
Whether you know it or not, everything you do affects your watershed.  Even 
activities that do not involve water such as fertilizing your lawn, walking your 
dog or driving your car can impact the health of your watershed.  When water 
falls onto the land in your watershed, it begins its journey toward a body of wa-
ter. The water flows over streets and lawns and through storm drains and picks 
up pollutants in its path. This might be oil and grease left from a leaking car, or 
fertilizer and pesticides from nearby yards. In the end, both the water and the 
pollution it carries ends up in nearby streams.  

 Septic Systems - Reduce bacteria by making sure your septic system is func-

tioning properly. You should inspect tanks every 2-3 years and pump out as 
needed. Do not poison your system by flushing harsh chemicals, oil or 
grease, hair, diapers, paper towels or other large waste products. Pet Waste 
- Reduce bacteria by properly disposing of pet waste. Pick up pet waste and 
either flush it or throw it away.  

 Lawn Maintenance - Leave grass clippings on the lawn. Water the lawn early 

in the morning or late in the evening when evaporation rates are lowest. 
Turn the water off when the lawn is saturated. Landscape with native 
plants. Florida Yards & Neighborhoods provides help to homeowners who 
wish to use native plants.  

 Water Conservation - Take short showers. Prevent toilet leak. Be sure your 

dishwasher is full before you run it. Take your car to a car wash that recy-

cles water.  

 Get involved—Volunteer some time to help with litter clean-ups or help edu-

cate your neighbors about what they can do to protect the watershed and 
their own quality of life. 

Septic System Information 

Your County Health Department 
www.doh.state.fl.us 
Florida-Friendly Landscape In-
formation 
Your County Extension Service 
extension.ifas.ufl.edu 
Phosphate Industry 
www.PhosphateFlorida.com 
Agriculture 
Florida Department of Agriculture & 
Consumer Services 

What You Can Do!What You Can Do!  

Help, SupportHelp, Support  

Community Grants 
Tampa Bay Water 
(727) 796-2355 
www.tampabaywater.org/ 
Southwest Florida Water Manage-
ment District 
1-800-423-1476 
www.swfwmd.state.fl.us/business/
communitygrants/ 
Tampa Bay Estuary Program 
(727) 893-2765 

www.tbep.org 

Hillsborough River WatershedHillsborough River Watershed  
"A watershed is an area of land that water flows across as it moves toward 

a common body of water, such as a stream, river, lake or coast." 

Why should you care about your watershed?Why should you care about your watershed?  

We all live in a watershed and everything we do on our property can have a negative 
impact. The land drains into tributaries and these streams or creeks flow into bigger 
rivers. As this water flows it moves over the soil. Along the way, the water picks up 
many different particles of debris (leaves or soil particles), sediments that can have 
negative impacts on the water quality. Water can pick up as it flows: motor oil, fertil-
izers, pesticides and eroded soil. Driving a car that’s leaking oil or antifreeze, fertiliz-
ing your lawn, or not picking up after your pet can pollute the watershed you live in. 
Remember that each of you can make a positive or negative difference on your wa-
tershed. 

Why the Watershed?Why the Watershed?  

The Hillsborough River watershed includes portions of Hillsborough, Pasco, and Polk 
counties. It is a diverse region with four distinct areas. The areas include the north-
ern and eastern watershed which is rural in nature and includes  mining and agricul-
ture. The upper-middle watershed is in transition from rural to suburban, the lower-
middle region supports a mid-stream reservoir supplying water to the city of 
Tampa , and finally, an urban area leading to downtown Tampa and Hillsborough 
Bay. The watershed is diverse in economies and populations. 

For more information, please contact the Hillsborough 
River Watershed Alliance at HRWAFL@verizon.net Hillsborough River Watershed Alliance 

hrwafl.org 



The size of the Hillsborough River watershed makes it difficult for residents to 
understand their impacts on its health. Some find it hard to believe that what 
they do in their yard can affect the health of a the river 10 miles away. Do you 
know where your place is in the watershed? 

