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While much of the Potomac basin
remains locked in a drought, the

Washington metropolitan area public
water supplies made it through the year
without need for water restrictions.
Releases of stored water to boost the flow
of the Potomac began in earnest in
mid-August, and continued, with gaps,
until late September. If required, water
supply releases are not expected to begin
again before next summer.

“More than 20 years of planning and
practice kept the water coming from the
tap without the need for use restrictions,”
noted Erik Hagen, deputy director for the
ICPRB Section for Cooperative Water
Supply Operations on the Potomac (CO-
OP). The CO-OP provides technical
recommendations for coordinated water
supply operations to an operations

committee comprised of the metropolitan
area water suppliers. More than 75 percent
of the water used by the major providers in
the metropolitan area–the Washington
Suburban Sanitary Commission, the Fairfax
County Water Authority, and the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers Washington Aqueduct
Division--comes from the Potomac River.

Water stored at two reservoirs–Jennings
Randolph on the Potomac’s North Branch,
and Little Seneca in Montgomery County,
Md., was used to boost the natural flow of
the Potomac for just the second year since
the reservoirs were constructed in the early
1980s. The first year was 1999.

Drought operations to assure the
availability of drinking water for the
metropolitan area went smoothly, assisted
by a regional agreement that established
triggers for reporting the situation and

ICPRB CO-OP Deputy Director Eric
Hagen lowers an electronic probe
into an observation well along the
Potomac as he explains the
process to WAMU radio
correspondent David First. The
observation wells are part of the
search for missing water in the
Potomac.
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levels at which voluntary or mandatory
water use restrictions would be enacted. In
1999, drought conditions and the release of
stored water resulted in varied levels of
concern and restriction in each jurisdiction.
In some cases, consumers living on one
side of a street faced restrictions, while
those across the street did not.

Media and public interest in the drought
was satisfied by daily updates distributed
by ICPRB CO-OP, which also lessened the
confusion experienced in 1999. More-
periodic updates were issued by the
Metropolitan Washington Council of
Governments, which organized a unified
response structure for the region’s
governments. The council also is organizing
a year-round wise water use campaign with
the assistance of the water utilities and
ICPRB.

Drought operations began later than in
1999 because of some rain relief in mid-
July, although the pattern of the 2002
drought generally followed that of 1999.  It
allowed CO-OP to release water while
providing a higher flow target between
metro-area water supply intakes north of
Washington and the tidal river at Chain
Bridge. The higher target helped insulate
drought operations from a number of
variables that challenged the system.

“Because mid-August is later in the
‘release season’ there was an ample safety
factor in reserve storage, so we were able
to shoot for a higher flow target of 200 mgd,
assuring that the 100 mgd minimum flow
recommendation was maintained” noted
Hagen.

Water released from Jennings Randolph
Reservoir, some 200 miles from metro
water supply intakes, also benefits the
environment and other water users as it
travels some nine days to reach the supply
intakes.

The need to forecast demands and river
levels nine days into the future (to efficiently
release the minimum amount of water to
meet targets) is just one of the challenges
to running the complex system.

In 2002, Little Seneca reservoir was
used regularly for the first time. The smaller
reservoir, only about a day’s travel time to
the intakes, is used to fine-tune the larger
releases from Jennings Randolph far
upstream. “We learned a lot about the
system,” Hagen said, including a refined
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understanding of the travel times from
reservoirs.

Rapidly changing flow levels were
another new challenge during this year’s
operations. Measured at the river gage at
Little Falls, the variability was
“extraordinary,” Hagen noted. “For
example, flow on July 15 dropped from 260
mgd to 130 mgd in just six hours. On July 8,
it dropped from 450 mgd to 260 mgd in
about 10 hours. Some of the variability was
from upstream hydro-power plants that use
the river to generate electricity. Their
operations can radically alter flow rates
during droughts. Some variability was from
upstream pumping by the water suppliers,
which adjusted their operations to minimize
flow changes. The upstream variability
makes hitting supply and flowby targets
efficiently a significant and ongoing
challenge,” Hagen said.

Water loss was yet another new
challenge this year (see July/August
Reporter). On some days, more than 200
million gallons of water appeared to be
“missing” between gaging stations
upstream of Washington. After confirming
that the gages were operating accurately,
CO-OP and USGS staff looked to the
region’s depleted groundwater table and
riverside trees as likely culprits. Test wells
were placed along the river to test the
theory that porous riverbed and bank areas
were allowing river water to reenter the
groundwater table to meet the demand of
the thirsty forest areas along the river. The
study is ongoing, but early data seem to
support the theory that riverside trees may
account for some water loss. Other factors
being explored include evaporation from
the river surface, and consumptive
agricultural or other uses.

