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Conversion Factors and Datums

Multiply By To obtain

Length

inch (in.)  2.54 centimeter (cm)

inch (in.)  25.4 millimeter (mm)

foot (ft)   0.3048 meter (m)

mile (mi)  1.609 kilometer (km)

Area

acre  4,047 square meter (m2)

acre  0.4047 hectare (ha)

acre  0.004047 square kilometer (km2)

square mile (mi2)  259.0 hectare (ha)

square mile (mi2)   2.590 square kilometer (km2) 

Flow rate

cubic foot per second (ft3/s)   0.02832 cubic meter per second (m3/s)

Vertical coordinate information is referenced to the North American Vertical Datum of 1988 
(NAVD 88).

Horizontal coordinate information is referenced to the North American Datum of 1983 (NAD 83).



Abstract
The U.S. Geological Survey, U.S. Environmental Protec-

tion Agency Chesapeake Bay Program Office, Interstate Com-
mission on the Potomac River Basin, Maryland Department 
of the Environment, Virginia Department of Conservation and 
Recreation, and the University of Maryland Center for Envi-
ronmental Science are collaborating on the Chesapeake Bay 
Regional Watershed Model, using Hydrological Simulation 
Program–FORTRAN to simulate streamflow and concentra-
tions and loads of nutrients and sediment to Chesapeake Bay. 
The model will be used to provide information for resource 
managers. In order to establish a framework for model simula-
tion, digital spatial datasets were created defining the discreti-
zation of the model region (including the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed, as well as the adjacent parts of Maryland, Dela-
ware, and Virginia outside the watershed) into land segments, 
a stream-reach network, and associated watersheds.

Land segmentation was based on county boundaries 
represented by a 1:100,000-scale digital dataset. Fifty of the 
254 counties and incorporated cities in the model region were 
divided on the basis of physiography and topography, produc-
ing a total of 309 land segments. The stream-reach network 
for the Chesapeake Bay watershed part of the model region 
was based on the U.S. Geological Survey Chesapeake Bay 
SPARROW (SPAtially Referenced Regressions On Watershed 
attributes) model stream-reach network. Because that network 
was created only for the Chesapeake Bay watershed, the rest 
of the model region uses a 1:500,000-scale stream-reach  
network. Streams with mean annual streamflow of less than 
100 cubic feet per second were excluded based on attributes 
from the dataset. Additional changes were made to enhance 
the data and to allow for inclusion of stream reaches with 

monitoring data that were not part of the original network. 
Thirty-meter-resolution Digital Elevation Model data were 
used to delineate watersheds for each stream reach. State 
watershed boundaries replaced the Digital Elevation Model-
derived watersheds where coincident. After a number of 
corrections, the watersheds were coded to indicate major and 
minor basin, mean annual streamflow, and each watershed’s 
unique identifier as well as that of the downstream watershed. 
Land segments and watersheds were intersected to create land-
watershed segments for the model.

Introduction
Excess nutrients were recognized as a major problem for 

the Chesapeake Bay in a 7-year U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (USEPA) study concluded in 1983 (U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency, 1983). Excess nutrients stimulate algae 
production, which may in turn reduce light penetration in the 
water column, killing beds of underwater grasses and other 
vegetation that provide food and habitat for fauna. The oxygen 
balance within the estuary, mediated by photosynthesis, res-
piration, uptake, and decomposition, is also affected, creating 
appreciable volumes of low-oxygen water seasonally in deeper 
parts of the bay.

Following identification of the nutrient problem in the 
early 1980s, an agreement signed by various Chesapeake Bay 
watershed States (Maryland, Virginia, Pennsylvania) and the 
District of Columbia in conjunction with the Chesapeake Bay 
Commission and USEPA, led to the formation of the USEPA 
Chesapeake Bay Program (CBP) Office, a unique regional 
partnership that has led and directed the restoration of the 
Chesapeake Bay since 1983. In 1987, the CBP made nutrient 
reductions a major goal, calling for a 40-percent reduction in 
nitrogen and phosphorus loadings by 2000. These goals were 
subsequently modified, and it has been determined that the 
goals were only partially met (Sprague and others, 2000).
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A new agreement that established revised goals for bay 
restoration was signed in 2000, based on criteria for dissolved 
oxygen, chlorophyll, and water clarity levels in the tidal 
water of the Chesapeake Bay (U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency Chesapeake Bay Program Office, 2000). Major factors 
that affect these levels are the transport of nutrients (primarily 
nitrogen and phosphorus) and sediment from the watershed 
to the rivers and streams that ultimately may reach the bay. 
Quantitative models of watershed processes have been used by 
the CBP and its State and Federal partners to establish connec-
tions between land-use practices, application and deposition of 
nutrients on the land surface, erosion of sediment and runoff of 
nutrient-bearing water from the land surface, and the appear-
ance of these constituents in waters reaching the bay. Simul-
taneously, states in the Chesapeake Bay watershed have been 
involved in meeting requirements related to Total Maximum 
Daily Loads (TMDLs) that are mandated under the Clean 
Water Act. Watershed process models and other quantitative 
tools are a necessary aspect of the TMDL process.

