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 Change. It comes with this time of 
year as the long days of summer give 
way to the vibrant colors of autumn. 
The waterfowl are back, the rockfish 
have moved into the Chester, and the 
leaves have turned. At the Chester 
River Association office, change is also 
in the air. 
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PRESIDENT
Letter from the

 After long and careful deliberation through the spring and 
summer, CRA’s board approved a merger between CRA, 
Midshore Riverkeeper Conservancy, and the Sassafras River 
Association. The new organization will be called ShoreRivers. 
Evoking the image of the interconnectedness between land and 
water, ShoreRivers will be a powerful and unified voice for clean 
water on Maryland’s Eastern Shore and it will continue and 
expand the work of CRA in the Chester watershed.

 ShoreRivers will be based at the Eastern Shore Conservation 
Center in Easton, while maintaining the existing Chestertown 
and Georgetown offices of CRA and SRA. Our current 
Riverkeeper, Isabel Hardesty, will assume the role of Regional 
Director of the Chester and Sassafras programs, and Tim 
Trumbauer will become the next Chester Riverkeeper.

 The rest of our fantastic staff will continue to support 
efforts in these two northern watersheds. While there is much 
administrative work being done to ensure a smooth transition, 
the energy and excitement in the office are palpable. Our staff 
members were early and enthusiastic supporters of the merger, 
and are truly excited to bring the collective resources the merger 
represents into our local programming. 

 The merger will allow us to improve the health of the Chester 
on a scale and scope that cannot be achieved independently. 
We will increase our impact while maintaining our grassroots 
identity through our Chester Riverkeeper and staff, an active 
Chester River Watershed Board composed of CRA board 
members, and our devoted volunteer corps of Chester Testers 
and oyster growers.

 On another note, I want to extend a special thanks to Anna 
Wolgast for her leadership and vision while serving as CRA’s 
Executive Director for the past four years; Anna will be retiring 
this fall. She did a fabulous job of hiring and empowering a 
superb staff whose infectious love of the river and dedication 
to their work has been a tremendous boost in engaging with 
the community. Anna quietly guided CRA through challenging 
times and leaves us stronger for her presence. Putting on my 
new hat and speaking as chair of the ShoreRivers Board, I 
am very excited that Anna has agreed to serve on the board 
of the merged organization, bringing her experience as an 
executive director and knowledge of CRA programs to the new 
organization. 

 We have not forgotten Chester River Association’s roots. 
Without the dedication and vision of many people over the 
years, CRA would not be the vibrant engaged organization it is 
today. We’ve been active for 30 years and will continue to rely 
on you, the most important asset the Chester has, even as the 
organization adopts its new name. 

President, Chester River Association

Achieve our vision of a healthy Chester River for 
our community and future generations through 
science-based advocacy, restoration, and outreach.

CRA MISSION

Cover photo of soil scientist Dr. Ray Weil by Shane Brill.
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500 acres, 5 farms and 
ONE BIG PROJECT
Story by Ellen Uzelac

Photos by Shane Brill

It started as an experiment early this fall. Would 
a test group of progressive farmers change up 
the way they plant and fertilize in a bold bid to 
reduce nitrogen use, enhance soil health, and 

improve water quality in the Chester River and its 
tributaries?

 As Paul Spies, Chester River Association’s former 
agricultural outreach specialist, frames it: "For us, the 
main goal agronomically is what is the biggest bang 
for the buck for water quality? What these farmers are 
doing could help promote industry-wide change. Is 
there skepticism? Sure. The question is: Will it work? 
These farmers want to find out."

 The four-year initiative, developed by CRA, 
represents a radical rethinking of conventional 
farming practices. If it does work, there could be 
significant gains in water quality. The pluses for 
farmers? A reduced need for costly nitrogen fertilizer, 
improved soil health, and higher crop yields.

 "Higher yields, less fertilizer? If we can make 
that happen, we’ll do it," says Allen Davis, a sixth-
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Brothers Olin Davis, left, and Allen Davis at the fi eld where they planted a mixed seed cover crop.

generation farmer participating in the project that 
involves 500 acres of grain on five farms in Kent and 
Talbot counties. More farms may be added next year. 
"This is an exciting time for agriculture. I’ve been 

doing this 40 years and we’re still learning. I don’t 
know a farmer who doesn’t have a test plot growing 
some place. We’re all trying to grow healthier, more 
efficient crops."

 "What these farmers are doing 
could help promote industry-wide 
change. Is there skepticism? Sure. 

The question is: Will it work? These 
farmers want to fi nd out."

—Paul Spies

Continued on Page 12



Holy @#$%!"

In the relatively unexciting realm of water 
quality monitoring, one doesn’t hear (or 
utter) those words often. This particular 

exclamatory remark was triggered by an algae 
sample near Centreville Wharf on the Corsica River. 
Chester Riverkeeper Isabel Hardesty had just pushed 
50 milliliters of Corsica River water through a glass 
microfiber filter using our LaMotte Company Code 
1050 Syringe Assembly — affectionately called the 
"chlorophyll thingy."

