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           August 2, 2009 
 
Ms. Traci Iott, Director 
Planning & Standards Division 
Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection  
79 Elm Street 
Hartford, Connecticut  06040 
 
Re:  Review of draft document: Connecticut Methodology for Freshwater Nutrient Management 
 
Dear Ms. Iott:    
 
Thank you for the opportunity to review this document, an important step in CTDEP’s efforts to update 
the Connecticut Water Quality Standards with regard to nutrient loading, consistent with EPA’s 
directive. Margaret Miner of the Rivers Alliance, has asked me to comment, based on my first hand 
knowledge of water quality in hundreds of Connecticut watercourses, ponds, lakes, and wetlands, as a 
consulting wetland scientist, plant ecologist, and watershed specialist.1 I support the position of the 
River Alliance that conservative quantitative phosphorus limits are needed in Connecticut; I believe 
such a quantitative limit can supplement – be an optional alternative- to nutrient-loading modeling that 
is similar to the  “BAC” approach presented in your draft Technical Support Document. Such modeling 
would determine the phosphorus loading by a proposed project, taking BMP’s into account, that would  
be consistent with the BAC (Best Attainable Condition), and that would not have any significant adverse 
impact on the receiving water body. The smaller and more straightforward permit applications, within a 
predetermined, estimated  loading maximum,  especially those in upper watersheds, would be more 
likely to use the conservative quantitative criterion instead. I suggest that the average concentration in 
runoff or discharge waters should be no greater than 0.02 mg/l or the concentration in the receiving 
water, whichever is less.  This is  a consistent with the draft EPA criterion of 0.024 mg/l, for receiving 
waters.    
 
Use of BAC criteria for permitting   
The draft document explains how BAC (Best Attainable Condition) will differ substantially depending 
on the percentages of upstream land cover with higher rates of nutrient loading and inputs of STP’s.  It 
outlines a strategy intended to protect the more sensitive receiving waters, and not be unduly stringent 
for already impaired waters. I look forward to additional detail in the next revision, especially applicable 
to applications in lower order, upper watershed resources.  

                                                 
1 Regulation of nutrient loading is of keen interest to me, as I have been analyzing Connecticut water quality data – along 
with biological data for fourteen years as a professional wetland scientist (a private consultant, usually subconsulting for 
other consulting and engineering firms).  Much of this data has been shared with CAWS, the Connecticut Association of 
Wetland Scientists. My experience includes five years as executive director/staff scientist of the Quinnipiac River Watershed 
Association, (1995-1999). I was a member of the Water Quality Workgroup of the Quinnipiac Watershed Partnership, 
working closely with Yale and CTDEP staff. My undergraduate work was at Brown University, graduate work at Rutgers and 
the Univ. of CT at Storrs.    
 



CARYA Comments to CTDEP Water  
Re:Phosphorus limits 
8/2/2009  Page 2 
 
It is unclear from the draft document whether BAC’s  to be used for permitting will be published, or 
determined on a site specific basis. It is unclear whether they will be based only on 2002 land cover data 
and on published STP data, or whether they  will be supplemented by actual water quality and quantity 
(for dilution) data from the receiving water body.  The need for current field data is illustrated by Table 
4 on p. 6: estimated loading from the East Hampton station of the Salmon River was 24.13 lbs/day; 
actual loading was 15.39.  As noted in the report, soil parent materials differ in the extent to which they 
rlease phosphorus by weathering.   Additionally, having worked on several projects in East Hampton, I 
realize that land use permitting is unusually stringent in this town and that the level of environmental 
awareness of residents is high for Connecticut, because the health of Lake Pocotopaug is such a priority 
in this town. One would risk setting phosphorus standards unnecessarily high in some parts of the state, 
if BAC’s were to be based on older land cover data.  Lawn care practices and stormwater treatment are 
expected to improve over time.  
 
Feasibility of a Strict Standard 
 
While  permitting projects that would result in no net increase in phosphorus loading to Lake 
Pocotopaug, I learned that  negligible phosphorus loading from a wide range of development projects 
can now be achieved with treatment trains that include sand filters, properly designed infiltration basins, 
and also by well-dispersed overland flow across a wide upland buffer. A conservative phosphorus 
standard that is truly protective of surface waters (e.g. a concentration of .02 mg/l in runoff or discharge 
waters, has finally become reasonable and feasible. Your draft document emphasizes the importance of 
BMP’s, in general, but does not distinguish between them, in terms of their efficiency at phosphorus 
attenuation. (A vegetated stormwater pond, in compliance with the 2004 DEP manual is likely to 
achieve under 50% removal.). Nearly 100% phosphorus removal is now practical to achieve, though the 
BMP’s and setback distances needed will cost somewhat more than lower-efficiency BMP alternatives.   
Developers in the Lake Pocotopaug have no choice but to comply, and they do so.  It has become 
reasonable for CTDEP to have a strict quantitative standard (e.g. 0.02 mg/l in discharge) as an 
alternative to a full-blown BAC determination.  
 
However, especially for larger projects, it seems reasonable to allow case-by case, site-specific 
modeling, taking upstream land uses into account, that will demonstrate that a proposed discharge(s)  
will support the BAC, and not result in degradation of the receiving watercourse.   BAC’s  should be 
periodically revised,  decreasing as BMP’s keep improving, and as watershed restoration continues, or 
perhaps increasing in response to a major development in the watershed or the end of a large farm.  
 
 
DEP’s Antidegradation Policy 
    
Low phosphorus concentrations currently protect many Connecticut ponds, lakes, and lower order 
brooks with largely forested watersheds from eutrophication, because phosphorus is the limiting 
nutrient. These water resources often experience moderate nitrogen loading from agricultural runoff 
and/or residential septic systems, but nevertheless remain oligotrophic or mesotrophic due to their low 
current phosphorus levels.2  Sunlit ponds and lakes are more vulnerable than shaded streams. Consistent 
with CT DEP’s antidegradation policy, conservative phosphorus limits will help prevent phosphorus 
concentrations from significantly increasing in these receiving water bodies, such that trophic status and 

                                                 
2 An example is the impoundment of Keating Pond Brook (a Pootatuck River tributary) in Newtown, down gradient of a 
cattle pastures. In July 2009, phosphorus levels were undetectable although total nitrogen concentration was over  0.6 mg/l.    
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benthic macroinvertebrate and fish communities are altered.  A data table is attached, for a set of 
headwaters watercourses in Haddam Neck, with P levels < 0.02 mg/l.  
 
Even already eutrophied waterbodies may be protected from hyper-eutrophication, if phosphorus levels 
are limiting, albeit elevated. An example is our recent study of Coger Pond in Newtown.3 In this case, as 
noted in Rivers Alliance testimony, a very small increase in phosphorus, could have substantial adverse 
impact, although the BAC may be relatively high.  This is an argument for site-specific modeling, using 
actual  data from the stream in question.   
 
To repeat, we recommend that CTDEP develop a truly conservative threshold that will protect non-
impaired waters, that may be used  in the absence of modeling. It will typically be used for minor 
discharges (in terms of loading/quantity), but may also be used for large projects. The EPA draft 
criterion for Total Phosphorus  is 0.024 mg/l, for the receiving waters, based on their large data set for 
this ecoregion, which integrates all types of water bodies.  This draft criterion is fully consistent with 
dozens of data sets data that I have reviewed in the past ten years (many of them passed on to the 
CAWS4 water quality data base, and some already submitted to CTDEP by the Rivers Alliance. Total P 
concentration is almost always <0.02 mg/l, in first and second order brooks and springs, bogs, and 
oligotrophic ponds and lakes.  
 
