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USGS RECOGNIZED FOR GOOD WORK


We’ve been lucky here in the Tahoe Basin.  We’ve had, and continue to have, some really high class research outfits working on our water quality problems.  One of these is the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS).  Hydrologists from USGS offices in Carson City and Carnelian Bay have been working on Tahoe water quality issues since the early 1970s, when they studied the sedimentation flowing into Lake Tahoe from Incline Village development.


A very valuable data set used by many groups to keep track of the flow of nutrients and sediments into Lake Tahoe has been compiled over three decades by monitoring Tahoe Basin streams, lakes and groundwater.  The USGS bankrolled part of that venture with various cooperators (including the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency and the Lahontan Regional Water Quality Control Board) and shared sampling duties with the UC-Davis Tahoe Research Group.  According to Dr. Robert Hirsch, who heads the USGS national water quality research program, USGS hydrologists had been involved in water quality issues for 124 years.  Earlier work concentrated on salinity and sedimentation.  By the mid-1980s, however, the scope of their investigations had broadened to include all aspects of water quality.


Much of what we know about underground water flow, and the nutrients that flow with it, was learned by USGS research.  A few years ago, USGS researchers analyzed historic data on Tahoe’s major watersheds.  Then they compiled a very useful catalog of loads and yields of suspended sediment and nutrients from the streams draining those watersheds, and how those yields have changed since monitoring started.


USGS researchers helped identify and measure concentrations of MTBE in Lake Tahoe.  Some of their work helped convince TRPA to ban two-stroke outboard motors on the Lake and to convince oil companies to sell gasoline in the Basin without MTBE.  Hirsch points out that it was the USGS that discovered and quantified the presence of MTBE in water bodies all over the U.S.


Currently, USGS hydrologists are studying the effects of sediment basins on ground water and on downstream surface waters.  And they’re looking at how nutrient and sediment laden flows in the Upper Truckee River and Trout Creek interact with ground water.  Other researchers are checking on the presence of volatile organic compounds in Basin lakes.


USGS hydrologist Tim Rowe has worked on water quality issues in the Tahoe Basin for some fourteen years, and is very proud of USGS achievements.  He explains that accuracy and reliability of measurements are important to the USGS.  They follow strict protocols in the collection and processing of samples, including cleaning equipment and calibrating instruments before each sampling session.  Calibration and sampling techniques are standardized for USGS measurements nationwide.


And, Rowe adds, this allows research teams to be assembled by pulling people from many parts of the country to attack important projects.  For example, they were able to quickly assemble a team to survey wells in the Fallon, Nevada, area a couple of years ago, when it was feared that arsenic, or perhaps other chemicals, in the water was causing illness.  Hirsch explains that it was work by USGS researchers that formed the basis of the EPA’s revision of the drinking water standard for arsenic.


USGS and the EPA have several cooperative agreements in various aspects of water quality research.  According to Hirsch, the working arrangements have been very close and productive.  He is very pleased that the kind of rivalry and turf protection that often occurs between bureaucracies doesn’t plague this relationship.


As a recognition of this successful partnership, the EPA recently chose the USGS Water Resources Division to receive the first of their Assistant Administrator’s Partner Awards.  Hirsch explains that the award is for USGS “contribution to public health and environmental protection through the collection, analysis, and dissemination of high quality data.”


The EPA award states that “over the past decade, no group has done more to meet that standard and support the advancement of EPA’s water protection mission than the Water Resources Division of the U.S. Geological Survey . . . their work has helped to shape and make more defensible many controversial and high visibility risk management decisions.


“Specific examples . . . include data and analysis of drinking standard efforts addressing arsenic, radionuclides, and MTBE, among others.  In some cases, the data provided were the only consistent national data set available.  In many cases, USGS has modified their priorities to accommodate pressing EPA needs.”


Through my own contacts with USGS researchers over the past couple of decades, I know that they are very competent and conscientious folks.  And they’re always generous in sharing information with me – and my readers.  They not only deserve the award from the EPA, but also the thanks of all of us who work and reside in the Basin.


Send any comments to basinwatch@earthlink.net