 As the water is pushed through the chlorophyll 
thingy with a plunger, the filter collects fine 
materials, including chlorophyll pigments (a 
measurement of algae) and other particulate matter. 
Fresh out of the package, a clean filter is bright 
white. Typically, after processing a sample, the filter 
turns a light tan or green color — similar to a green 
tea. That day, the filter looked like black sludge.

 Unfortunately, the waters at Centreville Wharf 
routinely produce dirty filters, often representing the 
highest level of algae that we measure throughout 
the Chester River watershed. Here’s some pretty 
sorry math: Of the 13 sites we tested for algae 
between 2014 and 2016, the Centreville Wharf area 
averaged more than twice as much as the next 
most polluted site. Doubly unfortunate, this is not 
the only negative superlative associated with the 
Centreville Wharf area. It also has the worst or nearly 
worst water quality in terms of measured nutrient 
pollution, sediment pollution, and clarity. Not only 

that, this tributary of the Chester River had the only 
recorded fish kill in the watershed in 2017. The fish 
kill was almost certainly caused by a nutrient-fueled 
algal bloom.

 This is not encouraging stuff.

 The poor water quality near the Centreville Wharf 
is particularly disheartening since Corsica River 
restoration has been targeted with a significant 
investment of time, brain power, and money over 

the past two decades. Here’s a brief timeline: In 1998, 
Maryland’s Clean Water Action Plan designated the 
Corsica as a river "in need of restoration." As a follow 
up, in 2004, the town of Centreville and partners 
including the Chester River Association published 
the Corsica River Watershed Action Strategy. 
The action plan outlined 13 strategies to remedy 
water quality issues like excessive sediments, the 
presence of fecal coliform, and an overabundance of 
nutrients. In 2006, a stakeholder group, the Corsica 

The Corsica Conundrum
Is the Corsica River healthy? It’s complicated.
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Implementation Committee, 
launched with representatives from 
state and local government, the 
Chester River Association, Corsica 
River Conservancy, and Master 
Gardeners. The group still meets 
monthly. Its mission: to track water 
quality progress and develop new 
water quality initiatives. 

 How does all that translate 
into on-the-ground restoration? 
At last count, the Corsica River 
Conservancy had installed 
nearly 400 rain gardens in and 
around Centreville along with 
several river-friendly vegetated 
ditches called bioswales. Other 
improvements at the wharf 
itself: a living shoreline, pervious 
pathways, and native plantings. 
So what’s wrong with Centreville, 
a model for the implementation of 
river-friendly practices? Most of 
the pollution reduction strategies 
or goals have been met or 

Google map

By Tim Trumbauer, Watershed Manager

In the Corsica, we have 
relatively healthy nontidal 
waters yet unhealthy tidal 

waters. Why?

"



exceeded, yet we still have poor water quality at the 
Centreville Wharf. 

 It wouldn’t be a big jump to assume that current 
efforts aren’t working — but that would be an 
oversimplified conclusion. First, some background. 
At CRA, our water quality monitoring is divided 
into two major programs: tidal and nontidal. Tidal 
waterways are just that — any water that has a 
measurable tide. Our tidal waterways are also marked 
by varying levels of salinity. If you have a dock and 
a boat, chances are you live on a tidal waterway. 
Nontidal creeks and streams, on the other hand, have 
no tide and are free flowing. They always flow in the 
same direction and ultimately end up discharging 
into a tidal waterway at sea level. 

 Here’s the thing. Tidal waterways do not typically 
create their own pollution. They are in essence victims 
of what flows into them from the land via nontidal 
creeks, streams, and gullies. If we humans are doing 
our job on land by limiting yard fertilizer, maintaining 
stream buffers and treating runoff, as examples, 
those nontidal waterways should stay relatively 
clean. The receiving tidal waters should be clean 
as well. Conversely, if we are loading up a creek or 
stream with nutrient pollution from fertilizers, that’s 
bad news for the receiving tidal water body. In the 
Corsica, we have relatively healthy nontidal waters 
yet unhealthy tidal waters. Why? 

 Let’s talk about the tidal Corsica River first. Water 
quality in the tidal Corsica, as measured by CRA, 
varies greatly depending on where you are. Not 
surprisingly, water quality tends to improve as you 
move downriver. This is because, generally, the 

Chesapeake Bay is cleaner than our local waters. 
The closer to the Bay you are, the cleaner the water. 
Fittingly, the areas downriver in the Corsica tend 
to have much better water quality than near the 
Centreville Wharf. In our 2016 Chester River Report 
Card, the tidal Corsica River received the lowest 
grade: a disappointing D. The reason? Poor water 
quality in the Centreville Wharf area drags down the 
average.

 In contrast, the nontidal waters in the Corsica 
watershed get high grades for clean water, 
consistently receiving a B. That means that the 
nontidal waters in the Corsica watershed, at least the 
areas that we measure, are among the best.