For lakes and ponds I see no alternative to modeling, to demonstrate that trophic status will not be 
altered, unless negligible releases can be demonstrated as in the example discussed below for the 
Windham Cedar Swamp. Ponds and lakes differ greatly in turnover frequency and dilution capacity, and 
cumulative loading from the lake watershed must also be considered    The current DEP Water Quality 
Standards  state that the upper limit for total phosphorus is  10 ug/l (0.01 mg/l) for oligotrophic lakes and 
30ug/l (0.03 mg/l) for  mesotrophic lakes. DEP regulations must enable town wetland commissions to 
regulate so as to protect their lake from degradation as build-out of the lake watershed proceeds, as is 
being done already in East Hampton for Lake Pocotopaug, which is at the threshold of eutrophication, 
unable to accommodate additional anthropogenic P loading.   
 
 
Preserving Potential for Restoration 
 
Even if a watercourse or pond is already somewhat impaired by excess phosphorus and/or nitrogen, 
conservative phosphorus releases (lower than the threshold that would significantly alter the watercourse 
immediately downstream) are important to preserve the potential for future restoration.  Such 
restoration on a widespread basis is a long-term goal of USEPA and will become more feasible with 
improvements in technology for BMP’s. The benefits of future sewer installations, BMP installations, 
changed landscaping practices, and septic system upgrades in the upstream watershed, should not be 
undermined by increased permitted phosphorus loading at downstream locations.    
 
Modeling Phosphorus Loading 
 
To repeat, in  my professional opinion, very conservative thresholds should be used, unless an applicant 
can demonstrate by modeling and analysis, that there will be not be a significant adverse impact to the 
                                                 
3 In this impoundment of the Pootatuck River in Newtown, the pond surface was free of algae in July 2007, although vascular 
aquatic vegetation was dense, despite a total nitrogen concentration of 1.2 mg/l (hypereutrophic ). Phosphorus levels were 
limiting although  moderately high at  0.05 mg/l.. 
4 CAWS is the Connecticut Association of Wetland Scientists, of which I am a full member.  Members have shared their 
water quality data, which is now accessible on-line from the CAWS website.  
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receiving waters5, that loading will be consistent with the BAC for that resource, and also that the 
potential for future restoration will not be threatened.  Because headwaters developments are often small 
scale projects, for which modeling analysis would be burdensome, and also currently minimally 
impaired, it would make sense for simple, conservative phosphorus thresholds to be the fallback 
alternative.  
 
Such modeling would require testing of the nutrient concentrations of the receiving water body and 
determination of the dilution potential of the receiving water body. Analysis would have to take into 
account the interaction of phosphorus and nitrogen, current trophic status, and, nutrient loading from the 
land uses in the rest of the watershed. Often the applicant will be able to show that a less conservative 
phosphorus release (than the published DEP limit) will still meet the BAC goal, for example a larger 
river stretch in which nitrogen is clearly the limiting nutrient.  It would be helpful to have several 
models to choose from, applicable to different types of discharges and receiving waters, with clear 
guidelines for selection, standardized sets of coefficients, and detailed guidance for engineers. .   
 
Cumulative Loading 
 
Conservative base limits will be valuable because they will reduce the total nutrient loading in the lower 
watershed from multiple headwaters sites. In particular this would protect river impoundments, such as 
Hanover Pond on the Quinnipiac, shallow coves and estuaries, and Long Island Sound.  Current 
wetlands regulations do not call for consideration of cumulative impacts, if it can be argued there will 
not be a significant adverse impact from a particular, small-scale application. There is a grave need for 
CTDEP to strengthen regulations in this area.  
 
.  
Phosphorus Removal by Best Management Practices  
 
To repeat, only infiltration type BMP's  (soil, sand filters, raingardens, and broad buffers with permeable 
soils) effectively remove phosphorus, from stormwater, and can protect  phosphorus- limited  water 
resources, based on a substantial body of research at the Center for Watershed Protection and the New 
Hampshire Stormwater Center.  Septic systems rarely cause phosphorus pollution because effluent is 
filtered though soil. The phosphorus content of groundwater is generally low; average concentrations are 
about 20ug/l, even where soils contain relatively large quantities of phosphorus.  This is a result of the 
relatively insoluble nature of phosphorus-containing minerals and the scavenging of surface phosphate 
by biota and soil. 
  
Typical vegetated detention basins (primary treatment) even if properly sized and designed, 
have phosphorus removal efficiencies that rarely reach 75%.  However, removal rates dramatically 
increase if effluent is polished by diffuse flow over a level spreader and a  broad  buffer. 100 feet is 
preferable, but with suitable soils even a forty-five foot overland flow path has been shown to be 
effective in filtering dissolved phosphorus in lawn runoff.6  Rural road systems in which most 
stormwater flows onto soils at the sides of the roads (still common in the Salmon River watershed), are 
associated with far better stream water quality than modern road systems with piped drainage.  
 

                                                 
5 Pollutants  in the  discharge from a Tractor Supply Store, built near the Windham Cedar Swamp, was shown to pose no 
threat to the bog by groundwater modeling that showed the direction of groundwater flow to be away from the swamp.     
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Percent removal is much less if discharge from a stormwater basin or road culvert flows directly into a 
stream.  It is possible to retrofit road drainage system by redirecting  road drainage into an adjacent 
wooded area instead of dumping it right into the stream, which was done, for example, during the  
upgrade of the Bolton Road Bridge over the Tankerhoosen River in Vernon, Connecticut. 
Stream buffers also are a key supplement to erosion control barriers; even in the absence of “blowouts”, 
waterside buffers filter the fine sediment that passes though the fine-sand-size openings in the mesh of 
silt fence fabric, reducing loading of particulate phosphorus.  
 
A long flow path across a buffer takes up dissolved phosphorus in fertilizer runoff and also attenuates 
the seasonal pulse of dissolved phosphorus and nitrate released by stormwater basins as vegetation 
decomposes. We have documented a fall spike during multi-season monitoring of the stormwater system 
at  Long Lots School in Westport. This spike is also shownfor nitrate  in the attached data from Haddam 
Neck  Natural streams also experience elevated nutrient concentrations coinciding with the period after 
leaf fall.   
 
A conservative phosphorus limit will help CTDEP in its ongoing efforts to encourage 100-foot 
minimum perennial stream buffers per the Fisheries Division Policy Statement and other guidance.    
 
Further Research Phosphorus Needs  
 

 Headwaters phosphorus data from shallow streams and small pools (e.g. vernal pool) is missing 
from USGS data compilations, and yet these include many of our ecologically most valuable and 
still unimpaired streams   Sediment particles or bits of organic matter are often unavoidably 
included in such samples, resulting in a high variance in total phosphorus levels, and elevated 
readings without ecological significance.  I  have learned to collect headwaters water samples 
with great care, but a standardized methodology - including filtering with an agreed upon mesh 
size -  needs to be agreed upon for sampling shallow streams for phosphorus, especially because 
volunteers often collect water quality data. 

 
 Logging results in a spike of dissolved (readily bioavailable)  phosphorus concentrations in 

groundwater released into adjacent streams, per recent US Forest Service data (ref).  This was 
corroborated by our unpublished post-logging data from East Hampton and from Prospect, 
Connecticut.  Phosphorus sources are  decomposing roots of felled trees and decomposing wood 
chip and slash piles. Research is needed to quantify this phenomenon, find out how long it lasts, 
and how wide an intact buffer will prevent it.  

 
 In reviewing water quality data sets, CTDEP should be aware that even licensed laboratories 

may make large-scale, repeated errors in phosphorus analyses. We had  a situation in which a 
licensed, high-volume  laboratory reported TP levels several times higher than actual in multiple 
water samples submitted by us over a several month-long period. As customers, we found out 
because we questioned anomalous results, and were told that they were due to contaminated 
batches of disposable glassware, and contaminated cleaning reagents – but the lab did not notify 
all other customers for whom phosphorus analyses had been done during this period (including 
many CTDEP permittees).  Perhaps a regulation requiring this notification is needed. 

 
 Nitrogen and phosphorus  interaction in streams, rivers, and small ponds 9wel;l-dtudied in lakes). 
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Need for Regulation of Nitrogen Discharges 
 
This document does not address limitation of nitrogen loading, other than by saying phosphorus is more 
important; presumably this key nutrient will be addressed in a future revision.  While it is correct that 
phosphorus is typically the limiting nutrient in lakes and higher order water courses, excessive nitrogen 
loading does degrade several types of Connecticut watercourses. The magnitude of response to increased 
phosphorus loading is usually a function of nitrogen loading.  
 

