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POLLUTED RUNOFF IN BALTIMORE COUNTY 

Baltimore County contains the headwaters for many of the streams and tributaries feeding 

into the Patapsco River, one of the major rivers of the Chesapeake Bay. These tributaries include 

Bodkin Creek, Jones Falls, Gwynns Falls, Patapsco River Lower North Branch, Liberty Reservoir 

and South Branch Patapsco. Baltimore County is also home to the Gunpowder River, Middle 

River, and the Back River. Unfortunately, all of these streams and rivers are polluted by nitrogen, 

phosphorus and sediment and are considered “impaired” by the Maryland Department of the 

Environment, meaning the water quality is too low to support the water’s intended use. One major 

contributor to that pollution and impairment 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. This pollution causes a 

multitude of problems, including toxic algae blooms, harmful bacteria, extensive dead zones, 

reduced dissolved oxygen, and unsightly trash clusters. These problems result in beach closures, 

fish consumption advisories, and in some cases complete closure of fisheries. For example, just 

this summer in July 2013, Jones Falls turned visibly milky and at least 200 dead fish surfaced in 

the Inner Harbor, due mainly to polluted runoff. Although those effects were most visible 

downstream, they originated upstream, as the entire Jones Falls watershed is contributing to the 

eutrophication of the downstream tidal waters of the Harbor. 

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

the 2009 baseline, urban runoff contributed 19% of the total Nitrogen in Baltimore County.1 The 

Baltimore County budget recognizes that “[s]tormwater runoff is the primary cause of pollution of 

the County’s urban water resources including the Chesapeake Bay.”2 The dedicated funding 

provided by Baltimore County’s stormwater management fee is much-needed to construct 

the approximately 1,759 stormwater facilities that have been approved by the County but 

not yet built. Baltimore County expects to collect about $23 million from the stormwater fees, 

and has allocated all of that revenue to important planned improvement projects that will reduce 

flooding, clean up the trash and leaf litter on the streets, beautify streams and green spaces, and 

improve water quality in local waters and the Bay.   

                                                      
1 Chesapeake Bay Model 5.3.2 
2 Baltimore County FY2014 Adopted Operating Budget Supporting Detail, page 582. 



 

Baltimore County needs these projects to restore the 176 separate local water bodies that 

are not currently meeting water quality standards. Maryland Department of Environment has 

established clean-up plans for six of these segments that are impaired for bacteria pollution, mostly 

because of high levels of impervious surfaces in the watershed. Polluted runoff also contributes 

92% of the suspended sediments in the Back River Bay Segment.3 Under the state’s pending new 

Phase 1 stormwater permit, local jurisdictions in Baltimore County will be expected to reduce or 

treat over 9200 impervious surface acres over the next 5 years.4 These responsibilities apply to 

Baltimore County alone and cannot be offset by any other sector or region of the Bay’s watershed.  

In addition to meeting permit requirements, cleaning up our local water bodies has an 

immediate positive effect for the people of Baltimore County, including reduction of swimming 

closures, improved fishing opportunities, reduced flooding and creating local jobs.  The great thing 

is, taking care of Baltimore 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.  

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. Across the United States, there are at least 1,400 local jurisdictions with stormwater 

                                                      
3 Chesapeake Bay Model 5.3.2 
4 Calculated from 20% reduction requirement in the next round of NPDES MS4 permits and Baltimore County’s 

impervious surface acreage as of 2010 of 46,016 acres.  Data were derived from the Chesapeake Bay Land Change 

Model v2_091913. 



 

utility fees in place.5 A recent survey of jurisdictions with a stormwater utility fee found that the 

top three reasons such a fee was imposed were: to comply with regulatory requirements to reduce 

polluted runoff; to increase revenue stability; and to deal with the increasing costs of addressing 

polluted runoff.6 These top three reasons are equally applicable to the Maryland jurisdictions, and 

make implementing stormwater utility fees equally important. Even so, 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. 

