the 1800s.  This 
made the Potomac 
an important 
shipping route. 
Today, this canal 
system is a 
national park.

Photo credit

https://liveandlethike.com/2015/10/01/billy-goat-trail-section-a-chesapeake-ohio-canal-national-historical-park-md/


The River belongs to Maryland, but nearly 
thirty percent of Virginians live within its 
watershed. 

Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/boundaries/mdboundary.html


The Shenandoah River is the Virginia 
tributary of the Potomac. The 
Shenandoah, which means “Daughter of 
the Stars,” is considered one of Virginia’s 
most beautiful rivers. Photo credit

https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/does-it-snow-in-virginia.html


Despite its beauty, pollution has taken a 
heavy toll.  Sediment and nutrient 
loading from livestock, agricultural and 
urban sources have affected water 
quality.

Photo credit

https://royalexaminer.com/county-fairs-relatively-well-in-new-shenandoah-river-pollution-report/


The Potomac Riverkeeper network reports, 
October, 2019, that there are 73 herds of cattle 
with direct access to the North Fork, South Fork, 
and mainstream Shenandoah River.  

Photo credit

https://www.potomacriverkeepernetwork.org/project/get-the-cattle-out-campaign/


Mercury from industrial activities at a 
former DuPont facility in Waynesboro, 
VA, contaminated the South River and 
South Fork Shenandoah River, 
impacting fish, wildlife, and their 
habitats, including over 100 miles of 
river and associated floodplain and 
riparian habitat.  Natural Resource 
Trustees, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Services and Commonwealth of 
Virginia, worked cooperatively with 
DuPont for over 10 years to study the 
impacts of mercury on natural 
resources.  In July, 2017, the Trustees 
received a settlement of 
$42,069,916.78 to address natural 
resource damages.  The funds are 
being used to implement restoration 
projects.

Photo credit

Impacted 
Watersheds

https://www.fws.gov/northeast/virginiafield/environmentalcontaminants/dupont_waynesboro.html
https://www.fws.gov/northeast/virginiafield/environmentalcontaminants/dupont_waynesboro.html


Both the North and South Forks of the 
Shenandoah are polluted with PCB.  The 
Avtex Corporation, closed in 1989, was 
responsible for the pollution.  

The Federal government 
had rescued Avtex in 1988, 
and extended the years of 
pollution by awarding 
NASA and Air Force 
contracts to Avtex despite 
its record of repeated 
water pollution violations

After 25 years of 
remediation costing $150 
million, much of the site was 
suitable for new building, 
while 240 acres above the 
old disposal basins were 
designated for long-term 
protection to keep remaining 
contaminated soil 
undisturbed. Groundwater 
was contaminated as much 
as 400 feet deep

Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/waste/avtex.html


Fish advisories remain in 
effect today.  State and local 
agencies are working to 
reduce pollution levels.  
However, this river will not 
see a clean bill of health for 
many years to come.
226 waterways in the 
Potomac / Shenandoah 
watershed were considered 
impaired in 2018

Click here to find 
current  information 
on fish advisories for 
various waterways 
in Virginia

Virginia DEQ
Photo credit:vdh.Virginia.gov

http://www.vdh.virginia.gov/environmental-health/public-health-toxicology/fish-consumption-advisory/
http://www.vdh.virginia.gov/environmental-health/public-health-toxicology/fish-consumption-advisory/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/environmental-health/public-health-toxicology/fish-consumption-advisory/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/environmental-health/public-health-toxicology/fish-consumption-advisory/


Rappahannock Watershed

Photo credit

https://www.iwr.usace.army.mil/Missions/Collaboration-and-Conflict-Resolution/Shared-Vision-Planning/Resources/Case-Studies/Rappahannock-River-Basin-Commission/


The Rappahannock River was named for 
the Native American Tribe who were 
called the “people of the alternating 
stream.” This is because the river has 
strong tidal flows.  

Photo 
credit

https://vpm.org/news/articles/1839/capturing-the-rappahannock-river


It is 184 miles long and one of the 
cleanest rivers on the East Coast. Its 
major tributary, the Rapidan, was 
originally called the Rapid Ann in honor 
of Queen Ann.