The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), the CBP, along 
with the Interstate Commission on the Potomac River Basin, 
the Maryland Department of the Environment (MDE), the 
Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, and the 
University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science 
are collaborating on the Chesapeake Bay Regional Watershed 
Model (CBRWM)3. To meet the multiple needs of the partici-
pating agencies, the model region has been extended outside 
of the Chesapeake Bay watershed to include the adjacent 
parts of Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia, as well as parts 
of North Carolina and Tennessee (fig. 1). A well-documented 
model, Hydrological Simulation Program–FORTRAN (HSPF) 
(Bicknell and others, 1996; Donigian and others, 1995) is 
being used to simulate streamflow as well as concentrations 
and loads of nutrients and sediment. Many modifications to 
the normal use of the HSPF model have been made, including 
adaptations to allow for time-varying land use and Best Man-
agement Practices (BMPs), flexible input-file creation, and a 
variety of post-processing and analytical tools (G. Shenk, U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency Chesapeake Bay Program 
Office, written commun., 2001). The current CBRWM is more 
spatially refined and flexible than the previous version of the 
model (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Chesapeake 
Bay Program Office, 1998).

A first step in model development was the discretization 
of the model region into individual land segments for which 
simulations could be performed assuming homogeneity of 
physical parameters, driving forces (such as precipitation), and 
nutrient application rates. A second step was to create a net-
work of stream reaches and associated watersheds that could 
receive simulated water and chemicals from the land simula-
tion and ultimately route them to the bay.

3 The Chesapeake Bay Regional Watershed Model is referred to by the CBP 
as the Phase 5 Watershed Model, in reference to its predecessor, the Phase 4.3 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Model.

Unlike in conventional HSPF model application, it is not 
necessary for the simulated land segments and watersheds to 
have identical boundaries under the CBRWM software design 
(G. Shenk, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Chesapeake 
Bay Program Office, written commun., 2001). The land areas 
created by the intersection of land segments and watersheds, 
referred to as “land-watershed segments,” are generated within 
a geographic information system (GIS). A software module 
external to HSPF allows the model to deliver the per-acre 
loads for a given land-use category, multiplied by the number 
of acres of that land use within a land-watershed segment, to 
the associated stream reach (fig. 2).

Purpose and Scope

This report describes the approach and methods used to 
create land segments and a stream-reach network with associ-
ated watersheds for the CBRWM, including the Chesapeake 
Bay watershed and the adjacent parts of Maryland, Virginia, 
and Delaware. The methods that were used to develop spatial 
datasets are described, as well as a number of approaches for 
quality-assuring the spatial data. Finally, maps of the land seg-
ments, stream-reach networks, and watersheds are provided.

Description of Study Area

The study area for the model included the 64,000-mi2 
(square mile) Chesapeake Bay watershed, as well as the adja-
cent parts of the States of Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia. 
Additionally, various watersheds in West Virginia, Tennes-
see, and North Carolina were included because they contain 
tributaries that drain to the study area, for a total of 93,000 mi2 
of simulated drainage area (fig. 1). The watersheds of stream 
reaches flowing out of the study area end at state boundaries 
because they are not simulated for in-stream processes, but are 
simulated for land-surface processes.

The Chesapeake Bay watershed includes parts of New 
York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Delaware, West Virginia, 
Virginia, and the District of Columbia. Major tributaries that 
drain the watershed are the Susquehanna, Potomac, and James 
Rivers. Smaller tributaries include the Rappahannock, Patux-
ent, and York Rivers (fig. 1).