 

 

 

Stay Strong on Stormwater Fees! 

                                                      
5 Campbell, Warren. Western Kentucky University Stormwater Utility Survey 2013. Western Kentucky University, 6 

July 2013. Web. 19 Nov. 2013. 
6 Black & Veatch. 2012 Storm Water Utility Survey. Black & Veatch, 2013. Web. 19 Nov. 2013. 

<http://bv.com/docs/management-consulting-brochures/2012-stormwater-utility-survey>. 
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POLLUTED RUNOFF PROJECTS IN BALTIMORE COUNTY IN FY2014 
 

The funds collected from the stormwater utility fee will allow Baltimore County to undertake many 

projects needed to reduce localized flooding, improve public infrastructure, restore streams, and improve 

water quality. Using the estimated $23 million in new revenue from stormwater management fees, the 

County is able to repair badly deteriorated and inadequate storm drain systems across the County, 

complete countywide projects targeting compliance with the County’s Clean Water Act permit, implement 

a street sweeping program, complete restoration of streams and shorelines, and undertake a number of 

tree-planting projects. Some of the practices being implemented by Baltimore County in FY2014, 

including repairing and upgrading storm drains, restoring streams, stabilizing shorelines, and planting 

trees, are listed below along with their environmental and community benefits. 

IMPLEMENTING PRACTICAL AND PROVEN SOLUTIONS 

  
Before restoration, Spring Branch flowed through a concrete channel, and      After restoration, a natural meandering pattern is restored. 
obstructed fish passage.                        

 

Restoration of Spring Branch by the Baltimore County Department of Environmental Protection and Resource Management 
 

       

In-line Runoff Treatment usually involves slowing down the polluted runoff flowing through ditches or streams by 

widening the ditch, planting wetlands vegetation to filter the runoff, and/or installing retention ponds to allow 

sediment and other pollutants to settle and infiltrate the ground 

Ponds help retain and in some cases filter polluted runoff to lessen the quantity of water that is entering a stream or 

river at one time. The first inch of rainfall is most likely to be carrying pollutants washed from the streets, parking 

lots, and rooftops (impervious surfaces). These stormwater ponds and retrofits ensure that this polluted runoff is 

allowed to soak into the ground to filter pollutants before they reach streams and tidal waters.  

Photo caption here. Arial 8 pt font.  
 

Photo caption here. Arial 8 pt font.  
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Storm drains collect the fast-moving surges of storm water and carry it to receiving waters. During storm events, 

trash, debris, and polluted runoff is transported through the storm drain, often causing clogging that results in local 

flooding and the discharge of sediment and other pollutants. Storm drains can be fitted with filters to remove 

pollutants, raised in elevation to slow down the volume of polluted runoff, or cleared to reduce flooding impacts. 

Stream restoration usually involves installation of stone structures and vegetation that reduces erosion of the stream 

bed, and reconnecting the stream to the surrounding floodplain. These projects can provide a large number of 

benefits, including flood control, habitat for fish, amphibians, insects and other aquatic organisms, stabilized stream 

banks, better protection of wetlands, higher quality stream valley trail systems for recreation such as walking, 

birding, and biking, and reducing pollution flowing downstream to the Chesapeake Bay. 

Shoreline stabilization can help reduce the load of suspended sediment in the stream when done in conjunction with 

upstream runoff reduction practices. A stabilized stream bank is also much healthier for fish and invertebrates than 

a highly eroded bank. 

Street sweeping reduces the amount of suspended sediment, nitrogen from atmospheric deposition and phosphorus.  

EPA estimates of street sweeping efficiency are 30% reduction in Total Suspended Solids, 15.4 pounds of Nitrogen 

per impervious acre per year and 2 pounds of Phosphorus per impervious acre per year. 