Confluence where 
the Rapidan and the 
Rappahannock 
rivers meet

Photo credit

https://riverfriends.org/the-confluence/


Fredericksburg is located along the River 
at the fall line.  Canals were built during 
the 1700s and 1800s to move goods 
around the rapids of the river.  Today, 
the rapids provide excellent whitewater 
recreation.  

Photo credit
Rappahannock 

Rapids

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?cirrusUserTesting=mediasearch_commons_int&search=rappahannock+rapids&title=Special:Search&go=Go&ns0=1&ns6=1&ns12=1&ns14=1&ns100=1&ns106=1


About sixty percent of the watershed is 
forested.  Thirty-five percent is in 
agriculture.

Photo credit

https://www.americanrivers.org/river/rappahannock-river/


Non-point source pollution, such as 
agriculture runoff, is a major source of 
pollution.  Because of this, sediment 
and nutrients affect the lower 
Rappahannock.

Photo credit

https://www.cbf.org/about-cbf/locations/virginia/issues/virginias-agricultural-cost-share-program.html


Oyster and shad harvests have dwindled 
to a fraction of earlier times.  Over-
harvest and diseases have taken a toll.  
Dams reduced fish migrations.

Aquaculture raising 
oysters. Photo credit

Shad. Photo 

credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/natural/oysteraqua.html
https://www.fws.gov/fisheries/freshwater-fish-of-america/american_shad.html


York River Watershed
Photo credit

Includes 109 miles of streams.  The York River is a tidal 
river, navigable estuary; tidal fluctuations can be more than 
10 feet; About 27% of the area 
is protected land  

https://www.vims.edu/cbnerr/roundtable/index.php


English settlers changed the Indian 
name, Pamunkee River, to York in honor 
of Charles I, Duke of York.  

The only vehicular crossing of 
the York River is a swing type 
drawbridge between Yorktown 
and Gloucester Point.  

Photo credit

Photo credit

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/York_River_(Virginia)
https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/blog/getting-to-know-virginia-york-river-state-park


The port of Yorktown was one of 
Virginia’s best inland harbors in Colonial 
times.  It was very important in the 
nation’s early history.

Surrender at Yorktown, 
1781. Photo credit

The “Alliance” in Yorktown 
harbor
Photo credit

https://www.pbs.org/ktca/liberty/chronicle_yorktown1781.html
https://www.flickr.com/photos/61022165@N07/34090672666/


The Mattaponi and 
Pamunkey Rivers are 
major tributaries of 
the York and named 
after our Native 
American Tribes.  

http://www.virginiaplaces.org
/watersheds/york.html

The WestRock paper mill at the 
confluence of the Mattaponi 
and Pamunkey rivers released 
852,914 pounds of toxic 
materials in 2017 (the majority 
through the air)

Photo credit

Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/york.html
http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/york.html
https://www.wdl.org/en/item/16976/
https://www.dailypress.com/virginiagazette/va-vg-tr-west-point-mill-toxic-release-0417-story.html


The Mattaponi has three branches, the 
Matta, the Po and the Ni.  Tributaries of 
the Pamunkey include the North and 
South Anna Rivers.  Virginia Power’s 
North Anna Nuclear Power Plant is 
located here.

Photo credit

https://www.nrc.gov/reactors/operating/licensing/renewal/applications/northanna-surry.html


The York is 140 
miles long.  Its 
watershed 
covers about 
twelve percent 
of the state.  

Photo credit

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Reserve-component-locations-and-land-use-within-the-York-River-basin-and-surrounding_fig3_250083573


It is about seventy percent forested and has a 
low population density.  However, it may see 
rapid growth as populations in northeast and 
southeast Virginia soar.

Photo credit

https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/blog/getting-to-know-virginia-york-river-state-park


Much of the upper York has good water quality.  However, 
the lower York has water quality problems similar to those 
of the James River – excess sediment and nutrients.

Photo credit

https://www.flickr.com/photos/vastateparksstaff/27528370261


Photo credit

http://middlejamesroundtable2.weebly.com/uploads/5/0/9/0/50905917/8029113_orig.jpg


Native Americans 
called the river the 
Powhatan.  English 
settlers renamed it 
after King James I.  
The James River is 
340 miles long 
(10,236 square 
miles) and drains 
almost one-fourth 
of the state.  

