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 A watershed is an area of land that is 
drained by a stream, river, or lake.  Some-
times, watersheds are called drainage basins 
or catchment areas.  
 These areas come in many different 
shapes and sizes. Watersheds can be large, 
such as the 40,910 square miles of the Ten-
nessee Valley. A large watershed may include 
sub -watersheds as small as a square mile or 
less.  
  
The Upper Holston River Watershed  

 All the water which runs into the South 
Fork Holston and Watauga River whether from 
rainfall, groundwater, water treatment plants, 
woodland, agricultural or industrial sources is 
gathered and channeled into drain -ways, 
creeks and streams which flow into Boone 
Lake.  The flow begins at the highest points of 
land which are the mountain ridges and con-
tinues to the lowest which is the river channel.
  
 For example in the Watauga River, sev-
eral sub -watersheds merge to form the Wa-
tauga River Watershed. These include the Elk 
River, the Doe River, Stony Creek, Doe Creek, 
and Roan Creek. Each of these streams has its 
own watershed boundaries. These boundaries 
may or may not be the same as the county or 

state lines. Features of the land determine the 
boundaries of each watershed. The boundaries 
of a watershed are called divides.  A divide is 
the highest point of land that surrounds a 
stream or river. If a single drop of water falls 
on one side of a divide, it will eventually drain 
into that stream or river. If the drop falls on 
the other side of the divide, it will make its way 
into a neighboring watershed.  
  
Dams and Reservoirs  

 Within the Upper Holston River Water-
shed, the Tennessee Valley Authority has built 
3 dams; Watauga Dam, South Holston and 
Wilber Dam. These dams create bodies of wa-
ter behind them which are called reservoirs or 
impoundments. The dams have changed the 
streams from free -flowing to controlled -flow 
streams. Water levels behind the dams go up 
and down many feet over the course of a year. 
The reservoirs have changed the water and the 
habitats for the animals and plants who live in 
the water and nearby.  Benefits from the im-
poundments include protection from floods 
and a water supply that is used for the follow-
ing purposes: making electricity; recreation for 
the entire family; industries which require a 
lot of water; and, boats which travel from one 
river to the next.  
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Northeast TN 

and  

Southwest VA 

are  

experiencing   

a severe drought 

.  

Do your part  

to conserve  

Water!  

 

This educational supple-

ment was published as a 
part of an ongoing effort 

of the Boone Watershed 

Partnership to promote 
awareness of the impor-

tance of clean water to 

the regional economy 

and quality of life. Many 
thanks to the following 

for contributing: the Ap-

palachian R C & D Coun-
cilð Upper Tennessee 

Watershed Initiative, the 

Boone Lake Association, 
the City of Elizabethton,  

the City of Johnson City, 

TVA, the Overmountain 
Chapter of Trout Unlim-

ited and Severn Trent 
Services . 
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Why You Should Care About Water-
sheds  
 Everyone lives within a water-
shed! You probably rely on water from 
the Upper Holston River Watershed 
every day. You use water when you first 
get up in the morning to take a shower 
and brush your teeth. You use it the 
last thing at night when you flush the 
toilet. You drink water, cook with it, 
wash dishes and clothes, and water 
your plants, pets, and livestock. We 
also use the Upper Holston River Wa-
tershed for recreation, such as fishing, 
boating, and swimming. In East Ten-
nessee, industries also use water. Hy-
dro -power, or power created from wa-
ter, provides about eleven percent of 
the energy we use.  
 To ensure a good supply of clean 

water for 
now and in 
the future, 
we must all 
do our part 
to help pro-
tect our wa-
ter. Every-
thing we do 
in our daily 
lives affects 
the water in 
the Wa-

tauga River Watershed. Our lives will 
be healthier, happier and more enjoy-
able if we have enough clean water.  
 
The Hydrologic Cycle  
 Water moves or is circulated be-
tween the watersheds, the air, and the 
oceans through four processes:  evapo-
ration, transpiration, condensation , 
and precipitation . This circle of water 
movement is called the Hydrologic Cy-
cle. 
 Water that enters the watershed 
as precipitation (rain, sleet or snow) 
may travel to a stream as surface run -
off. Or, it may soak into the ground and 
find an underground stream or river 
which eventually surfaces above the 
ground. This flow of groundwater is 
called base -flow. It keeps streams flow-
ing during periods of little or no rain-
fall.  
  The quality of the water is di-
rectly related to the quality of the land 
into which it falls. If the land in the wa-
tershed has a lot of exposed soil, ani-
mal waste, paved surfaces, or lack of 
trees, the water will look muddy after a 

hard rain. The soil goes into the stream 
and causes a build -up of sediment on 
the bottom. Bacteria, too many chemi-
cals and other substances in the water 
can harm organisms that live in the 
water and affect the health of humans 
that use the water.  
  
The Clean Water Act  

In 1972, the Clean Water Act became 
law and was intended to help change 
years of pollution in the streams and 
rivers. Since the passage of the Clean 
Water Act, our waters are cleaner.  Pol-
lution in streams and rivers has been 
reduced by one -third. Pollution which 
flows from the pipes of factories has 
been significantly reduced. Progress 
has been made, but more must be 
done. Pollution is still flowing into our 
streams and rivers from these sources: 
dirt and trash from construction of 
homes and businesses; poor forestry 
practices, such as clear -cutting trees 
and plants near the water; paved sur-
faces that cause water to run into 
storm drains and do not allow water to 
soak into the ground; excessive use of 
fertilizers and pesticides; farming prac-
tices that don't include zones of plants 
and trees; and, poorly designed septic 
systems that leak.  
 
Our Water Supplies Are Connected  
 The surface water and the 
groundwater supplies are all connected. 

The water coming out of your kitchen 
faucet today may have rinsed oil and 
grease from the local parking lot at the 
mall last week. We can all help care for 
our water and the surrounding water-
sheds. Government programs cannot 
do it all without our help. We must 
work together to:  
 
1. look at all the problems that our wa-
tersheds may have;  
2. develop solutions to these problems; 
and,  
3. act to protect and restore our water-
sheds.  
  
 The Upper Holston River Water-
shed is our home and its waters are our 
lifeblood. The health of this watershed 
depends upon you and I. If you would 
like to become involved, please contact 
one of the organizations that is listed in 
this supplement.  
 

A Watershed  

A watershed is an area of land that is 

drained by a stream, river, or lake. The 

quality of the  water in that water body is 
affected by all the activities in the its wa-

tershed, including, logging, agriculture, 

construction, industry, municipal waste 

and storm -water run -off.  

A Watershed  

The Importance of 

Vegetation to Clean 

Water  
 

Plants and other vegeta-

tion, particularly trees 

and shrubs, along 

streams, will prevent soil 

and  pollutants from en-
tering the water.  
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