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How is she different from inland 
rivers? The Elizabeth River is an 
“estuary” a tidal finger of the 
Chesapeake Bay, rather than a 
freshwater river with a spring as 
origin.  The Elizabeth has high 
levels of salt (salinity), because she 
is very close to the Atlantic Ocean. 
 

How did she get her name?  The 
river was named by the Jamestown 
colonists in the early 17th century in 
honor of Princess Elizabeth Stuart, 
the daughter of Kings James I of 
England. 
 

How deep is the river? The river’s 
depth is different all over, but the 
depth of the channels are about 21-
50 feet deep. The Elizabeth is much 
deeper than it would be naturally, 
because of dredging for large 
vessels.  The deeper water and 
poor flushing make it difficult for 
waters to re-oxygenate.   
How long is the river? The main 
branch is about 5 miles (8 km) long 
and 2 miles (3.2 km) wide at its 
mouth.  Counting all branches, the 
river is about 21 miles long.  The 
river’s watershed touches brackish 
Lake Drumoond in the Great Dismal 
Swamp.  

What cities does the river run 
through? The river runs through 
four cities; Norfolk, Portsmouth, 
Chesapeake and Virginia Beach. 
 

How big is the watershed? The 
watershed is roughly 250 square 
miles or 9,600 acres within the 
cities of Chesapeake, Norfolk, 
Portsmouth and Virginia Beach and 
reaches as far as the Great Dismal 
Swamp the only source of fresh 
water. 
   
How many people live in her 
watershed? Approximately 
500,000 residents live in the 
Elizabeth River watershed. 
 

How many schools are in the 
watershed? There are 
approximately 220 public and 
private schools in the watershed. 
 

What’s the mission of Elizabeth 
River Project? To restore the 
Elizabeth River to the highest 
practical level of environmental 
quality through government, 
business and community 
partnerships. 
 
 

What are The Elizabeth River 
Project’s top goals? To reduce 
toxic contamination on the bottom 
of the river, “The Goo Must Go!” 
and make the river safe for 
swimming and eating fish and 
shellfish by 2020. 
 
What branch of the river is the 
most polluted? The Southern 
Branch scores worst.  Levels of 
PAHs (polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons) in some areas of the 
Elizabeth remain as much as 1,000 
times the average in the 
Chesapeake Bay. 
 
When was she noted as 
polluted?  In 1983 the United 
States Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) Chesapeake Bay 
Program identified the Elizabeth 
River as one of the three most 
“toxic” tributaries to the 
Chesapeake Bay.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

ELIZABETH RIVER FACTS 



What part of the river is the most 
important habitat? The bottom of 
the river, benthos, is the most 
important habitat in the river.           
When contamination is present, the 
bottom-dwelling community of 
worms, oysters, clams, crabs and 
other shellfish, along with bottom 
dwelling fish like the mummichog, 
croaker and flounder are greatly 
reduced in numbers. As the 
foundation of the food chain, it 
serves as a food source for larger 
fish and wading birds.   
 
What is the newest source of 
pollution to the Elizabeth River? 
Runoff from land and storm drains 
including fertilizers and pet waste. 

 

 

 

 

 

What is a River Star? The 
Elizabeth River Project has two 
River Star programs; one 

recognizes school and youth 
organizations and the other 
recognizes businesses and 
industries for implementing projects 
that have a positive impact on the 
Elizabeth River.  Projects relate to 
conservation, restoration or habitat 
enhancement. 

How many River Stars are there?  
As of 2009, there are 114 River 
Star Schools and 68 River Star 
Business & Industries.   

Since 1997, River Star businesses and 

industries have 

• Reduced pollution: 204 million 
pounds 

• Urban wildlife habitat restored or 
conserved: 992 acres 

• Other materials reduced, recycled 
or reused: More than one billion 
pounds 

 

 

Why have oysters been banned 
since the 1920s? Because of high 
concentrations of bacteria and other 
contamination.   
 

What happened to the Elizabeth 
River oysters?  Over the last 
century, the oyster population in the 
Chesapeake Bay and the Elizabeth 

has been reduced by as much as 
99 percent.  Environmental 
stressors causing this decline 
include over harvesting, disease 
and pollution. Past harvesting 
techniques flattened reefs resulting 
in less than optimal population 
levels for reproduction. Two 
parasites, MSX and Dermo, have 
taken a toll on oyster populations.   
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First oyster reef restoration? 
Created in 1989 
 

How many oyster restoration 
reefs are there? Fifteen reefs have 
been constructed throughout the 
river system. 
                                 



