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Agriculture is the most widespread source of pollutants entering streams and rivers: It is estimated to be responsible
for about 70% of surface water pollution. Farming is a source of the silt, as well as nutrients, pesticides, and organic
matter. (Livestock feeding operations, for example, confine thousands of animals in a small space and produce
huge amounts of waste.) Municipal sewage treatment plants also continue to pollute rivers and streams by
discharging bacteria, nutrients, and organic matter that deplete oxygen.Fish consumption is the most frequently
impaired use in ponds, lakes, and reservoirs; aquatic life and swimming are also harmed. Nutrients and metals are
the most significant pollutants in these bodies of water, followed by siltation and organic matter. Lakes are most
sensitive to excessive nutrients and other pollutants, because they retain their contents for long periods of time.
Nutrient pollution leads to algal blooms, low DO levels, fish kills, foul odors, and aquatic weed overgrowth, which
interfere with recreational activities. Farm fertilizers and manure from animals are a major source of nutrients.In
estuaries (bodies of coastal water where rivers meet the oceans), nutrients are the most widespread pollutants,
followed by bacteria, toxic chemicals, and organic material. Excessive nutrients in estuaries lead to many of the
same problems seen in lakes. High bacteria levels make the water unfit for swimming or harvesting shellfish, such as
oysters and clams, which accumulate the bacteria. Storm runoff and industrial point sources are the primary
sources of pollutants impairing estuaries, followed by municipal sewage and agriculture. TheEPA now participates
in a National Estuary Program with the states to manage estuarine water quality.Loss of wetlands (see page 4) has
decreased from as much as half a million acres per year between 1950 and 1970 to less than 100,000 acres per year
between 1982 and 1992. Wetland losses result from commercial and residential development, agriculture, filling
and draining,and road construction. Many activities degrade the remaining wetlands with pollutants such as
sediment and nutrients. Although loss rates are decreasing, progress is still needed to stop the losses and increase
the quality of the nation's wetlands.
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