LEESVILLE LAKE WATER QUALITY

In July, the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) released its draft 2006 Water Quality Assessment 305(b) and 303(d) Integrated Report (IR), which describes the water quality conditions in the Commonwealth of Virginia during the time period beginning January 1, 2000 through December 31, 2004. The primary purpose of this report is to satisfy the water quality reporting requirements of the Commonwealth

of Virginia under the Federal Clean Water Act and the Virginia Water Quality Monitoring, Information and Restoration Act. The various bodies of waters are evaluated in terms of whether the appropriate designated uses are met. These uses are: 1) wildlife, 2) aquatic life, 3) fish consumption, 4) shellfish harvest, 5) swimming (primary and secondary contact recreation) and 6) drinking water use. 

At the request of the Leesville Lake Association Board, two representatives of the Virginia DEQ made a presentation on the Report at the August 10th Board meeting. The emphasis of the presentation was on water quality in Leesville Lake and the two main tributaries feeding Leesville Lake—the Pigg River and Old Woman’s Creek. 

Below are highlights of the 2006 Leesville Lake Assessment for each section of the lake. The water in the lake meets many of the water quality standards. In addition, PCBs in fish tissue meet the standard throughout Leesville Lake. That is good news and cannot be said for some of the upper and lower sections of the Roanoke River. However, some sections of the lake exceed one or more of the water quality standards. Some of the exceedances are a result of the natural aging process in the reservoir and others are a result of human activity. The Leesville Lake Association plans to become more actively involved in water quality issues to determine if: (1) more data is needed, (2) there is a role for the Association in data gathering, and (3) to assist in improving the water quality as appropriate.

Roanoke River from the Smith Mountain Dam downstream to the Pigg River confluence. There are no water quality monitoring stations in this section of the lake. DEQ uses water quality samples from the Smith Mountain Dam to assess the water quality in this section and the water quality is good. It supports all of the water uses mentioned above.

Pigg River from its confluence with the Roanoke River in Leesville Lake upstream to its backwaters.

The Pigg River meets most of the water quality standards such as Dissolved Oxygen, pH, temperature, nitrates and chlorides. However, five of the twelve water samples taken during the assessment period exceed the E. coli instantaneous criterion of 235 cfu/100 ml. Therefore, the Pigg River is considered “impaired” and does not support recreational use such as swimming.

Roanoke River from the Pigg River mouth downstream to the Old Woman’s Creek mouth.

This section of the lake meets many of the water quality standards such as pH, temperature, nitrates and chlorides. However, the bottom of this lake section does not meet the Dissolved Oxygen standard of 4.0 mg/l in 14 of 110 measurements and is considered “impaired” for aquatic life. Low Dissolved Oxygen levels at the bottom of the lake are part of the natural aging process of the reservoir.

This section of the lake is also considered “impaired” for E. coli. The high levels of the E. coli are primarily a result of runoff from agricultural land after heavy rains. Since heavy rains also wash silt and mud into the lake, when the lake is muddy, it may also contain levels of E. coli that exceed the water quality standard. Unfortunately, there is extremely little data and no monitoring program to determine precisely when this section of the lake may not support recreational use such as swimming. Therefore, as a general precaution, it is advisable to not swim in the lake when it is muddy. This is particularly true for young children, older adults and anyone with an impaired immune system.

Roanoke River from the mouth of Old Woman’s Creek downstream to Leesville Dam.

This section of the lake meets most of the water quality standards such as temperature, nitrates, chlorides and E. coli. The Dissolved Oxygen exceeds the standard in both the top and bottom portions of the lake. An extremely dry period occurred within the assessment data window, which contributed to the DO exceedances in the top portion of the lake. DO exceedances in the bottom portion are due to the natural aging process in the lake. Three of the 19 pH measurements exceed the water quality standard maximum of 9.0. As a result of the Dissolved Oxygen and pH exceedances, this section of the lake is considered “impaired” for aquatic life. 

Old Woman’s Creek from its confluence with the Roanoke River upstream to its backwaters.

Like the Pigg River, Old Woman’s Creek is considered “impaired” for E. coli. Five of the 18 samples taken exceed the standard. As mentioned above, a TMDL plan for Old Woman’s Creek was completed earlier this year.
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