Jamestown: the first 
port for ocean-going 
ships in Virginia. Photo 

credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/transportation/shiptransport.html


More than one-third of all Virginians live in this watershed.  
The river is navigable to the fall line. More than 2.7 million 
people rely on the James River for water, making it 
Virginia’s largest source of drinking water

35. 

Photo credit

https://www.radford.edu/jtso/GeologyofVirginia/CoastalPlain/CPPhysio-15.html


The James River ends at one of the 
nation’s busiest ports, the Port of 
Virginia at Hampton Roads.  

36. Hampton Roads 
Port

35.

Terminals in Hampton Roads include Newport News 
Marine Terminal (NNMT), Norfolk International Terminals 
(NIT), Portsmouth Marine Terminal (PMT), APM/Maersk 
Terminal (APM) - now Virginia International Gateway 
(VIG), and the future Craney Island Marine Terminal 
(CIMT) (the privately-owned coal terminal at Lamberts 
Point, used by Norfolk Southern railroad to load coal, is 
visible between PMT and NIT on the east side of the 
Elizabeth River)
Source: Port of Virginia, State of the Port (2009)

Photo credit

http://www.slideshare.net/HRPartnership/the-port-of-virginia?type=powerpoint
http://www.virginiaplaces.org/transportation/vpa.html


Photo credit

More than a dozen tributaries flow into 
the James.  These include the Rivanna, 
Chickahomony, Appomattox and 
Elizabeth Rivers. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_River


Water quality in the upper James is 
relatively good.  However, the lower 
James suffers from excess sediment and 
nutrients from agriculture, animal waste, 
urban development and other sources.

Photo credit

https://upperjamesriverwatertrail.com/


The James River watershed faces higher than average 
sea-level rise and increased hurricane risks.  Major storms 
cause serious and potentially toxic flooding; In 2017 and 
2018, extreme rainfall and storm surge from hurricanes 
let loose contaminants into the James River watershed.

Photo credit

https://progressivereform.org/our-work/energy-environment/virginia-toxic-floodwaters/


Chesapeake 
Bay Watershed
The largest 
watershed of the 
Atlantic seaboard of 
North America; 
Includes much of 
Virginia and 
Maryland, parts of 
West Virginia, 
Delaware, 
Pennsylvania and 
New York and all of 
Washington D.C. 

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Chesapeake_Bay_watershed


Rivers 
emptying 
into the 
Chesapeake 
Bay 
watershed

Photo credit

https://www.cbf.org/about-the-bay/maps/geography/major-tributaries-of-the-chesapeake-bay.html


The Poquoson River was named for the 
Native American word that means, “low 
wooded area that is wet in the winter 
and dry in the summer.”

Photo credit

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Poquoson_Hunts_Neck_Point_PoquosonRiver.jpg


The Lynnhaven River, a sub-
watershed of the Chesapeak Bay 
watershed and others support 
important industries.  Commercial and 
sport fishing are big business.  

Photo credit

https://www.myeasternshoremd.com/news/kent_county/regulations-threaten-maryland-s-watermen-tradition/article_04502266-afa6-5ed9-88a7-5df6c4629d40.html


Agriculture is vital to the Chesapeake 
region; there are more than 83,000 
farms in the watershed that make up a 
$10 billion industry;  Agricultural lands 
compose nearly 30% of the watershed

Planting trees along stream 
in Richmond. Photo credit

Dead loblolly pines in salt 
marsh at Blackwater National 
Wildlife Refuge in Md., 2018.  
Rising seas result in salty water 
intruding on forested land. Photo 

credit

https://www.southeastriverstrust.org/tree-planting-in-richmond-park/
https://www.chesapeakebay.net/news/blog/the_chesapeake_is_haunted_by_the_ghosts_of_forests_past


The vast fresh and saltwater marshes 
found in these watersheds make them 
very productive ecosystems. 

Photo credit

https://www.chesapeakebay.net/discover/field-guide/marshes_wetlands/all/all


However, excess nutrient and 
sediment from many sources and 
development of waterfront property 
are affecting water quality.