Tree planting on re-stabilized stream banks can have a very beneficial effect on temporary nitrogen storage, long 

term phosphorus and sediment reductions as well as cooling water temperatures and attenuating flows.  Once trees 

mature, fallen limbs and trunks provide excellent fish habitat.  

 
    Mill Creek before restoration, 2004    Mill Creek after restoration, 2008 
 

Photos by Baltimore County Department of Environmental Protection & Resource Management 
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BALTIMORE COUNTY HAS A PROBLEM: POLLUTED RUNOFF FOULS THE WATER, 
CLOSES BEACHES, THREATENS HEALTH 
 

Polluted runoff is a major source of pollution to all county rivers and creeks. (For example, in the Patapsco 

River it is responsible for 23 percent of nitrogen pollution; 31 percent of phosphorus pollution, and 69 

percent of sediment pollution.) Runoff is the reason we have closed beaches and swimming advisories 

each summer. It’s the reason the Maryland Department of Environment warns all Marylanders to avoid 

contact with rivers and streams for two days after a significant storm because runoff carries dangerous 

levels of bacteria into swimming areas. Unhealthy bacteria levels were recorded at Hammerman Beach, 

Genesee Valley Outdoor Learning Center, Middle River, Bear Creek, and other recreational water this 

past summer, with some readings 18 times higher than federal safety limits.  That’s a health risk.  
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THE COUNTY IS FIXING THE PROBLEM, BUT IS WELL BEHIND SCHEDULE; RELIABLE 
FUNDS ARE NEEDED 

 

Watershed Lbs. Nitrogen 
reduced/year 

Lbs. Phosphorus 
reduced/year 

Lbs. Sediment 
reduced/year 

Equivalent 
Impervious Acres 

Treated 

Prettyboy 
Reservoir 

303 12 8,735 10 

Loch Raven 
Reservoir 

6,562 1,733 7,355,122 452 

Lower 
Gunpowder 

4,260 1,362 6,056,700 259 

Little Gunpowder 
Falls 

0 0 0 0 

Bird River 5,946 1,908 7,990,583 421 

Gunpowder River 141 41 87,671 33 

Middle River 2,706 1,534 6,133,527 708 

Liberty Reservoir 0 0 0 0 

Patapsco River 1,254 381 1,380,177 219 

Gwynns Falls 1,487 444 1,536,961 314 

Jones Falls 2,617 768 3,271,076 231 

Back River 6,789 2,951 11,734,791 1,057 

Baltimore Harbor 2,179 1,083 3,822,999 792 

TOTAL 34,255 12,222 49,378,347 4,501 
 

 

This table shows the county has done a good job reducing polluted runoff, BUT it is significantly behind 

schedule. It has not met the requirements of its federal National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 

(NPDES) permit. That permit sets the mandatory goals for the county to better manage stormwater. The 

good news: The county has reduced nitrogen pollution from stormwater by 34,255 pounds a year, as well 

as other pollutants. It has improved drainage and treatment of polluted runoff on 4,501 acres of streets, 

parking lots and other hard (impervious surfaces).  But those accomplishment are well short of NPDES 

goals. For instance, the permit required Baltimore County to improve about 5,800 acres. And the federal 

government will soon require the county to DOUBLE its efforts. Perhaps twice the funds may be needed. 

While the county has a good stormwater management program, funding is clearly insufficient to reduce 

polluted runoff, and to make the county’s rivers and creeks clean as required by the imminent 

federal requirements.  

Source: Baltimore County NPDES MS4 Annual Report 2012—Tables 9-32, 9-33. 



