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Winding its way from its origins around Gettysburg, Pennsylvania,
the Monocacy Scenic River flows through rural and urban landscapes before reaching the Potomac River, which carries its waters
to the Chesapeake Bay. The meandering Monocacy River and its
surrounding watershed support the forests, wetlands, stream buffers
and the plants and animals that inhabit these places, and provide
valuable environmental services to farms, towns, cities, residential
communities and industrial and retail centers. But human activity is
affecting the quality of water and life in the watershed, the river
and the Chesapeake Bay.
NATURAL HISTORY
Early humans camped along the Monocacy as they hunted the
savannah for Mastodon. Eventually these indigenous people would
settle in the Appalachian Mountains and along the Monocacy,
thriving on the bounty of the river and the land it traversed. Remnants of their existence continue to be unearthed today at archeological sites along the river. In the 17th century, European explorer
Henry Fleet, in describing the Monocacy watershed, wrote, "The
place is without question, the most healthful and pleasant place…
And for deer, buffaloes, bears, turkeys, the woods do swarm with
them and the soil is exceedingly fertile." Its beauty and plenitude
drew many Europeans, who colonized the area, clearing forests to
make way for farms, villages, towns and mills on or near the
streams that drain into the Monocacy.

The Maryland Scenic and Wild Rivers Act of 1968 called for the protection of the state's rich river resources.
Once the Monocacy River was identified under this act, The Monocacy
River Study and Management Plan,
approved in 1990, identified river resources and made recommendations
for their protection and conservation.
The Monocacy Scenic River Citizens
Advisory Board met for the first time in
1978. An equal number of members are
appointed by the Carroll and Frederick
boards of county commissioners. The
board provides advice and recommendations to Frederick County Government on land use, land development
proposals, and resource management
issues that impact the Monocacy River,
serving as an advocate for the river and
its varied resources.

MAIN CONCERNS
Urban and industrial development threaten the Monocacy River
and its watershed. Advanced water treatment plants remove
harmful pathogens and greatly reduce nutrients but have less of
an impact on emerging contaminants such as pharmaceuticals
and endocrine disrupters. Natural infiltration of rainwater and runoff
provides for water quality improvements, but when forests, fields
and farms are converted to commercial and residential use, naturally absorbent surface areas are replaced with roads, rooftops
and parking lots. Impervious surfaces do not allow the ground to
soak up the rainfall to replenish our aquifers or contribute to
healthy base-flow conditions in our creeks, streams and the Monocacy River.
Agriculture has similar effects, especially in earlier times when impacts were less well understood and little regulated. Aggressive
cultivation of the soil; overuse or inappropriate timing of the application of chemical fertilizers; indiscriminate use of pesticides; and
generation of large quantities of waste pose hazards to aquatic life
and drinking water supplies.
Poorly managed agricultural lands introduce sediment and bacteria into waterways, which can harm aquatic systems and the organisms that live in streams. Stream buffers, nutrient management
plans, cover crops and manure management are just a few of the
Best Management Practices that farmers are employing to help
reduce negative impacts to streams and the Monocacy River.

Ongoing residential development encroaches on the
Scenic Monocacy River, continuing to threaten the
viability of this natural resource.
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1973
Mass grading of a site near Urbana in 2008.

Runoff from impervious surfaces can seriously degrade
our water resources. Stormwater runoff carries not only
topsoil and sediment, but fertilizers, pesticides, oils, pet
waste, heavy metals and other pollutants into our waterways and the Chesapeake Bay. Impervious surfaces accelerate runoff, increasing the rate at which water
transports contaminants from the watershed to its
streams.
Stormwater management helps to settle and filter many
pollutants before runoff is discharged into a receiving
body of water. But research indicates that most conventional stormwater management controls can still harm
streams and rivers. Accelerated flow from stormwater
management discharges can scour stream banks, deposit sediment, and decrease overall stream health and
stability.

2005
These pictures of property along the Monocacy River near Buckeystown exemplify the rapid development taking place along the
Monocacy River.