 Why do we have this Corsica conundrum of 
relatively healthy nontidal waters flowing into 
relatively unhealthy tidal waters? We don’t know for 
sure yet. But we have some ideas:

 Unmeasured pollution sources — We only measure 
two non-tidal waterways in the Corsica watershed: 
Old Mill Stream and Three Bridges Branch. It’s 
possible that there are other creeks and streams that 
are contributing pollution to the Centreville Wharf 
area that we are not measuring. 

 Legacy nutrients — Going back 50 years or so, 
farmers routinely applied fertilizer at rates well above 
the needs of crops. (Through innovations developed 
in part by CRA and our local agricultural partners, 
this trend has been largely reversed, although there 
is always work to be done.) Excess nutrients from 
fertilizer (phosphorus and nitrogen) that aren’t 
absorbed by crops end up in the environment.
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The Centreville Wharf area, pictured here, suffers from very poor water quality.

Tim
 Trum

bauer
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 Phosphorus tends to bind to soil and sediment 
particles, while nitrogen, in the form of nitrate, 
is water soluble and enters the water cycle in 
groundwater or surface water. Phosphorus can stay in 
a system as long as the sediment stays, so essentially 
indefinitely. According to research, groundwater 
discharging today may have been on the surface up 
to 30 years ago, so nitrate discharging in our rivers 
may be decades old. The Centreville Wharf area has 
received significant sedimentation from tropical 
storms and other heavy rain events, and there are 
groundwater influences in play as well. Both could 
contribute to high levels of phosphorus and nitrogen 
there. 

 Stagnation — The Centreville Wharf area, 
specifically upriver of Sycamore Point, is shallow 
and stagnant. This means that any pollution entering 
the area tends to stick around. Contrary to common 
belief, tidal areas are not well flushed with each tide 
cycle. In fact, it likely takes days or weeks for the 
area to fully flush with a normal tide cycle. Shallow, 
stagnant water also tends to be warm, providing a 
perfect environment for algal blooms, which leads us 
back to our dirty filter.

 So we have identified the problem: nutrient and 
sediment pollution causing algal blooms. We have 
ideas about the cause: unmeasured pollution sources, 
legacy nutrients, and, perhaps most importantly, 
stagnation. But what about the solution? How do we 
fix this river? Here are some thoughts.

 Centreville and partners should continue to 
install rain gardens and other stormwater features 
to treat runoff. Farmers should continue to develop 
and implement technologies to lessen nutrient and 

sediment runoff. We will continue to work with the 
Corsica Implementation Committee to develop new 
restoration strategies and projects. These actions will 
ensure that the nontidal waters remain relatively 
healthy, or better yet, continue to improve. This 
should prevent the area from getting worse, but if we 
want it to get better, some remedial action must also 
be taken. 

 CRA is working with the Corsica Implementation 
Committee on next steps. At our last meeting in 
August, we announced a plan to conduct a thorough 
water quality survey of the area. We will sample at 
multiple locations to zero in on pollution sources. 
There is also a plan in the works for the state to 
dredge the channel between Sycamore Point and the 
Centreville Wharf for navigational purposes. The 
dredging could increase tidal flow and alleviate some 
of the problems associated with stagnation, though 
that can be difficult to predict. 

 Even though this is a complicated problem, there is 
hope on the horizon. We have serious water quality 
concerns in the immediate area of the Centreville 
Wharf, but the overall story of the Corsica River is 
largely positive. So many people have done so much 
for this river. The surrounding creeks and streams 
are improving, and most areas of the tidal Corsica 
River are relatively healthy and slowly showing 
gains. At CRA, we are dedicated to a vision of 
healthy waterways and we will continue to work 
with our partners at the Corsica River Conservancy, 
Maryland’s Department of Natural Resources, the 
town of Centreville, and others to make progress. And 
once we do have a healthy Corsica River, from the 
headwaters to the mouth, we will work just as hard to 
ensure it stays healthy. 

The overall story of the Corsica River is largely positive.

Tyler Cam
pbell
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An uptick in 
UNDERWATER GRASSES

In pristine health, the Chester River is 
a biologically diverse and bountiful 
waterway, home to fish and fowl of all 
types, and boasting a complex ecological 

web of plants and animals. But it has had 
its struggles with water quality in recent 
decades.

 However, some aspects of water health 
have improved, and one in particular is a 
new focus of the Chester River Association: 
submerged aquatic vegetation or SAV. These 
underwater grasses provide shelter for 
juvenile fish and serve many other ecological 
functions so their comeback, likely linked to 
improved water clarity, is a fantastic sign for 
the Chester River and the Chesapeake Bay.

 First, some history. A dramatic plunge in 
SAV in the Bay was first noted in the 1950s. 
The questions for the scientific community: 
Why was it occurring and what could be done 
to reverse the loss? Since 1978, the Virginia 
Institute of Marine Science has conducted 
almost yearly surveys of the Bay using aerial 
photography to monitor SAV bed coverage 
and density. Today, the thinking is that the 
main driver of SAV loss is decreased light 
availability due to degraded water quality.

