
KILLING THE CHESAPEAKE

Dammed if you dredge, dammed if
you don't: Conowingo's toxic muck
a vexing problem for bay
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Chesapeake Bay.

Julia Rentsch, Salisbury Daily Times
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This USA Today Network special report explores solutions to deep threats that �ow

through New York, Pennsylvania and Maryland as the Susquehanna River feeds the

Chesapeake Bay — with life and death.

hen Tropical Storm Agnes crawled up the East Coast in the summer of

1972, it smashed nearly every record for what a storm could do to the

Chesapeake Bay.

It was June, and Agnes had stalled over a huge swath of the bay's watershed from

central Virginia to south-central Pennsylvania. The storm then clashed against a

vigorous southbound weather system that had been dumping rain on western New

York.

The combined deluge funneled water directly into the bay's tributaries.

Roads, bridges and telephone lines; electrical service and hastily built sandbag levees;

entire homes — they all fell to Agnes. It was the worst �ooding of the Chesapeake region

in modern times.

The chocolate-brown Susquehanna River bubbled with debris and spewed into the

upper Chesapeake.

Buoys �oated in, marked with New York placards. Thick tree trunks ripped up

underwater grasses and threatened boaters’ hulls for weeks. So much raw sewage

gushed in that parts of the bay were closed to sports and shell�sh harvesting. 

Records attribute 122 deaths to the storm, along with $2 billion in damages (equal to

about $12 billion today).

And then there was the mud.

Sediment plumed out of the Susquehanna and traveled at least 100 miles down the bay

— half the estuary’s total length. In 10 days, the river discharged more sediment than it
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For the northern bay’s oysters, the onslaught of fresh water and sediment was a death

sentence. Mobile creatures such as blue crabs could generally scuttle away, but the

storm wiped out any bay plant or creature stuck in place.

MORE: Maryland to begin sediment dredging and reuse project behind Conowingo

Dam

Ten miles north of where the Susquehanna meets the bay, all 53 �oodgates stood open

on the Conowingo Dam.

Nearly a mile long and about 100 feet high, the dam is the largest and southernmost of

the Susquehanna’s hydroelectric dams. Held in place at the time by only its own gravity,

the behemoth barely withstood Agnes’ onslaught.

Had it failed, towns downriver would have been destroyed by a wall of water, debris and

millions of tons of sand and clay held back since the dam was built in 1928.

The immediate risk, Port Deposit, Maryland, was evacuated.

Tropical Storm Agnes, which started as
a hurricane, flooded York 1972

Look back at how Tropical Storm Agnes hit York County.
The storm might be the worst natural disaster ever to hit
the Pa. county.

View | 48 Photos
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A week earlier, 14-year-old Rob Newberry and his family had likely heard about the

monster storm working its way up the coast from Cuba.

Newberry spent the storm at Kennersley Point Marina, near the top of the bay. He

remembers marveling at the 200 or 300 boats that came all the way up the Chester

River to tie o� out of the wind.

A�er Agnes, the water looked “like a war zone,” Newberry said.

“Just total devastation," he said. "Boats everywhere, trees everywhere, �ooding damage,

debris, garbage, trash, and then a�er about four or �ve days, just loads of dead �sh. The

odor, the stink — it was bad. It was really bad.”

SUBMITTED

Show caption

This image shows the town of Conowingo, in western Cecil County, Md., before the
Conowingo Dam was built on the Susquehanna River. The town was...

Conowingo: The last dam before the Chesapeake Bay no longer acts
as a pollution gate (3:02)
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Newberry spent his summers sailing the bay with his family. The trips started at the

North East River Yacht Club, where they launched their vessel in June and headed

south.

The Newberrys would �rst pass by the mouth of the calm, yet mighty, Susquehanna

River, then would sail on, past the Patapsco, the Magothy, the Severn and the Rhode.

When summer began to fade, the trip home took the family back up the bay's Eastern

side.

“That was our summer,” said Newberry, now a 61-year-old captain. “I had a little

boat and always went ahead of my dad and the big boat. I was conceived, born and

raised on the Chesapeake, as my dad always said.”

