The Watershed Experience

he first time someone asked me
about my local watershed,
I stared deep into the blue sky above,
contemplated, took a deep breath, and
then replied, “Well, I know we have
one, but I am not sure what or where it §

location of any given watershed, each
is important to understand and protect.

“Watersheds provide
| SO many elements that
1. ! are crucial to the health

Well, little did I know we were literally of the environment for

standing on top of one. On the crest Il livi ; ”
iving things.
of a tall ridge, we peered down to view a g &

the beautiful North Fork of the
American River winding through the
canyon below us. It turns out we each
live in a watershed and our individual
actions can impact the health of these
areas in positive and negative ways.

Watersheds provide so many elements
that are crucial to the health of the
environment for all living things. They
serve as essential habitat for plants and
animals. They provide drinking water
and energy production. They ate the
places we go to experience natural
beauty, enthusiastic recreation or
solemn repose.

What is a Watershed?

A watershed is generally defined as an
area that drains to a common body of
water or waterway, such as a stream,
river, lake, estuary, wetland, aquifer, or
the ocean. A watershed can be a large
area like a section of a major river or a
rather small area like a neighborhood
creek. Regardless of the size or

Since all living things depend on fresh,
clean water, it is imperative that we
become intimately connected with our
local watersheds and identify ways to
restore and sustain these precious
ecologies.

What are the Problems?

In order to rejuvenate and nurture our
watersheds, we first need to be able to

~ identify the key issues involved with
their deterioration.

Pollutants

The myriad of pollutants that enter our
waterways cause a tremendous amount
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of damage to our watersheds. The
Watershed Watch Campaign states,
“Pollution in our watersheds degrades
the environment, harms wildlife

{ habitat, impacts the economy and jobs,
t“ causes higher taxes and fees, and

i ultimately affects the health of

{ humans.” Intended or not, we can no
f{ longer ignore the unfortunate human

{ impacts upon our watersheds.

i There are two sources of pollutants:

“Point” and “Nonpoint” Point sources
are direct contamination of water
through such means as ditches, pipes,
or deliberate dumping. Monitoring and
regulation are in place for this type of
pollution and as technology improves,
point source pollution continues to be
somewhat controlled.

Nonpoint source pollution, on the
other hand, is indirect contamination
through water runoff. Some examples
would be oily water from roads,
sediment from construction projects,
or pesticides from over-fertilized lawns
draining into our creeks and rivers. It
is very difficult to control nonpoint
source pollution, which accounts for
the overwhelming majority of
chemicals in our waterways. Also, the
realization of the extent of nonpoint
source pollution and its effects on
watershed health is relatively recent.

In fact, many people still do not realize
that the water that flows down our
storm drains goes directly into our
watersheds, completely untreated.
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Invasive Plants

The flora of any given watershed area
relates directly to the wildlife it
supports and the ecology it
participates in. When a native plant is
displaced by a different species,
habitat may be lost and the area may
become unsuitable for wildlife forage.
Additionally, as stated in a 2002
Nevada County Resources Report,
“Some of these aggressive, invasive
exotics present serious problems
because they degrade natural areas,
exclude native species, disrupt
ecosystem processes, alter fire
frequencies, reduce recreational
values, and restrict economic returns
on crops.” A good example of a
ferocious invasive plant infesting our
watersheds is yellow star thistle.

Awareness and Education

A legitimate barrier to healthy
watersheds is the lack of public
awareness regarding the issues. The
need for envitonmental education in
our schools and developing
communities is stronger than ever.

Also, on the state and federal levels,
there are a multitude of large agencies
attempting to manage and study the
different facets of any given
watershed. Their goals are very
specific and their resources are not
tailored to addressing the needs of all
management areas (e.g. recreation,

drinking water, and salmon
spawning). Hence, as stated in a 2002
report to the Legislature from the

State Water Resources Control Board,

“Tncreasingly, in response to overlapping
anthorities and the challenges of
protecting and restoring impaired
waters, watershed partnerships have
Sformed. These partnerships are not
usually designed or instigated by
government agencies, but they evolve as a
result of local leadership—landowners,
county officials, water districts, resource
conservation districts, educators, and the
general public - to improve
environmental conditions and to manage
natural resources more effectively on a
watershed scale.”

If our watersheds are going to get the
attention they deserve, agencies at the
local level must work together to
educate and increase public awareness
of environmental issues. In this way,
we can connect with our watersheds
and lend a hand in their management.

What can we do?

There are so many ways to help
restore and sustain our precious
watersheds, both as individuals and as
part of a group. Here are some
suggestions.

1. Learn about your watershed.
Take a walk near your waterways
and observe. Visit the sites listed
below in References. Find local

groups working to protect your
watershed and volunteer. Learn
how development decisions, land
use, and recreation affect water
resources.

Garden wisely. Use least toxic
methods in your yard and garden,
reducing reliance on pesticides
and herbicides. Water wisely to
prevent runoff and don’t over
fertilize. Provide habitat for
wildlife in your backyard by
planting native plants. Use
appropriate plants and mulch to
prevent soil erosion. Dispose of
pesticides and fertilizers properly
through your Household
Hazardous Waste collection.

Support Environmental
Education and Action.
Through education, communities
can learn how their actions
directly affect watershed health
and, in turn, all living things.

References

2002 Report to Legislature by State Water
Resources Control Board http://
resources.ca.gov/watershedtaskforce/
AB21171.egReport 041102.pdf.

EPA Adopt Your Watershed
Program.xrww.epa.gov/owow /watershed.

Resource Conservation Districts Placer County:
http://www.carcd.org/wisp/placer
Nevada County: http://www.carcd.org
wisp/nevada/.

Sacramento River Watershed Program

WWW.Ssactiver.org.
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