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BASIN WATCH COMES OF AGE


This month, Basin Watch celebrates its 21st birthday – old enough now to order a beer.  It’s hard to believe – at least for me.  And, as almost every year, I’m tempted to reminisce.  Old people like to do that, so I hope you’ll indulge me.


You don’t need me to tell you that things have changed a lot around here in the past couple of decades.  But, I’ll tell you about it anyway, because I’m so pleased that it has.  First, and foremost, is that discourse is much more civil now.  We don’t all agree on every thing, and probably shouldn’t, but we do it civilly these days – well, at least most of the time.


Twenty-one years ago, most of the Basin’s residents didn’t really believe that water clarity was diminishing.  And they certainly didn’t see the need for regulations or restoration projects.  Today, most of us know that the lake’s water clarity has deteriorated and that something ought to be done about it.  


What’s disappointing is that twenty plus years of regulation and erosion control work hasn’t stopped the downward spiral of the lake’s water clarity.  There are some signs that it 

might have slowed, but it’s not certain.  It’s also disappointing that there’s such a big disconnect between folks who want to see something done about the loss of water clarity and the agencies that are charged with doing it.  Residents, for the most part, just don’t believe information from TRPA, or from other agencies. 


But TRPA’s actions affect more folks than actions by other agencies.  Consequently it has the most trouble convincing folks that they’re doing the right thing.  TRPA does try to inform the public and to elicit public comment about impending actions. They hold workshops and encourage public comment.  The trouble is that residents don’t believe that their input is taken seriously.  Yet, I know that public comment is taken seriously at Advisory Planning Commission meetings.  The reality is that many of us want to do things that aren’t allowed by existing ordinances, and there isn’t much that can be done without changing TRPA’s ordinances, and that’s not an easy process.


I know that TRPA believes that there is a vast silent majority in the basin that support the agency.  And it might be true, but I haven’t met many of them.  Things like permitting the removal of a geologically important feature (a big sand dune in Tahoe Vista), seeing homes built on steep lakeside bluffs, etc., simply reinforces public skepticism.  Still, there’s good news.  TRPA’s new Executive Director and new Communications Director seem to understand the problem.  A few decades of mistrust will be hard to change, but I’m convinced that they’ll try.


If you remember some of my earlier articles, I complained often that we don’t know enough about the things we do.  Good data were scarce.  BMPs were prescribed but not evaluated.  We didn’t know how lake processes work, and we weren’t sure which parts of the watershed contributed the most pollution.  And I complained that research needed to answer vital questions just wasn’t being supported.


My complaints are old news.  I’m delighted to see that research has accelerated in recent years, and that we’re really learning a lot.  First, we learned that phosphorus is the most important nutrient for stimulating algal growth in the lake.  That meant that controlling soil erosion could be very effective.  Then we learned that fine particles of soil were also responsible for diminishing lake water clarity.  Atmospheric sources and urban runoff have also been identified as likely contributors.  Researchers are still working out the details of how all this goes together.


But, I’ll still complain.  And this is why.  Though research is going well right now, future funding is not necessarily coming down the pike.  And, some of the great research now underway could come to a halt before it’s finished.


The environmental threshold standards that we’ve been using for the past couple of decades, were originally based on the science of the day.  But, in the end, they were the product of negotiation – not exactly a scientific approach.  But, the good news is that TRPA, with the help of current research, is reviewing the thresholds and will be making some needed changes.



After so many years of not being funded adequately, we finally have a good shot at getting all of the federal share of the Environmental Improvement Program.  Nevada’s Senator John Ensign has made it possible for us to obtain funds derived from the sale of federal lands in Southern Nevada.  Great news.


So, all in all, the outlook for environmental improvements has improved, and by quite a bit, while Basin Watch was growing up.  Still, there’s a ways to go. And Basin Watch hopes to be around long enough to see more progress.


Comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net 