 Cumulative nitrogen loading to coves, embayments, estuaries, and to Long Island Sound is a 
serious problem. Nitrogen has been definitely determined to be the limiting nutrient in these 
areas. 

 
 Additionally, nitrogen, not phosphorus  is typically the limiting nutrient  in  shallow headwaters 

streams and ponds. Bio-available phosphorus  is released by water-sediment contact, decaying 
leaves and other vegetation, and by dissolved organic phosphorus that enters streams in 
groundwater discharge.  A large scale USGS study of groundwater-fed streams in the Croton 
Watershed (Paul Heisig 2000), found algal impairment by nitrogen enrichment in unsewered 
residential areas, consistently associated with low phosphorus levels. This is consistent with my 
field observations paired with water quality data from many Connecticut headwaters wetlands.   

 
 Finally, in fringe wetlands or seasonally flooded swamps, phosphorus is rarely limiting, being 

available in wetland soils; nitrogen inputs in floodwaters or seepage stimulates rank growth by 
certain common wetland plants, reducing plant diversity and degrading wetland communities.  
As a plant ecologist, I stress the biodiversity value- and aesthetic value- of 
oligotraphic/mesotrophic  wetland plant communities.  

 
 
Please feel free to contact me, if you would like copies of any of the data discussed in this letter. I 
apologize for e-mailing these comments a few days after the extension date agreed upon with the Rivers 
Alliance. My husband has been quite ill, such that I was taking him for tests and nursing him, this past 
weekend and Monday. I also apologize for not attaching more data. Much of it has already been shared 
with the CAWS water quality data base.   
 
Respectfully submitted,  

 
Sigrun N. Gadwa, MS, PWS 
Ecologist and Registered Soil Scientist 
CARYA ECOLOGICAL SERVICES, LLC 
 
 



Sampling Station

D1:     
350'N of 
Power 
Plant     

D2:     
South of 

Farm     

D3:     
North of 

Farm     

D6:        
Just North of 
Basketshop 

Rd          

 Sampling Date: 12/02/07 12/02/07 12/02/07 11/18/07 12/02/07 11/18/07 12/02/07 12/02/07 11/18/07 12/02/07
Sampling Time: no flow no flow 3:30pm no flow 3:45pm no flow 4:15pm

Dissolved Oxygen (mg/l) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 5

Conductivity (uS/cm _ _ 112.0 _ 151.0 _ 167.5  NE

Salinity (ppt) _ _ 0.1 _ 0.1 _ 0.1  NE

Temperature ( o C) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ NE

pH _ _ 6.23 _ 6.50 _ 6.52 as naturally occurs1

Redox Potential (mv) _ _ 94.4 _ 36.6 _ 38.1 NE

Total Phosphorus as P        
(mg/l) _ _  <0.02 _ _ _  <0.02 _ _ 0.02 only of natural origin1 ; 

0.023 2

Ortho-Phosphate-P(mg/l) _ _ <0.01 _ _ _  <0.01 _ _ <0.01

Phosphorus, Dissolved as 
P (mg/l) _ _ <0.01 _ _ _ <0.01 _ _ _

Nitrate/Nitrite-N (mg/l) _ _ 0.27 <0.05 _ <0.05 0.16 _ <0.05 <0.01 0.312

Zinc (ug/l) _ _ 0.008 _ _ _ 0.003 _ _ _ 0.0653

NOTES:
N/A = Not applicable  _ = No data collected
NE = No standard established
mg/L = milligrams per Liter; ug/L = micrograms per Liter

Instruments:  YSI 55 (dissolved oxygen), YSI 30 (conductivity, salinity), Hanna 9023 (pH, redox potential)

3  State of CT. Freshwater Aquatic Criteria

CT Standards

Table 1.   Baseline surface water analytical results  for tributaries of the Connecticut River in Haddam Neck, Connecticut, sampled 
in late fall, 2007, just downstream of  Injun Hollow Road, under dry weather conditions. Sampled by community volunteers (Haddam 
Neck Spirit) directed by Carya Ecological Services LLC.      

2  EPA Nutrient Criteria (draft) for EcoRegion 1V , Legel 11 Ecoregion 59 (coastal New England ). 

1  The State of Connecticut Water Quality Standards for Class A Waters. 

D5 :            
Just North of Ben 

Clark Road

D7:             
North of Basketshop 
Rd                      by 

flower garden 

D4:             
188 Injun Hollow 
Road, stone ditch

Carya Ecological Services, LLC, February 2008.



 

D
ata on the chemical 

quality of baseflow 

from 33 small streams 

that drain basins of 

differing land-use type and intensity 

within the Croton watershed were 

collected seasonally for 1 year to 

identify and characterize the quality 

of ground-water contributions to 

surface water. The watershed 

includes twelve of New York City’s 

water-supply reservoirs. Baseflow 

samples were collected a minimum 

of three days after the most recent 

precipitation and were analyzed for 

major ions, boron, and nutrients. 

Findings—

• Concentrations of selected 

chemical constituents in baseflow 

were strongly affected by the 

predominant land use in a given 

basin. Land uses included forested 

undeveloped, unsewered residential, 

sewered residential, and agricultural 

(horse and dairy farms).

• A positive linear relation was 

indicated for chloride concentration 

in baseflow and the basin’s annual 

rate of road-salt application (or 

density of two-lane roads). Chloride 

concentration exhibits a relatively 

stable relation to road-salt 

application rate or 2-lane road 

density throughout the year. 

• Positive linear relations were 

indicated for nitrate concentration 

in baseflow and the basins 

unsewered housing density. Nitrate 

is characterized by a different 

relation to unsewered housing 

density for each season, with the 

highest observed nitrate 

concentrations during the winter 

and the lowest concentrations 

during the summer.

• Baseflow nitrate concentrations 

in sewered basins, and in unsewered 

basins with riparian wetland buffers 

between residential development and 

the stream, were lower than 

concentrations predicted from 

unsewered-housing density.

Effects of Residential and Agricultural Land Uses on 
the Chemical Quality of Baseflow of Small Streams 
in the Croton Watershed, Southeastern New York

U.S. Geological Survey WRIR 99-4173
Department of the Interior March 2000

Prepared in Cooperation with the New York City Department of Environmental Protection

Croton watershed stream under baseflow conditions
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EXPLANATION
DRAINAGE AREA OF STREAM SITE- number is local basin number
  referred to in table 1 and figure 3.

STREAM BASEFLOW SAMPLING SITE

WATERSHED BOUNDARY

C
O

N
N

E
C

T
IC

U
T

PUTNAM COUNTY

DUTCHESS COUNTY

WESTCHESTER COUNTY

NEW YORK

Croton Watershed
New York City

2

INTRODUCTION 

The Croton watershed, a 374 
mi2 basin in southeastern New 
York, contains 12 reservoirs 
that together provide about 10 
percent of New York City’s 
water supply (fig. 1). The area 
is underlain by igneous and 
metamorphic bedrock mantled 
by a discontinuous cover of 
till of variable thickness in 
upland areas, and alluvium, 
peat-muck, and outwash in the 
main valleys. The watershed, 
which is directly north of the 
City and encompasses parts 
of Westchester, Putnam, and 
Dutchess Counties, has 
undergone significant suburban 
development. Undeveloped 
forested land is still 
predominant (57 percent) in 
the watershed, followed by 
residential development (25 
percent) and agriculture 
(including fallow fields and 
parks) (7 percent) (Linsey and 
others, 1999). The population 
of the watershed in 1990 was 
about 176,000 (U.S. 
Department of Commerce, 
1990). Deterioration of 
reservoir water quality and the 
possibility of federally 
mandated filtration of the water 
supply has resulted in increased 
regulation, monitoring, and 
investigation of watershed 
processes and human activities. 
In 1996, the United States 
Geological Survey (USGS) 
began a cooperative study with 
the New York City Department 
of Environmental Protection 
(NYCDEP) to assess ground-
water quality within the 
Croton watershed. 

