
What is a "Watershed," anyway, and why should I care? 

The goal of this week's column is to make sure readers understand what a 
watershed is, and most importantly, recognize that every one of us lives in a 
watershed, and how we live has an effect on water quality. 

In 2003, the Maine Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) conducted 
a statewide survey to assess Maine residents' knowledge about various 
environmental issues involving watersheds and stormwater. The poll showed 
that only 21% of those surveyed knew what a watershed was and that they lived 
in one. The survey also showed that Mainers had very little knowledge about 
stormwater and where it went, with 64% selecting the option "I have no idea." 

When most people hear the word, "watershed," they immediately think of water 
bodies such as lakes, rivers, or streams. But a watershed actually refers to the 
land from which water flows into a particular water body. Think of it as the 
land "shedding" water like feathers shed water from a duck's back. When it 
rains, some of the water evaporates quickly back into the atmosphere, some 
infiltrates into porous soils and becomes groundwater, and the rest runs off as 
"stormwater." As to where the stormwater goes, I'll let you in on a secret- it 
flows downhill until it can't flow down any more and then pools up or 
infiltrates into the ground. In steep rocky areas like the Belgrade Lakes area, 
less infiltrates and more runs quickly down the hill, perhaps in a roadside ditch 
that dumps to a small stream to a larger one and then to the Belgrade Lakes. As 
the water flows across the surface of the land, it picks up dirt and other 
pollutants such as oil and grease from the roads. 

Some water bodies have very large watersheds- the Mississippi watershed 
comprises approximately half the area of the Continental United States. The 
Belgrade Lakes Watershed is approximately 180 square miles with portions of 
13 different municipalities in three different counties. This illustrates another 
important point about watersheds- they are determined entirely by Mother 
Nature's boundaries when she laid down the topography, not by Man's artificial 
municipal boundaries. This means that many different political groups need to 
cooperate to control the land use within a watershed. 

The bottom line- everyone lives in a watershed. And how we live determines 
the quality of the water that drains from our watershed. More on that in future 
columns. 