The Virginia watersheds that drain outside of the Chesa-
peake Bay watershed include parts of the Big Sandy, Meherin, 
Nottoway, New, Roanoke, and Upper Tennessee River water-
sheds. The western Maryland watershed that drains outside of 
the Chesapeake Bay watershed is part of the Youghiogheny 
River watershed. The study area also includes the Delaware 
watersheds that drain to Delaware Bay, and the coastal areas 
of Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia that drain to the Atlantic 
Ocean.

The model region ranges in elevation from sea level 
(NAVD 88) to almost 4,000 ft (feet). The physiography is 
variable, and covers parts of the Coastal Plain, Piedmont, Blue 
Ridge, Valley and Ridge, and Appalachian Plateau Physio-
graphic Provinces.

�  Land Segmentation, Stream-Reach Network, and Watersheds, Chesapeake Bay Regional Watershed Model
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Figure 1. The region included in the Chesapeake Bay Regional Watershed Model and the stream-reach network, highlighting 
major drainage areas.
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Figure �.  Part of the model region in Maryland and Pennsylvania and the relation between model land segments, 
watersheds, and stream reaches. (The land-watershed segment shown in gray includes the part of eastern Adams 
County, Pennsylvania that drains to Marsh Creek.)



Overview of the Hydrological Simulation 
Program–FORTRAN (HSPF)

The CBRWM uses HSPF to simulate flow, sediment 
transport, temperature variations, and water-quality processes 
over the entire hydrologic cycle. Processes controlling water 
flow and chemical constituent concentrations are represented 
at various levels of detail using HSPF (Donigian and others, 
1995). Two distinct sets of processes are represented in HSPF:  
(1) processes that determine the fate and transport of water, 
sediment, and chemical constituents at or below the land sur-
face for pervious areas, and at the land surface for impervious 
areas; and (2) in-stream processes that determine the fate and 
transport of water, sediment, and chemical constituents within 
stream reaches or reservoirs.

HSPF is a lumped (not spatially explicit) model that 
simulates water, sediment, and chemical mass balance within 
land areas as a series of storages with flows between the stor-
ages determined by empirical (constitutive) relations. A model 
region is subdivided into land segments, which are defined as 
areas with similar hydrologic characteristics. Within a land 
segment, multiple land-use types can be simulated, each using 
different modules and different model parameters.

Simulated chemical and sediment loads from land 
segments before they are transported to a stream reach are 
referred to as “edge-of-stream” loads. Loads are computed for 
a spatial unit of 1 acre. In the CBRWM approach, the areas of 
interest are the intersection between land segments and water-
sheds, referred to as “land-watershed segments” (fig. 2). To 
determine the total load for a land-watershed segment at each 
time step, the per-acre edge-of-stream load for a given land 
use is multiplied by the number of acres of that land use in the 
land-watershed segment. This process is repeated for each land 
use that occurs within the land-watershed segment, and the 
results are added to give the total load for that land-watershed 
segment. This load is then delivered to the associated stream 
reach for the second simulation step involving transport within 
the reach.

Land Segmentation Development
The Phase 4.3 Chesapeake Bay Watershed Model (U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency Chesapeake Bay Program 
Office, 1998) uses land and water segments that are coinci-
dent and roughly equal to 8-digit USGS hydrologic unit codes 
(HUCs) (U.S. Geological Survey, 2004b). Many datasets that 
are used in Phase 4.3 and are also used in the CBRWM are 
only available by county. The CBRWM uses county boundar-
ies as the basis for land segmentation.

A 1:100,000-scale county boundary digital dataset devel-
oped by USGS (U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of 
Census, 1993) was used for the basis of the land segmentation 
because it is a continuous dataset and available for the entire 
study area. The county dataset was updated to include U.S. 

Census Bureau changes (U.S. Census Bureau Geography Divi-
sion, 2004). Takoma Park was added to Montgomery County 
from Prince Georges County in Maryland, and Manassas Park 
annexed part of Prince William County in Virginia. Also, the 
cities of Clifton Forge and South Boston in Virginia were 
changed to town status and added to Alleghany and Halifax 
Counties, respectively.

