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Development Issues 
 

The Chesapeake Bay is known for its outstanding fisheries, 
pristine wetlands, and abundant wildlife habitats. It’s the largest 
estuary in the United States and a national treasure. Many 
residents of Virginia are proud to live adjacent to “the bay.” The 
bay is an estuary, a place where fresh water from rivers meets 
the salt water of the oceans. Estuaries are prime habitats for 
fish, waterfowl, crabs, and grasses. The Chesapeake Bay is not 
unaffected by the pressures of the modern world, however. With 
a growing population, this area faces many issues. Tough 
decisions must be made about where and how to develop the 
land, as well as what limits we should place on development.  

Since the 1970s, home sizes have continued to grow.  

 

 
Before we can enact any limits on 
development, we must first understand 
how development can negatively impact 
the land and the ecosystem. Throughout 
the history of our country, development 
patterns have shifted. In the early days of 
America, many people lived rural lives on 
small farms. With the start of the 
Industrial Revolution in 1865, many 
people moved to the cities, where higher-
paying factory jobs were available. The 
advent of the automobile then motivated 
people to move out of the cities and into 
suburban homes. They would then commute to the cities by car 
every day.  This pattern is still very common, with many people 
choosing to live in the rural areas surrounding the Chesapeake 
Bay. Today, houses are nearly twice as large as they were in 
1970, and lot sizes have also increased at least two-fold. This 
means it takes more land and resources to accommodate the 
same amount of people.  
 
Development puts pressure on both the land and the organisms 
it supports. It generates more impermeable surfaces, which are 
hard surfaces that don’t allow water to pass through (think 
roads and parking lots). Instead of seeping through pavement, 
water flows across it, collecting any oil, dirt, and chemicals left 
on the surface. This water, and the pollutants in it, can end up in 
the streams and rivers that flow into the Chesapeake Bay.  
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Between 1990 and 2000, the population of the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed increased by 10 percent. The amount of impermeable 
surfaces, however, increased by over 40 percent. In just ten 
short years, more than 250,000 acres of land were converted 
from natural land to impermeable surfaces.  

When deciding whether development should be 
permitted, city officials and managers must also 
consider the repercussions of changing the land use. 
With development, land is often converted from 
agricultural or forested land to residential areas. This 
has several consequences for the local watershed. 
When land loses its natural groundcover, like trees, it 
is more prone to erosion and therefore more likely to 
wash away during a large storm. This increases the 
sediment load in our streams, which then carry the 
soil directly into the bay. Between 1982 and 1997, the 
Chesapeake Bay watershed lost about 100 acres of 
land a day to development. This had serious impacts 
on water quality, but it also affects air, wildlife, and 
the scenic beauty of the area.  

Runoff from impervious surfaces is a 
major cause of water pollution in 
Chesapeake Bay. 

 

 

 
These statistics do not mean that all development is bad. 
Everyone needs a place to call home, and development can be 
done in a thoughtful manner. Suburban homes can be clustered 
around local services, like grocery stores and restaurants. This 
reduces the need for people to drive long distances for everyday 
activities. Roads and parking lots can be constructed with 
porous concrete, specially designed to allow water to soak 
through. This helps eliminate or reduce polluted runoff.  
 
There are other ways that humans can reduce the impact they 
make on the land, air, and water. If you were in charge of 
development in Chesapeake Bay, how would you make sure it 
was done responsibly? Would you create laws? Would you offer 
incentives to promote certain types of development over others? 
Understanding all of the issues of development can help us 
design a plan to protect the bay for future generations.  




