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WATERSHED ASSESSMENT REPORT NOW AVAILABLE

Though it’s a tad late for Christmas, the U.S. Forest Service has a holiday gift for us.  The long awaited report on the Lake Tahoe Watershed Assessment is now available.  All you have to do is write to this address:

Watershed Assessment

Pacific Southwest Publication Distribution

USDA Forest Service

240 W. Prospect Rd.

Fort Collins, CO  80526

Send no money.  The report is free.  You don’t have to justify your request.  Just ask for it.  The distribution folks prefer that you make your request by postcard.  It’s just an added hassle for them to have to open an envelope and read a letter.

You have a choice of a Summary, Volume I or Volume II – or any combination.  Volume I contains reports on history and current knowledge of the Tahoe watershed.  Volume II contains technical appendices.  The paperback volumes are each more than an inch thick and contain some 700 pages of facts. 

The fourteen scientists who were members of the assessment team are the principal authors.  Fifteen additional scientists contributed to the research and the reports.  The team was led by Dennis Murphy, Research Professor of Biology at the University of Nevada, who was also co-editor.  Chris Knopf, Director of Natural Resources for our local Forest Service management unit, was also co-editor. 

Chapter 2 of Volume I, by Susan Lindstrom, is the best compilation available today of the Tahoe Basin’s land use, cultural, and environmental history.  And it’s very readable.  Lindstrom is a consulting archeologist, based in Truckee.  She has done extensive archeological work in this area.

In her chapter, Lindstrom traces Tahoe’s climate for the last 10,000 years.  Since the last vestiges of the ice age, Tahoe has experienced cold, wet periods and hot, dry periods.  Some have lasted for decades, and some for centuries.  Lake levels and vegetation have fluctuated accordingly.  

Lindstrom’s chapter contains narrative, tables, illustrations and references.  It includes a 9000-year chronology of human habitation in the Tahoe Basin, development of transportation, and land use.  I think it was Santayana (or maybe it was someone else) who said that if we don’t study history, we’re doomed to repeat it.  So, Lindstrom’s chapter is appropriate and important if we’re to understand our current condition.

Chapter 3, by Steven Cliff and Thomas Cahill, deals with air pollution.  The authors are air quality researchers with the University of California at Davis.  Their chapter reviews current knowledge of air pollutants in the basin and how they’ve changed over the years.  Cliff and Cahill also present preliminary results from an airshed model they are developing for the Tahoe Basin.  The first model results deal with the effects of a prescribed burn.

Water quality is the subject of Chapter 4.  It was prepared by John Reuter of the University of California at Davis and Wally Miller of the University of Nevada at Reno.  This chapter is an encyclopedia of knowledge about changes in water quality in Lake Tahoe.  Sources and recycling of pollutants are reviewed.  And historic monitoring data are analyzed.  Everything you might want to know – and more -- about Tahoe’s water quality is here.

Part of the chapter is devoted to a study of erosion control projects.  Some of these were monitored and checked on for several years.  Some of the results might be surprising, but all the information should be useful in designing future projects. 

Chapter 5 assesses the biological integrity of the Tahoe Basin.  The authors are Forest Service ecologists, Patricia Manley and Jo-Ann Fites-Kaufman; UC-Davis plant ecologist, Michael Barbour; Forest Service wildlife biologist, Matthew Schlesinger; and UC-Davis plant pathologist, David Rizzo.

This group of biological experts examined factors, such as historic and current land use, that influence biological integrity in the basin.  They discuss old growth forests, the effects of fire on Tahoe’s ecology, the need for prescribed burns, and the likelihood and potential effects of wildfires in the basin.  The condition and importance of the basin’s aquatic ecosystem are also covered.

A social, economic and institutional assessment is also attempted for the Tahoe Basin.  Chapter 6 by Mark Nechodom, of the Forest Service, and his associates, underscores the fact that we know much less about ourselves than we do about the environment.  We often talk of the interaction between economics and the environment, but we’re far from understanding it.  The chapter contains some very intriguing statistics and much food for thought.

The final chapter of Volume I, by Forest Service ecologist Patricia Manley and her associates, deals with a very important strategy for the restoration of the Tahoe Basin -- adaptive management.  In simple terms, it means determining the shortcomings of a project and making the changes needed to fix it.  This chapter lays out the theory.  The challenge will be to apply it to real-life situations.

We’ll get a little deeper into these chapters in the future.  But why wait?  Send for your copy now.

