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Middlebury River 
Watershed Description  

This bacteria TMDL summary applies to a 2 mile reach of the 

Middlebury River (VT03-12), a 18.6-mile long river located 

southeast of Lake Champlain (Figure 1). A tributary of Otter 

Creek, the Middlebury River is formed by the confluence of 

three main branches originating in the Green Mountain National 

Forest (ACRWC, 2009). The Middlebury flows westerly out of 

the Green Mountains and into the Champlain Valley where large 

areas of land are in agricultural use. The Middlebury River 

watershed covers 62.8 square miles, primarily in the towns of 

Ripton, Middlebury and Salisbury. Overall, land use in the 

watershed is 85% forested, 13% agricultural, 1% developed, and 

1% wetland, as shown in Figure 2 (based on 2006 Land Cover 

Analysis by NOAA-CSC). The watershed is home to an 

estimated 2,326 residents (MRWP, 2001).  

In the Green Mountains, the Middlebury River is relatively 

steep, dropping from 2,400 feet at its headwaters to 500 feet at 

the outlet of Middlebury Gorge 12.9 miles downstream (at 

rivermile 5.7) (ACRWC, 2009). Middlebury Gorge is situated 

near the most upstream sampling station (indicated by a white 

dot) in Figure 1. From Middlebury Gorge, the terrain flattens out 

and the river flows past East Middlebury village. Figure 3 

provides a more detailed aerial view of the Middlebury River in 

the downstream reaches with sampling stations indicated.  

In the valley reach, the Middlebury River receives Halnon 

Brook flowing northerly through Salisbury. Sampling station 

MIR2 (Figure 3) is located near the mouth of Halnon Brook. 

The sampling stations utilize rivermiles, distances upstream of 

the mouth of the river, in their title. For example ñMIR2ò is 

situated 2 miles from the mouth of the Middlebury River. Figure 3 also provides two boxes outlining 

highlighted areas and Figures 4 and 5 provide close-up views of those two highlighted areas.  

Waterbody Facts 
(VT03-12) 

ü Towns:  Ripton, 
Middlebury, Salisbury, and 
portions of others. 

ü Impaired Segment 
Location : from mouth 
upstream 2 miles 

ü Impaired Segment 
Length:  2 miles 

ü Classification:  Class B 

ü Watershed Area:  62.8 
square miles 

ü Planning Basin: 3-Otter 
Creek 
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Figure 1: Map of the Middlebury River watershed with impaired  segment and sampling stations indicated.  
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Figure 2: Map of the Middlebury River watershed with impaired segment and land cover indicated.  
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Figure 3: Map of downstream reaches of the Middlebury River with impaired segment  and sampling 
locations indicat ed. Inset areas correspond to Figures 4 and 5 below. 
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Figure 4 shows the reach from approximately rivermile 5.7 to rivermile 3.0 along the village of East 

Middlebury. The Middlebury River Corridor Planning project investigated the geomorphology of the river 

and found that the main erosion hazards were due to human built encroachments in the river corridor 

associated with development in natural deposition areas. These erosion hazard areas are primarily located 

in the village of East Middlebury (shown in Figure 4), the village of Ripton and along Route 125 between 

them (MALT, 2009). Erosional and depositional areas along the riverbank are visible in Figure 4. High 

eroding embankments subject to collapse are reportedly located upstream of Middlebury Gorge 

(ACRWC, 2009).  

From East Middlebury village, the Middlebury River flows through the Champlain Valley flatlands and 

into Otter Creek. This reach is in large-scale agricultural land use and typically has narrow riparian 

buffers. Figure 5 provides an aerial view of a reach of the Middlebury River including the confluence with 

Otter Creek. The Middlebury meanders through croplands and pasture with narrow riparian buffers. The 

Middlebury River joins Otter Creek (in the upper left corner of Figure 5), another bacteria impaired 

waterbody, and Otter Creek flows on northward eventually flowing into Lake Champlain.  

Why is a TMDL needed? 

The Middlebury River is a Class B, cold water fishery with designated uses including swimming, fishing 

and boating (VTDEC, 2008a). The Addison County River Water Collaborative has been collecting 

samples from the Middlebury River for analysis of E.coli since 1993 (ACRWC, 2009). Each summer, 

samples are collected from the sampling stations shown in Figure 3. Bacteria data from downstream 

sampling locations MIR0, MIR1, and MIR1.5 have consistently exceeded Vermontôs water quality 

criteria for E.coli bacteria. Table 1 below provides bacteria data collected in these downstream sampling 

locations from 2000 to 2007. Table 1 provides the water quality criteria for E.coli bacteria along with the 

Figure 4:  Aerial view of the Middlebury River from the Middlebury Gorge to Route 7 (RM 5.7 to 3.0) in 
East Middlebury.  
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individual sampling event bacteria results and geometric mean concentration statistics for each sampling 

season. The water quality criteria are exceeded in nearly every sampling event and seasonal mean.  

Due to the elevated bacteria measurements presented in Table 1, the Middlebury River from the mouth 

upstream for 2 miles did not meet Vermontôs water quality standards, was identified as impaired and was 

placed on the 303(d) list (VTDEC, 2008b). The 303(d) listing states that use of the Middlebury River for 

contact recreation (i.e., swimming) is impaired. The Clean Water Act requires that all 303(d) listed waters 

undergo a TMDL assessment that describes the impairments and identifies the measures needed to restore 

water quality. The goal is for all waterbodies to comply with state water quality standards.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5:  Aerial view of the Middlebury River and confluence with Otter Creek. 
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