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The Potomac Interceptor Spill: 
Rapid Response, Lingering 

Concerns, and Chronic Challenges



The Problem 
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Kaushal et al. (2026)

(USGS RIM 2021)

1)  How do streams and rivers retain and 
transform increases in pollution inputs?

2)  How far downriver are pollution inputs, or 
restoration effects, measurable?

3)  How do “extremes” in salinity and pH 
mobilize pollutants? 

https://www.usgs.gov/media/images/location-nine-river-input-monitoring-rim-stations


The Approach 

3(Kaushal … Shelton, Dann, Slaughter … et al. 2026)
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Watershed Monitoring: Routine & Synoptics
LSS

Synoptic



Connecting Community Science with WCMA

instagram: @potomac_riverkeeper_network

Thank You: Lisa Wu, Evan Quinter, 
Morgan Bench, and All Volunteers

Thank You: 
Catherine Gaudlip, 
Alixandria 
Werlang, and All 
Volunteers

instagram: @anacostiariverkeeper

Thank You: Maureen Mitchell, Derek 
Shea, and All Volunteers

instagram: 
@upperpotomacriverkeeper
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Intensive Sligo Creek
Longitudinal Synoptics

WCMA from Streams to Rivers to Estuaries 
Community Science 
Potomac-wide Synoptics



100 Miles of Nitrogen Loss
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Losing N, Gaining C?
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Sligo Creek, Scaled N & C Stories
SCT1 SCT2



Potomac – Tough Couple of Years

(Bay Journal 2025)

https://www.bayjournal.com/news/pollution/potomac-riverkeeper-gets-up-close-look-at-crash-aftermath/article_64c54e10-fb71-11ef-82bf-9b3901d8c6aa.html


Potomac Interceptor Spill – January 19th 2026



Potomac Spill – Rapid Response
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UMD SPH Goldstein Lab



Spill Monitoring, Continuing Work



Spill Monitoring
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Spill Footprint Declines Quickly
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New York Times, April 23rd 2026

Potomac Spill, Evolving Concerns
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Potomac Spill, Changing Environment
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Changes in Salinity 

Changes in Oxygen & pH  



Potomac Spill – Targeted Studies

18Chesapeake Bay Journal, May 1st 2026



Water Drains, Dirt Retains? 
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Sediment 
Transect Boat 
Surveys:

April
July
November?



Sediment Phosphorus Experiments
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UMD-COG Potomac Boat Survey April 14th 2026
Surface Water and Sediment Extractant Experiment, PO4 (mg L-1)
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Sediment Phosphorus Experiments
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UMD-COG Potomac Boat Survey April 14th 2026
Surface Water and Sediment Extractant Experiment, PO4 (mg L-1)
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sediment phosphorus 
experiments in July found NaOH 
treatments (high pH) released 
multiples times more PO

4
 than 

NaCl or DI at most sites

High pH variability in the summer 
& fall in the tidal fresh, could 
mobilize P on short timescales



Spill Recovery, Fe & Mn?

L10 Filter 1/28 L10 1/28 + BOD5 Filter 



Spill Recovery, Non-linear? 
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Multiple overflow events

Changing precipitation and 
contaminant mobility



Spill Recovery, Non-linear? 
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Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons, Diesel Range Organics
2026 JBA Jet Fuel Spill, Piscataway Creek, MDE Data



Pulses, Presses, and Problems
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AP

Feb 17 & 18th 2026



Pulses, Presses, and Problems

AP

Feb 17 & 18th 2026



Wastewater in the Watershed

(USGS 2025)

“accumulated 
wastewater as a 
percentage of 
measured streamflow 
from U.S. Geological 
Survey (USGS) 
streamgages”

https://www.usgs.gov/tools/usgs-potomac-river-watershed-accumulated-wastewater-viewer


Wastewater in the Watershed

Potomac Survey July 1st 2026

DIC DOC TDN



Wastewater in the Watershed

Just some of the 
Potomac sites sampled 
in 2026! 



UMD-PRKN 
Samples

Potomac Spill – Collaborations



Q: Is E. Coli in DC-area Potomac surface water going down overall?
A: Yes.

Q: Is there evidence for bacterial and nutrient entrapment in 
sediments?
A: Preliminary data suggests yes.

Q: Is the amount of sediment-bound nutrients from the spill cause 
for heightened algal bloom and hypoxia concerns? Ongoing public 
health concerns?
A: Results so far underscore, beyond this specific spill, the severity  
of chronic sewage leaks as both pathogen and nutrient inputs

Potomac Spill – Answering (Your) Questions
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Thank You!

Thank you to everyone at the 
UMD BGC lab, all staff and 
volunteers at PRKN, UPRK, ARK

Thank you to all collaborators 
especially UMD SPH and 
UMCES

Thank you to ORISE/EPA/CBP, 
CBT, MWCOG, WSSC, and all 
funders and supporters of this 
work
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Questions?

email me at 
wslaught@umd.edu

Thank you to MD SeaGrant 
Graduate Research Fellowship 
and MWCOG for supporting this 
continuing work