Ground-water discharge is a 
major contributor to streams 
that feed New York City’s 
water-supply reservoirs. The 

Figure 1. Locations of the 33 baseflow-sampling sites and their respective basins within 
the Croton watershed in southeastern New York.



Table 1. Physical and land-use characteristics of stream basins 
sampled in Croton watershed in southeastern New York, 1996-97.

[mi2, square miles; mi/mi2, miles per square mile; tons/mi2, tons per square 
mile; (tons/mi2)/yr, tons per square mile per year. Basin and station 
locations are shown in fig. 1.] 

* Sewered
† 30-percent sewered
†† Horse and dairy farms

Local 
basin 
no.

USGS 
surface-water 

station no.

Basin characteristics

Area 
(mi2)

Road 
density 
(mi/mi2)

Road-salt-
application rate 
[(tons/mi2)/yr]

Housing 
density 

(per mi2)

1†† 0137448710 1.55 2.61 96.6 49.8

2 0137448720 0.32 1.19 43.9 12.5

3* 0137448605 1.33 4.04 149.3 207.8

6 0137448812 0.52 1.38 51.0 25

7 0137491450 0.06 14.20 474.8 600

8A 0137463580 0.74 1.26 43.2 35.1

9A 0137449120 0.28 0.61 22.4 17.9

10 0137462530 0.34 7.69 691.5 82.4

12 0137454950 1.27 2.43 155.8 2.4

13 0137454960 1.16 0.92 88.0 0

18 0137449520 0.11 14.96 553.7 839.3

19 0137449510 0.26 0.59 21.9 38.8

20 0137449440 0.15 25.76 980.9 1,020.1

21 0137449435 0.52 7.04 311.3 427.5

22 0137449445 0.57 15.18 576.9 714.3

23 0137449487 0.58 1.88 69.5 67.1

27A 01374853 0.17 7.91 363.5 494.1

28A 01374849 0.26 12.17 493.3 621.2

29 * 0137494905 0.23 1.65 64.2 121.7

31* 0137494710 0.25 14.07 520.5 944.9

33A 0137497652 0.23 5.60 164.1 182.6

35 01374790 0.22 1.32 48.8 4.5

36A 01374783 0.15 0.00 0 0

36B 01374785 0.58 1.03 38.2 13.8

37 0137470990 0.43 8.94 330.9 556.8

38 01374889 1.08 1.12 41.5 2.8

39 01374893 0.67 0.27 10.2 1.5

41 0137490520 0.12 9.15 335.8 208.3

42A 0137498830 0.49 3.03 98.9 61.2

44A† 0137498290 0.19 12.14 482.2 363.2

50A 0137464640 0.06 25.14 820.2 1,100

52 0137449430 0.19 5.25 355.8 347.4

54A 01374936 0.25 6.93 256.3 308.9

3

relatively stable flow of streams 
during periods of little or no 
precipitation, referred to as baseflow, 
is sustained totally or in large part 
by ground-water discharge (except in 
streams downgradient of reservoirs 
and lakes) (fig. 2). Ground-water 
discharge accounts for at least 60 
percent of total annual streamflow, 
as indicated by physical separation 
of stream-discharge hydrographs 
(Rutledge, 1993) from two well-
drained basins (minimal wetlands 
and surface-water impoundments) 
within the Croton watershed. Thus, 
the chemical quality of baseflow 
from a given stream basin gives an 
indication of the composite quality of 
the shallow ground water within that 
basin. Baseflow quality can differ 
from ground-water quality; nutrient 
concentrations in ground water may 
be diminished by bacterially 
mediated chemical transformations 
in and immediately below the 
streambed (hyporheic zone) as the 
water discharges to the stream, and 
the concentration of dissolved 
nutrients within the stream can be 
further diminished through algal and 
plant uptake. Nevertheless, baseflow 
samples provide a more accurate 
and cost-effective measure of the 
chemical quality of ground water 
contributions to the reservoirs than 
would ground-water samples from a 
regional well network. 

This report documents the effects 
of land use on baseflow water quality 
at the 33 small (first- and second-
order) streams that drain basins 
representative of the different type(s) 
and intensities of land use within the 
Croton watershed (fig. 2, table 1). 
Emphasis was given to identification 
of the effects of unsewered residential 
development on the chemical quality 
of baseflow because of the prevalence 
of this land use in the watershed. 
Small basins with drainage areas of 
0.06 to 1.55 mi2 were chosen over 
larger stream basins for: 1) better 



NOT TO SCALE
EXPLANATION

POTENTIAL CONTAMINANT SOURCES
  
  Septic systems
  
  Road salt
  
  Lawn fertilizers

  Animal waste
  
  Pesticides
  
 

UNCONSOLIDATED SEDIMENT
  UNSATURATED
  SATURATED

BEDROCK (FRACTURED)

DIRECTION OF GROUND-WATER FLOW

RECHARGE

WATER TABLE

3

3

2

2

2 5

5

4

4

1

1

4

control over the type and intensity 
of land use(s) within each basin, 
and 2) rapid return to baseflow 
conditions after storms (within 3 
days; based on flow records from 
USGS gaging station 0137497600, 
which has a drainage area of 3.01 
mi2). Other criteria used in the 
selection of study sites included 1) the 
absence of upgradient point-source 
discharges (typically from sewage-
treatment plants), (2) the absence 
of upgradient surface-water bodies 
(other than small ponds or wetlands) 
that could store and contribute water 

derived from previous storms or 
increase biological activity (nutrient 
uptake) by increasing surface-water 
residence times, and 3) basin-wide 
distribution of sites, including 
representation of major metamorphic 
and igneous bedrock types. 

The stream network was sampled 
four times (July-August 1996, 
October-November 1996, January 
1997, and May 1997) to document 
seasonal baseflow water quality at 
each site.   Grab samples collected 
from each stream at least 3 days 
after the most recent storm were 

analyzed for major ions, boron, and 
nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorus 
compounds) by the USGS National 
Water Quality Laboratory in Arvada, 
Colo. Field measurements included 
specific conductance, pH, dissolved 
oxygen, and temperature. The field 
data and results of the laboratory 
analyses are given in Butch and 
others (1998). Analyses of nitrate 
plus nitrite are herein referred to as 
nitrate because nitrite is an unstable, 
low concentration (or undetected), 
intermediate product of nitrification 
that is ultimately converted to nitrate.

Figure 2. Hypothetical stream basin within the Croton watershed showing ground-water flow toward the stream 
along with potential contaminant sources associated with residential development and agriculture.
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DOES LAND-USE TYPE AFFECT BASEFLOW CHEMICAL QUALITY?

 Baseflow chemical quality differs among streams that drain basins dominated by one of four major land uses within 
the Croton watershed: 1) undeveloped forested, 2) unsewered residential, 3) sewered residential, and 4) agricultural 
(herein referred to as horse and dairy farms). Chemical quality of baseflow from the four basins with the highest 
percentage or intensity of each of these land uses is depicted in figure 3 and discussed below. 

Undeveloped Forested (Basin 36A)

Basin 36A (fig. 1) is the only 
entirely forested basin sampled 
during this study; therefore, its 
baseflow chemical quality reflects 
natural undisturbed conditions and 
provides a standard for comparison 

with other basins. The baseflow in 
this basin has the lowest average 
concentrations of all constituents 
studied--the median concentrations 
of ammonia, total phosphorus, and 
orthophosphate were below detection 
limits (fig. 3). Increases in specific 
conductance and chemical 

constituents in the other basins 
relative to those in the forested 
undeveloped basin (36A), are 
expressed as an “enrichment factor” 
representing the number of times 
by which the value for the given 
developed basin exceeds that for the 
forested undeveloped basin.