In the Valley and Ridge and Blue Ridge Physiographic 
Provinces, orographic effects can create appreciable 
differences in precipitation within a county. As a result, 
the assumption of homogeneity of parameters and forcing 
functions within a land segment may not be valid. In addition, 
a central goal of the modeling effort is to refine spatial 
resolution where possible. For these reasons, physiography 
and topography were used to divide areas of high elevation 
(ridges) and low elevation (valleys) for 50 of the 254 
counties within the model region. Hydrogeomorphic Regions 
(HGMRs) (Brakebill and Kelley, 2000), USGS 1:2,000,000-
scale physiographic provinces of Virginia (U.S. Geological 
Survey, 1980), and National Elevation Dataset (NED) Digital 
Elevation Model (DEM) data (U.S. Geological Survey, 2001) 
were used as a guide to divide counties. This procedure 
produced a total of 309 land segments.

The basis for creating a unique identification system for 
the land segments is the 5-digit Federal Information Process-
ing Standards (FIPS) Codes (U.S. Census Bureau Geography 
Division, 2003). The FIPS code is unique for each state (first 
2 digits) and county (last 3 digits). For all counties, an ‘A’ 
was placed at the beginning of the FIPS code; for counties 
that were divided, a ‘B’ was added; and in five cases, where 
counties were divided twice, a ‘C’ was placed before the FIPS 
code. The concatenation of these alphanumeric characters cre-
ated unique land-segment identifiers (fig. 3) (table 1).

Stream-Reach Network Development
A stream-reach network was developed to provide the 

basis for watershed delineation and to provide connectivity 
between upstream and downstream watersheds in the study 
area. HSPF simulates processes within land segments and 
stream reaches separately and sequentially. At each time step, 
water flow and sediment and chemical loads for land segments 
are calculated. Those quantities are then provided as input to 
the stream-reach simulation. The stream-reach simulation pro-
cesses the water, sediment, and chemicals within each stream 
reach, and transports them to the next reach downstream. A 
complete HSPF model requires definition of land segments 
and stream reaches, with established connections between 
them. Watersheds define the land draining to each reach.

The requirements for a stream-reach network for the 
CBRWM were:  maximum spatial consistency, inclusion of 
stream-reach length and mean streamflow attributes, a density 
that would provide approximately 1,000 stream reaches in the 
model region, and as much consistency as possible with other 

Land Segmentation Development  �
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Figure �. Land segmentation and county divisions for the Chesapeake Bay Regional Watershed Model. (Counties and county 
divisions have been labeled from 1 to 309. Refer to table 1 for the corresponding five-digit Federal Information Processing Standards 
[FIPS] codes.)
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Table 1. Land segment numbers (from 1 to 309) and corresponding FIPS land segment identifiers. (Refer to figure 3).

[FIPS, Federal Information Processing Standards; land segment identifiers consist of an initial letter, ‘A,’ ‘B,’ or ‘C,’ indicating the subdivision of a county 
that has been split, and the 5-digit FIPS code. The FIPS code is unique for each state (first two digits) and county (last 3 digits).]
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Table 1. Land segment numbers (from 1 to 309) and corresponding FIPS land segment identifiers. (Refer to figure 3).—Continued

[FIPS, Federal Information Processing Standards; land segment identifiers consist of an initial letter, ‘A,’ ‘B,’ or ‘C,’ indicating the subdivision of a county 
that has been split, and the 5-digit FIPS code. The FIPS code is unique for each state (first two digits) and county (last 3 digits).]
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Table 1. Land segment numbers (from 1 to 309) and corresponding FIPS land segment identifiers. (Refer to figure 3).—Continued

[FIPS, Federal Information Processing Standards; land segment identifiers consist of an initial letter, ‘A,’ ‘B,’ or ‘C,’ indicating the subdivision of a county 
that has been split, and the 5-digit FIPS code. The FIPS code is unique for each state (first two digits) and county (last 3 digits).]

1 U.S. Census Bureau Geography Division, 2003.



regional models, especially the Chesapeake Bay SPARROW 
(SPAtially Referenced Regressions On Watershed attributes) 
model (Preston and Brakebill, 1999). The first step in develop-
ing a stream-reach network was to compile information about 
available digital stream-reach datasets to determine if they met 
these requirements.

National digital stream-reach network datasets are avail-
able at the 1:100,000 scale [River Reach File 3 (RF3) (U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 1994)] and 1:500,000 scale 
[Enhanced River Reach File 1 (ERF1) (Alexander and others, 
1999; U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 1996)]. RF3 is 
more spatially detailed than ERF1, however, the stream den-
sity in both datasets is not consistent across the region. RF3 
does not have necessary attributes; therefore, it was not used as 
the basis for the model stream-reach network. ERF1 contains 
the attributes of stream-reach length and mean streamflow that 
are not contained in RF3, but is less accurate than RF3. For 
this reason, it was not used as the basis for the model stream-
reach network throughout the entire model region either.