Human activity has changed and continues to affect the
Monocacy River basin. Historic deforestation has greatly
reduced bird, mammal and insect habitats. Where
forested buffers alongside streams are eliminated or
wetlands drained, the species that depend on them
are often adversely affected. The lack of buffers leads to
bank erosion, sedimentation, and degradation of water
quality, which distresses aquatic life, including game fishes. The introduction of nonnative species of plants and
animals, such as the rusty crayfish, multiflora rose and
Japanese honeysuckle, threatens native species and
the ecosystems they support.
The first step to stemming these threats is understanding
what a watershed is, and the role we play in it.

Older residential development on the Scenic Monocacy River
viewshed. Note the turf grass that extends to the riverbank and the
lack of riparian vegetation for wildlife habitat and erosion control.
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A watershed is an area of land drained by a river and its tributaries into a particular body of water such as a pond, lake or ocean.
It is made up of habitats that influence and affect one another.
These habitats include forests, creeks, rivers, lakes, farms, towns
and cities.
The health of the land affects the physical, chemical and biological viability of the Monocacy watershed and its inhabitants. Water quality directly affects our quality of life, our local economy
and our public health and safety, as streams and rivers provide
food, drinking water, and recreation.
Residents of Adams County, Pa., Frederick County and western
Carroll County live in the Monocacy watershed, a subwatershed
of the Potomac River Basin and the larger Chesapeake Bay watershed. The water we rely on for drinking, cooking and washing
passes through us and the land on its way to the Chesapeake
Bay and on to the Atlantic Ocean.
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Streams, rivers and lakes are surface waters, but
groundwater is also an important part of a watershed. Groundwater is absorbed from the surface and fills the spaces between soil particles
and rocks deep underground, the same way
water fills a sponge. Water that seeps back into
surface waters is called baseflow. Human activities affect the quality of the groundwater and
the surface water, thus affecting the overall
health of the watershed.
The impact of development in the Monocacy
watershed is not confined to that basin. The
Washington metropolitan area draws its drinking
water from the Potomac, downstream from the
Monocacy. The Potomac River Basin contributes a part of the pollution that has seriously
endangered the health of the Chesapeake
Bay. Sediment reduces water clarity and
chokes off sea grasses, on which many aquatic
species depend. Nutrients lead to algal blooms
and oxygen depletion, also known as eutrophication. Bacteria pose dangers to bathers
and to fish. The result is that the Bay – once
renowned for its fish, crabs and oysters – is
struggling to retain those living resources.

Water begins its journey through a farm field, making its way to a stream that
drains into the Monocacy, which flows into the Potomac, which empties into the
Chesapeake Bay, which meets the Atlantic Ocean, carrying with it whatever it
has picked up along the way.
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A watershed is “that area of land, a bounded hydrologic system, within which all living things are
inextricably linked by their common water course and where, as humans settled, simple logic
demanded that they become part of a community.” - John Wesley Powell
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The Federal Clean Water Act requires states to develop water
quality standards to protect and improve surface waters. These
standards are based on a particular water body use, function,
goal or “designated use,” such as supporting trout populations
or protecting public water supplies. Criteria to achieve these
designated uses include specific limits on levels of dissolved oxygen, bacteria, temperature, toxics, and turbidity (clarity) in waterways.
The Clean Water Act also requires Maryland to monitor and identify water that does not meet standards. The state has determined, through water monitoring and computer modeling, that
certain waterways in the Monocacy River Watershed do not
meet water quality standards. Thus, the state has issued formal
notices of water quality impairment, called Total Maximum Daily
Loads (TMDLs) for:
Sediment and fecal coliform bacteria on Double Pipe Creek
Sediment and the nutrient phosphorus in Lake Linganore
Sediment and fecal coliform bacteria for the Upper and Lower
Monocacy River Watersheds
A TMDL establishes the maximum amount of an unwanted material or pollutant that a water body can receive and still meet water quality standards. It allocates pollution loading from many
sources — agriculture, land development, industrial and sewage
discharges — like a pollution budget in order to meet water
quality criteria and achieve the desired beneficial function of the
water body.
Reducing the pollution entering our waterways will require
changes to many aspects of our land use activities. Maryland’s
2006 TMDL Implementation Guidance for Local Governments
focuses much attention on land use planning and land development practices for meeting Total Maximum Daily Loads.
Inadequate riparian buffers, unsound land use practices, insufficient stormwater management, and poor natural resource management all contribute to stream bank erosion, sedimentation
and degradation of water quality affecting the quality of all life in
a watershed, from the smallest macroinvertebrates to the largest
mammals.
Livestock with unfettered access to streams and rivers trample
stream banks and deliver sediment directly into waterways. They
also contribute to bacteriological and nutrient pollution. Impervious areas, such as roofs, roads, and parking lots, concentrate
stormwater flows and may exacerbate flooding as well as add
pollutants, such as sediment, oils and chemicals, to our waterways.
The state of Maryland has indicated that TMDLs for biological
(fish and stream biota), nutrient impairment in the Upper and
Lower Monocacy River Watersheds are now being developed.