      

How does bacteria get in the 
Elizabeth River? Bacteria such as 
fecal coli forms and enterococci find 
their way to the river through 
contaminated storm water drains, 
sewer overflows, sewage treatment 
plants and animal wastes. 
 

Why is the Elizabeth River not 
fishable? The Virginia Department 
of Health has placed a fishing 
advisory for the lower part of the 
Chesapeake Bay, including the 
Elizabeth recommending no more 
than two meals per month of striped 
bass, due to PCB levels.  In 
addition no more than two meals 
per month of spot, croaker and 
white perch should be consumed 
from the Elizabeth River. There are 
no advisories for mercury or 
pesticides in Elizabeth River fish. 
 

 
 
 

 
How can you tell if the Elizabeth 
River is swimmable?  Enterococci 
concentrations are used by the 
State of Virginia to assess if waters 
are swimmable. These bacteria are 

found primarily in the intestinal 
tracts of mammals and birds. They 
are released into the environment 
through human and animal feces 
and enter the river in storm water  
runoff.  Only a few areas in the 
main stem and near the mouth of 
the Lafayette River have low 
enough concentrations of bacteria 
to allow for safe swimming.   

 

What is the percentage of 
wetlands that have been lost in 
the Elizabeth River? Since World 
War II, the Elizabeth River 
watershed has lost more than 60 
percent of the wetlands and forests 
that once lined the shores.   

How many wetland sites have 
been restored? Twenty-two 
wetlands have been restored since 
1995. 
 

What toxins are in the Elizabeth 
River? Heavy metals and organic 
compounds have contaminated 
bottom sediments and made the 
Elizabeth River a toxic hot spot. 
PAHs, polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons have made their way 
to the river through several sources 
including creosote dumped in the 
river, coal fired power plants, refuse 
burning facilities, coal importing 
facilities and runoff from coal-tar 
based parking lot sealcoat.  
  

What are some fishes that might 
be in the river?  Mummichog, 
Striped bass (rockfish), Feather 
blenney, Sheephead minnow, 
Atlantic silverside, Flounder, Bay 
anchovy, Spot, Croaker, Naked 
goby, Skillet fish, Oyster toad, Hog 
choaker, Killifish, White perch, 
Northern pipe fish, Lined seahorse, 
American eel, Northern pufferfish, 
Spiny burrfish, Atlantic menhaden, 
Lizard fish, Black seabass, Pigfish, 
Graytrout (weakfish), Blackdrum, 
Reddrum and Mullet. 
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What are some invertebrates in 
the river? Marsh insects 
(mosquitoes and deer fly), 
crustaceans and mollusks, marsh 
crab, salt marsh snails and Atlantic 
ribbed mussel. 
 
What are some birds that might 
live around the river? Eagles, 
Osprey, Herons, Snowy egrets, 
Ibises, Gulls, Duck, Geese, 
Pelicans, Plover, Common tern, 
Double crested cormorant, Pied- 
Billed grebe, American coot, 
American black duck 
 

Why does the river look 
brownish green?  The Southern 
Branch of the river is close to the 
Dismal Swamp.  The leaves and 
bark from trees release tannin that 
makes the water look brownish.  In 
other areas of the river, algae and 
stirring up of sediments can alter 
the color of the river. 

 
What are some mammals that 
may live in or around the 
Elizabeth River?  Raccoon, Marsh 
Rice rat and Muskrat 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
What mammal did the Chesapeake 
Public Schools GREEN TEAM 
choose to be an indicator 
species?  The river otter.  It requires 
a diet of plentiful turtles, fish and 
crabs reflecting goals to restore 
wildlife through improved water 
quality in the Elizabeth River. 
 

What kind of trees are in the 
Elizabeth River watershed? 
Live oak, Red maple, Dogwood, 
Sycamore, American elm, River 
birch, American holly, Red bud and 
conifers. 

 

 
 
 

Watershed Action Plan 
 

1. Clean up the bottom of the river. 
 

2. Restore and conserve wetlands, 
shellfish beds and shores 

 

3. Increase dissolved oxygen and 
reduce nutrients 

 

4. Make the river swimmable and 
fishable by 2020 by reducing 
bacteria. 

 

5. Make environmental 
responsibility the standard. 

 

6. Safeguard the river through 
public policies and regulations 

 

7. Create a river revolution, led by 
an army of citizens who 
understand, embrace and 
promote the restoration of the 
river. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