47.

Photo credit

http://listings/bigbeach.html
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/dec/15/worlds-beaches-being-washed-away-coastal-development


Virginia and Federal government agree that the 
coastal zone deserves special protection, but the two 
levels of government have different definitions of 
what is the coastal zone.  

• State law: dunes are protected “to the line of woody 
vegetation or the nearest impermeable man-made structure.  

• Chesapeake Preservation Act:  a 100 foot buffer of land long 
the shoreline with limited development rights

• Federal: boundaries are based on land ownership as well as 
natural features. 

Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/landuseplan/coastal.html


Albemarle Sound Watershed

Photo credit

https://apnep.nc.gov/resources/apnep-maps


This watershed drains south into Back 
Bay and North Carolina coastal waters. 
The area is more than 45% wetland and 
30% agriculture.  

Photo credit

Includes: six 
river basins, 
eight sounds, 
and 3,000 
square miles 
of open water

https://www.coastalreview.org/2016/05/report-resources-boost-economy-health/


It is the home of the famous Dismal Swamp.  Lake 
Drummond, in the Swamp’s center, is one of Virginia’s 
only two natural lakes.

Photo credit

http://eofp.net/greatdismal.html


George Washington surveyed the area for ditching in the 
mid-1700s. A major drainage ditch is named for him.  
Vast amounts of the original wetlands have been ditched 
and drained for farming.  

Washington 
Canal

Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/transportation/canaldrain.html


Back Bay was once one of the most 
productive wetlands in the Mid-
Atlantic.  However, sediment and 
nutrient pollution have greatly 
reduced water quality. 

Photo credit

https://www.fws.gov/refuge/back_bay/


Introduced invasive plants, such as 
Eurasian Milfoil and Phragmites, have 
also affected fish and aquatic bird 
populations.

Phragmites

Eurasian Milfoil

Photo credit

Photo credit

https://www.chesapeakebay.net/S=0/fieldguide/critter/phragmites
https://www.tnipc.org/invasive-plants/plant-details/?id=42


Tidal wetlands have long been protected.  
However, non-tidal wetlands were 
“legally” drained through a process 
called “Tulloch ditching.”  It is illegal to 
drain and fill a wetland.  

Photo credit

https://cbf.typepad.com/bay_daily/2011/01/virginia-wetlands-again-in-jeopardy.html


Developers were allowed to ditch near a 
wetland area, allow it to drain and 
convert to non-wetland status.  This 
loophole was closed with protective 
legislation in 2000.

Drainage Ditch

Photo credit

https://wmap.blogs.delaware.gov/2019/02/21/delawares-appoquinimink-watershed-wetlands-health/


Chowan Watershed

Photo 

credit

Three Virginia 
rivers are part of 
this watershed: 
the Nottoway,
Blackwater and
Meherrin.  All 
three join to 
form the 
Chowan River in 
North Carolina.  
The Chowan 
then flows south 
to Albemarle 
Sound.  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/List_of_rivers_of_Virginia


The Blackwater
River got its 
name from its 
dark stained, 
acid waters.  

Photo credit

River source near Petersburg, 
flows about 105 miles through 
inner Coastal Plain, joins the 
Nottoway to form the Chowan 
which empties into Albemarle 
Sound.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blackwater_River_(Virginia)


The Nottoway River was named after the 
Indian word for rattlesnake.

Photo credit

https://www.thetidewaternews.com/2013/07/30/byrds-point-added-to-nature-conservatory/


The Meherrin was named for the Native 
American Tribe in North Carolina.  It 
meanders back and forth across the 
Virginia/North Carolina border to join the 
Chowan.  

Photo credit

https://www.mecklenburgva.com/meherrin.aspx


Most of this watershed is forested.  
However, agricultural activity is the 
greatest source of water pollution.  
There is much pollution from swine and 
poultry farms.  

Photo 
credit

Hog farm after hurricane 
flooding. Photo credit

https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/indoors-chicken-farm-feeding-704592481
https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/09/11/646790793/hog-farmers-scramble-to-drain-waste-pools-ahead-of-hurricane-florence


It flows 410 
miles south 
from central 
Virginia to 
Albemarle 
Sound in 
North 
Carolina.  