A stream-reach network for the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed was developed for the SPARROW model (Preston 
and Brakebill, 1999) using synthetic stream reaches derived 
from 30-m (meter) DEM data; attributes from ERF1 were 
associated with the SPARROW stream reaches (Brakebill 
and others, 2001). The SPARROW stream-reach network 
meets most of the requirements for the CBRWM stream-
reach network, except that it does not cover the entire model 
region. Therefore, it was used as the basis for the stream-
reach network for the Chesapeake Bay watershed part of 
the model region; the rest of the model region is based on 
the ERF1 stream reaches (fig. 1). Both datasets have the 
attributes needed for the model (stream-reach length and mean 
streamflow), and are of similar scale.

A number of changes were made to the combined  
SPARROW/ERF1 stream-reach network for use in the 
CBRWM to satisfy the remaining requirements of spatial 
consistency while providing approximately 1,000 reaches in 
the model region. Because of the stream density, using the 
SPARROW stream-reach network would have created over 
1,400 watersheds within the Chesapeake Bay watershed alone, 
far more than could be reasonably simulated. To reduce the 
number of watersheds, an attribute quantifying the mean 
streamflow was used to eliminate reaches with mean stream-
flow less than 100 ft3/s (cubic feet per second). This process 
also created a consistent criterion for stream density across the 
different digital datasets.

Additional changes were made to allow for inclusion 
of stream reaches that were not part of the original network. 
Some stream reaches, which were originally excluded because 
of mean streamflow less than 100 ft3/s, were re-added to the 
network if a monitoring site with adequate streamflow or 
water-quality data could be associated with the stream reach. 
If a stream reach that was not part of the SPARROW or ERF1 
stream-reach network included a monitoring site, the appropri-
ate RF3 stream reach was added.

Nutrient, sediment, and streamflow-monitoring data are 
essential to the calibration of a watershed model. Information 
on sites with available monitoring data was used to modify 
the stream-reach network design, as described previously. The 
goal in site selection was to include as many sites as possible 
with a streamflow record meeting specified criteria (described 
below), or sufficient water-quality data for model calibration.

The USGS National Water Information System Web 
Site (NWISWeb) (http://waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis) was used 
to retrieve a list of USGS streamgaging stations in Maryland, 
Delaware, the District of Columbia, New York, Pennsylvania, 
Virginia, West Virginia, and North Carolina with mean-daily 
streamflow data from October 1, 1984 through December 
31, 2000. The latitudes and longitudes of the stations and the 
station identification numbers from NWISWeb were used to 
create a spatial dataset. Stations outside the study area were 
removed from the dataset. NWISWeb data also were used to 
determine whether the stations had at least 8 years of total 
streamflow data within this period. Analysis of graphs of the 
streamflow data allowed stations that did not have at least 8 
years of streamflow data to be removed from the dataset. 

In most cases, USGS streamgaging stations were only 
used if they could be associated with the model stream-reach 
network. Two stations that were not on a stream reach in the 
network were included because of their relatively large drain-
age areas (comparable in size to other simulated watersheds); 
the corresponding reaches were added to the network based on 
RF3. Three other stations were included that were on reaches 
with mean streamflow less than 100 ft3/s because of the quan-
tity of water-quality data available for those stations. Sixteen 
stations close to the bay that were on stream reaches without 
another station downstream were included even if they had a 
mean streamflow of less than 100 ft3/s. A total of 292 USGS 
streamgaging stations that met the criteria for inclusion were 
eventually identified.

In the Potomac River watershed, 12 MDE TMDL sites 
were added because of the quantity of water-quality data 
available. Their associated stream reaches were then re-added 
to the network from the SPARROW stream-reach network, if 
available, or from RF3. The total number of sites in the study 
area with streamflow- and/or water-quality monitoring data 
used for model calibration is 304 (plate 1).

