Tar-Pamlico Basin Agricultural Management Strategy – A Success Story

The Pamlico River, flanked by North Carolina’s Beaufort and Hyde counties, forms the estuarine portion of the Tar-Pamlico river basin.  The basin is one of three main feeders to the nation’s second largest estuary, the Albemarle-Pamlico sound system.  With headwaters in Person County, the river enters the Pamlico estuary 200 miles downstream in the city of Washington.  During the 1970s and 1980s, the Pamlico saw increased fish kills, nuisance algal explosions, loss of aquatic vegetation and other nutrient related problems.  

Land use in the 5,400 square mile watershed is fairly rural; only three percent is urban compared to 55 percent forest and wetland.  Of the 740,000 agricultural acres, 90 percent are devoted to row crops.  Confined animal feeding operations in the basin hold 500,000 swine, 3,500 dairy cattle and 14 million head of poultry.  The upper basin’s rolling terrain and highly erodable soils change to deep sands and wetland soils in the coastal plain.  Much of the lower basin has been altered by agricultural drainage that transports nutrients and solids during storm events.

Actions Taken

Designated as nutrient sensitive in 1989, Tar-Pamlico basin stakeholders began addressing point sources in 1990 with a point-nonpoint trading program.  In 1995, estuary-based goals were set for a 30 percent nitrogen decrease and no increase in phosphorus from a 1991 baseline.  Voluntary nonpoint actions proved insufficient, so rules established in 2000-2001 created an action plan comprised of fertilizer management and other agrarian best management practices, coupled with urban stormwater measures and riparian buffer protection.

Between 1991 and 2003, farmers installed water control structures to treat 32,200 acres of cropland.  Buffers were created to treat 72,000 cropland acres and scavenger crops were planted on 81,500 acres.  More than 396,000 tons of soil were diverted from erosion.

Partners involved in the effort spanned federal, state, regional and local bases.  Using 319 and 6217 grants, the N.C. Division of Water Quality partnered with the states’ agriculture agencies and interests.  

Results

Agriculture met its 30 percent nitrogen reduction goal ahead of schedule.  Through 2003, N losses fell an estimated 45 percent compared to 1991.   Most reductions were achieved by decreasing fertilization rates.  Fertilizer applicators, who needed certified plans or the training to create them in the five-year period, also played a vital role.  Progress is reflected by samples taken at the Pamlico estuary’s head showing an 18 percent instream reduction in nitrogen and a 33 percent instream decrease in phosphorus between 1991 and 2004

The third phase of nutrient strategy is being developed for 2005 through 2014
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