Geological data suggests that the Hillsborough River has been flowing for about 
27,000 years. Humans first made their way to this area 12,000 - 15,000 years 

ago. The riverine swamp forest we see today has quite a 
different ecology than the original which had existed in the 
watershed for ten to fifteen thousand years. Large cypress 

forests no longer line it banks. Upland regions were cleared 
for cattle ranching. In 1528 Narvaez, a Spanish explorer, 
landed near Tampa Bay. He and the four hundred men with 
him found the Timucuan culture established in the area. 
DeSoto, another Spaniard, came to Tampa Bay in 1539 and 

landed at what was probably the mouth of the Hillsborough River. A survey of 
the river was completed by the Spanish. The river was 
named after the English Lord Hillsborough, Governor of 
west Florida. In the early 1800’s, Fort Brooke was con-
structed at the mouth of the Hillsborough River and Fort 
Foster was established at the current Hillsborough State 
Park location. In 1895, an electrical dam was built on the 
river but was destroyed several years later. In the early 
1900’s the river was heavily logged for its valuable cypress. 
A water treatment plant was built at the reconstructed dam to provide drinking 
water to the city of Tampa. Today the watershed remains somewhat pristine in 
its northern reaches while the lower section has been challenged by increased 
development. The Tampa Bypass Canal was completed in the 1980’s to help 
protect areas such Temple Terrace and Sulphur Springs from historic flooding. 
Water can now be diverted to the Palm River and McKay Bay. Stormwater runoff 
now is the greatest threat to the health of the Hillsborough River watershed.  

Watershed HistoryWatershed History  

Coastal ZoneCoastal Zone  

The coastal zone is the end of the road for water-
sheds; it's where waterways eventually drain to the 
sea. It provides a special setting as water, weather, 
sand dunes, rocks and coastal plants and animals 
converge. It is also a mainstay to the American 
economy in terms of employment, transportation, 
recreation and living. Because all water eventually makes its way to the coast, 

pollutants collected by water upstream will end up there as well. To keep our 
coasts healthy, it is essential to look at the things done in our own backyards. 

The RiverThe River  

The Hillsborough River begins in the Green Swamp area and flows southwest, dis-
charging into Hillsborough Bay. Lakeland, Dade 
City, Plant City, Land O'Lakes, Zephyrhills, Temple 
Terrace and part of Tampa lie within the water-
shed. The Tampa Bypass Canal was built to pro-
tect areas from flooding, and the Hillsborough 
River Reservoir provides most of the drinking wa-
ter for residents of Tampa. The watershed reflects 
a wide variety of land uses from rural to urban. 

The river has been impacted by man-made activi-
ties through the years. From its meager start in 
northern Polk County, the river winds its way through pristine wetlands and uplands, 
cattle pastures, local and regional park land, suburbs, a man-made reservoir and into 
a channelized, urban conveyance on its journey to Hillsborough Bay...eventually flow-
ing into Tampa Bay. Fresh water mixes in the bay with salt water from the Gulf of 
Mexico forming an estuary, a nursery for marine life...providing food and shelter for 
young fish. Many of the activities that have contributed to the economy and lifestyle 
of the region unfortunately have also impacted the health of the watershed. Histori-
cally, industry, logging and agriculture operations have either gone away or they 
have reduced impacts to water quality. Residential and commercial development for 

homes, businesses, schools, and roads creates impervious surfaces where upland 
and wetland plant communities once existed. This change in landscape forces water 
to flow more quickly in channelized paths rather than as sheet flow across the land. 
The result is greater volumes of stormwater runoff carrying oils, fertilizers and pesti-
cides, and other pollutants to adjacent surface water bodies. In order to reduce 
stormwater pollution, we must all make behavior changes . This is our responsibility! 

Lawns and GardensLawns and Gardens  

Most people living in the Hillsborough River watershed 
take pride in having an attractive lawn. Residents 
spend hours mowing lawns, planting shrubs and trees 
and making sure everything is healthy and attractive. 
Indeed, having a well-groomed yard can be beneficial 
to the watershed. Maintaining vegetation keeps soil in 
place and prevents rain from washing it into streams 

and lakes. Unfortunately, residents sometimes contribute to watershed pollution. 
Fertilizers are helpful, but, if over-applied, nutrients can wash into water bodies caus-
ing excess algae and poor water quality. Grass lawns often require the most water in 
the landscape. Native shrubs and plants tend to require less care and water to re-
main healthy and add to the aesthetic beauty of the yard.  


