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STREAM TEAMS
ASSESS QUALITY
OF LOCAL RIVERS

DEBBI MACK

t's a drizzly Saturday morning

in Columbia. Fifteen people

stand around a car on a road

that dead-ends at a wooded
area. Some are writing on rain-
spattered forms, some are wait-
ing. They are prospective volun-
teers in the Howard County
Water  Quality  Monitoring
Program, otherwise known as the
“Stream Team™ program.

Every spring and fall, staffers
from the Natural Resources/Open
Space Division of the Howard
County Department of Parks and
Recreation conduct two or three
training sessions of this sort. Sue
Muller, the program coordinator,
will lead today s session. Dressed
in a yellow slicker, Muller is
handing out forms and gathering
training materials from the car.
The turnout. is good, despite the
weather.

“Only two people aren’t here,”
she says. “And one of them came
by just to tell me he was going to
do the next training session.”

The group proceeds down a
paved trail through the woods to
the Middle Patuxent River. Dan
McNamara and Charlie Peregoy,
also from the Natural Resources
Division, wait at the test site.
They are both in boots, and one
carries a four-foot square net,
with supporting poles running
down two sides. This net or seine
will be used to collect aquatic
macroinvertebrates living in the
riverbed. Macroinvertebrates are
organisms without a backbone
that can be scen with the naked
eye. In lay terms, they are bugs,
and they are the key to determin-
ing the health of a stream.

Muller explains that the idea is
to collect macroinvertebrates,
count them, and enter that data on
astream assessment form. Stream
quality is assessed by a point sys-
tem that looks at type and varicty
of macroinvertebrates. The data is
arranged in three columns, based
on tolerance to pollution. The
more species there are in each
column, the higher the quality of
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BRIAN PAULSEN holds the net for Charlie Peregoy during a Stream Team Cleanup last spring.

the stream.

After Muller’s talk, the men
demonstrate. Peregoy spreads the
net out before him, planting the
poles firmly in the riverbed.
McNamara stands upstream and
cleans off large rocks, allowing
the sediment and any bugs that
might come with it to drift into
the net. He weighs down the bot-
tom of the net with some of the
rocks, to prevent bugs from slip-
ping underneath.

Then he begins to kick force-
fully in the riverbed. Brown silt
curls up from below, drifting
back toward the net with the flow
of the water.

After kicking about a minute
and a half, he removes the rocks
and picks up his end of the net.
Unfolded on the ground, it
reveals a multitude of writhing
critters of various shapes and
sizes. The men stoop over the net,
picking out several of them by
hand and placing them in plastic
tubs filled with water. Two girls
help them gather specimens,
using black plastic foreeps 1o
remove the creatures from the
net.

McNamara and another staff
member, Wayne Poole, started
the program in 1989 on their own
time and at their own expense.

They identified the test sites and
made their own equipment,
which had to be shared among the
20 or 30 volunteers they started
out with.

Now, thanks to grants from the
Chesapeake Bay Trust, each team
gets its own equipment, which is
a good thing, considering the risc
in participation. By 1992, Muller
estimates the program had rough-
ly 50 volunteers. Today, that
number has more than doubled to
about 120 volunteers.

Volunteers generally work in
teams of two. Corby Gould, a
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first-time volunteer, is teaming
with her children: Holly, 10, and
Forest, 12.

Gould became interested in the
program through a friend who
tests a stream in her backyard
with her kids. She views the pro-
gram as a good community ser-
vice and a hands-on learning
experience. “It feels better than
just writing a check,” she says.

Muller says that some of her
best volunteers are families, par-
ticularly with young children in
the seven to ten year age range.
She says the group also includes
retired people and college stu-
dents looking to build their
resuimes.

McNamara is encouraged not
only by the number of partici-
pants, but also the quality of their

work. “The data over the years
has gotten better and better,” he
says.

In developing the Stream
Team concept, McNamara and
Poole conferred with several
other organizations. They mod-
eled the program on one run by
the Ohio Department of Natural
Resources. They also conferred

many people don’t realize the sig-
nificant presence of rivers and
streams in Maryland. According
to Taylor-Suit, the Chesapeake
Bay drainage area contains
100,000 miles of rivers and
streams, and 17,000 miles of that
are in this state.

“There is a river or stream
within 15 minutes walk of every

with the Save house in
Our  Streams I’There "s a river or Maryland,”
program spon- P she says.

sored by the stream within a 15 The data
Izaak Walton e has helped
League, . minute walk of every 7 0
national con- house ,'n Mary’and” to identify
servation orga- specific
nization, and with Maryland- | environmental problems. For

based Save Our Streams, a non-
profit organization supporting
volunteer efforts to promote and
maintain river and stream quality.
McNamara says they continue to
receive ongoing guidance and
support from the latter group.
Barbara Taylor-Suit, the exec-
utive director of Save Our
Streams in Maryland, says that

example, one volunteer kept get-
ting poor readings at his site.
Upon further investigation,
Muller discovered that run-off
from a private cow pasture
upstream was the probable cause.
The test site is located on
Washington Suburban Sanitary
Commission (WSSC) property,
so it falls outside the county’s

jurisdiction. However, Muller
contacted the WSSC with the
information and made them
aware of a buffer incentive pro-
gram offered by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service that could help
alleviate the situation,

The data is also available for
public use. The Maryland
Department of Natural Resources
and the WSSC, among others,
have requested data in the past.
One retired couple is using the
data to classify the various species
of dragonflies and damselflies in
Howard County and where they
can be found.

Corby Gould thinks the pro-
gram benefits herself and her chil-
dren on a more personal level also.
“It’s a learning experience. It gives
them an appreciation of nature.”

If your organization, youth
group or scout troop is interested
in working on a stream cleanup,
contact Sue Muller, Howard
County Recreation and Parks
Natural Resources Division, (410)
313-4697. ]
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the Howard County Sext
Assault Center, is also volunte
to staff its 24-hour hotline. D:
evening and weekend shifts :
available. Twenty-four hours
training will be held in June.

Call (410) 290-6432.
Classes
Babysitting Essentials

Teenagers will learn to mana
children, apply emergency tec
niques and create a safe envirc
ment for children on Saturd:
September 12 from 9 a.m.-2 p.
at HCGH’s Wellness Center
Columbia.

Lunch and a certificate
attendance will be provided fo
cost of $30. Call 410-740-76
and enter code 3846.

Kaleidoscope Kids

Classes for kids 2-1/2-kind:
garten begin Sept. 14 at Slayt
House. Call (410) 730-6695.
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