Healthy stream buffers (top) help protect water quality, while
degraded areas (above) contribute to sedimentation and nutrient
runoff. Volunteers monitor stream quality (below). A winter wonderland (bottom).
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There has been a growing awareness, as evidenced by a
variety of mandates, programs and laws, of the need to
protect and restore our streams, rivers and the Chesapeake Bay. The realization that human activities can seriously harm and degrade our waterways led to the
authorization of sediment control regulations in the early
1960s, but a statewide sediment and erosion control program did not exist until 1970. About ten years later, in
1982, the Maryland General Assembly passed the State
Stormwater Management Act, designed to address
stormwater runoff generated during the land development process.
The Chesapeake Bay Agreement, signed in 1983 by the
Governors of Maryland, Virginia, and Pennsylvania; the
Mayor of Washington, DC; and the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) established the Chesapeake Bay Program to protect and restore the Bay’s
ecosystem. In 1993, Maryland created the Tributary Strategies Program with specific pollution reduction targets for
each of the Bay’s major tributaries in Maryland. Chesapeake 2000, signed by all Bay states, established new
goals to improve the water quality of the Bay and its tributaries by addressing protection and restoration of habitat, living resources, and water quality, as well as goals on
land use, transportation, stewardship, and community
engagement.
The Monocacy River Watershed Restoration Action Strategies include study of the Monocacy River tributaries
through a visual survey (Stream Corridor Assessment) of
streams in the watershed, and water quality analysis on
select stream reaches, in addition to a listing of voluntary
restoration and protection efforts aimed at improving the
water quality and health of streams in the Monocacy
River Watershed.

A serene summer scene.

New tree plantings along a stream installed in “shelters.” Riparian
or stream-side forests provide multiple water quality, wildlife and
stream protection benefits.

Frederick County and Carroll County recognize the importance of the Monocacy River to the quality of life of
residents and visitors alike and have adopted official policies to guide land use decisions and future actions relating to the River:
Frederick County Comprehensive Plan:
www.co.frederick.md.us/planning
Carroll County Master Plan: http://ccgovernment.
carr.org/ccg/compplan/mstrplan/default.asp
Despite these efforts, problems remain, as evidenced by
the increase in identified water quality impairments in the
watershed plus recent issuance of violation of the Total
Maximum Daily Load for pollutants in the Monocacy River
and the Linganore and Double Pipe Creek subwatersheds in Frederick and Carroll counties, respectively.

Innovative practices, called Low Impact Development and Environmental Site Design, seek to improve groundwater infiltration of
stormwater and lessen impacts to waterways, by minimizing the use
of stormwater managements ponds like this one pictured above.
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The choices we make and actions we take every day affect our community creeks and streams, the Monocacy
River, and the Chesapeake Bay. As humans, we can lessen our impact or ‘footprint’ on the Monocacy River watershed in small but meaningful ways by becoming stewards of the land and taking responsibility for its protection.