Watershed Delineation
In this report, the term “watershed” is used to represent 

the area of land draining to a stream reach. A stream reach 
consists of a length of stream with two endpoints–an endpoint 
may be the tidal estuary, a confluence within the stream-reach 
network, a reservoir, a monitoring site, the headwater of a 
stream, or in a few cases, a point corresponding to a state 
watershed boundary. Drainage areas are defined using surface 
topography, and it is assumed (as in HSPF in general) that the 
surface-water divides and ground-water divides are coincident. 
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Separate watersheds are needed for all stream reaches being 
modeled.

A 30-m-resolution flow-direction raster dataset was 
generated from the NED DEM (with a vertical resolution in 
decimal-meters) and used to delineate watersheds for each 
stream reach. This dataset was not available when the SPAR-
ROW stream-reach network was created. That network was 
created from preliminary NED data with a vertical resolution 
of integer-meters, which caused some problems when creat-
ing watersheds because stream reaches were derived from the 
older dataset, and flow direction was derived from the newer 
dataset. Similar problems were encountered for the stream-
reach network outside the Chesapeake Bay watershed, because 
the stream-reach network for this area was created from ERF1 
stream reaches. Because the ERF1 stream reaches were not 
delineated from a DEM, there were additional discrepancies 
in the watershed boundaries. The methods used to address 
these discrepancies are discussed in the Quality Assurance of 
Watershed Boundaries section.

The CBRWM has multiple objectives, and was designed 
by various Federal, State, and local agencies. In order to meet 
some of the objectives, the watershed boundaries available 
from the states were used in place of the DEM watershed 
boundaries where they coincided (Hoffman and Kernan, 
1996; Maryland Department of Natural Resources, 1998; 
U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conserva-
tion Service, 1998; U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural 
Resources Conservation Service Tennessee, 2000; U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency Chesapeake Bay Program 
Office, 1999; Upper Susquehanna Coalition and others, 
2002; Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation 
- DSWC, 1995; H. Mirsajadi, Delaware Department of Natural 
Resources and Environmental Control, written commun., 
2005). State watersheds were used in areas outside the Chesa-
peake Bay watershed where DEMs had not been used to create 
watersheds. The DEM watershed boundaries were used at 
monitoring sites and at all other stream-reach endpoints where 
no state watershed boundaries existed.

Watershed boundaries also were created for reservoir 
outlets. There are 42 reservoirs in the model region that are 
simulated; these were selected on the basis of size, purpose, or 
use as a county or city water supply. If a monitoring site was 
located downstream of a reservoir, watershed boundaries were 
generated from the DEM. For the remaining reservoirs, either 
state watershed boundaries were used or watershed boundar-
ies were manually delineated and digitized based on RF3 and 
1:24,000-scale Digital Raster Graphics (DRG) (U.S. Geologi-
cal Survey, 2004a). Where large reservoirs spanned several 
watersheds, those watersheds were combined into one.

A number of short stream reaches were formed because 
of the distance between confluences or the location of moni-
toring sites. As a result, a number of small watersheds were 
produced. Because of possible numerical stability issues, 
excessive computational effort, and the difficulty in captur-
ing processes accurately at a small scale within a regional 
model, small watersheds that represented 5 percent or less of 

the upstream drainage area were incorporated into an adjacent 
watershed.

Each watershed has a unique 4-digit identifier (UNIQID) 
and a downstream identifier (DSID) that is the UNIQID of the 
downstream adjacent watershed. The UNIQIDs were gener-
ated so that they increase from north to south within the model 
region. There are 672 watersheds with simulated reaches that 
drain to a simulated downstream reach. There are 66 water-
sheds with simulated reaches that drain directly to the Chesa-
peake Bay or a tidal stream reach that is not simulated; they 
have a DSID equal to one. There are 324 watersheds that do 
not include a simulated reach; these watersheds have a DSID 
equal to zero. Many of these are the result of subdivision to 
facilitate the linking of the watershed model output to the CBP 
water-quality model; the boundaries for this subdivision are 
based on state watershed boundaries. Watersheds with a DSID 
equal to zero are in tidal areas, drain directly (through sub-
surface discharge or ephemeral surface runoff) to tidal stream 
reaches or the estuary, or drain to areas outside of the study 
area and are truncated at state boundaries.

A number of watershed divides within the District of 
Columbia were adjusted to account for Combined Sewer Over-
flows (T. Spano, Metropolitan Washington Council of Gov-
ernments, written commun., 2005). In most areas with sewer 
systems that combine storm runoff with wastewater before 
treatment, these systems may overflow without treatment 
when storm runoff exceeds their capacity. These overflows are 
generally not measured and their drainage areas may be differ-
ent from those that are defined or delineated topographically. 
The affected area was given a DSID of four (plate 1). The total 
number of watersheds in the model region is 1,063.