Controversy rages over what, if anything, can be done about the polluted sediment behind the
Conowingo, the last Susquehanna River dam before the bay.

KAISHA YOUNG, SALISBURY DAILY TIMES
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For more than 30 years, Newberry commercially harvested shell�sh and �n�sh on the

bay, and today he is founder and chairman of the Delmarva Fisheries Association, which

advocates politically for the local seafood industry.

Over the years, the bay has experienced numerous severe storms, though nothing has

topped Agnes.

Long a�er the weather cleared, the storm — and anything that might have aided its

destruction — stayed on Newberry’s mind. All these years later, Newberry remains

angry and worried about the 92-year-old Conowingo Dam.

Strong storms o�en force dam operators to open the �oodgates, allowing a plume of

sediment and pollution to �ow downriver. The dam is the �nal structure on the

Susquehanna River, the last stand between the 27,500 square miles that make up the

KAISHA YOUNG, SALISBURY DAILY TIMES

Rob Newberry, founder and chairman of the Delmarva Fisheries Association, believes the
sediment in the Conowingo Dam Basin should be dredged.
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“The Conowingo has been a thorn in my side since I was a kid,” he said. “Every time

those gates would open, the �ooding, the debris, the garbage — just time, and time, and

time again."

A reluctant gatekeeper

Newberry views the dam’s open �oodgates like a gatekeeper neglecting his post.

Research from the last decade, during which time the Conowingo Reservoir has mostly

been at its maximum capacity for sediment storage, indicates that 20% to 30% of the

pollution a major storm sends through the dam comes directly out of the Conowingo

Reservoir, while the rest comes from upstream.

The reservoir added an estimated 13.5 million tons of sediment to the load Agnes

blanketed over the bay, the United States Geological Survey determined in 2015. Since

Agnes, the reservoir has grown more susceptible to storm-related scour, and it now

shows signs of letting pollution move on to the bay even outside of major storms.

Advertisement
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Of course, trapping pollution was never the dam's intended role.

The hydroelectric dam is operated by the Exelon Corp., a Fortune 100 energy company

that generates, sells, transmits and delivers energy across North America. The company

employs about 33,400 people nationwide and, through six utility companies, provides

power to about 10 million customers in Maryland, Delaware, D.C., Pennsylvania, New

Jersey and Illinois.

According to Exelon, the Conowingo is not to blame for the pollution that originates

throughout the Susquehanna River Basin and that the Conowingo itself is not a

pollution producer. Conowingo Reservoir as a recreation site is beloved by multiple

generations of locals, and the company cares about the environment, said a company

spokesperson.

"I truly believe that there's a big portion of the local community that loves the dam,

loves what Exelon does," said Dusty McKeown, plant manager at the Conowingo Dam.

IMAGE COURTESY OF EXELON

Show caption

The Conowingo Dam's powerhouse contains seven generator units, while four more are
outdoors. Most of the indoor units generate 64,500 horsepower, according to Exelon. The...
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But while some argue the Conowingo is a red herring, unfairly blamed for troubles that

originate upstream, others say it's a threat to the Chesapeake akin to an 800-pound

gorilla in the room that is being politely ignored.

Years of study have determined the reservoir's releases are neither: they are not the

Chesapeake Bay’s biggest environmental problem, nor a non-issue. However, that

conclusion carries an asterisk, for there is still a lot scientists don't know.

Robert Hirsch, a research hydrologist emeritus with the USGS, has been studying the

details of what goes on behind the Conowingo Dam since 2012. He says there are

threats to the bay that take precedence over the dam's e�ect, such as climate change

and intensifying agricultural practices, but that the reservoir's releases still rank high on

the threat list.