Photo credit

Roanoke River Watershed

https://slideplayer.com/slide/14917571/91/images/3/The+entire+Roanoke+River+Basin+is+split+between+two+states.jpg


Nearly 360 miles of canals were built 
around its many rapids.  However, most 
of the historic canals now lie underwater.

Photo credit

https://roanokecanal.com/roanoke-canal-museum.html


Two major lake systems were created for 
flood control, Smith Mountain and Buggs
Island/Gaston.

Photo credit

https://www.visitroanokeva.com/blog/post/weekend-itinerary-for-smith-mountain-lake-guide-travel-vacation-planner-virginia/


The lake dams have reduced the 
populations of blue back herring and 
alewife.  However, both lakes are 
known for their excellent largemouth 
and striped bass fishing.  

Photo 
credit

https://www.flickr.com/photos/26693155@N08/2497015921


The Staunton River connecting the lakes 
was named for Henry Staunton, a 
Revolutionary War hero.

Cat Rock Sluice
on the Staunton 

River

Photo creditActually, 
an 81 mile 
segment 
of the 
Roanoke 
River.
Provides 
recreation 
for bird 
watchers, 
anglers, 
hunters, 
and 
canoeists

http://www.oldhalifax.com/county/CatRockSluice.htm


Gaston Lake also serves as a water 
source for Virginia Beach.  A seventy-
mile pipeline was constructed to carry 
water to the city.

Photo credit

Photo credit

https://www.vbgov.com/government/departments/public-utilities/about-pu/lake-gaston/Pages/default.aspx
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Gaston


Virginia and North Carolina are working 
to help protect and improve the River’s 
health.  Although most of the river is 
relatively healthy, fish advisories 
regarding PCBs were issued in 1999 for 
the Staunton River and are still in effect 
in 2019. 

Click to go to “Fish 
Consumption Advisories” to 
find up to date fish 
consumption advisories for 
any river or lake in Virginia

Photo credit

https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/fishing/regulations/fish-consumption-advisories/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lake_Gaston


This is the smallest watershed in Virginia; 
known as the Yadkin River / Pee Dee 
watershed in North Carolina.  

Photo credit

Yadkin River (Pee Dee River) Watershed

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yadkin%E2%80%93Pee_Dee_River_Basin


The headwaters of the Yadkin River are 
in Patrick and Carroll Counties.  The 
River flows south into North Carolina.  

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yadkin%E2%80%93Pee_Dee_River_Basin


There it joins the 
Uwharrie River
to form the Pee 
Dee River. The 
Pee Dee River 
flows through 
South Carolina 
to the Atlantic 
Ocean.

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yadkin%E2%80%93Pee_Dee_River_Basin


Alcoa’s Narrows Dam 
with Badin Lake in 
background on 
Yadkin River. Photo credit

The North Carolina portion of the basin 
contains approximately 5,991 miles of 
freshwater streams and rivers. The 
Virginia section is nearly 80% forested 
and 20% agriculture.  

https://www.wunc.org/post/state-sues-alcoa-over-ownership-yadkin-river


The W. Kerr Scott Dam located just 
over the border in North Carolina is 
148 feet tall and 1,750 feet long.  
It creates a ten-mile reservoir.

Photo credit

https://www.trekaroo.com/activities/the-w-kerr-scott-dam-and-reservoir-wilkesboro-north-carolina


New River Watershed

North Carolina

Photo credit

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/divides.html


An American Heritage River, the New 
River begins in the Blue Ridge Mountains 
of North Carolina.  It flows northward 
through Virginia and into West Virginia.  

Photo 
credit

https://newriverlandtrust.org/service-area-map/


There it joins the Gauley 
River to form the Kinawa.  
The waters then flow to 
the Ohio River and on to 
the Mississippi River.  

New River Gorge
Photo credit

Photo credit

https://www.wvpublic.org/post/new-river-gorge-gets-grant-expose-more-students-outdoor-learning
https://wvtourism.com/new-river-gorge-sup-race-guide/


Eighty-seven of 
the river’s 115 
miles lie within 
Virginia.  About 
sixty percent of 
the watershed is 
forested and 
thirty-five 
percent is in 
agriculture.

