ICPRB AND THE POTOMAC IN 2003
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THE IMPORTANCE OF GROUNDWATER ICPRB'S HABITAT CONDITION ASSESSMENT
Thanks to congressional funding, ICPRB began a cooperative The ICPRB is part of a large network of government agencies and universities that collect and
project with the U.S. Geological Survey in 2003 to gain assess many aspects of the basin's water quality. These data are collected for different
knowledge about a precious but poorly understood resource - purposes with different methods. The wide range of studies conducted in the basin jurisdictions
the basin's groundwater resources. Recent droughts have often are not directly comparable because of these differences, but if evaluated appropriately, can reveal
highlighted the important linkage between ground- and surface-water, important trends about water quality and issues for the basin as a whole.
both sources of drinking water for the region. The planned long-term
study will assess groundwater availability in the basin, with For several years, ICPRB has been constructing an assessment method that merges the wealth of monitoring
emphasis on areas where groundwater levels are decreasing or data collected by the states to evaluate aquatic habitat quality and biological health consistently
threatened from other activities. The relationship between across the entire basin. Goals for the Potomac focus on actions needed to restore habitats for
groundwater levels and stream flows has important implications healthy plant and animal communities that enrich resident's quality of life aesthetically and
for efficient management of both resources, particularly during economically. To assess the basin's many different habitats from streams to estuaries (tidal waters),
droughts. the study was divided into nontidal and tidal areas and further divided into ecoregions

(zones with distinct ecological qualities) for the nontidal areas and salinity zones in the tidal.
In 2003, ICPRB and USGS enhanced a number of monitoring This ongoing assessment of the basin's waters provides a baseline for the river's current status,
wells with real-time monitoring equipment that will allow intensive and can help identify water quality trends. The project provides another tool to help water quality
analysis of groundwater and make well data readily available to managers determine the effects of management decisions and how they can be further improved.

the public. Initial assessment work by ICPRB is focusing on the
interstate Monocacy watershed, which uses both ground - and

surface-water to meet growing demands. P Non-tidal River and Stream
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Estuary Habitat Conditions

The ICPRB evaluated 1993-2002 tidal monitoring data with water quality criteria that
the basin's jurisdictions are considering adopting. The criteria are designed to ensure
sufficient water clarity in near shore waters for underwater grasses, sufficient dissolved
oxygen (DO) in deep waters for benthic macroinvertebrates and other bottom dwellers,
and no ecologically damaging algal (phytoplankton) blooms in open waters. Water
quality differences related to river flow presently make the Potomac more likely to
attain the criteria in drier years. Attainment of individual criteria does not necessarily
result in high biological community scores. The Potomac's biological communities
often are stressed by several factors, including nutrient enrichment, toxicity, turbidity,
disease, habitat loss, or a dwindling food supply. High biological scores will require
meeting all of the water quality criteria, as well as ecosystem-based fishery
management and land-use protections.
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Underwater grasses were once prevalent in shallow areas of the tidal Potomac, but, by the
1960s had largely disappeared. Underwater grasses resurged in the tidal river near D.C.,
and spread downstream in the mid-1980s, but recovery has stalled in the last decade. The
Potomac has not yet met its restoration goal, which was derived from historic acreages.
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dissolved oxygen criteria attainment

Benthic macroinvertebrate scores reflect the lack of dissolved oxygen levels in deep
waters of the lower Potomac estuary. Some marginal scores in the upper and middle
estuary suggest other stressors may also be impacting these bottom dwellers.
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Algae are the base of the estuary food web, but blooms spurred by excess nutrients are
damaging. The risk of algal blooms is greatest when excess nutrients combine with poor
water clarity. Algae (phytoplankton) community scores reflect the impact of the upper and
middle estuary's degraded water quality.