“I think it's certainly one of several top issues that need to be looked at, because (the

Conowingo) is the controller of so much of the water and so much of the sediment that's

coming into the bay,” Hirsch said. "The Susquehanna is so large, it has to make a

WILLIAM KAHN, YORK DAILY RECORD

The buildup of sediment in the reservoir behind the Conowingo Dam, shown here, looking
south, on the Susquehanna River is one example of a much larger environmental problem.
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Despite his credentials, Hirsch maintains that even he is not quali�ed to say how

signi�cant the Conowingo's impact is. The issue is just that complicated — and under-

studied, he said.

What we do know: A polluted river means a polluted bay, and an accurate assessment of

the Conowingo's impact is a critical component of a solution.

Deadly 'burps': A focus on phosphorus

Only three years a�er Agnes, Tropical Storm Eloise again produced widespread

�ooding. Rainfall totals hit over 14 inches in Westminster, Md., according to the

National Weather Service.

During the decade of 1966-1976, in all, the Susquehanna River discharged about 50

million metric tons of suspended sediment to the northern Chesapeake Bay. About 40

million of those tons — 80% — were associated with Agnes and Eloise, according to a

1978 analysis in the journal Estuaries.

Sediment is a necessary component of a functioning river ecosystem, but for almost a

century, a portion of the Susquehanna’s suspended sediment and other substances

from the greater watershed have been routinely trapped behind the three dams on the

lower river.
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Farthest north is the 89-year-old Safe Harbor Dam, followed by the 115-year-old

Holtwood Dam. Safe Harbor and Holtwood are smaller than Conowingo — about 75 feet

and 55 feet high, respectively.

In all, the USGS estimates that between 1929 and 2012, about 470 million tons of

sediment were transported downriver into the three-reservoir system. About 60% of the

sediment was trapped, while about 190 million tons made its way into the Chesapeake

Bay.

The reservoirs behind the smaller dams �lled up with sediment more quickly than the

Conowingo, though “�ll up” is an imperfect term.

The condition is known as “dynamic equilibrium” or “steady state" when the amount of

NASA

Plumes of sediment turned the water brown in both the Chesapeake and Delaware bays
after Tropical Storm Lee in 2011.
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The Conowingo Reservoir outlasted its northern neighbors by about 50 years, reaching

dynamic equilibrium in the mid-2010s, approximately 2016.
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The amount of sediment Conowingo Reservoir holds at dynamic equilibrium could �ll

about 265,000 rail cars, the USGS estimates. Lined up, those cars would make a train

4,000 miles long (about the distance as the crow �ies from the dam to Anchorage,

Alaska).

The hydropower dams have received praise for their accidental auxiliary function as

pollution trappers, particularly for their trapping of phosphorus. It's a nutrient plants

need to grow and is found naturally, but it has become much more abundant in

waterways in modern times due to runo� that contains fertilizers and wastewater. 

While lighter sediments and dissolved nitrogen pass easily through the dam's turbines,

much of the phosphorus normally gets trapped behind the dam because it naturally

binds to heavy sediment particles and sinks.

But when waters rise during a storm and the �oodgates open, the sheer force of the fast-

moving water dislodges some of the reservoir’s impacted contents in a concentrated

plume. These giant, if rare, “burps” send phosphorus-laden sediment �ying out into the

bay.

As the reservoir has reached dynamic equilibrium, these “burps” are more frequent,

now put in motion by increasingly smaller storms.

Additionally, there is some evidence that processes are at work inside the reservoir that

are putting pollution in motion even outside storm events.

From 2006-2017, �uxes of orthophosphorus — a type of dissolved phosphorus that is

easily used by plants to support growth — out of the Susquehanna have increased by

over 50% in the months of September through December, according to the USGS'

JANE THOMAS, UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND

Sediment-laden plumes converge around the Chesaspeake Bay Bridge in Maryland
following huge rainstorms in 2006.
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In 2019, a study by the University of Maryland found the bay is far more able to bounce

back from periodic, intense loads of sediment and nutrients than conventionally

thought. However, this study did not consider dissolved phosphorus, which might

change everything, Hirsch said.

The reservoir's interior has "kind of been treated as a black box, with almost no

investigation going on within it," Hirsch said.