SOURCES OF POLLUTION IN BALTIMORE COUNTY 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Model 5.3—2011 Progress Run Edge of Stream Load Estimates 
 

 
 

Back River 

The Back River is polluted by nitrogen, phosphorus and sediment and is listed on the Maryland 

Department of the Environment’s impaired waters list, meaning it does not meet the water quality 

standards for its designated purpose. As demonstrated by the charts below, urban and suburban 

runoff is a significant source of that pollution. 
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SOURCES OF POLLUTION IN BALTIMORE COUNTY 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Model 5.3—2011 Progress Run Edge of Stream Load Estimates 

 

 
 

 

Gunpowder River 

The Gunpowder River is polluted by nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment and is listed on the 

Maryland Department of the Environment’s impaired waters list, meaning it does not meet the 

water quality standards for its designated purpose. The Gunpowder also has a total daily maximum 

load (TMDL) for a number of pollutants. As demonstrated by the charts below, urban and suburban 

runoff is a significant source of pollution to the Gunpowder. 
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Middle River 

The Middle River is polluted by nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment and is listed on the Maryland 

Department of the Environment’s impaired waters list, meaning it does not meet the water quality 

standards for its designated purpose. As demonstrated by the charts below, urban and suburban 

runoff is a significant source of that pollution.  
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Patapsco River Bay Segment 
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THE FACTS ABOUT POLLUTED RUNOFF AND STORMWATER UTILITY FEES 
 
What is polluted runoff? 

 

As water flows off of our streets, parking lots, and building rooftops, it picks up fertilizers, pesticides, oil, and 

automotive fluids, pet waste, sediment, and other pollutants. This simple process—untreated stormwater flowing 

through gutters and storm drains—pollutes our rivers and streams and threatens our drinking water. It also causes 

problems like local flooding of streets and homes, beach closures, fish advisories, and sewage system overflows.   

 
Why has urban & suburban polluted runoff emerged as a national issue?  

 

Up until about the 1980s, builders didn’t know much about the problems associated with polluted runoff. They 

just designed developments to flush the water off the property quickly. Now we realize runoff should be slowed 

down, and soaked up, where possible.  

 

In fact, in the Chesapeake Bay region, this sort of pollution is the only major pollution sector still on the rise. Air 

pollution is down, as is pollution from wastewater treatment plants and agriculture. Urban and suburban runoff is 

the last nut to crack. 

 
Why has polluted runoff become a big issue in Maryland specifically? 

 

Maryland’s cities and suburban areas contain some of the highest concentrations of impervious surfaces in the 

whole Chesapeake Bay watershed. And, not surprisingly, the state also has a huge list of waterways that are 

officially considered polluted. In fact, the “impaired waters” list includes waterways in every county in the state. 

Damage from this pollution to the Chesapeake Bay is also dramatic, because Maryland’s concentrated areas of 

urban and suburban development are close in proximity to the Bay compared to urbanized areas in most of 

Pennsylvania and Virginia.  

 

The Chesapeake Clean Water Blueprint requires each of the Bay states to reduce pollution or be subject to 

consequences for failure. But polluted runoff has ramifications far beyond the health of the Bay. This pollution 

damages local rivers and streams, is often responsible for expensive flooding, and, especially after a significant 

rainfall, can put human health at risk.  

 
What is the Stormwater Utility Fee? 

 

In 2012, the Maryland General Assembly passed House Bill 987, the Watershed Protection and Restoration 

Program. This legislation required the 10 largest and most urban jurisdictions to set fees to address their polluted 

runoff problems.  These 10 urban areas 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. At the request of the Maryland Association of Counties, the law allowed localities to set a fee at 

whatever level they wished, based on their needs. 
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Where did this fee come from? I knew nothing about it. 

 

HB 987 was debated in the Maryland General Assembly in 2012. The media reported the debate. Also, nearly 

identical bills were debated in previous sessions of the legislature and reported by the media. Some counties and 

municipalities have been holding similar debates for several years as they tried to find a way to finance the 

upgrade of their neglected and outdated stormwater systems. 

 

Some counties and municipalities have had similar fees in place for decades. For example, Prince George’s 

County has assessed a tax for polluted runoff since 1986. Bowie has charged commercial properties a fee to 

address polluted runoff since 1988. A number of other areas implemented similar fees in the 1990s and 2000s. 