Overall, releases of stored water
occurred over 38 days during the season.
Released water from Jennings Randolph
Reservoir totaled more than 5 billion
gallons, with about another 976 million
gallons released from Little Seneca
Reservoir, for a total of more than 6 billion
gallons. Total water supply storage in the
two reservoirs is about 17.2 billion gallons.
At the end of operations, Jennings
Randolph was about 62 percent full; Little
Seneca was about 75 percent full.
Combined storage was about 65 percent.
Regional agreements call for voluntary
water use reductions when the combined
reserve of the two reservoirs reaches 60
percent full. Both reservoirs are expected to
refill completely before next summer.

A wet winter will be needed to replenish
groundwater levels in the basin, which
have hit record lows in some areas due to
the multi-year drought. The depleted
groundwater levels could trigger additional
reservoir releases next year. Reservoir
releases are only needed during droughts
from summer through fall. Even without

rain, fall brings decreases in water supply
demand. At the same time, groundwater that
is normally diverted by trees helps supply
base flow to rivers as the trees’ water needs
decrease in the winter.

Despite more recent rains, other areas of
the basin continue to nervously eye their
water supplies, particularly those using
groundwater or smaller surface systems.
The ICPRB is continuing to pursue
comprehensive water supply planning from
a basin-wide perspective. “The groundwater
and surface water resources of the basin
are connected,” said ICPRB Executive
Director Joseph Hoffman. “The future of
water supply in the region in part depends
on us looking at and understanding the big
picture,” he added.

Philip W. Ogilvie, an ICPRB Commissioner
representing the District of Columbia since
1997, died on September 4 at home of
cardiac arrest. He was 70.

Ogilvie brought broad knowledge of the
District of Columbia and personal
dedication to the Potomac River to his work
on the commission. His ICPRB appointment
came at his own request to  then-mayor
Marion Barry because of his long-time
interest in the Potomac. He had just retired
as the archivist for the District of Columbia.

His more than five years in service to
ICPRB included a year as chairman in
2000-2001. His work as an ICPRB
commissioner also included work as a
member of the executive and personnel
committees and an active participant in the
commission’s strategic planning. While a
commissioner, Ogilvie worked on a number
of Potomac initiatives. He labored for the
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Happy 30th, Clean Water Act...

designation of the Potomac as an American
Heritage River as a member of the steering
committee and later as a board member of
Friends of the Potomac, the nonprofit
organization that continues to work on
Potomac American Heritage River issues.
He also was active in promoting and
developing the Potomac Heritage National
Scenic Trail. He was a member of the board
of the Potomac Conservancy, which
promotes land preservation along the river.

Never one to sit still, Ogilvie also was a
senior associate at George Washington
University’s International Institute of
Tourism Studies, which trains students in
tourism management. With the help of
students, he completed the first phase of an
internet-based guidebook on touring the

Potomac watershed.
Ogilvie was a prolific writer, and was

editor of the book , “Along the Potomac,” as
well as other publications. He was a
member of the Oldest Inhabitants of  D.C.,
and a fellow of the Washington Academy of
Sciences.

“Mr. Ogilvie was an active commissioner
who enjoyed meaningful discussion of
Potomac issues,” noted ICPRB Executive
Director Joseph Hoffman. “His contributions
to the commission and the basin will be
missed.”

At the direction of commissioners, a
resolution noting his achievements was
presented to Ogilvie’s family at a recent
memorial service, and the ICPRB Library
has been dedicated to his memory.

October 18 marked the 30th anniversary
of one of the most powerful pieces of
environmental legislation ever written. In
honor of the anniversary,  President
George Bush proclaimed the day the
beginning of the observance of the Year of
Clean Water.

“Under the Clean Water Act, the federal
government has provided more than $80
billion in wastewater assistance to the
states and localities. The important
advances since the Clean Water Act’s
passage constitute one of the major
achievements in modern American public
health,” noted President Bush’s
proclamation. The federal dollars built and
upgraded wastewater treatment facilities
throughout the country.

The effects of the Clean Water Act in the
Potomac basin included improvements to
wastewater treatment that were
responsible for the visible resurgence of
the metropolitan river beginning in the late
1970s. Described as a national disgrace
during the Johnson Administration, water
quality began to improve as the Blue Plains
regional and other area wastewater
treatment plants were upgraded. The river
saw the return of largemouth bass to the
metropolitan Potomac around 1976. Blue-
green algae blooms began to decrease,
and aquatic plants began a serious
repopulation of the river in the early 1980s.