Unsewered Residential (Basin 20)

Each home in unsewered 
residential areas is served by an 
on-site septic system that ideally 
discharges wastewater to the 
unsaturated zone, where it percolates 
downward to the water table and 
becomes shallow ground water.   The 
basin with the greatest density of 
septic systems is basin 20 (fig. 1), 
which contains part of a lakeside 
community and is characterized by 
high densities of houses (1,020 
houses/mi2) and roads (25.8 mi /mi2). 
Specific conductance and the 
concentrations of all constituents 
except the phosphorus species 
(which were below detection limit) 
exceeded those found in the 
baseflow of the undeveloped forested 
basin (fig. 3). The specific 
conductance of baseflow from basin 
20 exceeds that in the undeveloped 
forested basin baseflow by a factor 
of 14. Baseflow from basin 20 also 
has higher average concentrations 
of chloride (93x), sodium (47x), 
sulfate (2x), boron (5x), nitrate (25x) 
and ammonia (greater than 4x) than 
that in the forested undeveloped 
basin. These values reflect the high 
intensity of unsewered residential 

development in basin 20.
High concentrations of chloride 
and sodium are primarily attrib-
uted to winter application of salt 
on the many roads that accom-
pany intensive residential devel-
opment, as discussed later. Less 
elevated levels of chloride and 
sodium are also characteristic of 
domestic wastewater. 

Sulfate, boron, ammonia, and 
organic nitrogen are initially present 
in septic effluent (Robertson and 
others, 1991; Harmon and others, 
1996; LeBlanc, 1984), but in 
properly working septic systems, 
most organic nitrogen and ammonia 
are oxidized to nitrate during 
transport through the unsaturated 
zone to the water table. Therefore, 
nitrate is the dominant nitrogen 
species in ground-water discharge to 
streams, although reduced nitrogen 
species can persist in ground water 
and surface water, as in basin 20 (fig. 
3; table 1), where the unsaturated 
zone is thin or of low permeability, 
or where septic systems fail. 
Fertilizers applied to lawns are a 
secondary source of nutrients that 
may vary with lawn size and 

neighborhood affluence. The high 
housing density, small lot size, and 
hillside setting within basin 20 limits 
lawn area and thus may limit 
fertilizer application. Nitrate 
concentrations can be diminished 
through 1) denitrification as ground 
water passes through organic-rich 
sediments or wetland areas prior to 
reaching a stream and 2) biologic 
(algal and plant) uptake after 
discharge to the stream. 

Phosphorus species typically found 
in septic effluent were not detected 
in baseflow samples from basin 20; 
their absence is attributed to mineral 
precipitation and strong adsorption 
onto sediments upon discharge from 
septic systems to ground water. 
These processes greatly retard 
downgradient migration relative to 
the velocity of the local ground 
water. Phosphorus species may reach 
streams where sorption sites are 
saturated; this is most likely to occur 
where septic systems have been in 
service for many years (Harmon 
and others, 1996). Phosphorus 
concentrations in ground water 
discharging to streams can be 
decreased through uptake by algae 
and plants.
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Sewered Residential Areas (Basin 31)

Horse and Dairy Farms (Basin 1)

Most horse and dairy farms are 
in the eastern part of the Croton 
watershed. Basin 1 contains the 
highest percentage of this land use 
(about 12 percent of the basin) 
sampled in this study; the remaining 
land uses in this basin are fallow 
fields, undeveloped forested, and low-
density unsewered residential. The 
housing density (50 houses/mi2) and 
road density (2.6 mi/mi2) are much 
lower than in the residential basins.

The average water quality of 
baseflow from basin 1 is consistent 
with the types and intensities of 
land use previously described. The 
low enrichment values for specific 
conductance (4x), chloride (6x), and 
sodium (3x) reflect the low number 
of roads in an agricultural area and 
the low enrichment values for sulfate 
(1.2x) and boron (1.3x) reflect the 
low housing and septic-system 
density in the area. All nutrient 
concentrations in baseflow from basin 
1 are among the highest of any of the 
basins sampled and appear to indicate 
animal-waste inputs. The enrichment 
values for ammonia (>5x), total 

ammonia and organic N (>1.5x), and 
total phosphorus (>4x) are greater 
than those for the two residential 
basins (20 and 31). The nitrate 
enrichment value (9x) is similar to 
that for the sewered residential basin 
and is well below the value for 
the unsewered residential basin. 
Orthophosphate enrichment (>2x) in 
this basin is similar in magnitude to 
the value for the sewered residential 
basin (basin 31).

Elevated concentrations of 
nutrients in baseflow from basins 
with horse and dairy farms may 
be derived from sources other than 
shallow ground-water discharge; for 
example, animal waste can enter 
streams directly where livestock are 
allowed to roam in and around the 
streams, and small, contaminated 
ponds or temporary impoundments 
can gradually drain into streams. 
Nutrients from these surface sources 
can enter streams in dissolved and 
particulate forms whereas nutrients in 
ground-water discharge presumably 
are only in dissolved form. 

Dissolved phosphorus in a stream 
can be removed through sorption 
onto sediment particles or through 

uptake by algae, thereby becoming 
particulate phosphorus (measured as 
part of total phosphorus) that is 
largely unavailable to the stream until 
scoured and suspended by higher 
flows. Dissolved phosphorus can also 
be removed from the stream through 
uptake by aquatic plants. 

Elevated concentrations of 
reduced nitrogen species (organic 
nitrogen and ammonia) in baseflow 
are indicative of a surface- or 
ground-water source that is near 
the stream; this implies short 
residence time for these nitrogen 
species at land surface or within 
a shallow ground-water environment 
prior to reaching the stream. 
Otherwise, ammonia is transformed 
(through nitrification) to nitrate, a 
stable form of nitrogen, under 
oxidizing conditions. Particulate 
organic nitrogen, like particulate 
phosphorus, may be derived directly 
from surface sources or from 
discharge of dissolved forms from 
ground water with subsequent 
uptake by algae. Dissolved nitrogen 
species may be derived from either 
ground-water discharge or surface 
sources (impoundments).

residential basin (basin 31) than in 
the undeveloped forested basin, but 
were lower (except for the phosphorus 
species) than in the unsewered 
residential basin. This basin’s 
enrichment values for specific 
conductance (9x), chloride (37x), and 
sodium (18x) are much less than those 
from the unsewered residential basin, 
largely because the sewered basin’s 
road density is lower; the general lack 
of septic system discharges could also 
contribute to lower concentrations. 
The enrichment factors for sulfate 
(1.7x) and boron (4x) are similar to 
those from the unsewered residential 
basin, whereas the enrichment factors 
for nitrate (7x) and ammonia (>2x) 
are lower, and the orthophosphate 
value (>3x) is higher. Potential 
sources of these constituents include 

leaky sanitary sewer lines, septic 
discharges from the few homes not 
connected to sanitary sewers, and 
lawn fertilizers. Leakage from sanitary 
sewer lines is a likely source because 
the main sewer line in the basin 
closely follows the stream course, 
in which case ‘breakthrough’ of 
orthophosphate from sewer line to 
stream might occur. The elevated 
boron concentration is probably 
derived from the first two sources 
because (1) it is typically not an 
ingredient of homeowner-applied 
fertilizers (although it may be present 
in professionally applied fertilizers), 
and 2) bedrock is not an important 
source, as indicated by low 
concentrations of boron in baseflow 
samples from undeveloped forested 
basins with different bedrock types.

Sewered residential areas are 
served by sanitary sewers that route 
domestic wastewater away from these 
areas to a sewage-treatment plant 
that typically treats and discharges 
the effluent to a point downstream 
of the basin. In instances where 
sewering post-dates the housing, a 
small number of houses may still be 
served by septic systems. Basin 31 
has the highest density of housing of 
the three sewered residential basins 
sampled, but the housing density 
(945 houses/mi2) and road density 
(14.1mi/mi2) are lower than in basin 
20 (unsewered) because the house lots 
are larger. 

Constituent concentrations were 
higher in baseflow from the sewered 
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Figure 3. Baseflow chemical quality from four small stream basins (identified in parenthesis) 
representing four different land uses within the Croton watershed in southeastern New York 
(locations are shown in figure 1).