 
If we already pay taxes, why does the government need to charge additional fees to restore the Bay? 

 

With all the challenges they face, state and local governments have generally chosen to do the minimum required 

to reduce polluted runoff. HB 987 gave a nudge to local governments to act, but left it up to them to determine the 

size of their local fee. With an adequate fee, the local government can implement practical, proven solutions that 

were previously too expensive, or that could have only been done if money was taken from other important social 

services. The fee also provides important leverage for financing projects with bonds or state revolving loans. 

Regardless of financing option, local creeks and rivers will get cleaner only to the degree local officials fund 

needed work. Little or no new funding will continue to mean dirty, unhealthy local waters. 

 
Why do we need a new fee? We already pay the Bay Restoration Fee (“flush tax”). 

 

The Bay Restoration Fund or “flush tax” money goes to upgrading sewage plants. The money is being well spent. 

Most major plants in the state have been upgraded or are being upgraded, reducing nitrogen pollution into local 

waters by more than six million pounds a year. The flush tax was doubled in 2012 to finish the job of upgrading 

sewage plants. The stormwater fee goes to upgrade the stormwater system—the ponds, pipes, gutters, and 

other structures that are supposed to channel and treat polluted runoff before it reaches creeks. That spending will 

provide substantial, additional pollution reductions in each community. 

 
Why aren’t other local governments beside mine included in those that must charge a fee? 

 

The problem is most severe in the 10 jurisdictions that were mandated to charge some level of fee, due to the 

large amount of impervious surface in those areas. And those are the only local jurisdictions already required by 

detailed Clean Water Act permits to deal with this problem. Many other counties in Maryland that are more rural 

don't discharge as much polluted runoff into local creeks and rivers. 

 
Am I being charged the same amount as other property owners with more pavement or hard surfaces? 

 

Each of the 10 local governments was given complete freedom to decide not only the size of the fee, but how it 

was collected. Some opted to charge property owners with more “impervious surfaces” higher fees. Other 

jurisdictions opted for a “flat fee.” The ten jurisdictions took different approaches.  

 

Contact your local government for more detailed information, or visit the following website: 

http://www.mde.state.md.us/programs/Marylander/Pages/StormwaterFeeFAQ.aspx 

http://www.mde.state.md.us/programs/Marylander/Pages/StormwaterFeeFAQ.aspx
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What about the assertion that these fees are a tax on rain (or a “rain tax”)?  

 

That moniker is catchy but blatantly false. It is designed to mislead and confuse. The truth is that we are talking 

about a fee to reduce pollution from water that washes off hard surfaces and empties into local waterways. Runoff 

pollution is real—it is responsible for no-swimming advisories and beach closures in local waters, fish 

consumption advisories, and dead zones in the Bay that can’t support aquatic life. It also causes localized flooding 

and property damage. And in many areas, it is the largest source of pollution.  

 

The bottom line is that this work must be done. There are federal and state requirements to reduce runoff pollution 

from urban and suburban areas. A fee on impervious surface is the best model to do this because the fee is 

connected to the cause of the pollution. If counties don’t implement stormwater fees, they will need to raise the 

revenue by other means, such as property taxes or income taxes. 

 
What about the complaint that these fees represent a top-down mandate? 

 

It is true that the General Assembly required the fee. But the General Assembly also gave the counties the 

flexibility to design a fee structure that meets our unique needs. This is not a “one size fits all” policy. Counties 

have the leeway to develop local policies to address their local runoff pollution problems.  

 

Are the fees used locally? 

 

Yes! The fees are collected by the county or city, and used only in the county or city that collects them, to fix 

polluted runoff problems. The money will never go into a state fund, and there is accountability and transparency.  