The ICPRB also benefits from this law.
About 25 percent of the agency’s current
funding comes from grants provided under
the act. “The commission’s efforts in
continuing the revitalization of the Potomac
basin would not be possible without the
Clean Water Act,” said Joseph Hoffman,
ICPRB executive director. “Grants under the
Clean Water Act help both ICPRB and EPA
fulfill their environmental responsibilities,”

he added.
The date also marked the first National

Water Quality Monitoring Day, which was
celebrated as part of the Year of Clean
Water at locations across the country. The
Alexandria Seaport Foundation, on the
Alexandria, Va., waterfront hosted a
monitoring event to acknowledge the
contribution of more than half a million
volunteers who regularly monitor water
quality in their local rivers and streams. U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Deputy Administrator Linda Fisher
addressed the gathering, noting the
importance of the act, and that the once-
avoided metropolitan Potomac now hosts
bass tournaments. She explained that while
the nation has made tremendous progress
in tackling pollution from sewage plants
and industries, it is still faced with serious
challenges from polluted stormwater runoff.
“Rainwater washes pollution from forests,
farms, suburbs, and cities into our waterways.
Our everyday actions--where we throw our
trash, or pour our used motor oil, or how
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Attendees prepare to go monitoring on  the
Alexandria Seaport Foundation’s dory,  Potomac.



And Many Returns...

often and when we fertilize our lawns--
contribute to the problem,” Fisher said.

Students from Marymount University
joined Fisher aboard a foundation dory
boat to monitor Potomac water quality and
assess aquatic vegetation, and visit the
nearby Dyke Marsh wetlands. Virginia
Congressman Jim Moran and EPA’s Bob
Wayland, of the Office of Water and John
Meagher, Office Wetlands, also addressed
the group.

“It was a great recognition by local, state,
and federal partners of the importance of
the Clean Water Act anniversary,” noted
Alexandria Seaport Foundation Associate
Executive Director Mari Lou Livingood.
“The event also highlighted our ongoing
programs in water quality monitoring and
wetland remediation,” she said.

More information about the Clean Water
Act is available at http://www.epa.gov/water/
yearofcleanwater.

The landmark Clean Water Act
has accomplished much during its
30 years, cleaning and improving
the nation’s waters. Water pollution
control measures under the act
have changed over time, and
likely will continue to change.

The act’s major thrust in the
beginning was the authorization of
a massive state grants program to
finance the construction and
upgrading of wastewater treatment
plants. Technology-based effluent
limits were set through a
permitting system that tracked
pollution levels. A revolving loan
fund was later added to the treatment plant
effort.

As time progressed and waters cleared,
emphasis was shifted toward the control of
nonpoint source or runoff pollution from
agricultural lands and urban areas. In 1987
amendments to the act, provisions for
controlling stormwater, toxic substances,
and other concerns were added.

During the last decade, a focus on Total
Daily Maximum Load (TMDL) plans was
sharpened by lawsuits brought by
environmental and other groups. A section
of the Clean Water Act requires a  TMDL
process to determine the sources and
amounts of a pollutant or problem and to
devise plans to reduce pollution and meet
designated water quality standards. The
ICPRB is assisting the Potomac basin
states in creation of plans for several
watersheds.

While these actions continue to improve
the nation’s waters, much remains to be
done. The EPA’s 2000 water quality
inventory estimated that about 40 percent
of waters assessed by the states do not
meet water quality standards. Most of the
impacts are from nonpoint sources of
pollution.

The focus on nonpoint pollution will
continue progress, although the aging of
the many treatment plants built with the
help of the act is a growing concern. A
recent EPA report on a potential funding
gap in keeping wastewater treatment plants
functioning noted that “Clean water and

drinking water industries face a significant
challenge to sustain and advance their
achievements in protecting public health
and the environment.” The “Gap Analysis”
conducted by EPA included all 16,000
publicly owned wastewater plants in the
nation, and also assessed drinking water
infrastructure needs. Without additional
expenditures, the funding gap by 2019
could be about $271 billion dollars for
capital costs and operation and
maintenance of wastewater treatment
plants. Under a growth scenario that
assumes spending will increase by three
percent per year more than inflation results
in a much lower $31 billion gap. The report
notes that other practices and innovations
could significantly reduce the gap further.

The Water Infrastructure Network (WIN),
a coalition of local elected officials, drinking
and wastewater service providers, state
environmental and health administrators,
and other groups, agreed with the EPA
report. “The EPA report points to a water
and wastewater infrastructure funding gap
of over half a trillion dollars [including
drinking water gaps]. We face a looming
crisis as pipes and systems age and
remain in desperate need of upgrade and
repair. Municipalities now shoulder 90
percent of these costs,” said Ken Kirk,
chairman of WIN.

“They cannot continue to foot this
massive infrastructure bill alone. Without a
serious, long-term commitment from the
federal government, the massive need over

Signs such as this one at the dock at George Washington’s Mount
Vernon were once common sights along the metropolitan Potomac.