 Murky sediment and algae-filled water 
block sunlight, a bad thing for underwater 
grasses. Yet this has been part of our 
waterways' narrative for decades. But it 
looks like that could be changing. A legion 
of organizations, communities, and elected 
officials have made it their goal to develop a 
healthier Bay and Chester River. As part of 
that initiative, the Chesapeake Bay Watershed 
Agreement in 2014 set a goal of 90,000 acres 
of underwater grasses by 2017 and 130,000 
acres by 2025. Here’s the good news: Aerial 
surveys conducted last year estimated there 
are already nearly 97,500 acres of SAV in the 
Bay, an eight percent increase over 2015. Here 
on the Chester? Our underwater grasses more 
than doubled between 2015 and 2016 with 
an increase of over 500 acres for a total of 904 
acres.

 Unfortunately, aerial surveys are limited in 
the scope of data they can collect; there’s no 
way to identify species, water clarity or depth, 
and it’s nearly impossible to detect SAV in 
smaller creeks or shaded areas. That’s where 
on-the-ground surveying — and CRA’s new 
SAV monitoring program — comes in. Earlier 
this year, CRA began responding to reports 
from local residents of SAV sightings in the 
Chester River. We also started what is called 

ground truthing at 10 sites. Essentially, we are monitoring 
historic SAV beds for evidence of new vegetation.

 This past summer, CRA spotted SAV in Old Mill Stream of 
the Corsica River and, on the Chester, we identified grasses 
at Chesterville Branch, Brices Mill Pond Creek and in lots of 
places downstream and upstream from the Crumpton Bridge. 
Various species were noted such as wild celery (Vallisneria 
americana) and coontail (Ceratophyllum demersum), both native 
to the Chesapeake Bay watershed and commonly found in 
the fresh to brackish waters of the Chester River. Submerged 
aquatic vegetation is important because it provides a quick 
glimpse into how healthy the water is at a particular place. 
We know that underwater grasses are thriving in many other 
areas; it’s just a matter of finding them.

WHAT CAN I DO?
Any time you spot underwater grasses, let us know! Take 
photos or a bring a few of the plants to our office. You 
can contact CRA at 410-810-7556 or by email at INFO@
CHESTERRIVERASSOCIATION.ORG

Lindsey Hughes is a former Chesapeake Conservation Corps 
volunteer at CRA. 

Lindsey Hughes and Isabel Hardesty from CRA fi nd underwater grasses just 
downriver from the Crumpton public landing.

By Lindsey Hughes

Em
ily H
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A Tale of Two Creeks
By Emily Harris, Watershed Coordinator

I was knee deep in the murky waters of 
Airy Hill Creek armed with a pair of leaky 
waders and a grab pole, just a few months 
after starting as a Chesapeake Conservation 

Corps intern for Chester River Association. A 
passerby might have assumed I was conducting 
important field work to save the Chester River, 
but this was not the case; I was in pursuit of a 
pair of sunglasses that had fallen off my head and 
into the creek only moments before. This was the 
first of many items I’ve sacrificed to my sampling 
sites during my tenure as a Chester Tester—pens, 
sampling bottles, and data sheets have since been 
added to the list.

 As I stared down into the turbid, brown water, 
I cursed my luck for having lost my glasses here 
rather than in the seemingly pristine waters 
of Brices Mill Pond Creek a mere 50 feet away. 
That’s right: 50 feet. Our monitoring sites for 
these two streams are separated only by the width 
of the road, yet water quality at each site tells a 
distinctly different story.

LOOKING BENEATH THE SURFACE
 The difference in water clarity is a visible one, 
with Brices Mill Pond Creek boasting higher 
clarity over the past few years. Yet the typical 
nitrate levels in Brices Mill far exceed those 
in Airy Hill Creek. Brices Mill only received a 
passing score for nitrates five percent of the time 
in 2015.

 Just across the way, Airy Hill exhibits healthier 
levels of nitrate pollution, but higher levels of 
both ammonia and phosphate pollution than we 
typically see at the sampling site next door.

 During the summer months of 2016 and 2017, 
beds of submerged aquatic vegetation thrived in 
Brices Mill, which in turn served as vital habitat 
for turtles, fish, and an assortment of other 
aquatic creatures. Since I began sampling the two 
sites in the fall of 2015, the only plant life I’ve 
observed growing in Airy Hill is algae.

 The two creeks, which feed into the east fork 
of Langford, are not polar opposites. Both are 
impaired by nitrogen and phosphorus pollution, 
are influenced by high tides, and the monitoring 
sites themselves are surrounded by dense 
vegetation and a relatively established tree 
canopy.

 A water quality data analysis from 2010 to 2014 
shows a steep downward trend for Airy Hill, and 
while water quality in Brices Mill also shows a 
downward spiral, it has remained comparatively 
stable. In 2015, both streams got a B- on our 
Chester River Report Card. A year later, the trends 
diverged again with Brices Mill receiving a B 
while Airy Hill fell to a C+. Our new report card 

will be released in April.

 But scores, based on Mid-Atlantic Tributary Assessment 
Coalition guidelines, are only part of the picture. To fully 
understand why these two streams are different, we have 
to look at the land use upstream of the monitoring sites.

