
Bay creek-cleaner?
By JOHN VOGEL

THREE years ago, American Agricul-
turist began tracking Sam Owings’ 
pursuit of research to confirm and 

quantify the success of his novel cas-
cading stormwater containment waterway 
system. This spring marked the midpoint 
of a University of Maryland research study 
on the project’s Chesapeake Bay-saving 
potential on his Hambleton Creek Farms 
near Chestertown, Md.

Having 20 years of site development ex-
perience, Owings converted two existing 
grass waterways into stepped cascading 
systems, each with four shallow contain-
ment wetlands. Driven by a passion for 
hunting, environmental habitat and 
farming, he says: “I’m just trying to show 
that stormwater can be controlled with a 
cost-feasible practice without taking more 
land out of production.”

Runoff from approximately 600 acres 
of his and neighboring cropland flows into 

for maybe a torrential storm event or 
major hurricane. But even Tropical Storm 
Andrea’s 5½-inch downpour over several 
days in June 2013 didn’t release any flow. 
One reason, he says, is that the cropland 
and the wetland cells were dry to begin 
with.

The results were ... 
Early this year, the first research update 
came in due to a Maryland Industry 
Partnership grant funding half of the re-
search. Owings’ nonprofit group, High 
Impact Environmental, covered the rest.

Runoff waters coming into the top cell 
and out the bottom one were measured. 
Water quality leaving each cell was sam-
pled and tested after each rainfall event 
by Rosie Myers, a research assistant to 
University of Maryland environmental en-
gineer Allen Davis.

The research objective, says Myers, is 
to study the system’s effectiveness in re-
moving N, P and sediment, and whether 

it should be a recommended best man-
agement practice for the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed. Here’s a quick summary of her 
findings:

 ■ In nine storm events, 64% of 
stormwater didn’t leave. Excluding the 
two largest events, 95% efficiency was 
achieved.

 ■ In total, 69% of suspended solids en-
tering the system settled out.

 ■ Only 28% of nitrogen entering the 
system left it.

 ■ Only 10.5% of total phosphorus left 
the system.

 ■ Only 1.4% of particulate P left the 
system.

 ■ During winter, most of the water in-
filtrates the ground. During the growing 
season, most evaporates.

With this year’s data, the researchers 
plan to explore ways to further slow the 
system’s runoff and increase its holding 
capacity. For more details, visit www.high 
impactenvironmental.org.

Key Points 

 ■ Cascading waterway wetlands slow and 
recycle runoff and nutrients.

 ■ Maryland farmer’s pilot project earns 
solid marks in research study.

 ■ The system is not yet cleared as a 
conservation best management practice.
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wetland cells ranging from 35 by 140 feet 
to 45 by 170 feet. About 80% of the water 
comes from 120 acres of neighboring up-
lands. And, just as he planned, most of the 
runoff and nutrients stay in the system and 
on his gently sloping land. 

His goal was to slow stormwater runoff, 
let it settle out sediment, and infiltrate and 
evaporate, reducing nitrogen and phos-
phorus going into his 10-acre pond. When 
the pond is fully established with native 
vegetation, Owing expects it to be excel-
lent habitat for waterfowl and other wildlife.

He also expects zero discharge, except 

STORMWATER CATCHERS: Sam Owings redesigned his waterways with wetland cells to slow and absorb stormwater coming off uplands before trickling into the pond. 

3
www.FarmProgress.com

®

November 2014 A Penton® Publication

Pushing up corn yields Page 20

Top corn hybrids Page 16

Take control 
of crop pests 
Page 6