AARs for the 33 basins 
ranged from 0 to 980 (tons/
mi2)/yr (table 1).
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Quantifying Road Salt 
Application

 The intensity of road-salt 
application in each sampled basin 
was quantified as an annual 
application rate (AAR), in tons per 
square mile of basin. Basin areas 
were determined from topographic 
maps, and the number of road 
miles within each basin was obtained 
from geographic information system 
(GIS) road coverages modified from 
Linsey and others (1999). 
Adjustments were made to both data 
sets after field verification. Values 
for each basin are given in table 
1. The annual average amount of 
road salt purchased, and the number 
of road miles salted were obtained 
through telephone interviews with 
town, county, and State officials. 

Annual application rates per lane of 
town roads were virtually the same 
as those for county and State roads, 
including the Taconic Parkway (fig. 
1), but the rate per lane for Interstate 
84 (fig. 1) was 3 to 4 times higher 
than for the other road types.

The road classifications, and their 
respective application rates, are 
given in the table below.

The AAR for each basin was 
calculated as the sum of the road 
salt application amounts associated 

with each road category divided 
by the basin area. Road-salt 
application amounts by road 
category are equal to total road miles 
within the basin multiplied by the 
percentage of road miles represented 
by the given road category, 
multiplied by the corresponding 
application rate listed above.

DOES THE INTENSITY OF RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT AFFECT THE CHEMICAL QUALITY 
OF BASEFLOW IN A PREDICTABLE WAY? 

   [Location of four-lane roads are shown in fig. 1.]
     Road-salt-application rate, in tons 

   Road Category     per mile of roadway per year

   Town, County, and State Roads (2 lane) 37
   Taconic Parkway (4 lane) 75
   Interstate 84 (4 lane) 298

Residential development is the 
most common form of development 
within the Croton watershed, and 
domestic wastewater is most 
commonly disposed of through 
individual septic systems. The 
intensity of the main solute-
generating activities associated with 
unsewered residential development 
(road-salt application and domestic-
wastewater disposal) was estimated 
and compared with baseflow chemical 
quality through simple statistical 
procedures. The intensity of 
unsewered residential development in 
each basin was estimated by 
calculating (1) the density of roads 
per square mile along with estimation 
of annual road-salt application per 
square mile, and (2) the density of 
housing (septic systems) per square 
mile. The responses of baseflow 

water-quality constituents to the 
intensity of road-salt application or 
domestic wastewater disposal varies 
from marked to no discernible effect; 
these responses, with emphasis on 
chloride and nitrate, are discussed in 
the following sections. 

Land-use-percentage data for each 
basin were not used to evaluate effects 
of land use on baseflow chemical 
quality because this data set is limited 
to two broadly defined housing-
density categories that preclude 
evaluation of unsewered residential 
development as a continuum. 
Furthermore, residential land-use 
percentages are derived from 
land-cover data of limited resolution 
(30-m by 30-m pixels) and have a 
lower limit of 30 percent constructed 
area per pixel for designation as 
residential land use (U. S. Geological 

Survey, 1998). The result is that 
some areas of low-density residential 
development are not recognized and 
are erroneously assigned to non-
residential land-use categories.   

Road-Salt Application

Deicing salts applied to roads 
during the winter are a primary 
source of solutes to ground water 
in the study area. Sodium chloride 
in solid form is the most commonly 
used deicing salt, but calcium- and 
magnesium-chloride salts (liquid and 
solid forms) are used in some areas. 
The liquid salts provide immediate 
deicing action upon application to 
roads and are generally applied as an 
additive on slower and longer acting 
sodium chloride and sand mixtures. 



Figure 4. Relation of the concentration of chloride in baseflow in small streams in the Croton watershed in southeastern 
New York, August 1996 through May 1997, to: A. Annual road-salt application. B. Density of two-lane roads.
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Solid forms of sodium chloride 
and calcium chloride used in the 
Northeast are 98 and 97 percent 
pure, respectively (Granato, 1996); 
thus, chloride, sodium, and calcium, 
(as well as magnesium, where 
magnesium chloride salt is used) 
are the primary solutes associated 
with road salting activities that might 
affect the chemical character of 
baseflow in streams. Chloride is 
the best indicator of road-salt 
application because it is a primary 
component of all road-deicing 
compounds and because it is 
chemically unreactive in most 
environments. The concentrations of 
chloride in baseflow of streams 
sampled in this study ranged 
widely—from 1.8 to 280 mg/L. 

Secondary sources of chloride 
include domestic-wastewater and 
water-softening-unit discharges. 
Robertson and others (1991) 

documented 24 and 38 mg/L of 
chloride in the cores of wastewater 
plumes from two septic systems. 
Water-softening units discharge 
spent brine as well as calcium and 
magnesium ions to ground water 
through septic systems or dry wells; 
annual sodium chloride (halite) 
usage of 700 to 1,000 pounds 
per unit is commonplace. These 
treatment systems are most likely 
to be used in households that draw 
their water supply from marble 
bedrock or unconsolidated 
sediments containing marble, 
although their use for removal of 
iron is apparently widespread. 

Sodium, calcium, and magnesium 
vary in their usefulness as indicators 
of road-salt application in the study 
area, but may be more useful in 
other areas. Sodium is the second-
best indicator after chloride because 
sodium chloride is used in most 

areas. High concentrations, of 
sodium, however, may be decreased 
by exchange for calcium and 
magnesium at exchange sites on 
sediments in the unsaturated-zone 
and the shallow ground-water flow 
system. Secondary sources of 
sodium are domestic-wastewater and 
water-softening system discharges. 
Calcium and magnesium are less 
reliable indicators than sodium 
because (1) their use in road salting 
within the watershed is sporadic, (2) 
weathering of marble bedrock is a 
major source locally, (3) domestic-
wastewater and water-softening-
system discharges are secondary 
sources, and (4) their concentrations 
can be decreased through cation-
exchange processes. 

Log chloride concentrations in 
baseflow are plotted as a function 
of log annual application rate (AAR) 
of road salt in figure 4A which 
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represents all 33 basins and all three 
road categories (see highlighted 
box). Log chloride concentration 
also can be plotted as a function 
of log road density mi2 of basin 
for those basins with only two-lane 
roads, as described above (fig. 4B). 
Both plots indicate strong positive 
relations that provide two ways of 
predicting chloride concentrations in 
stream baseflow.   The relation 
of log chloride to log AAR (fig. 
4A) is most useful in basins with 
more than one road category, and 
the relation of log chloride to log 
two-lane-road density (fig. 4B) is 
most useful in basins without major 
highways. This latter relation has the 
advantage that it does not require 
road-salt application-rate estimates 
(AAR), but rather, road mileage, 
which is relatively easy to determine. 

The seasonal variability in 
chloride concentrations at the 
sampled sites tends to increase with 
increasing chloride concentration; 
however, individual regression lines 
for each sampling period (not 
shown) are generally parallel and 
tightly clustered around the 
regression line for all samples. This 
indicates that the ground waters 
that sustain baseflows are a 
consistent source of chloride, unlike 
stormflows, which typically have 
the highest chloride concentrations 
during the winter and spring (Ku and 
Simmons, 1986). The consistency 
of chloride concentrations in ground 
water may be due to several factors. 
First, salts can be held at land 
surface or in the unsaturated zone, 
rather than being completely flushed 
downward to the water table during 
the spring, as evidenced by 
observations of salt crusts along 
some roads throughout the year. 
Thus, rain that infiltrates land surface 
at other times of year can dissolve 
this salt and transport it downward 
into the unsaturated zone or to the 
water table. Rises in the water table 

in response to recharge resaturates 
portions of the unsaturated zone 
and may also dissolve stored salt. 
Peak concentrations of chloride in 
ground water may be decreased 
through dispersion during transport 
and by dilution through convergence 
with water from deeper zones (with 
potentially lower chloride 
concentrations) at discharge areas.