A JOURNEY UPSTREAM
 The Chester River watershed is mostly agricultural, 65 
percent, and the Brices Mill stream basin is no different. 
The watershed of the creek encompasses significant 
acreage of corn and soybean fields, and a handful of 
animal operations populate the landscape as well. The 
main stem of the creek is lined with healthy buffers, but 
the same cannot be said of all of the adjacent farm fields.

 In the case of these large-scale agricultural operations, a 
small number of landowners influence a large amount of 
the runoff entering the stream. 

 Things look a little different when we travel upstream 
from the sampling site in Airy Hill, one of the few stream 

Shane Brill

Watershed Coordinator Emily Harris empties a water sampler after 
collecting water quality samples in Brices Mill Pond Creek.
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basins in the watershed that hosts more than one 
large-lot housing development — complete with large 
expanses of bright green turf grass, which extend into 
the drainage ditches that line the properties.

 To the good, some residents have made an effort to 
increase the vegetation surrounding the pipes feeding 
these ditches, and others have incorporated gravel 
and rocks to slow and disperse the flow of stormwater. 
However, the turf grass that populates these ditches 
offers little in the way of treatment for nutrient runoff 
from the adjacent sloping lawns. The result: Nutrients 
coming from these yards have limited opportunity 
to infiltrate and end up in Airy Hill Creek largely 
untreated.

LOCAL SOLUTIONS
 It doesn’t require a stretch of the imagination to 
understand how a farm can contribute to nutrient and 
sediment pollution. There’s plenty of science around 
it. What’s not so obvious is that vast expanses of turf 
grass also have the potential to harm. When comparing 
the pollution sources in the two creeks, it is important 
to consider turf grass along with farmland. The 
nutrients running off your neighbor’s front lawn have 

Dissolved oxygen samples from Airy Hill Creek and Brices Mill Pond Creek. 

the potential to be 
very damaging — 
and lawn fertilizer 
is subject to far 
less regulation and 
oversight than the 
fertilizer a farmer 
uses. What’s key 
to remember: The 
water chemistry 
is the same when 
these nutrients 
reach the receiving 
waters of Langford, 
no matter where 
they originated.

 CRA has a history 
of engaging farmers 
and helping them 
improve water 
quality by installing 
large-scale wetlands 
on farm fields, 
encouraging a 
rethinking in 
how nutrients 
are applied, and 
also advocating for smaller-scale projects like grassed 
waterways and buffers. 

 This collaboration has resulted in water quality 
improvements across the Chester watershed, and it 
will continue to be one of our most important tools for 
moving the Chester River forward. Why it works: A 
small number of farmers can control a large number 
of acres, providing a sizable restoration return on a 
narrowly focused outreach effort.

 Engaging homeowners in residential areas is just the 
opposite. There are a whole lot of homeowners who 
control bits and pieces of land. If we want to mitigate 
pollution coming off lawns into Airy Hill Creek and 
other streams in the Chester River watershed, we need 

to reach a critical mass of individuals and convince 
them that applying even a relatively small amount 
of lawn fertilizer does indeed contribute to the larger 
nutrient pollution problem in the Chester River.

 This is where each individual has a role to play in 
the narrative of a stream. Imagine it: A neighborhood 
that reduces its use of lawn fertilizer and plants 
native species in its drainage ditches could have a 
significant impact on local water quality in one of 
our creeks. 

 Investing restoration funds to intercept pollution 
already generated by residential land use is part 
of the solution. Better yet, take ownership of the 
problem by reducing the amount of fertilizer 
that actually causes the pollution or eliminate it 
altogether. This will save you time and money and 
it will have a significant positive impact on the 
Chester. 

 Time will tell whether Airy Hill Creek and Brices 
Mill Pond Creek will move toward an upward trend 
in water quality or if the quality of the two streams 
will continue to diverge. Back in August, I stopped 
by the sites after a rainy weekend, anticipating a 

visible difference in water clarity between the two. 
Instead, I found that I could see clear to the bottom 
of both streams. This was just a snapshot in time, a 
day when weather and upstream activity resulted 
in clear water downstream. Even so, it shows what 
our streams could like all the time if we put in the 
effort to eliminate nutrient and sediment pollution 
originating from us.

 Every time I drive to the sampling sites, I pay 
more attention to the land around me. I notice 
vegetated ditches, buffers around farm fields, 
meadows in place of turf grass fields. Next time you 
look at the stream running through your town, your 
local park, or your backyard, remember that what 
you do with your land matters. Your actions matter.

Shane Brill



 Nancy and David Balliet have 
always had one constant in their 
lives: the water. Living near it, 
playing on it. No surprise then that 
when they dropped their sons off at 
Echo Hill Camp near Chestertown 
for the first time 20 years ago, 
something clicked.

 "Boy, it’s really pretty," David 
Balliet recalls thinking. "And 
there’s water."

 At the time, the couple lived 
in Pennsylvania. She was an 
attorney, he an executive with a 
home shopping television network. 
But the Chester River watershed 
managed to seep into their 
consciousness and in 2000 they 
bought a 700-square-foot "shack" — 
as they put it — at Pear Tree Point. 
For years, they spent weekends 
there.