Apply the proper amount of fertilizer (as determined by a soil test) in
the early fall to reduce nitrogen and phosphorus runoff and leaching
into the watershed and to maximize nutrient uptake.

Conserve water by fixing leaks; using low-flow fixtures, toilets and
appliances; washing full loads of clothes or dishes; and collecting rain
water in rain barrels for use outside.

Use plants and flowers native to Maryland, as they require less water
and fertilizer than exotics or non-native plants. Consider the invasiveness of plant species before choosing them for the landscape.

Reduce, reuse and recycle. Donate unwanted things to local recyclers
or organizations and properly dispose of waste. Used motor oil, batteries,
tires and appliances should be kept out of local streams and the Monocacy, as they pollute the water and mar the view. Check with your local
government, regional landfill or recycling center for guidelines.

Leave grass clippings on the lawn. They release nitrogen into the soil,
reducing the amount of fertilizer needed.
Pick up and properly dispose of pet waste. Feces contain excess
nutrients and bacteria that can harm surface and ground waters.
Divert rainwater coming off roofs, driveways and walkways from the
street or driveway to grassed areas and other landscaped areas in a
yard. This will nourish plants and lessen the amount of stormwater
entering waterways.
If you live along a creek, don’t mow to the bank’s edge. Leave a
buffer of streamside trees, grass or other plants.

Use nontoxic substances and cleaners to reduce pollution levels in the
air, water and soil. There are many natural, effective cleaners available
that are safe for septic systems.
One in five Marylanders rely on nearly 400,000 private septic systems.
System malfunctions are serious sources of ground and surface
water contamination. Systems should be pumped every 2-5 years.
Consider a nitrogen removal system to reduce the amount of nutrients
entering groundwater, the Monocacy River and the Chesapeake Bay.

Help monitor the watershed ... plant a rain garden ... Install a rain barrel ... enjoy the Monocacy.

Experience the Monocacy River — fish, canoe, or simply enjoy the
peaceful and natural setting of this Scenic River from the many public access sites. For a full list of access sites visit www.co.frederick.
md.us/index.asp?nid=194
Become familiar with your area’s master plan and zoning laws. The
health of the Monocacy River depends on the water quality of the
streams that flow into the river. Water quality is largely determined
by land use and land management practices and the decisions
and choices all Monocacy River watershed residents make daily.
Attend a local Planning Board or Planning Commission hearing and
work with government officials to plan what happens to your community, including what gets built where and what is preserved.

The Monocacy River watershed is a vital natural resource that provides
water, habitat and scenic beauty. However, increased human activity
threatens the quality of the groundwater and surface waters, thus
affecting the overall health of the watershed and all that reside in it.
We all have a stake in its continued viability: its future rests in our hands.
Monocacy Scenic River Board
www.co.frederick.md.us/index.asp?nid=194
Maryland Department of Natural Resources www.dnr.state.md.us/
Maryland Department of the Environment www.mde.state.md.us/
Monocacy River Stream Corridor Assessment
www.dnr.state.md.us/watersheds/surf/proj/wras.html

Join a group working to protect the Monocacy River watershed, its
tributaries and/or main stem or the Chesapeake Bay. Education and
outreach are key to helping people understand how threats to the
Monocacy affect life and how they can be minimized or mitigated.

The Monocacy Scenic River Citizens Advisory Board acknowledges
the Boards of County Commissioners for their continued support:

Learn more about how your government is protecting waterways:
Frederick County: www.co.frederick.md.us/
Carroll County: www.carr.org/
Adams County, Pa.: www.adamscounty.us/adams/site/default.asp

Frederick
Jan Gardner, David Gray, Kai Hagen,Charles Jenkins, John L. Thompson
Carroll
Julia Walsh Gouge, Dean Minnich, Michael Zimmer

Thanks to the Frederick County Historical Society for the picture of Jug Bridge and to the Interstate Commission on the Potomac River Basin for its assistance.

