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Maryland Agriculture’s Role in the Draft Phase III Watershed Implementation Plan (WIP) 
By Colby Ferguson 

  
The draft version of the Phase III Watershed Implementation Plan (WIP) was recently released by the Maryland 
Department of the Environment. As in the other two phases, agriculture will continue to play a major role in 
meeting Chesapeake Bay cleanup goals by 2025.  
 
There are 5 major source sectors in Maryland’s TMDL targets: agriculture, natural, septic, storm water, and 
wastewater. Maryland’s Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) targets to be reached by 2025 are 45.8 million 
pounds of nitrogen and 3.7 million pounds of phosphorus. If Maryland can achieve its phosphorus target, it will 
also achieve its sediment target. 
 
Nitrogen Reductions 
Agriculture has the largest amount of nitrogen loads to the Bay. The 2017 Midpoint Assessment determined 
Maryland agriculture contributes 22.4 million pounds of nitrogen each year. The Phase III WIP requires 
agriculture to reduce 4.4 million pounds of nitrogen per year to reach 18 million pounds by 2025. This is a 20% 
reduction in nitrogen to the Bay over the next 6 years. Maryland’s plan includes a built-in additional 1 million 
pounds of nitrogen reductions to compensate for climate change effects. There are concerns from scientists that 
climate change could affect the ability of a BMP to actually achieve its intended load reduction. 
 
Six primary areas within agriculture’s WIP goals will be targeted to reach nitrogen goals: conservation technical 
assistance, nutrient management compliance, cover crops, manure transport, verification of existing best 
management practices (BMPs), and implementation of additional BMPs. The WIP Assessment Team estimates it 
will cost $54.3 million annually to achieve these reduction targets. Thankfully, through cost-share funding at the 
state and federal level, Maryland farmers will have some funding assistance in implementing these programs. 
However, farmer investment in these added BMP’s and cover crops will be necessary to achieve these water 
quality goals. 
 
Phosphorus Reductions  
As for phosphorus, Maryland has already met its 2025 goals! However, the Phase III WIP still has reduction 
targets for phosphorus over the next 6 years. According to the 2017 Midpoint Assessment, agriculture’s 
phosphorus contributions are 600,000 annually. Agriculture will need to reduce its phosphorus load to the Bay 
by 100,000 pounds per year by 2025, which is a 16.7% reduction by 2025. One of the main ways to address this 
reduction will be through the full implementation of the Phosphorus Management Tool (PMT), which starts to 
roll in the 150 – 450 FIV phosphorus soils over the next few years. 

 
Looking Forward 
There will be continued interest in nutrient trading within all of the source sectors, and agriculture will have an 
opportunity to be a part of that trading program if wanted. Many questions still need to be addressed: How 
much are nitrogen credits worth? How does a person determine how many credits a certain BMP is worth? How 
will trading agriculture BMP’s affect the sector in achieving its own WIP reductions by 2025? We are hoping 
these, and many other, questions can be answered over the next few months as the final Phase III WIP is rolled 
out.  
 
Public comments on the Phase III WIP are being accepted until June 7, 2019. Maryland Farm Bureau will be 
formally submitting comments later this month after the plan has been reviewed and all of the information 
sessions around the state have been completed. If you would like to read the entire plan and/or provide public 
comments, please visit: 
https://mde.maryland.gov/programs/Water/TMDL/TMDLImplementation/Pages/Phase3WIP_PublicParticipatio
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