NOAA Chesapeake Bay Interpretive Buoy System
Norfolk (Nauticus/Elizabeth River) Buoy: Fall Seasonal

The Southern Branch of the Elizabeth River flows north toward the Elizabeth River/Nauticus
Buoy, carrying fresh water from the Dismal Swamp and rain that falls on the City of
Chesapeake. This water is normally clear but stained the color of iced tea by tannic acid in fallen
leaves and needles from the Dismal Swamp’s abundant trees, especially bald cypress and
Atlantic white cedar.

Rainfall in the Norfolk/Portsmouth metropolitan area contributes some fresh water, as does
the James River, but the dominant influence is salt water that flows in from the Atlantic through
Hampton Roads. If the James and the Southern Branch receive a lot of fresh water, the
Atlantic’s influence may be pushed back, but if rainfall is low, the Elizabeth can be very salty. As
water temperatures cool, the river’s water quality will improve from the summertime hot,
oxygen-depleted conditions. This change should revive spirits of fish and crabs, as well as those
of the gulls, terns, and herons that feed on the river’s baitfish. All of them will feed voraciously
to stock up fat against winter’s lean season.

The Elizabeth River is one of the most urban sections of Capt. John Smith’s Trail, but there is a
surprising amount of life in these waters, from the restoration oyster reefs like the
demonstration one at Nauticus, very near this buoy, to the fish, crabs, and birds. The river’s
health has improved over the past 25 years, though it still has a ways to go, and the pressures
on it from the cities around it are heavy, every day.

You can follow the fall season on the CBIBS website, www.buoybay.noaa.gov. Before heading
out on these waters, check conditions at the NOAA CBIBS Buoy, and check the NOAA National
Weather Service forecast for the area.




