
The Chesapeake Bay Watershed
The Chesapeake Bay gets its fresh water from thousands of brooks, streams, and rivers 
which drain 64,000 square miles of land. The large area of land that drains fresh water to 
the Bay is known as its watershed. States within the watershed include New York, 
Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia, and Virginia.  Since the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed covers such a large amount of land, the health of its water is affected by activities 
that take place hundreds of miles upstream. Soil from farm fields in Pennsylvania, sewage 
from treatment plants in Virginia, and even chemicals found on the parking lot of the 
Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York all have the potential to be washed into 
feeder streams that flow to the Bay. 

As 18 million people have crowded onto the watershed in the last 400 years, many forests 
have been cleared to make room for houses, roads, and farms. When it rains, water rushes 
over these unprotected environments and transports large amounts of sediments and 
pollutants to the Bay. This lowers the water quality and makes it more difficult for plants, 
fish, crabs, and other animals to survive. Only recently have we begun to fully understand 
the connection between land use on the watershed and the health of the Chesapeake.  If 
people take care of the land within the watershed’s boundaries, the result is a healthier Bay. 
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When fresh water reaches the Chesapeake, it mixes 
with salt water from the Atlantic Ocean to create 
brackish water.  Ecosystems that contain brackish 
water are called estuaries. The Chesapeake Bay is 
the largest estuary in North America.  It is also 
home to over 2,000 species of plants and animals!  
Some of the most well-known seafood products 
from the Bay include oysters, crabs, striped bass 
(rockfish), and clams. 

In the 1600s, nearly all the land in the Chesapeake 
Bay watershed was covered with forests.  The trees 
protected the soil from the impact of heavy rains, 
while the root systems kept erosion under control.  
As a result, fresh water entering the Bay was clean 
and clear.  The clear water allowed rooted plants to 
live on the bottom of the Bay, which created great  
habitat for fish, crabs, and other animals.
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

DIRECTIONS:  Read the text on the previous page, then answer the following 
questions in complete sentences.  Write your answers on the lines provided.

1.  What is a watershed?

2.  What states are found within the Chesapeake Bay watershed?

3. What is brackish water?

4.  How can someone in New York impact the Chesapeake Bay?

5.  How has the Chesapeake Bay watershed changed in the last 400 years?
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