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Basin Watch

by

Leo Poppoff

IT’S ABOUT TIME


In various meetings, over the last decade, I’ve asked for information on Tahoe’s erosion control projects.  How many have been completed?  How well do they work?  How much of the watershed has been treated?  How much of the EIP (Environmental Improvement Program) have we completed?  And how much have we spent?


You might think that some agency in the Tahoe Basin might’ve kept track of these things.  And since TRPA is the originator and leader of the EIP, you might think that they’d have this information, at least for EIP projects.  But, that’s not the case.  No one, not even TRPA, could answer my questions.


What is this leading to, besides airing my personal pique?  The very important TMDL (Total Maximum Daily Load) program is nearing the completion 

of its first phase – determining how much pollution the lake can tolerate without degrading.  The TMDL program is a joint venture by California’s Lahontan Water Quality Control Board and Nevada’s Division of Environmental Protection.  It’s funded by the EPA.


The next phase for TMDL folks is to find out where in the watershed most of the pollution originates.  With that information, resource managers can decide where to concentrate water quality improvement projects needed to reduce pollution to tolerable levels.


One of the pieces of information the TMDL staff needs is how many and what kind of pollution control projects already exist in the basin – and where they’re located.  They’d also like to know how well they work.  But that might be much more difficult, except for a few cases where projects have been monitored.  In short, they need to know how much of the watershed is already treated.


It’s been seven years since President Clinton’s Tahoe Summit, and the formal launch of TRPA’s EIP.  Yet, no central data base containing this information exists.  Sure, the information is available in the separate files of the agencies that have implemented water quality improvement projects – sediment basins, curbs and gutters, infiltration trenches, wetlands, revegetation, etc.  But, it’s 

going to be a big job digging it out and compiling it into a usable central data base.


The latest TMDL newsletter (Summer 2004) describes the need for this information and the effort that’s been started to find it.  The search is being led by Chad Praul, from the Nevada Tahoe Conservation District and Tom Gavigan, from the Lahontan Water Quality Control Board.  Gavigan explains that on the Nevada side of the lake, records of EIP projects are easily accessible.  Nevada’s Division of State Lands has a central file of all their EIP projects.  But, he adds that it’s not as easy on the California side.


To get this information for California, Praul and Gavigan must go to the folks who implemented the projects, such as Placer County, El Dorado County, California Tahoe Conservancy, City of South Lake Tahoe, Caltrans, the Forest Service, etc.   They’ll have to pore through records, and extract the needed information.  Then, they’ll put it on TRPA’s Geographic Inventory System.  TRPA also plans to load the data onto their Tahoe Integrated Information Management System web site (www.tiims.org) to make it easily available to anyone who needs it.


According to Praul and Gavigan, everyone agrees that a central data base of water quality improvement projects would be very useful.  Everyone is being helpful, and information on EIP projects will be captured.  But, it will be a while.


Though accurate figures aren’t yet available, there are estimates of work done so far under the EIP program.  According to Praul, the Forest Service has a tally of some $104 million spent on EIP projects, and he guesses that another $100 million has been spent by other agencies.


Still, Praul points out, many erosion control projects were built before the launch of the EIP.  Efforts to stem erosion of the watershed and reduce lake pollution go back to at least the 1970s.  Erosion control got a boost in 1980, with the passage of a California bond measure that provided some $10 million for Tahoe erosion control.  A few years later, the California Tahoe Conservancy (CTC) was formed and became a big contributor to Tahoe watershed restoration programs.  The U.S. Forest Service has a long record of watershed restoration efforts on their lands.


Getting data on all the projects built before EIP may be much more difficult.  Records of some older projects may not even exist.  Many of the folks who knew about them have left the area.  Much of that valuable “corporate memory” is probably gone.  Praul fears that some of these projects are forgotten and essentially lost.


It’s great that, finally, someone is going to produce a central tracking system for water quality improvement projects.  What still bothers me, however, is that such an important effort is being done on a shoestring.  A vital project like this 

should be pursued aggressively, with aggressive funding.