Each watershed within the entire Chesapeake Bay water-
shed is associated with a two-letter code identifying its major 
and minor basin (table 2); watersheds outside the Chesapeake 
Bay watershed were given a two-letter code identifying the 
major basin. The relative size of the stream reach and volume 
of water transported is represented by a 1-digit numerical 
value calculated from the mean streamflow value in the ERF1 
dataset. This value is calculated as 3[log(mean streamflow)] 
− 5 and is rounded to the nearest positive integer. The value 
ranges from zero to 9. For reaches that have a mean stream-
flow value of zero or 99999 (unknown value), a value of zero 
was assigned.

The major and minor basin codes, stream-reach size 
based on streamflow, UNIQID, and DSID were combined to 
create a unique 13-character identifier for every watershed in 
the study area (plate 1). The identifier SW2_1100_1130, for 
example, refers to Susquehanna River Basin, West Branch, 
with a stream reach size equal to 2, a UNIQID of 1100 and a 
DSID of 1130. 

Quality Assurance of Watershed Boundaries

To ensure the creation of an acceptable digital watershed 
boundary dataset for the model region, extensive quality assur-
ance was performed. This quality assurance was a complex 
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Table �. Two-letter code identifying basins used in the creation of the watershed identifiers for the Chesapeake Bay Regional  
Watershed Model.

Chesapeake Bay Watershed

Susquehanna River Basin

SU Upper Susquehanna River, above confluence with West Branch

SW Susquehanna River, West Branch

SJ Juniata River

SL Lower Susquehanna River below West Branch confluence, not including Juniata River

Potomac River Basin

PU Upper Potomac River, above Shenandoah confluence

PS Shenandoah River

PM Middle Potomac River, including Monocacy River below Shenandoah confluence, above Chain Bridge

PL Lower Potomac River, below Chain Bridge

James River Basin

JU Upper James River, above Maury River confluence 

JL Lower James River, below Maury River confluence, above Richmond, Virginia

JA Appomattox River

JB James River below Richmond, Virginia, not including Appomattox River

York River Basin

YP Pamunkey River

YM Mattaponi River

YL York River below Mattaponi and Pamunkey confluence, including Piankatank River

Rappahannock River Basin

RU Upper Rappahannock River

RL Lower Rappahannock River

Patuxent River Basin

XU Patuxent River above Bowie, Maryland

XL Patuxent River below Bowie, Maryland

Western Shore of Chesapeake Bay

WL Lower Western Shore

WM Middle Western Shore, including Patapsco and Back Rivers

WU Upper Western Shore

Eastern Shore of Chesapeake Bay

EU Upper Eastern Shore

EL Lower Eastern Shore

EM Middle Eastern Shore, including Choptank River

Areas Outside of Chesapeake Bay Watershed

GY Part of Youghiogheny River

DE Delmarva (Atlantic)

TU Part of Upper Tennessee River

BS Part of Big Sandy River

NR Part of New River

OD Dan River, tributary of Roanoke River

OR Part of Roanoke River, not including Dan River

MN Meherin and Nottoway Rivers



process, involving multiple data sources from six states. The 
quality-assurance process involved comparing data sources, 
checking individual watersheds to ensure they were repre-
sentative of the actual drainage areas, and ensuring that the 
watersheds met all criteria specified.

Watershed boundaries derived from DEMs were used 
where state watershed boundaries were not available, as was 
the case at most monitoring sites. The stream reaches and 
watersheds were created from different DEM sources, prelimi-
nary low-resolution NED, and higher-resolution NED, respec-
tively. One inaccuracy resulted from incorrect delineation of 
stream channels, which placed them outside of topographic 
low points. Subsequently, watershed boundaries delineated 
from the high-resolution NED would follow a parallel path 
to the streams. These boundaries were corrected by manual 
delineation and digitizing using 1:24,000-scale DRGs and 
the RF3 stream-reach network as guides for the topology and 
dendritic patterns.