Photo credit

https://www.nps.gov/neri/learn/nature/environmentalfactors.htm


Today, the valley is known for its geology, 
natural beauty, rapids and music 
festivals.  One of only two natural lakes, 
Mountain Lake, is located near 
Blacksburg.

Mountain Lake
Resort

Photo credit

http://www.mountainlakehotel.com/
https://gotmountainlife.com/mountain-lake-lodge/


Populations of native mussels and non-
game fish species are rapidly declining.  
Many of these are listed as endangered 
or threatened.  

Photo credit

https://dwr.virginia.gov/wildlife/freshwater-mussels/


This river system is easily polluted from 
surface runoff and groundwater 
contamination due to the large karst
areas within the watershed.

Karst: landscape developed in limestone, dolomite, marble or 
other soluble rocks characterized by subsurface drainage systems, 
sinking or losing streams, sinkholes, springs, and caves

Photo credit

https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural-heritage/document/introvakarst.pdf
https://www.dmme.virginia.gov/dgmr/sinkholes.shtml


Holston 
Watershed
Drains into 
much of 
northeastern 
Tennessee and 
southwestern 
Virginia

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holston_River


North fork of Holston River near Weber City, VA

The Holston River originates in Smythe County, Virginia.
In the 1940’s and 50’s the Tennessee Valley Authority 
built four dams on the Holston River to provide electricity 
and flood control.  

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holston_River


Clinch Powell Watershed

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clinch_River


Photo credit

https://www.clinchriverva.com/get-involved-2/resources/


The Clinch, Powell and Holston Rivers
flow to the Tennessee River.  The 
Tennessee then flows into the Ohio River, 
a major tributary of the Mississippi. 

Photo credit

https://www.tva.com/environment/managing-the-river


Big Sandy Watershed Photo credit

A tributary of the 
Ohio River.  It is 
part of the larger 
Mississippi 
watershed.  The 
Big Sandy River 
is navigable and 
carries coal 
mined in the 
region.  The 
name comes 
from extensive 
sand bars

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Sandy_River_(Ohio_River_tributary)


The Virginia section is about fifty percent 
forested and forty percent in agriculture. 

In 2000, the Martin County sludge spill 
polluted hundreds of miles of the Ohio 
River, the Big Sandy and its tributaries.  
The spill was 30 times larger than the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill.  

Photo credit

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Sandy_River_(Ohio_River_tributary)


More than 300 rare, freshwater mussel 
species live in these watersheds.  Nearly 
two-thirds of all the freshwater fish 
species in the eastern United States are 
found here.

Slender Chub has 
one of the smallest 
ranges of any North 
American minnow.; 
Threatened by dam 
construction, silt, 
pollution

Yellowfin Madtom
thought to be 
extinct; found in the 
Clinch and Powell 
Rivers

Duskytail Darter; 
threatened by 
impoundment of 
waterways, silt, 
logging, coal mining
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slender_chub
https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/esa_works/profile_pages/YellowfinMadtom.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duskytail_darter


The differences in boundaries between watersheds and states / 
counties complicates the efforts to control pollution.  

“Everyone lives downstream”

Sometimes the factories or urban areas who generate the pollution are 
in another state and are not harmed by the bad water flowing away, 
while those affected by the pollution may have limited influence to 
ensure upstream problems are fixed.  

For example, a major chemical plant in Saltville (now a Superfund site) 
degraded the water quality for Kingsport, Tennessee for 80 years. 
Virginia politicians were well aware that Virginia residents received 
benefits from operating the plant without paying the costs of 
controlling the excessive chlorides from salt dumped into the North 
Fork of the Holston River. Those who suffered from the pollution... lived 
out of state, and could not vote in Virginia. The state of Tennessee 
finally went to court to force Virginia to impose realistic pollution 
control standards on the company - which then closed down, 
eliminating 1,000 jobs in a community of about 2,000 people.1

http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/3wsheds.html

https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/cursites/csitinfo.cfm?id=0302526
http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/3wsheds.html
http://www.virginiaplaces.org/watersheds/3wsheds.html