A damaged bay

From the days of heavy fertilizer use just a�er World War II to the regular dumping of

raw sewage into bay waters in the 1970s, water quality in the Chesapeake Bay took a

turn for the worse midway through the 20th century.

In 1976, Congress agreed to spend $27 million on a �ve-year study on what might be

ailing the bay and how to �x it.

The study, which they named the Chesapeake Bay Program — now an entire o�ce at the

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency — provided early evidence of a problem now

almost synonymous with the bay: nutrients, though necessary for life, are poisoning the

bay in overabundance.
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The bay's health has tentatively improved since monitoring began, but the University of

Maryland still gives it a "C-" grade overall.

Though sediment poses a risk to bay wildlife by clouding the water, high concentrations

of nutrients — chie�y nitrogen and phosphorus — are more disruptive because they can

cause life to quickly bloom and die in the bay, according to the Lower Susquehanna

River Watershed Assessment, a study that came out in 2015. The relatively sudden algal

boom-and-bust robs oxygen from the water, creating zones where little can grow.

With little or no oxygen, �sh, crabs, oysters, and other aquatic animals "literally

su�ocate," according to the Chesapeake Bay Foundation. Because warm water naturally

holds less oxygen, the bay's no-oxygen "dead zones" appear annually in the summer.

The average size of the bay's summer dead zone is 1.7 cubic miles, according to the

Chesapeake Bay Program. Though small relative to the size of the bay, a dead zone can

cause economic impacts to the commercial �shing industry and tourism, as well as

impede cultural traditions, recreation and subsistence harvests, according to the state

of Maryland.

When nutrients fuel the growth of dense algal blooms, they block sunlight from

reaching underwater grasses. The grasses are critical resources of food for waterfowl

and shelter for blue crabs and juvenile �sh.

DAVID HARP, BAY JOURNAL NEWS SERVICE

The buildup of sediment behind the Conowingo Dam on the Susquehanna River is one
example of a vastly larger environmental problem.
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Before the build-up of the modern landscape led to the clearing of millions of acres of

land, most nitrogen and phosphorus was absorbed by natural forest and wetland

vegetation, according to the EPA. But the activities of over 13.6 million people in the

watershed have overwhelmed the bay with excess nutrients.

Nutrient pollution comes from a variety of sources, which are categorized as “point” and

“nonpoint” — while the former can be “pinpointed,” such as a sewage treatment plant or

an industrial facility, the latter refers to the net impact of many small-scale sources,

such as fertilizer application and eroding streambanks.

A�er years of failing to reduce nutrient pollution in the watershed through good-

neighbor programs, e�orts to clean the bay became less voluntary with the introduction

of the Total Maximum Daily Load in 2010.

The EPA's TMDL, or the maximum pollution that can enter the bay and still maintain

BALTIMORE SUN IMAGE

Scientists and environmental activists are concerned that silt and nutrient pollution
attached to the sediment buildup at the Conowingo Dam, pictured, could undermine efforts
to restore the Chesapeake Bay.
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Since the TMDL began, the states have made progress on their Watershed

Implementation Plans, or WIPs, chie�y through cleanups of point sources. Upgrades to

sewage treatment plants in Maryland and Virginia have already helped those states

achieve their 2025 goals, according to the Chesapeake Bay Foundation.

But Pennsylvania lags, the CBF reports. Despite wastewater upgrades that cut nitrogen

and phosphorus pollution, the gains are not enough to make up for the state’s pollution

in other sectors.

MORE: These Mid-Atlantic states are suing the EPA over Chesapeake Bay pollution

Nutrient pollution from agriculture — in the form of erosion, manure and fertilizers —

YORK DAILY RECORD

A view of the Conowingo Dam with floodgates open in Darlington, Maryland on Thursday,
July 26, 2018.
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Having a plan, even one that lays out only about 70% of Pennsylvania’s path to meeting

the TMDL goal, could be considered a good start. However, less than half of

Pennsylvania's existing plan is funded; Pennsylvania says it must locate an estimated

$257 million to complete its WIPs.

