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TAHOE’S ANNUAL CHECKUP


May 10th, last year, started with a small snowfall, then cleared to reveal the deployment of 250 citizen volunteers around the basin and along the Truckee River.  From 9A.M. till 12 noon, on that day, the volunteer Clean Water Team manned 125 stations to check water quality.  These environmental technicians-for-a-day were performing a valuable service.  They were helping Tahoe researchers and regulators do something that couldn’t be done without their help.  During the snowmelt season, they collected data for a picture of water quality conditions around the Tahoe Basin and the Truckee River.  It was the third annual Snapshot Day.


These annual events are orchestrated by Heather Segale, Environmental Education 

Coordinator for LTEEC (Lake Tahoe Environmental Education Coalition) with the help of a Monitoring Working Group.  The working group includes private citizens as well as water quality experts from Tahoe agencies.  Planning starts early in the year for the deployment of this large team of water quality monitors.  Some six weeks before the event, team leaders are selected and trained.  The rest of the Clean Water Team volunteers report for duty on Snapshot 

Day.  Equipment is supplied by Tahoe agencies.


Last year’s event was held on May 10.  It covered some 60 streams around the lake, seven spots on the lake, Fallen Leaf Lake, the Tahoe Keys and some 40 locations on stretches of the Truckee River, all the way to Pyramid Lake.  There’s no way that measurements at all those stations could’ve been done within a three-hour period on the same day without the Clean Water Team.  Rita Whitney, water quality specialist at TRPA, pointed out that routine monitoring can only cover some 20 streams.  She also explained that 250 pairs of eyes find trouble spots that ordinarily wouldn’t be discovered.


The clean water team measured water temperature, pH, conductivity and dissolved oxygen.  With observations and photographs, they recorded the condition of streams and shorelines.  And they collected water samples for later analyses of coliform bacteria, sediment, and nutrients in research labs.  At the same time, DRI researcher Ken Taylor cruised along the shoreline in a boat outfitted with special turbidity measuring instrumentation.


The Clean Water Team folks have a great outing and a nice picnic lunch.  But, what do they contribute to knowledge of the Tahoe Basin’s water quality?   Here are a few examples.


Whitney noted that the team found two areas of higher than normal E. coli coliform bacteria concentrations – one on the North Shore and one on the South Shore.  Lauri Kemper, Lahontan Water Quality Control Board’s watershed manager for Tahoe and points north, said that Lahontan staff located the source of the South Shore coliform problem.  It was caused by careless handling of sewage pumping hoses from a tour boat.  But, the North Shore problem hasn’t been identified yet.  Whitney said it was under investigation.


Another bonus from last year’s Snapshot Day was information about particle sizes of eroded soils that flow into the lake.  Samples were taken from the outlets of streams that were 

monitored by the Clean Water Team.  Analyses of those samples provided scientists who are developing a water clarity model with valuable data about sediment particle sizes and how they vary around the basin.


Almost 40 percent of the water measurements showed a pH of less than 6.5, which is more acidic than desirable for many aquatic organisms.  This is a much higher incidence of low pH values than was found on previous Snapshot Days.  Whitney suggests that the lower pH readings reflected the effect of the morning snowfall.  Precipitation is slightly acidic because it washes sulphur and nitrogen compounds from the air.


The compilation of water quality data on streams that wouldn’t ordinarily be checked is also adding to our knowledge.  The people gathering the data are Tahoe citizens like you and me.  They take a few hours from their weekend to be part of the solution to Tahoe’s clarity problem, and to learn more about water quality.  You can join in.  This year’s Snapshot Day will be held on May 22.


According to Heather Segale, “the goal of this event is to stimulate citizen interest and participation in local water quality issues.”  Participants will also be helping “to provide baseline data that could potentially be used in upcoming project identification, Environmental Improvement Program monitoring, and to create a large-scale collaborative effort to prevent further degradation of water quality.  This year, many volunteers will also participate in collecting much needed data for the Lake Tahoe TMDL project and the UC Davis Lake Tahoe Clarity Model.”


Would you like to get involved?  Contact Heather Segale, LTEEC coordinator at (775) 832-4138 if you’d like more info.  To volunteer for North Shore, call Melissa Blake at (775) 588-4547, ext. 208.  For South Shore, call Jessica Schwing at (775) 588-4547, ext 318.  For the Middle Truckee River, call Beth Christman at (530) 550-8760.  For the Lower Truckee, call Mary Kay Riedl at (775) 687-9454.


So, sign up, come out on May 22nd, have a good time, and help the lake.


Comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net 

