
 
 

POLLUTED RUNOFF IN HARFORD COUNTY 

The Bush River in Harford County was a favorite crabbing spot for many and, until 

recently, one of the watersheds with the highest water quality in the region. According to the 

Maryland Department of Environment, it is now listed as an “impaired water” under the Clean 

Water Act.  In the Bush River, underwater grasses fell from just a little more than 141 acres in 

2002 to just more than 48 acres in 2012.1 Given Maryland’s Bush River restoration target of 356 

acres, this seems like cause for concern and underscores the need for a solution. The single greatest 

source of nitrogen and sediment pollution in the Bush River is not agriculture, not septic systems, 

not wastewater treatment systems. It is polluted runoff. 

Polluted runoff contaminates our local rivers and streams and threatens local 

drinking water. Water running off of roofs, driveways, lawns and parking lots picks up trash, 

motor oil, grease, excess lawn fertilizers, pesticides, dog waste and other pollutants and washes 

them into the streams and rivers flowing through our communities. For example, the Bush River, 

a favorite crabbing spot for many and historically one of the rivers with the highest water quality 

in the Chesapeake Bay watershed, is now listed as an “impaired water” under the Clean Water Act, 

due in large part to polluted runoff.  

Today, polluted runoff is the only major source of water pollution still on the rise. Using 

the 2009 baseline, urban runoff contributed 27% of the total Nitrogen in Harford County.2 Without 

a dedicated funding source like the fee, it will be a challenge for the County to address local water 

quality issues. In fact, the County has allocated no money, except for the money that would be 

collected under the local fee program, to the priority projects the County has already planned in 

next year’s budget.  

Harford County has local water bodies that are not currently meeting water quality 

standards. Maryland Department of Environment has established clean up plans for Bynum Run 

which is impaired for suspended sediments.  Bynum Run has 71 % of it’s watershed in urban land 

use making it the primary contributor to the impairment.3  Similarly, Swan Creek is impaired for 

nitrogen and phosphorus. Pollutants impairing these local streams also contribute to the Bay’s 

persistent dead zone.  Sediments from Conowingo can be a problem for underwater grasses in the 

Susquehanna flats and those impacts are under intense scrutiny as part of the re-licensing of the 

Conowingo dam. However, the impaired segments of these other local waterways are not 
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connected to Conowingo and must still be addressed if we are to improve local waters and the Bay.  

Significant contribution to pollutant loadings comes from urban polluted runoff, ruining treasured 

local waters such as Bush River and Gunpowder River.  

Cleaning up our local waterbodies has an immediate positive effect for the people of 

Harford county including reduction of swimming closures, improved fishing opportunities, 

reduced flooding and creating local jobs. The great thing is, taking care of Harford County’s local 

waterways also takes care of its obligations for the Bay. 

A COOPERATIVE EFFORT 

All the Bay watershed states are now required to reduce runoff pollution to their local rivers 

and streams and the Bay – since this pollution source is the only major one that is actually growing.  

Each state has a specific plan in place to do so, and is now undertaking actions to make this happen.  

Since implementing this plan at the local level costs money, localities all around the watershed are 

developing different means to pay these costs. Only the ten largest and most urban jurisdictions 

were required to set fees in order to address their polluted runoff problems. They have the most 

land that doesn’t allow water to filter slowly (impervious area), and they are also the only 

jurisdictions in Maryland charged with meeting very strict federal Clean Water Act permits. As 

requested by the Maryland Association of Counties, each jurisdiction got the freedom to set its 

own set of fees, according to its own polluted runoff needs.  That’s why businesses with the same 

“footprint” might have to pay a different amount in one jurisdiction or another. Maryland’s 

stormwater fees are not the costliest in the nation.  In fact, they are not even at the higher end of 

the nationwide range. 

The benefit to communities far outweigh the speculative concern that businesses will 

relocate. While businesses might wish to locate in Delaware, Pennsylvania, or Virginia instead of 

Maryland, it’s not likely a stormwater fee that will move them to do that.  And, if they do, they 

might be surprised to learn that eighteen local jurisdictions in Virginia, eight local governments in 

West Virginia, at least two municipalities in Delaware (including the largest, Wilmington), and 

several in Pennsylvania already have stormwater fee systems in place – and these numbers are 

growing. 

 


