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KEEPING TRACK OF TAHOE’S RESTORATION


A little over a quarter-century ago, UC- Davis and USGS scientists, together with some staffers from Tahoe’s regulatory agencies, decided to organize the monitoring of Tahoe’s streams.  They set up schedules, sampling protocols, and analytical techniques.  Four streams were originally selected from the 63 watersheds around the lake.  Later, the program was expanded to include 14 tributaries and 32 monitoring sites. These streams accounted for about half the flow into the lake.   The mix included streams that were known polluters, such as the Upper Truckee River, as well as Blackwood, Ward, Trout, Incline and Third Creeks, and some, such as General and Logan House Creeks, that were known to be relatively clean.


Current funding for this cooperative program is provided mostly by the USGS (U.S. Geological Survey), TRPA (Tahoe Regional Planning Agency), and also UC-Davis (University of California at Davis).   USGS researchers do the sampling along the north, east and south shores of the lake, while UC-Davis scientists, under contract to USGS, sample streams along the west shore.  The USGS collects continuous stream stage data at real time gauges at the sampling sites.  Nutrient samples are analyzed at UC-Davis labs and suspended sediment at USGS labs.


This important effort is known as the Lake Tahoe Interagency Monitoring Program (LTIMP).  It has provided one of the longest, reliable, sets of data about a watershed available.  It’s been valuable for scientific research, keeping track on progress in watershed restoration, and setting regulatory priorities.  


For example, Lauri Kemper, with the Lahontan Water Quality Control Board, explained that the Board uses LTIMP data to decide which streams should be classed as impaired.  Lahontan also uses the information to set priorities for restoration projects that local jurisdictions implement.  Tim Rowe, with the Carson City Office of the USGS, added another example.  LTIMP provided vital information about the basin’s devastating 1997 New Year’s flood.


To provide this important source of information, dedicated and skilled researchers wade into icy streams, in all kinds of weather, to collect water samples.  A consistent sampling procedure is important.  Random drive-by grab samples don’t do the trick.  Sampling is done at several points across the stream and down through depths in order to get representative data for that body of water at that sampling time.  Sampling is done monthly all year and more often during the snow melt season when most of the water flows into the lake.  Intensive sampling is also done during summer thunderstorms and autumn rain storms.


The pollutant load carried into the lake by streams depends on the flow.  And the flow depends on the weather.  Streamflows during snow melt season vary with time of day, intensity of sunshine and temperature.   During dry years, less pollutant flows down basin streams, and it looks as if things are getting better.  During wet years, it looks as if things are going to hell in a hand basket.  


And, as long time residents know, Tahoe’s climate varies with a 10 to 12-year cycle.  So, a few samples a year, even for several years, won’t give a good picture of what’s going on.  We need long term, frequent and consistent monitoring to establish long term trends. 


Rowe also emphasized the value of having consistent analyses, done by the same laboratories, with the same protocols and strict quality assurance controls, during the entire life of the program.  It’s also important to have all the data easily accessible.  All LTIMP water quality and streamflow data are available at the USGS website (http://Nevada.usgs.gov/nv/nwis).  Most of the streamflow data is available within 3-6 hours.  Rowe was able to use this long term data set to analyze the loads, yields, and trends of nutrient and sediment that flows to the lake from 10 basin streams.


Perhaps the most important current use of LTIMP is to help with the development of a watershed model to be used for the TMDL (Total Maximum Daily Load) program.  The watershed model will supply important data about pollutant input for the Lake Clarity model.  It will also be one of the valuable tools for finding where, in Tahoe’s watershed, most of the pollutants originate.  Which, in turn, will guide efforts to locate erosion control projects where they will do the most good.


You might think that a program, like LTIMP, that provides such important data for many aspects of the Tahoe restoration effort, would be a high priority for funding.  But, the reality is different.  


The program was set up with a constant funding level.  However, over time, costs steadily increase.  Since LTIMP’s funding has been constant, the program has had to slowly decrease its coverage.  It’s down to some 10 streams and 18 monitoring sites, which is barely adequate.  And now, agencies are trying to decide what else to delete because current budgets can’t even cover all the sites in those 10 streams.


Are we comfortable in proceeding with a billion dollar plus restoration program without adequate monitoring of its progress?  That’s the hard question that Tahoe’s Environmental Improvement Program managers must answer – and soon.  Let’s hope they make the right decision.


Questions or comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net 
