
I’ve noticed that we’ve had some heavy rainfalls recently, and was wondering how this may impact 

farmland runoff? 

Heavy amounts of rain certainly have an impact on runoff leaving agriculture plots, along with all other 

types of land cover. You may be wondering what happens to the run-off, and any contaminants it may 

contain. Where does it go? If effected fields have fertilizers, pesticides, or livestock waste on them, does 

this get carried along with the runoff? These are all very important questions to ask, and legitimate 

concerns. 

Fortunately, there are many techniques and strategies that farmers and environmental organizations 

use to prevent pollution of our land and water. First, we will discuss some techniques farmers can utilize 

themselves to prevent the spread of runoff. One such strategy is the development of swales. These are 

man-made, gutter-like channels that are created to divert wastewater/runoff into an area away from 

streams and other bodies of water. The diverted water either becomes diluted over time, or provides 

nutrients to the surrounding crops and pastureland. Another strategy is the use of riparian buffers. 

These are plantings of trees, shrubs, and other vegetation along streambanks that naturally filter runoff. 

This is a mutually beneficial relationship for the environment, since the plants gain nutrients for growth 

from nitrogen and potassium (fertilizers) in the runoff, while the water bodies take in lower quantities of 

these elements. Although nitrogen and potassium are naturally occurring, if a water body, such as a 

lake, contains too much of either, algae (including seaweed) starts to grow exponentially. This results in 

the depletion of oxygen levels in the water, and fish need oxygen too! Luckily, the measures mentioned 

above can help prevent this from happening! 

There are also many laws and agencies that work to keep our water and land clean. One such agency is 

the Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD). Every county in the state has a SWCD. Other state 

organizations include the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC). Some 

agencies exist at the federal level, such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). All of these 

organizations work to ensure compliance with federal waste disposal and water quality preservation 

laws. These include legislation such as the Clean Water Act (CWA) of 1972 and the Safe Drinking Water 

Act (SDWA) of 1974. 

In short, farmland runoff is able to be managed by both environmental techniques and state/federal 

agencies. The best we can do is educate each other about these preventive measures and available 

resources to keep our water clean! 
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