As of 2018, the states were collectively poised to achieve only 39 percent of the nitrogen

reductions and 77 percent of the phosphorus reductions necessary to attain the TMDL

goal, according to the Chesapeake Bay Program.

The TMDL is not designed to yield a pristine bay, but instead to make 100% of its

habitat suitable for aquatic life. Given the shortcomings, the bay will likely still have

inhospitable areas in 2025.

In addition, the original WIP plans were calculated based on a false assumption about

the Conowingo Dam. In 2010, the TMDL documents used research that existed at the

time to assume that the dam would continue trapping sediment and nutrients until

2025-2040.

Now we know the dam is at dynamic equilibrium, the WIPs therefore must be

augmented with a special Conowingo-speci�c plan. 
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The Conowingo WIP seeks to o�set the additional 6 million pounds of nitrogen and a

quarter of a million pounds of phosphorus that the Chesapeake Bay Program and

partners determined would make up the di�erence. A funding strategy developed by the

Chesapeake Bay Trust will incorporate funds from public, nonpro�t and private sources.

Collectively, it will cost Delaware, Maryland, New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, West

Virginia and Washington, D.C. between $1.5 billion and $3.5 billion to implement the

original TMDL, according to the LSRWA. The Conowingo WIP adds an estimated $53

million a year to that price tag.

Attempting to calculate the cost of doing nothing about the pollution is touch-and-go,

though in 2016 one study estimated total economic bene�ts of the TMDL could be

nearly $22.5 billion per year in 2013 dollars ($25 billion per year in 2020).

Beth McGee, one of the authors of that study, is a senior scientist at the Chesapeake Bay

Foundation. A big proponent of the WIPs, McGee said the design of the Conowingo WIP

relies on creative fundraising to give it the best chance for success.

"They parsed out those additional reductions and said we’re going to separate them

because the states — especially Pennsylvania, but all of them — were saying, 'We

already have to do a lot. ... We just don’t have the bandwidth.' So why don’t we

collectively address it?" McGee said.

There is also a possibility that climate change will cause even the most carefully laid

plans to fail.

YORK DAILY RECORD

At least 18 gates were expected to be opened at Conowingo Dam in Darlington, Maryland
on Thursday, July 26, 2018.

Advertisement
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Solutions along the way

Scientists at the USGS began studying the dam’s approach to dynamic equilibrium

around 1980, when the dam was about 50 years old. In each subsequent report, the

approximate date of equilibrium was always listed as 10 to 15 years in the future. There

was always time until, suddenly, there wasn’t.

When Rob Newberry watches debris pour through the Conowingo's heavy gates,

wondering how much longer a person could make a viable living �shing on the bay if

pollution of this level is permitted to continue, it can feel like watching the destruction

of his culture happen in real time. 

To Newberry, the �rst step is to dredge out the impacted sediment and pollution. He

even has a theory that the stu� could be sent north via the nearby railway to be dumped

in the Centralia mine �re.

"It's their material, right? It's migrated o� their property? Let's give it back to

(Pennsylvania)," he said with a smile.
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Prevailing theories take a di�erent tack.

Newberry's Delmarva Fisheries Association sometimes works alongside the Clean

Chesapeake Coalition, a group formed in 2012 to bring attention to the issues with the

Conowingo Dam and to argue for recognition of the dam as the No. 1 bay cleanup issue.

By 2013, the CCC counted government o�cials from 10 counties among its members,

though today only the counties Caroline, Cecil, Dorchester, Kent and Queen Anne's

remain a�liated.

Charles D. “Chip” MacLeod, general counsel for the CCC and member of law �rm Funk

and Bolton, said that while all of the member counties want to save the bay, they believe

the bay's largest pollution sources should be addressed before more local dollars are

spent towards mitigating pollution from septic tanks or agriculture.

BACKGROUND:  Wicomico to join Clean Chesapeake Coalition

The CCC supports large-scale dredging at the dam. But that takes the focus o�

upstream changes that need to happen, MacLeod said. 