The fee are used for simple, proven solutions that work by slowing down and absorbing much of the polluted 

runoff. These solutions include planting trees, planting vegetation around streams, restoring stream beds, and 

using rain barrels and rain gardens. These local projects not only reduce pollution and improve water quality, but 

also make our communities more beautiful, reduce flooding, and create jobs. Scientific monitoring will verify that 

the projects are effective and efficient 

 
Why are all the fees different? 

 

Each county and city is unique, and so are their water quality problems. The Maryland Association of Counties, a 

non-profit association representing the needs of local government to the Maryland General Assembly, requested 

that the state law provide flexibility that allowed each jurisdiction to address these differences. Each county or 

city therefore can set its own fee. The approach taken by each county has varied, but the approach that provides 

the greatest benefit to local communities is setting a fee that reflects the jurisdiction’s estimated cost of 

compliance with Clean Water Act permits and cost of restoring local streams and rivers. Despite the amount of 

work needed to restore Maryland’s rivers and streams, Maryland’s polluted runoff fees are lower than those in 

quite a few other states.  

 
Does Chesapeake Bay Foundation receive funding from the “rain tax?” 

 

Absolutely not. Neither do we receive a penny of funding from the Bay Restoration Fund, or “flush fee.” These 

are government initiatives. We are a non-profit, private agency. 

 



      

 
 

Founded in 1967, the Chesapeake Bay Foundation is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) conservation organization dedicated to saving a national 
treasure—the Chesapeake Bay and its rivers and streams. Its motto, Save the Bay, defines the organization's mission and commitment. With 
headquarters in Annapolis, MD, offices in Maryland, Virginia, Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia, and 17 field centers, CBF works 
throughout the Chesapeake Bay’s 64,000-square-mile watershed to build an informed citizenry, advocate pollution-reduction strategy, and 
enforce the law. CBF is supported by more than 200,000 active members and has a staff of 170 full-time employees. Approximately 80 
percent of CBF's $23.6 million annual budget is privately raised. 

 
CHESAPEAKE BAY FOUNDATION • Philip Merrill Environmental Center • 6 Herndon Avenue • Annapolis, MD 21403 

410/268-8816 • 301/261-2350 (from D.C. metro) • cbf.org 

Can I have my fee reduced? I've heard some of the 10 jurisdictions are offering discounts. 

 

HB987 required all the 10 local governments affected to offer some type of credits or discounts if a property 

owner takes steps to reduce polluted runoff from his land. Contact your local government for more information, or 

visit: http://www.mde.state.md.us/programs/Marylander/Pages/StormwaterFeeFAQ.aspx 

 
Don’t we have bigger pollution problems to worry about? Isn't the water pollution that causes closed 
beaches and unsafe swim areas caused mostly by sewage spills, not polluted runoff? 

 

Polluted runoff from city and suburban landscapes is the only major type of water pollution that is 

increasing in the region. Pollution from farms, sewage plants, and other sources is decreasing. Thanks to the 

“flush fee,” for example, we’ve dramatically reduced nitrogen pollution from sewage plants. A handful of sewer 

systems in the state are so old it will take many years more to stop recurring spills and overflows. Spills from 

those systems can play a major role in beach closings. But Sally Hornor, a microbiologist with Anne Arundel 

Community College who has tested county water for years, says bacteria from polluted runoff is the culprit in 

unsafe swim areas far more often. Sewage spills are occasional. Polluted runoff occurs after every storm 

generating about one-half inch of rain or more. 

 
Do the fees hurt Maryland’s business competitiveness? 

 

Forward-thinking community leaders believe the benefit to communities from addressing polluted runoff far 

outweigh the speculative concern that businesses will relocate. And if businesses consider relocating to Delaware, 

Pennsylvania, or Virginia instead of Maryland, they might be surprised to learn that 18 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. Nation-wide, more than 1,400 jurisdictions—including large cities like Houston and Tampa—have 

similar policies in place—and they are working. 

 
### 

 

http://www.mde.state.md.us/programs/Marylander/Pages/StormwaterFeeFAQ.aspx
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