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TMDL PROGRESS REPORTS


One of the many commendable things about the folks that run the TMDL program is their effort to inform us about their work.  It’s very helpful to be able to log on to their web site and find descriptions of this very important research effort.  The TMDL (Total Maximum Daily Load) program is mandated by the EPA.  At Tahoe, it seeks to determine how much pollution the lake can handle without deteriorating, to locate and characterize pollutant sources, to establish the linkage between pollutant loading and Lake response, and to identify the areas where pollution control would do the most good.   


The work is conducted by California’s Lahontan Water Quality Control Board and Nevada’s Division of Environmental Protection.  Dozens of scientists from several universities, institutes and consulting firms are pursuing the needed data.  And their work is highlighted in newsletters published by the two agencies.


To get this information in a very readable format, look at the following web site: http:// www.swrcb.ca.gov/rwqcb6/TMDL/Tahoe.  Six newsletters, starting with the fall 2002 issue, can be downloaded in PDF format. The most recent of these newsletters (Winter 2003-2004) highlights work being done by two groups, the California Air Resources Board (CARB) and the Desert Research Institute (DRI).


It’s fairly well known that a significant portion of the pollutants getting into the lake falls out of the atmosphere.  What isn’t known is exactly what falls into the lake or how much.  But, perhaps the biggest question is where do those pollutants come from – and can anything be done about it? 


These are important questions for the TMDL program, and CARB scientists are attempting to find the answers.   Under the leadership of Eileen McCauley and the staff of CARB’s Atmospheric Processes Research Section, some fifty collaborators are working full and part time to get this done.  They’ve been collecting information for more than a year by intensively monitoring the basin’s air.


Data from sixteen monitoring stations in the basin and four more outside the basin will be incorporated into a model to determine short term and long term deposition amounts.  They will also have a good idea of where the pollutants originate.  An interim report is now being prepared.  When it’s ready, the newsletter tells us, we can see it on the following web site: http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/ecosys.htm. 


And, according to the current newsletter, another important report is in the offing.  Ken Taylor, Research Professor at DRI, and his colleagues have been investigating nearshore turbidity.  Turbidity is a measure of murkiness.  Taylor and his associates could not measure clarity in nearshore waters by using a Secchi Disk, as is used for deep water measurements.  The nearshore, by and large, isn’t deep enough, and thankfully, not turbid enough, for a Secchi disk to disappear before hitting the bottom.


So, the researchers measured turbidity instead.  They outfitted a boat with a jet-drive in order to be able to cruise in shallow regions around the periphery of the lake.  The boat had a special probe in front to collect water for analysis by onboard instruments.  With this setup, the researchers were able to “identify neighborhood sized areas that are contributing undesirable material to the lake.”


If pollutants are being washed into the lake, from streams or directly from urban areas, the first signs ought to be their effect on nearshore waters.  So, monitoring might give resource managers a better idea of where the highest priority erosion control projects should be placed.  And it also could provide some early signs of the success of those projects.


Researchers made several tours around the lake so they could pinpoint areas of persistent high turbidity.   According to the newsletter, nearshore waters along the south shore had the highest turbidity.  Waters near Lake Forest, Kings Beach and Tahoe Vista had occasional, though lower, turbidity.  The turbidity of nearshore waters off Bliss State Park and undeveloped areas of the east shore were as low as turbidity in the middle of the lake.   Water quality improved during very cold or dry periods, when there were only small flows in the basin’s streams and storm drains.  After storms and during snowmelt, when streams and drains filled again, turbidity increased.


With the exception of high turbidity found off-shore of the west side of Al Tahoe, all high turbidity areas had obvious causes, such as stream and storm drain outflows.  Still, the newsletter adds, it’s possible that the Al Tahoe turbidity was due to flow along the shore from the Upper Truckee River.  According to the newsletter, researchers believe that the increased turbidity was caused mainly by mineral particles.


A report on this project, giving the details that led the researchers to their conclusions, will be available in March at http://tahoenearshore.dri.edu.


So, those of you who like to surf the web and get information first hand, the CARB and DRI sites should be valuable.  For  those of you who’d rather not wade through all that stuff, we’ll have a condensed version for you on Basin Watch later this spring.


Comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net. 
