ROCK CREEK ASSESSMENT UPDATE
If you are familiar with Rock Creek, you know it has a rather unsavory reputation: dirty, sometimes stinky, and just all around yucky! The Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC) wants to find out why. The creek has not always been this way. WAAC began an assessment of Rock Creek and its watershed in 2004, made possible through a Growing Greener grant. The first part of this assessment was to hold public meetings to determine what the main concerns facing Rock Creek are. A local gentleman who attended these meetings remembers swimming & fishing in Rock Creek years ago. During these meetings, we determined what the community would like to see in a “perfect” Rock Creek Watershed: being able to fish, swim, and picnic in and around the creek; zero siltation and excess nutrients; no erosion or channelization, no litter; more trees; retaining the agricultural characteristic; watershed-friendly development; stormwater management; clear water, good flow in dry weather, and less flooding. Boy do we have a lot of work ahead to meet these goals! 

In February, WAAC began water monitoring of 11 sites throughout the watershed to determine the extent of pollution facing Rock Creek. We plan to do chemical testing for one year, and at the end of the year, prepare a report. From these findings, we will be able to identify sites for technical assistance to improve the watershed. Parameters being tested are: Dissolved oxygen: all aquatic organisms require oxygen to function, but low levels indicate pollution. Sulfate: natural weathering of minerals can be the cause, however Rock Creek has been known to have high levels. Nitrate: nitrogen is essential for plant and animal life, too much may indicate sewage, manure and fertilizer pollution. Orthophosphate: phosphorus is also an essential nutrient, but too much causes excess plant growth. Transparency: is an indicator of water clarity and a measure of the amount of suspended material in the water. Temperature: can affect many biochemical reactions in the creek and also responds to certain types of land uses.  

Along with the chemical testing, habitat assessments began in June to determine the condition of the stream channel – whether it has been channelized or altered or if it is in a natural state. The amount of riparian buffer (natural vegetation), instream cover for fish and insects, and embeddedness of the stream bottom will all be checked and recorded. 

Volunteers will trained to be monitors and trained in macroinvertebrate identification. Macroinvertebrates – the bugs that live in the creek – are great indicators of water quality. For example, mayflies are an important food source for trout and other fish. They are extremely intolerant of pollution, so if mayflies (along with caddisflies, gilled snails, stoneflies and others) are plentiful, the water quality is excellent. On the other hand, leeches, black flies, and midge flies are examples of macros that can tolerate pollution, and therefore will be found in poor quality water. Somewhere in the middle are crayfish, damselflies, dragonflies, and others that can tolerate a little pollution but not much, and will be found in good quality waters. We will be doing macroinvertebrate sampling at least twice during the assessment.

If you are interested in helping with the assessment or have any questions about it, please call Vy Trinh at 334-0636 or Michelle Kirk at 677-4628. 

