
 
 

Earth Day Refrain: Too much. Too little. Too dirty. 
By Jim Waltman, Executive Director, Stony Brook-Millstone Watershed Association 

 
Every fourth grader understands the water cycle. Precipitation falls to the earth, where it 
infiltrates into groundwater or runs over the ground into streams, lakes and oceans.  
Water evaporates from these water bodies to form water vapor that rises into the 
atmosphere, while plants draw water up from beneath the ground that is transpired 
through their leaves. Water vapor in the atmosphere condenses to form snow and rain 
and the cycle starts anew. 
 
Human activity is fundamentally changing the variables at play in the water cycle.  
Warmer temperatures increase both evaporation and transpiration, resulting in greater 
precipitation.  The changing climate also appears to be modifying global wind patterns, 
periodically bringing more moisture to some areas and less to others. 
 
According to NJ State Climatologist David Robinson, the average annual precipitation in 
New Jersey has increased from 43.9 inches, over the first seven decades of the 20th 
century, to 49.4 inches during the most recent decade. That’s 25.4 trillion more gallons 
each year within our 25-town, 265 square-mile watershed. 
 
At the same time, we’ve experienced a dramatic increase of hard surfaces like parking 
lots, roads and rooftops, which are impervious to water and therefore result in less 
infiltration of all of that water. Between 1995 and 2007, the last date for which the 
NJDEP reported data, the amount of these impervious surfaces in our watershed 
increased by more than 25 percent to 20,223 acres (880,935,660 square feet!). With 
less room for more water to soak into the aquifer, the result is obvious: more flooding. 
 
But climate scientists have indicated that climate change is not only likely to cause more 
heavy precipitation events, it is also likely to cause more extreme droughts.  Since the 
beginning of this century, New Jersey has experienced one severe water-supply 
drought (2001-2002) and three minor ones (2005, 2006 and 2010).  
 
The greater amounts of impervious cover on the landscape not only increase 
stormwater runoff and flooding during wet periods, however. By reducing infiltration into 
groundwater, these hard surfaces also starve our aquifers of critical “recharge.” 
Because half or more of the water in streams comes in the form of “base flow” (seepage 
from groundwater), the desiccation of underground water reduces the flow in streams as 
well. The Stony Brook and other streams in our region have periodically gone bone dry 
in recent years as a result of these forces. 
 
Unfortunately, our water is also too dirty. In fact, the majority of our waterways violate 
clean water standards for drinking, swimming and fishing on a regular basis. Some of 
the primary water pollutants in Central Jersey include bacteria and nutrients such as 



nitrogen and phosphorus. Stormwater from rain and snow melt wash these pollutants 
from the land and carry them to our waterways.  
 
To address the related problems of “too much, too little, and too dirty” will require a 
fundamental shift in policies and land use practices. The Watershed is providing 
leadership by developing and demonstrating better water management strategies at our 
new environmental center (opening this fall) and by conducting focused education and 
advocacy initiatives to address these problems. 
 
If you are concerned about what’s in your drinking water, alarmed by developments in 
environmentally sensitive areas like the proposed new pipeline on the Princeton Ridge, and 
worried about increases in flooding in our area, we hope you’ll consider joining the Stony Brook-
Millstone Watershed Association.   
 
For 65 years, the Stony Brook-Millstone Watershed Association has been working to protect 
your water throughout  central New Jersey.  As a non-profit organization, we depend on your 
help to continue our work. 
 
Please choose to be part of the solution to our environmental challenges.  Help us 
protect your water and your environment by becoming a member of the Watershed 
Association today at www.thewatershed.org.   
 
 