 Her: "When we started coming in 
2000, we’d get close and my blood 
pressure would chill and calm. It’s 
so mellow here."

 Him: "Peaceful."

 Her: "It’s something you don’t 
want to lose once you have it in 
your life."

 When the Balliets, longtime 
Chester River Association 
supporters, started thinking about 
what the next chapter in their 
lives would look like, they knew 
they wanted one thing for sure: a 
retirement home on the water. And 
after inspecting a lot of houses on 
the Chester, Sassafras, Bohemia 
and Elk rivers, they concluded that 
nothing tugged at them as much 
as the site of their shack on the 
Chester River.

RIVER GUARDIAN SPOTLIGHT

NANCY AND DAVID BALLIET 
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Nancy and David Balliet at their dock on the Chester River.

"It’s something you 
don’t want to lose 
once you have it in 

your life."
—Nancy Balliet

 That's where the couple built the home they live in now. The Balliets 
enjoy kayaking, fishing, crabbing and boating. Clearly, the river 
nourishes them.

 "It’s very important to us to maintain the integrity of this river," 
says David Balliet, a CRA Chester Tester who monitors two sites near 
Millington — one at the Chesterville Bridge, the other at Andover 
Branch — for turbidity, phosphates, nitrates, oxygen content and 
temperature.

 "I’m still working on ways to interact with the environment and how 
you do that on a day-to-day basis. There’s no rite of passage for this, 
there’s no training involved. It’s just something you come to feel and 
do. It’s a big deal for both of us," he adds. "We’re still learning."

Shane Brill
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River Guardians & Sponsors
The Chester River Association wishes to recognize those River Guardians 

and Signature Corporate Sponsors who have supported our work with 
donations of $1,000 or more each year. Our thanks go to: 

Mr. and Mrs. David Balliet

Mr. and Mrs. Gary Beauchamp

Mr. and Mrs. Thad Bench

Ms. Mary Ellen Campbell

Mr. and Mrs. James Campbell

Mr. and Mrs. J. Tyler Campbell

Mr. and Mrs. John Christie

Mr. and Mrs. Gerret and 
Tatiana Copeland

Dr. Joseph Coyle and 
Ms. Genevieve Coyle

Mr. and Mrs. H. Lawrence Culp Jr.

Mrs. Louisa Duemling

Ms. Georgiana Evans

Ms. Caroline Gabel

Mr. and Mrs. L. Myrton Gaines

Mr. and Mrs. Matthew Garfi eld

Mr. and Mrs. Morton Gibbons-Neff III

Mr. and Mrs. Jim Gillespie

Mr. and Mrs. Alan Griffi th

Ms. Meredith Davies Hadaway

Mr. Ed Hatcher and Ms. Angie Cannon

Mr. Christian Havemeyer

Mr. Loring Hawes and 
Ms. Charlotte Hawes

Mr. and Mrs. Paul Heckles

Mr. Benjamin Heilman

Ms. Helena Hermes and Mr. Erik Walter

Mr. Donald Hewes

Mr. Robert M. Hewes III

Mr. and Mrs. Robert Hewes IV

Mr. Mathew Hook

Ms. Nina Houghton

Mr. Ed Hugler and Ms. Anna Wolgast

Ms. Mary James Hurley

Mr. and Mrs. Robert Ingersoll

Ms Wendy Ingersoll-Perry

Mr. and Mrs. Neal Jackson

Dr. and Mrs. Eric Knox

Mr. George Kreshock

Mr. and Mrs. David LaMotte

Mr. Michael Lawrence

Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Lloyd

Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Mack

Mr. and Mrs. Howard McCoy

Mr. and Mrs. E. Kent Merkle

Mr. Matthew Miller and 
Ms. Elizabeth Wehrle

Mr. and Mrs. Michael Moore

Mr. Edward Nielsen

Mr. Richard Owen and Ms. Paula Wordtt

Mr. and Mrs. Peter Pappas

Mr. and Mrs. Robert Parks

Mr. and Mrs. Timothy Peters

Mr. and Mrs. Vic Pfeiffer

Mr. and Mrs. John Ramsey

The Ramsey Family

Ms. Mary Anne Shea and 
Mr. Blyth Reynolds

Mr. and Mrs. David Roberson

Mr. and Mrs. Robert J. Saner II

Mr. and Mrs. George Sawyer

Mr. and Mrs. R. Ford Schumann, Jr.

Mrs. Sue Shawhan

Mr. Robert Simmons

Mr. and Mrs. Brennan Starkey

Mr. and Mrs. Allan Straughan

Mr. Craig Stuart

Mr. and Mrs. Peter Sweetser

Mrs. Stephanie Swope

Mr. and Mrs. Ferdinand Thun

Ms. Ellen Uzelac

Mr. and Mrs. Michael Vadasz

Mr. and Mrs. Kirk Wade

Mr. and Mrs. John Willock

Mr. and Mrs. James Wright

Mr. Jay and Ms. Lisa Yerkes

Corporate Sponsors
Chesapeake Bank and Trust

Cross Street Realtors

Deep Landing Workshop

Dukes-Moore Insurance Agency

Gillespie and Son

The Hatcher Group, Inc.

