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The Mad River 

Watershed Description  

This bacteria TMDL summary applies to a 6.2-mile reach of the 

Mad River, a 26 mile long river in central Vermont (Field, 

2007). The Mad River originates in Granville Notch in the Green 

Mountain National Forest and ends at its confluence with the 

Winooski River in Moretown (VANR, 2008). The riverôs course 

takes it due north as it flows through a deep valley, flanked by 

the Green Mountains to the west and the Northfield Mountains 

to the east (VGS, 2006). Along its northern course there are 

multiple named and unnamed tributaries that enter the Mad 

River. The steeped walled basin includes historic villages, ski 

resorts, agricultural lands and 4,000 foot high peaks (Field, 

2007). 

The popular ski areas of Sugarbush and Mad River Glenn are 

both located in the Mad River watershed. The main stem of the 

Mad River is characterized by an alternating pattern of rocky 

gorges, sinuous meanders, and broad floodplains. The valley 

bottom has both agricultural lands and urbanized areas while the 

upland reaches of the watershed have steep slopes and cascading 

streams (Field, 2007). These characteristics make the Mad River 

and the Mad River Valley a popular vacation and seasonal 

retreat as well as a landscape long treasured by local residents 

(Mad River, 1995). 

The bacteria-impaired segment of the Mad River begins at its 

confluence with the Winooski River in north central Moretown 

and travels 6.2 miles upriver. The entire length of the impaired 

segment is located within the town of Moretown. The Mad River 

watershed (Figure 1) covers 144 square miles primarily within Granville, Warren, Fayston, Duxbury, 

Waitsfield, and Moretown. With small sections of the watershed within Huntington, Buels Gore, Lincoln, 

Roxbury and Northfield. Overall, land use in the watershed is 90% forested, 8.5% agricultural, 1% 

developed, and 0.5% wetland, as shown in Figure 2 (based on 2006 Land Cover Analysis by NOAA-

CSC).  

Waterbody Facts 
(VT08-18) 

ü Towns:  Moretown, 
Waitsfield  

ü Impaired Segment 
Location:  Mouth of River 
through Moretown 

ü Impaired Segment 
Length:  6.2 mile 

ü Classification:  Class B 

ü Watershed Area: 144 
square miles 

ü Planning Basin: 08 ɀ 
Winooski River 
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Figure 1: Map of Mad River watershed with impaired segment and sampling stations indicated. 
Insert area correspond to figure 4 below. 
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Figure 2: Map of Mad River watershed with impaired segment and land cover indicated.  
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Figure 3 : Map of Mad River watershed  impaired segment and sampling stations indicated. Insert 
area corresponds to figure 5  below. 
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The Mad River watershed is characterized by mountainous terrain with thin soils, steep slopes, and a 

relatively flat fertile valley bottom along the river. These factors make development in many sections of 

the watershed towns difficult. As a result, the majority of development has taken place along the valley 

bottom near the river and its tributaries (Field, 2007). Figure 4 provides a more detailed aerial view of the 

Mad River as it flows along VT Rte. 100 in northern Waitsfield. Much of the commercial and residential 

development within the towns of Warren, Waitsfield, and Moretown is concentrated around the river and 

its tributaries in a similar manner as shown in Figure 4.  

There are many reaches of the main stem that have less than 10% forest cover within the river corridor. 

Large sections of the Mad Riverôs floodplain and former wetland areas have residential and commercial 

development within them. Historically, wetlands were viewed as mosquito ridden wastelands that should 

be drained and turned into land better suited for human uses (CVRP, 2008). Consequently, many wetland 

areas along the Mad Riverôs main stem, and within its flood plain, were filled in for development and 

agriculture (Waitsfield, 2010). Wetlands play a critical role in reducing runoff pollution and help with 

flood attenuation. Removing or decreasing wetlands and developing along a rivers bank, as seen in the 

Mad River watershed, restricts the rivers access to its natural flood plain and decreases the watersheds 

ability to attenuate flooding (Waitsfield, 2010).  

Figure 4 : Aerial view of the Mad River as it follows along VT Rte. 100 in Moretown. The confluence with Blue 
Brook ÔÁËÅÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ %Ä×ÁÒÄȭÓ 6ÉÌÌÁÇÅ ,ÏÏÐ ÁÎÄ 6ÔȢ 2ÔÅȢ υττ  

 

Mad 
River 
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The Mad River has a long history of large 

and damaging floods, and significant 

flooding events in the area occurred as 

recently as 1998 (Field, 2007). In 1882 a 

local resident once wrote that the Mad 

River received its name because the river; 

ñrises like sudden anger, overflowing its 

banks and devouring them at willò (VGS, 

2003). The rapid descents of water into 

the valley from the surrounding mountain 

slopes, accompanied by the long standing 

development within the valley flatlands, 

are the likely causes of such damaging 

floods. Flooding can cause damage to 

homes, businesses, and infrastructure 

such as sanitary sewer pipes and onsite 

sewage disposal systems (USEPA, 2005). 

As shown in Figure 5, much of the 

development within Moretown is located 

directly adjacent to the river bank, and 

would get severely damaged during a 

flood. 

The Mad River is highly valued by local 

residents and seasonal vacationers alike. 

The Mad River offers more than simply 

beautiful views. It boasts a wealth of 

natural and recreational resources, such as 

trout fishing and over 15 popular 

swimming holes (VANR, 2008).  

Concerns with bacterial contamination in the Mad River go back decades. Years ago, as in most of the 

United States, there was direct piping into the river and its tributaries which passed untreated sewage 

directly to the river. Residents that swam in the river would get sick quite often from the pathogens found 

within fecal matter. The general knowledge of the Mad Riverôs problems with bacterial contamination 

was so profound that an area physician in the 1960ôs once told a mother; ñIf you let those children swim 

in the (Mad) River, donôt bring them to meò (FMR, 2011). While there are no longer direct pipes sending 

untreated sewage to the river, there are still problems with bacterial contamination that have caused the 

Figure 5 : Aerial view of the impaired segment of the Mad River in 
Moretown, showing dense development along  the river  bank. 
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