Several other factors can 
potentially decrease or increase the 
concentrations of chloride in the 
baseflow of a given stream, and 
contribute to the scatter or bias seen 
in figures 4A and 4B. Application 
rates can be lower than predicted 
if narrow roads are salted in one 
pass rather than two, and application 
rates can be higher than predicted if 
unpaved roads are present, because 
they generally require more frequent 
salt applications than paved roads. 
Decreases in baseflow chloride 
might be expected in basins in 
which efficient stormwater routing, 
including curbed streets and storm 
sewers, transports a larger percentage 
of road salt out of a basin during 
stormflows than in basins without 
such infrastructure. Similarly, steep-
sided basins may also transport a 
larger percentage of road salt in 
stormflows than gently sloped 
basins. Chloride concentrations in 
streams that drain sewered basins 
may be lower than those in 
unsewered basins because the sewers 
route domestic wastewater (and its 
chloride content) outside the basins 
to treatment plants. However, 
baseflow concentrations of chloride 
from sewered basins 31 and 29 
show little departure from the 
regression lines, indicating little 
effect from sewering. Finally, the 
proximity of roads and housing 
to the stream might influence 
baseflow chloride concentrations; 
higher chloride concentrations might 
be expected where roads and housing 
are concentrated near the stream 

because ground-water transport 
distance and dispersion of chloride 
are minimized.

Domestic Wastewater Disposal 

Disposal of domestic wastewater 
through septic systems is an 
important source of solutes to the 
shallow ground-water system. 
Effluent plumes emanating from 
septic-system leach fields typically 
have slightly to moderately elevated 
concentrations of most major ions 
and of nitrate (Robertson and others, 
1991), as well as boron, which is 
used in detergents. Nitrate, boron, 
and sulfate are the most reliable 
indicators of domestic wastewater in 
stream baseflow; chloride, sodium, 
calcium, and magnesium are less 
reliable because they can be derived 
from multiple sources. 

The nutrients nitrogen and 
phosphorus in domestic wastewater 
are a particular water-quality 
concern because they can spur algal 
growth in streams upon discharge 
from ground water. Ammonia is 
typically the dominant nitrogen 
species in domestic wastewater, but 
upon discharge to the unsaturated 
zone from septic system leach fields, 
it is transformed to nitrate by 
microbial nitrification under aerobic 
conditions. Ammonia may persist 
in unsaturated-zone and ground-
water-plume environments where 
anaerobic conditions exist, such as 
in sediments of low permeability 
(Robertson and Blowes, 1995) or 
where the unsaturated zone is thin. 
Nitrate from wastewater plumes can 
be removed through denitrification 
(converted to nitrous oxide or 
nitrogen gases and released to the 
atmosphere) before or during 
ground-water discharge to streams 
in the presence of organic matter 
(within streambed sediments, in 
wetland areas). Nitrate was selected



 for analysis in this study because 
it is the most common nutrient 
in baseflow; concentrations at the 
sampled sites ranged from less than 
0.05 to 3.2 mg/L. Phosphorus in 
the form of orthophosphate is an 
important nutrient in domestic 
wastewater, but it is largely removed 
through sorption on aquifer 
sediments or through precipitation 
of phosphate minerals. Phosphorus 
may persist, however, in ground 
water downgradient from old septic 
systems where sorption sites have 
been filled or where waters are 
oversaturated with respect to 
phosphate minerals (Robertson and 
others, 1991). 

The intensity of domestic 
wastewater disposal was estimated 
from the housing (and thus septic 
system) density (houses/mi2) within 
each unsewered basin. Housing 
densities were estimated from 
topographic maps and then revised 
after field checks of housing location 
and basin area. Basins that were 
omitted from analysis included: (1) 
two influenced by horse and dairy 
farms (basins 1 and 35), (2) three 
fully or partially sewered residential 
basins (basins 29, 31, 44A), (3) two 
basins with wetlands downgradient 
of development and adjacent to 
the stream (basins 50A, 54A) 
(because nitrate concentrations could 
be affected by denitrification and, 
thus, may not be representative of 
housing density), and (4) five mostly 
undeveloped basins (8A, 12, 13, 19, 
39) with large wetland areas.

Linear regressions of baseflow 
nitrate concentrations as a function 
of unsewered housing density in 
21 basins for the four sampling 
periods provided differing positive 
relations that indicate seasonal 
variability in nitrate concentrations 
(fig. 5).   Nitrate concentrations at 
most sites were highest during the 
winter and progressively decreased 
through the late fall and late spring 

to their lowest point during the 
summer. A major seasonal control 
on baseflow nitrate concentration 
at any given site appears to be 
temperature, which affects (1) algal 
production and plant growth and, 
therefore, the rate of biological 
uptake within the stream, and (2) 
the rate of microbial denitrification 
within or immediately below the 
streambed. Nitrate appears to affect 
algal populations substantially, in 
that algal (diatom) growth was most 
commonly noted in streams that 
drain basins with moderate- to 
high-density housing. Similarly, the 
greatest seasonal variations in nitrate 
concentration occurred in basins with 
moderate- to high-density housing. 
Plant uptake and microbial 

denitrification are most likely to be 
important in low-gradient streams 
where there has been accumulation of 
bed material or where wetlands exist. 

Nitrate concentrations of baseflow 
are highest in the winter and lowest 
in the summer. The low summer 
nitrate concentrations however, are 
accompanied by increased algal 
biomass, such as diatom populations 
on sandy streambeds, which can be 
suspended during stormflows and 
degrade water quality by increasing 
the load of organic carbon and 
nutrients moving downstream to 
the reservoirs.   

Departures from the regression 
line for the relation of baseflow 
nitrate concentration to housing 
density in January 1997 (fig. 5) 

Figure 5. Relation of the concentration of nitrate in baseflow in small 
streams to the density of unsewered housing in the Croton watershed, 
New York.
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WHAT EFFECTS DO SEWERING AND RIPARIAN WETLANDS HAVE ON BASEFLOW 
NITRATE CONCENTRATIONS?

indicate that other physical and 
biological factors influence baseflow 
nitrate concentrations. Such factors 
might include the length of ground-
water flowpaths prior to discharge 
at the stream, basin slope, and 
aquifer permeability, all of which 
affect ground-water residence time 
and, therefore, the contact time in 
environments that favor biochemical 

transformation of nitrate. Two 
conditions that are essential for such 
transformations in the unsaturated 
zone, the shallow ground-water flow 
system, and wetlands are the 
presence of organic carbon and 
environments with little or no 
oxygen. A limiting factor for algal 
growth is the amount of sunlight 
reaching streams; thus, the degree 

of shading along streams, and the 
compass orientation and topography 
of basins together can affect algal 
productivity and nutrient uptake. 
Another factor contributing to 
departures from the relation could 
be the variable rates of lawn-
fertilizer application among basins, 
as described earlier. 

The effectiveness of sanitary 
sewers and wetlands in decreasing 
baseflow nitrate concentrations are 
important watershed-management 
issues. Sewer effectiveness is the 
ability to transport domestic 
wastewater to a treatment facility 
without significant leakage to ground 
water. Assessment of sewer 
effectiveness, however, is 
complicated by 1) incomplete 
sewering in neighborhoods 
established prior to sewer 
installation, 2) other sources of 
nitrate, such as lawn fertilizers, and 
3) loss of nitrate, particularly during 
the summer months, through 
biological activity. Wetland areas 
along streams (riparian wetlands) 
and downgradient of development 
represent an additional level of 
biological activity over and above 
that indicated in well-drained basins 
with no appreciable wetland area 
(fig. 5). Baseflow nitrate 
concentration is plotted as a function 
of unsewered housing density 
during the winter and summer in 
figures 6A and 6B, respectively; 
these plots include six additional 
basins not used in figure 5. Two of 
the basins are sewered but have no 
wetland area (31, 44A is 30 percent 
sewered), two are sewered and have 

wetland areas (3, 29), and two are 
unsewered with wetland areas (50A, 
54A). The scatter of data indicates 
that sewering and riparian wetlands 
downgradient of development 
decrease the concentrations of 
nitrate in baseflows in the receiving 
streams in nearly all cases. 
Sewering decreases baseflow 
nitrate concentration consistently 
throughout the year, whereas 
riparian wetland areas decrease 
baseflow nitrate concentrations 
most effectively during the 
summer months.