"When you look over the last eight or so years, who's been really talking about this

issue? It really has been the Clean Chesapeake Coalition, the watermen and things like

that," MacLeod said. "The General Assembly has refused to really address it. Federal

agencies have really been up and down the line. You can't �nd anybody that was willing

to say yes, this is a problem."

Until very recently, that is, MacLeod said. 

IMAGE COURTESY OF EXELON

In this photo taken Sept. 27, 1928, the Conowingo Dam is shown under construction. The
dam was erected between 1926-1929 upon a rock formation of granite and diorite.
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had appeared and just as quickly vaporized. 

The agreement was placed as a condition on Exelon’s application for a new 50-year

license to operate the hydropower facility, and the company was asked to reduce

nutrient pollution in the same amounts of the Conowingo WIP, which would put the

dam’s emissions back to what they were before dynamic equilibrium.

The cost was estimated at $172 million annually, or almost $9 billion for the license's

duration. Exelon sued, saying it had already pledged more than $300 million to mitigate

the dam’s impacts over the coming decades and the state was trying to force it to pay

billions more to mitigate issues the dam didn't cause.

YORK DAILY RECORD

A sign warns of the dangerous high and fast water at the Conowingo Dam in Darlington,
Maryland on Thursday, July 26, 2018.
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will be funded by the dam's earnings over the licensing period.

Activists quickly moved to point out that Exelon only pledged $61 million in cash over

the half-century licensing period (the rest was in-kind) and that many of those dollars

were focused on species and habitat restoration, rather than water quality. However, in

a statement, Maryland Environment Secretary Ben Grumbles called the settlement a

dramatic increase in Exelon's investments in environmental stewardship at the dam.

When news of the settlement reached Ted Evgeniadis, the Lower Susquehanna

Riverkeeper, the di�erence between the asked-for sum and the settlement was glaring.

Divided over the half-century license, the cash payments equal out to $1.2 million per

year.

"At even $40 a year, a lawsuit would have come," Evgeniadis said. "At the end of the day,

I don't think the numbers really matter. I think it's a multibillion-dollar company getting

away with the ... absolute minimum."

The new hydropower license is expected to be issued soon, and FERC is anticipated to

approve the settlement. But Maryland is still exploring options.

The state Department of the Environment will lead a pilot dredging program behind the

dam in winter 2020-2021. The project will dredge 1,000 cubic yards from the dam, and

from it will seek more information about the quality of the sediments, dredging costs

He got a brain-eating amoeba jet
skiing on the Susquehanna – and
beat the 97% fatality rate

Read more
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"Pollution prevention has always been at the heart of our holistic approach, both

upstream of the Conowingo and at the dam itself," Grumbles said in a statement. "...

Studies are clear that bene�cial reuse of dredged material can be done economically and

that’s good news in our e�orts to restore the bay and shore up against �ooding and

other climate impacts." 

Numbers run in the past on this didn't paint a positive picture: In addition to

quantifying the problems with the reservoir, the Lower Susquehanna River Watershed

Assessment was unique among Conowingo reports in that it went further than most

other studies by also examining some solutions.

Annually, the Susquehanna’s waters deposit about 2 million tons of sediment into the

reservoir, the report said. It could be dredged out at the same pace for $16 million to $89

million a year, a cost which would continue inde�nitely.

Home Elections Delaware Subscribe Sign In

Chesapeake pollution: Conowingo dam's toxic muck vexing problem for bay https://www.delmarvanow.com/in-depth/news/2021/02/02/conowingo-d...

24 of 30 3/16/2021, 5:41 PM



Using the TMDL Watershed Implementation Plans is more cost-e�ective, the study

said: The bay states would be reducing direct �ows of nutrients from the watershed to

the Susquehanna as well as o�setting emissions, all for a one-time cost.

Exelon is also against large-scale dredging. 

"Nothing has shown with resounding evidence that dredging is a viable mitigation

strategy," Exelon spokeswoman Deena O'Brien said.

And some scientists argue the Conowingo merits more study before taking any action at

all.

“There is so much that needs to be known to understand whether those kinds of

solutions will actually make a di�erence, or whether … they might make things worse

rather than better,” Hirsch said. 