LaMotte Company

Silver Hill Farm

Starkey Farms

Straughan Environmental, Inc.

Yerkes Construction Co. LLC
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 The $400,000 project, led by CRA and 
academic partners from the University 
of Maryland and Washington College, is 
being funded by private donors and family 
foundations. Its aim is simple: to maximize 
nitrogen efficiency. Its execution turns 
conventional farming upside down, however.

 Here’s how: Typically, farmers apply 60 
percent of their fertilizer at the start of the 
spring growing cycle and the remaining 40 
percent goes down as side-dress later. The 
test project flips that ratio. Only 40 percent 
goes down at the start of the cycle with any 
remaining nitrogen applied on an as-needed 
basis using variable rate application technology.

 Further, instead of basing their fertilizer 
needs on three years of crop yield data, as is the 
norm, these farmers will calculate how much 
fertilizer they need to apply by considering 
nitrogen gains achieved through cover crops 
and by using technology-driven variable rate 
formulas to apply fertilizer only where needed.

 There’s more. The initiative also takes an 
entirely new look at cover crops and their 
nitrogen uptake benefits. Farmers in the Chester 
River watershed routinely plant rye as late 
as early November to take advantage of the 
per-acre subsidies offered by the Maryland 
Department of Agriculture.

 The farmers in the project, early this fall, 
did something off script. Instead of planting 
rye, they put in a mixed seed cover crop that, 
along with rye, includes crimson clover and 
radish. Studies have shown that mixed cover 
crops with legumes provide the added benefit 
of fixing nitrogen in the subsoil that provides 
needed nitrogen in the spring. They also help 
to stabilize sediment runoff and to keep the soil 
porous and healthy.

 The farmers, using an airplane to sow the 
seeds, also put the cover crops in weeks earlier 
than normal so that the crops could start to 
do their job sooner. And, next year, they will 
kill the cover crops two weeks in advance of 
spring planting instead of the customary four 
to six weeks. Shortening that gap, the thinking 
goes, will help deter soil erosion and extend the 
nitrogen uptake benefit.

 The program is only recently under way 
— and there have been challenges. Mixing 
up those cover crop seeds, for example. 

HOW IT WORKS 
 The idea is pretty simple: 
 Apply the bulk of farm fertilizer when it most 
benefits the plant, not at the start of the growing 
cycle when the seed or emerging plant is too 
immature to absorb it. Changing up how and 
when the nitrogen fertilizer is applied should 
result in greater nitrogen efficiency, an economic 
benefit to the farmer. Another goal is improved soil 
health, which translates into higher crop yields. 
Less nitrogen also means less nitrogen runoff into 
the Chester River and its tributaries — and that 
can have a positive impact on water quality.

CONVENTIONAL 
PRACTICE

TEST PRACTICE

Apply 60 percent 
of fertilizer at 
spring planting.

Apply no more than 
40 percent at spring 
planting.

Apply remaining 
fertilizer in 
uniform amounts 
at side-dress.

Apply remaining 
fertilizer using 
technology that 
calculates amount 
based on crop need. 
Some fields will split 
side-dress.

Plant uniform 
stand of cover 
crops such as 
rye by early 
November.

Plant mixed cover 
crops, including 
legumes, by early 
September to provide 
soil cover after 
principal crop stops 
utilizing nitrogen; fix 
nitrogen in the subsoil 
to be available for 
spring planting; allow 
cover crop to attain 
vitality before ground 
freezes.

Kill cover crops 
four to six weeks 
before spring 
planting.

Kill cover crops two 
weeks before spring 
planting to avoid 
erosion and earlier 
release of nitrogen 
from killed cover crops.

Base total 
season fertilizer 
application 
amount on three 
years of crop yield 
data, and apply 
uniformly across 
fields.

Calculate total season 
fertilizer application 
by taking into account 
nitrogen gains from 
cover crops, and apply 
fertilizer at side-dress 
only where needed 
using variable rate 
technology.

Its aim is simple: to 
maximize nitrogen effi ciency. 

Its execution turns 
conventional farming upside 

down, however.

Continued from Page 3
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"Logistically, it’s a lot harder 
to do the mixed than cereal 
like barley, wheat or rye," 
says farmer Bobby Hutchison. 
"Radish and clover are small, 
the size of the head of a pin. 
Cereal is almost 10 times 
bigger. To get someone to get 
them mixed and to keep them 
from segregating, well that’s 
tough."

 Hutchison admits he is a 
skeptic.

 "I’m skeptical of the mixed 
seeding but certainly there’s 
lots of articles saying it’s the 
way to go. Without a project 
like this, I wouldn’t be doing 
it on my own. I’m not sold by 
those articles. I want to see the 
results," he adds. "If it works 
and we can get a benefit from 
radishes, we can figure out 
the logistics down the road. 
For now, the extra cost is 
worthwhile — and hopefully 
it will take up some nitrogen. 
It’s a great opportunity to see 
firsthand on my farm what 
the benefits might be."