The three entirely sewered basins 
(31, 29, 3), two of which (29, 3) 
also have riparian wetland areas, plot 
below the regression line in figure 
6; baseflow nitrate concentrations 
in these streams during the winter, 
when the effects of biological 
activity in wetlands are minimal, 
range between 49 and 68 percent 
lower than the values predicted for 
unsewered basins. The effectiveness 
of sewering in decreasing baseflow 
nitrate concentration can be 
constrained only in general terms 
because: 1) there are other sources 
of nitrate to ground water other 
than leakage from sewer lines and 
2) nitrate is not always conservative 
(stable) during transport to or within 

streams. Additional nitrate sources 
include application of lawn 
fertilizers and, in residential 
developments sewered after the 
initial development, domestic 
wastewater from houses still on 
septic systems and residual leachate 
from abandoned septic systems. 
Nitrate can be removed from 
ground water through 
denitrification in the presence of 
organic matter or by uptake from 
vegetation. In surface waters, 
nitrate can be taken up by wetland 
or riparian vegetation and algae.

The only sewered basin without 
any wetland area (31) provides the 
best indication of the effectiveness 
of sewering. Sewers were installed 
after the residential development was 
established, so a small number of 
houses (<5) may still be served 
by individual septic systems and 
thereby contribute wastewater to the 
local ground-water system. Baseflow 
nitrate concentration in this basin 
is 57 percent lower than the 
concentration predicted for an 
unsewered basin with the same 
housing density. This value represents 
a minimum effectiveness, however, 
as the nitrate contributions from 
remaining septic systems and lawn 
fertilizer usage are not accounted for.



Table 2. Baseflow nitrate concentration 
departures from concentrations predicted 
by the August 1996 and January 1997 
regression equations (in fig. 5) for streams 
with riparian wetlands downgradient of 
unsewered residential development 

  Departure, in milligrams per liter
 Summer  Winter 
Basin  (August 1996) (January 1997)
54A -0.59 -0.24
50A -0.67 -0.57
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Baseflow nitrate concentrations 
from one partly sewered (30 percent) 
basin (44A) in figure 6 plots 41 
percent above the concentration 
predicted by the winter (January 
1997) regression line. The upper 
reaches of this basin contain large 
houses with large, well-maintained 
lawns; thus, widespread lawn-
fertilizer application may potentially 
contribute to the elevated 
concentration of baseflow nitrate in 
this basin.

The concentrations of nitrate in 
baseflows from two basins (54A, 
50A) with narrow riparian wetlands 
that are downgradient of unsewered 
residential development are less than 
those predicted through the 

regression equations (fig. 5). 
Baseflow nitrate concentrations 
show the greatest negative departures 
during the summer and the least 
negative departures during the winter 
(fig. 6, table 2). These 
departures are attributed 
to greater biological 
activity (denitrification, 
plant and algal uptake) 
in basins with riparian 
wetlands than in basins 
with no riparian wetland 
area. Wetlands 
upgradient of residential 
development probably 
have less effect on 
baseflow nitrate 
concentrations than 

those downgradient of development 
because these wetlands do not 
receive ground water derived from 
the developed area.
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Figure 6. Relation of the concentration of nitrate in the baseflow of small streams to the 
density of housing in basins with unsewered and sewered residential development, and the 
presence of riparian wetlands downgradient from residential development: A. Winter 1997. B. 
Summer 1996. [Basin locations are shown in fig. 1.]
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SUMMARY

Concentrations of selected 
chemical constituents in stream-
baseflow samples representing 
ground-water discharge from 33 
small basins within New York City’s 
Croton watershed were evaluated 
in relation to land use and two 
measures of the intensity of 
unsewered residential development. 
Four samples were collected at each 
site, one during each season from 
July 1996 through May 1997, and 
analyzed for major ions, boron, and 
nutrients. Estimates of ground-water 
discharge (baseflow) from two well-
drained (minor wetland area) stream 
basins in the watershed indicate that 
it constitutes at least 60 percent of 
total annual streamflow.

 Baseflow concentrations of the 
selected chemical constituents were 
elevated to differing degrees relative 
to concentrations in the undeveloped 
forested (control) basin, depending 
on the predominant land use 
(unsewered residential, sewered 
residential, or agriculture [horse and 
dairy farms]) in the given basin. 
Baseflows in the undeveloped 
forested basin had the lowest 
concentrations of all detectable 
constituents. The unsewered 
residential basin was characterized 
by the highest baseflow 
concentrations of chloride and 
sodium, predominantly from winter 
road-salting, and the highest 
baseflow concentrations of nitrate, 
sulfate, and boron, primarily from 
domestic wastewater disposal 
through septic systems. The sewered 
residential basin had elevated 
baseflow concentrations of all 
constituents (especially chloride, 
sodium, and nitrate), but to a lesser 
extent (except orthophosphate) than 
the unsewered basin; the elevated 
concentration of orthophosphate 
could be derived from leaking sewer 
lines near the stream, lawn 

fertilizers, or, less likely, housing 
that has not been connected to 
the sanitary sewers. The agricultural 
basin with the highest percentage 
(12 percent) of horse and dairy 
farms had the highest baseflow 
concentrations of ammonia, total 
ammonia plus organic nitrogen, and 
total phosphorus, and the second 
highest concentrations of the other 
nutrients. Concentrations of major 
ions and boron in baseflow from this 
basin were most similar to those of 
baseflow in the undeveloped forested 
basin, as a result of the low density 
of roads and septic systems. 

The intensity of unsewered 
residential development was 
quantified through estimation of 
annual road-salt-application rates 
(or road density) and housing 
(septic system) density for each 
basin. Linear regressions of nitrate 
concentration in baseflow and 
housing density in unsewered 
basins as well as chloride 
concentration in baseflow and 
annual road-salt application rate (or 
road density for basins with only 
two-lane roads) indicate that these 
measures of unsewered residential 
development can be used to predict 
effects on baseflow chemical 
quality. Chloride concentrations in 
baseflow show relatively stable 
positive linear relations with annual 
road-salt application rates and 
density of two-lane roads 
throughout the year. Baseflow 
nitrate concentrations show a 
different positive linear relation 
with unsewered housing density for 
each season; the highest nitrate 
concentrations were during the 
winter, and the lowest were during 
the summer. This seasonal variation 
reflects increased biological 
activity, such as algal uptake of 
nitrate within streams, or microbial 
denitrification within riparian 
wetlands or beneath the 
streambeds, during the summer. 

Nitrate concentrations in 
baseflow from sewered basins and 
from unsewered basins with riparian 
wetland between residential 
development and the stream were 
lower than those predicted by the 
relation of unsewered housing 
density to baseflow nitrate. Nitrate 
concentrations in baseflow from the 
two sewered basins were 49 and 68 
percent below the values predicted 
for unsewered basins. Summer 
nitrate concentrations in baseflow 
from two unsewered basins with 
riparian wetlands downgradient of 
residential development were about 
0.6 mg/L lower than those predicted 
by the regression equation. 

The results of this study indicate 
that local land use affects shallow 
ground water and that ground-water 
discharge is both an important 
source of streamflow and a control 
on surface-water quality.   Nitrate 
concentrations in baseflow of small 
streams that drain unsewered basins 
can be predicted from the density 
of housing (septic systems) in the 
basins. Chloride concentrations in 
baseflow of sewered or unsewered 
basins can be predicted from annual 
road-salt application estimates or 
from the density of two-lane roads 
in the basins. Nitrate concentrations 
in baseflow from a sewered basin 
indicate that sewering is at least 
57 percent effective in preventing 
nitrate from entering baseflow. 
Additional nitrate contributions 
from leaking sewer lines, lawn 
fertilizers, and remaining septic 
systems are unknown.
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