Another inaccuracy was discovered regarding the repre-
sentation of stream confluences. The stream-reach network is 
composed of line segments of zero width, so it does not take 
into account variations in actual stream width. This simplified 
representation of streams sometimes caused the intersections 
of streams to be represented far downstream of the actual 
confluences, which produced inaccurate watershed boundaries 
near these confluences. These boundaries also were corrected 
by manual delineation and digitizing using 1:24,000-scale 
DRGs and the RF3 stream-reach network as guides for the 
topology and dendritic patterns.

Intersection of Land Segments and Watersheds

In the CBRWM, the land simulation and the river simula-
tion are run separately. In order to link the two simulations, 
the common area between land segments and watersheds 
needed to be determined. The land segments and watersheds 
were combined to create a new spatial dataset, referred to as 
“land-watershed segments.” In the CBRWM, nutrient and sedi-
ment loads from land-watershed segments are delivered to the 
associated stream reach.

Scale differences in datasets between the watershed 
boundaries and the land-segment boundaries created many 
small areas where the two boundaries repeatedly intersected. 
Along some ridges, for example, where a watershed boundary 
and a county boundary are intended to be coincident, many 
areas that do not need to be represented individually in the 
model were created. These areas are anomalies that are related 
to scale, and are not true land-watershed segments. A number 
of different size thresholds were examined for separating out 
these anomalies. The best spatial dataset resulted when areas 
less than 100 acres were merged into adjacent polygons, after 
the intersection of watersheds and land-segment boundaries. 

The land-watershed segments are used to connect the 
land simulation with the river simulation. In order to distin-
guish between tidal water and inland surface-water bodies, the 

tidal shoreline was added to the land-watershed segmentation 
dataset. Watershed boundaries, the stream-reach network, and 
monitoring sites are shown in plate 1.

Summary
The U.S. Geological Survey, U.S. Environmental Protec-

tion Agency Chesapeake Bay Program Office, Interstate Com-
mission on the Potomac River Basin, Maryland Department 
of the Environment, Virginia Department of Conservation and 
Recreation, and the University of Maryland Center for Envi-
ronmental Science are collaborating on the Chesapeake Bay 
Regional Watershed Model, which will provide a quantitative 
tool for understanding nutrient and sediment transport and for 
managing resources in the region, including the Chesapeake 
Bay watershed, as well as the adjacent parts of Maryland,  
Delaware, and Virginia outside of the watershed. Excess nutri-
ents and sediment affect the oxygen balance within the estu-
ary, creating appreciable volumes of low-oxygen water season-
ally in deeper parts of the bay. The first step in developing the 
model was the creation of digital spatial datasets describing 
the discretization of the model region into land segments, the 
creation of a stream-reach network, and the delineation of 
associated watersheds.

The study area for the model (93,000 square miles) 
includes the Chesapeake Bay watershed and adjacent parts 
of Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia, as well as various 
watersheds in West Virginia, Tennessee, and North Carolina 
that were included because they contain tributaries that 
drain to the study area. Land segmentation was based on a 
1:100,000-scale county boundary digital dataset. Fifty of the 
254 counties in the model region were divided once or twice 
on the basis of physiography and topography, producing a total 
of 309 land segments.

The U.S. Geological Survey Chesapeake Bay SPARROW 
model stream-reach network was used as the basis for the 
stream-reach network for the Chesapeake Bay watershed 
part of the model region. Because that network was created 
only for the Chesapeake Bay watershed, a 1:500,000-scale 
stream-reach network was used as the basis for the rest of 
the model region. To reduce the number of stream reaches 
modeled, most stream reaches with mean streamflow of 
less than 100 cubic feet per second were excluded. A small 
number of stream reaches that were not part of the original 
network were included in order to capture locations that had 
monitoring stations, were close to the bay, or were otherwise 
hydrologically important.

A 30-meter-resolution Digital Elevation Model was used 
to delineate watersheds for each stream reach. A quality-assur-
ance process was followed for the delineated watersheds that 
involved comparing different data sources, checking indi-
vidual watersheds to ensure they were representative of the 
actual drainage areas, and checking accuracy of watershed 
boundaries near stream confluences. After incorporating state 
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watershed boundaries and making a number of corrections, 
the watersheds were coded to indicate major and minor basin, 
mean streamflow, and each watershed’s unique identifier as 
well as that of the downstream watershed. The land segments 
and watersheds were intersected to create land-watershed 
segments. These spatial data will be used in support of the 
Chesapeake Bay Regional Watershed Model.
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