Looking to the future

At 92, the dam is aging, but McKeown, the plant manager, said the company spends

millions each year keeping the hydroelectric facility in its best condition.

When Conowingo's latest hydropower license expires, the dam will be nearing 150 years

old. 

CAMERON CLARK, YORK DAILY RECORD

The 6th Annual Eagle Day event is held at the Conowingo Dam in Darlington, Maryland. This
is one of the top sites in the country to see bald eagles, November 10, 2018.
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That's why Maryland's settlement with Exelon has le� some people concerned. 

In spring 2020, a group of both Republicans and Democrats in the Maryland State

Senate got behind legislation to prohibit Maryland from waiving its right to issue a

Water Quality Certi�cation to Exelon under the Clean Water Act. E�ectively, the

legislation would have blocked the state from being able to enter into the settlement

with Exelon.

However, due to health concerns related to the coronavirus pandemic, the General

Assembly ended its session without taking action on the bill. Another attempt,

sponsored by Del. Jay Jacobs (R-36), is in the pipeline this year.

In 2026, two of the dams north of Conowingo, Safe Harbor and Holtwood, will be up for

relicensing, and a similar political �ght over water quality certi�cation conditions may

ensue.

It will also be another chance to discuss how much public versus private money should

be used for environmental remedies.

Five years from now, chances are Capt. Newberry will still be angry. If Pennsylvania's

progress stalls on its WIP, some areas of the bay will still not be �t for aquatic life by the

TMDL's deadline.

Estimates of how soon another storm of Agnes’ proportions will return vary greatly: In

2010, the Army Corps of Engineers estimated Agnes was a once-in-440-years

occurrence, while the U.S. Geological Survey says peak �ows of major rivers put the

chances closer to 1 in 100 or 1 in 200. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric

BIL BOWDEN, YORK DAILY RECORD

Floating debris piles up alongside the Conowingo dam on the west side of the Susquehanna
River in 2009.
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Another slow-moving Agnes-level storm would be a catastrophe for the still-weakened

bay. But if the Conowingo is — as research is beginning to suggest — letting pollution

through the dam even when the weather is ordinary, its role could be more complicated. 

The conundrum posed by the Conowingo is unique, said McGee, the Bay Foundation

scientist. And while much remains unclear about it, the core of the dam's relationship to

the river and bay makes the Conowingo stand out.

"Having the science to be able to say that a dam is having an (nutrient) impact on

downstream water quality, I don’t think you could say anywhere else in the country," she

said.

Environmental watchdog reporter Julia Rentsch can be reached at

jrentsch@delmarvanow.com.

MORE IN THIS SERIES

Sweet bologna and chips, a Straub lager. Sceadd.

Listen to the full audio

Home Elections Delaware Subscribe Sign In

1:46

Chesapeake pollution: Conowingo dam's toxic muck vexing problem for bay https://www.delmarvanow.com/in-depth/news/2021/02/02/conowingo-d...

28 of 30 3/16/2021, 5:41 PM



The team behind this investigation

REPORTING: Mike Argento (York, Pa.), Julia Rentsch (Salisbury, Md.), Frank Bodani (York,
Pa.), Jeff Platsky (Binghamton, N.Y.)

PHOTOGRAPHY AND VIDEOGRAPHY: Paul Kuehnel (York, Pa.), Kaisha Young (Salisbury,
Md.), Kate Collins (Binghamton, N.Y.), John Buffone (York, Pa.)

EDITORS: Scott Fisher, Randy Parker, Kevin Hogan, Laura Benedict Sileo, Tammy Paolino

DIGITAL PRODUCTION AND DEVELOPMENT: Spencer Holladay

SOCIAL MEDIA, ENGAGEMENT AND PROMOTION: Jackee Coe, Sarah Robinson, Anthony
Dimattia, Elyse Toribio, Michelle Ganassi, Erik Gliedman, Robbie Gutierrez

PA's polluted Susquehanna River is
poisoning the bay. What can be done
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