 The first three years of 
the nitrogen management 
project will involve the in-
the-field experiment and data 
collection. Shallow ground 
water wells and lysimeters, 
installed by the University 
of Maryland, will be used 
to compare nitrogen loss 
in the test fields against 
conventionally fertilized 
fields nearby. Soil test probes 
and core samples will also 
play a part in the monitoring 
process, conducted by 
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   As University of Maryland soil scientist Ray Weil observes: "This project involves a menu 
of cutting-edge yet practical measures designed for better nitrogen management. Taken as a 
package, these practices can be expected to have a significant positive impact on water quality in 
the Chester River and in the Chesapeake Bay." Expected environmental impacts include:

SOIL WATER COMMUNITY
Improved soil health and 
reduced soil loss due to 
extended season of cover crops.

Reduced sediment and nitrogen 
loading resulting in higher 
dissolved oxygen, fewer 
algae blooms, an increase in 
submerged aquatic vegetation, 
and enhanced habitat for 
aquatic insects, fish and 
shellfish.

Greater access to 
recreational pleasures like 
swimming and fishing.

An aerial seeder drops a mixed seed cover crop on a fi eld that's part of the test project.
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environmental science students from Washington 
College. 

 "You need to have controls. It’s got to be designed 
in a scientific way," says University of Maryland soil 
scientist Ray Weil, who is helping manage the project 
that also involves farmers Trey Hill, Jonathan Quinn, 
Olin Davis, Kyle Hutchison, Tyler Johnson, and Webb 
Johnson. Weil also oversees the work of doctoral 
student Nathan Sedghi, who will produce annual 
progress reports. The first report is due out one year 
from now following the 2017-2018 crop cycle. 

 "I’ve been researching and writing about this for 
years but it’s still pretty unconventional," Weil adds. 
"This is pretty much on the cutting edge. In Maryland, 
there’s probably just a handful of farmers doing this. 
I think what you’re going to find is that it’s good for 
the farmer and good for the river."

 The fourth year of the project, focusing on data 
analysis and a comprehensive report on outcomes, 
will tell the tale.

 "It’s amazing to look at the dynamic industry 
agriculture has become. We’re using auto-steer 
tractors while my dad at one time planted and 
plowed while walking behind horses," says Davis. 
"We already know this is going to take us several 
years to figure out. I’m confident we’re not going to 
be able to get it all right the first year. In farming, it’s 
always about learning — learning and adapting."

Freelance writer Ellen Uzelac is the editor of CURRENTS. 

Former CRA Ag Outreach Specialist Paul Spies, left, talks with soil scientist Ray Weil. 
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"We need to have controls designed in a 
scientific way. Farmers often resist that."
                                                     —Ray Weil

"I like knowing what's going on beneath 
the soil."
                                                     —Trey Hill

"The healthier the soil, the less inputs 
you need to feed the crop."
                                                     —Paul Spies



CURRENTS is published annually by the 
Chester River Association, a non-profi t organization.

 
400 S. Cross Street, Suite Two | Chestertown, Md. 21620

 410-810-7556 | www.chesterriverassociation.org

15

Kathy Thornton

Editor: Ellen Uzelac
Photography: Shane Brill
Design: Robin VanSant

Printed on FSC Certifi ed paper

2017 Board 
of Directors

CRA Advisory 
Committee

CRA Staff

President
Brennan Starkey

Vice President - Kent
Bob Ingersoll

Vice President - Queen Anne's
Ben Tilghman

Treasurer
Austin Reed

Secretary
Thomas Pierson

Richard Budden

Scott Budden

Rebekah Hock

Toby Lloyd

Andrew McCown

Matt Nielsen

Gail Owings

Vic Pfeiffer

Brook Schumann

Renee Bench

Louisa Duemling

Caroline Gabel

Alan Griffi th

Loring Hawes

Edward Nielsen

Ford Schumann

Marilee Schumann

John Seidel

Robert Simmons

Executive Director
Anna Wolgast

Chester RIVERKEEPER®

Isabel Hardesty

Watershed Manager
Tim Trumbauer

Watershed Coordinator
Emily Harris

Agricultural Specialist
Virgil Turner

Offi ce Manager
Laura Wood

D
ID

 Y
O

U
 K

N
O

W
? Chester River Association in 2017

• planted 345 acres of native grasses.

• constructed 27 acres of wetlands.

• collected 10,000 water quality data points.

• planted 38,000 oyster spat on sanctuaries.

• launched bacteria monitoring program.

• started monitoring SAV.

• tested innovative ag practices on 500 acres. 



Ice on the River
Nothing moves this morning.

Even where the channel cuts

the deepest, the water is a silver

field of rows and ridges

holding still.

Inside, the furnace hammers

on a labyrinth of pipes to keep

hot water racing through them —

contracting,

expanding, as the river’s edges blister

by the pilings of my dock.

Meredith Davies Hadaway

400 S. Cross Street, Suite Two
Chestertown, Md. 21620
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