
A Look at Virginia’s

Surface Water Supply & 
Use
Chesapeake Bay Commission Meeting  – August 18th, 2026

Tom Dunlap, James River Association



Where Does Virginia Surface Water Data Come From?

Published: 2022
Data: 2020
20 year projection

Published: 2025
Data: 2024
5 year average

Published: 2026
Data: 2025
Annual data 



Yes but, there are other 
withdrawals that are not reported…

How Is Surface Water Used in VA?

2025 Data on Reported Surface Water Withdrawal
Use Type MGD % total

Agriculture 25.8 0.49%
Commercial 10.8 0.20%
Fossil Power 252.2 4.80%
Industrial 296.4 5.64%
Irrigation 15.0 0.29%
Mining 11.1 0.21%
Nuclear Power 3866.9 73.59%
Public Water 
Supply 776.4 14.78%
Other Power 0.4 0.01%

total: 5255.0

total (no power): 1135.4



2020 State Water Resources Plan

What Do We Think Water Demand Will Be in the Future?



2025 Virginia Annual Water Resources Report

*Excluding Power Generation Facilities



Exclusion for VWP Surface Water 
Withdrawal Permit Va. Code § 62.1-
44.15:22

Notwithstanding any other provision, no Virginia Water 
Protection Permit shall be required for any water 
withdrawal in existence on July 1, 1989; however, a 
permit shall be required if a new § 401 certification is 
required to increase a withdrawal. No Virginia Water 
Protection Permit shall be required for any water 
withdrawal not in existence on July 1, 1989, if the person 
proposing to make the withdrawal received a §401 
certification before January 1, 1989, with respect to 
installation of any necessary withdrawal structures to 
make such withdrawal; however, a permit shall be 
required before any such withdrawal is increased 
beyond the amount authorized by the certification.

• For 2025 Reporting 
records, ~8% of 
withdrawals were 
permitted

• Permitting includes 
considerations for 
impacts to beneficial 
uses (min. stream 
flow, aquatic 
organisms, etc.) and 
cumulative impacts



“The exempt user scenario results in reductions of 10% or more over large portions of Virginia for short-term 
(30 day low flow) and long-term droughts (90 day low flow) compared to the 2020 demand scenario”  ... “ a 

10% reduction in streamflow represents a threshold where impacts to beneficial uses become more probable, 
the exempt user scenario often results in simulated streamflow reductions of greater than 50% across all 

metrics in areas where particularly large or numerous exempt demands are located. Should these demands 
be realized, impacts to beneficial uses including public water supply and aquatic life would be significant.” 

Water Supply Planning & Significant Concerns



“The exempt user scenario results in reductions of 10% or more over large portions of Virginia for short-term 
(30 day low flow) and long-term droughts (90 day low flow) compared to the 2020 demand scenario”  ... “ a 

10% reduction in streamflow represents a threshold where impacts to beneficial uses become more probable, 
the exempt user scenario often results in simulated streamflow reductions of greater than 50% across all 

metrics in areas where particularly large or numerous exempt demands are located. Should these demands 
be realized, impacts to beneficial uses including public water supply and aquatic life would be significant.” 

“The results from [this modeling] scenario suggest that 
the cumulative maximum possible [water] demands for 
exempt surface water users would exceed the available 
water budget in many of Virginia’s streams and rivers.” 



What about the low water levels?



th



Species Richness - Stream Flows & Exempt User Scenario
2020 State Water Resources Plan

What happens then?
• Modelling shows 

impacts to species 
Richness

• Helpful snapshot, 
but can miss  
individual species 
impacts



Summary & Outstanding Questions

● Grandfathered Water Withdrawals Pose Challenges for Virginia’s Water Future
○ Solutions need to consider not simply withdrawal volumes and prioritization of use, but need to 

ensure water remains in streams to protect beneficial uses and habitat.
● Concerns with Transferability of Surface Water Exemption 

○ Implications for Regulatory Avoidance & Water Supply Planning Complications

● Emerging Demands Layered on Existing Water Use Landscape
○ Concerns exist about marrying existing water withdrawal frameworks and grandfathering with 

emerging uses 

● With Changing Climate, Emerging Demands, and Minimal Regulatory Coverage, it is time to 
reconcile planning for Virginia’s water future
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