Island’s Watershed Council Takes Aim at Runoff

Part 2 of a 2-part series

By Jill Connors

Many projects and strategies are underway
to protect Aquidneck blbinds watershed ar
es this summer—in large part thanks to grass
mots efforts begun by concemed cizens sev:
eral years ago, Make that concerned citizens
who are passionate about the water —be it the
quality of the ocean water for surfing, swim-
ming. or fahing. or the clarity of the drmking
water.

Clean Ocean Access (COA) is one such group
whose ac tions are vital in protecting the health
ol Aguidneck blnds waler enveronment
When Dave Md aughin, the groups leader.
presents a report to Newport City Council on
July 27 on the condition of the water. he wil

be speaking from a frsthand vantage point
His group. made up of local surfers, has been

testing the water for several years. The group
formed in the summer of 2006 o higure out
why some surfers were getting sick after be
ing in the water.

“We were fnding that water quality got
worse in the off-season based on what we
were seeing when we were surfing. but thewe
was no data because the state only tests the
water during the summer” Mcl sughln, & na-
tive New porter and ifelong surfer, explained.

In the past five years COA has conducted
40 beach cleanups (once 3 month from Sep
tember to Mayl, and has developed 2 water
sampling program—approved by the Dept
ol Health and funded by the Uty of New
port—where volunteers Lihe water samples at
nine Aquidneck Island coastal locations year.
round, and transport the samples with prop-
er chain of custody to a state-approved Lab in
Providence.

“We want people to enjoy the water—and
to do sa it got to be accesnsible. the coastine

Craig Knowles, a volunteer with Clean Ocean Access (COA), takes a water sampie at
Marine Baach in Newport. COA volunteers test nine difforent iocations on Agusdneck
Isiand every Thursday morming, year-round, samples are evaluated by the Dept of

needs to be clean, and the water needs to be
clear” said McLaughlin.

For the Aquidneck Istand Watershed Coun-
cil another grassroots organization, i all starts
with data, & wel. "We started doing baseline
testing of the watershed areas on the Island
mone than three yoan ago.' sad Jim Marshall
an executive drector of the Council The group
has worked with Salve Regina University to
rarse awareness of watershed bsues by orga
niging an annual Watenshed Conference for
the past two years, held in the autumn.

Heailth in Providence. {Photo by Rob Thom)

“It it just Balleys Brook and other well
known rivers that need protecting,” said Mar-
shall “There are lots of named and unnamed
waterways that are affected by what we do
along the banks”

Marshall's group advocates a 400-foot bul-
fer around watershed areis—those parts of
Aquidnedt bland where rainwater and snow-
melt drain—and a canopy of foliage to axt =
a filter for stom-water unoff. "Homeownen
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need to generate less storm- water
mito the system,” sad Marshall, who
proposes such practices as plant
g rain gardens (whose grade and
plant choices are dewgned 1o ab
sorh storm-water ) And mineminng
mpervious surfaces by using graw
el or paving-slone dnvewrys. Une
way or another, sl storm-water
eventually ench up in the ocean '
said Marshall.

ilia Forgue, Director of Utiities
for the City of Newpon, is acutely
aware of the mportance ol water-
shed health, particulardy in relation
o the aw source of drinking water
on Aquidneck kland. The diys water
division & responsible for trealing
and distrbuting drinking water 1o
Newport Middletown, part of Ports-
mouth, and Naval Station Newport
“We generate 6 to 11 million galions
of water dady," said Forgue, with the
higher volume typikally occuming
during the summer months

The source of that drnking water
i surface water that collects in the
reservolrs located within Agqudnedk
land's seven watershed areas Gar
diner Pond, Nebson Pond, Maidford
River, Balley's Brook, Ssson Pond, St
Mary's Pond. and Lawton Valley Res
ervolr. (In additon Watson Reser
voir, in Little Compton, and Nonguit
Pand, in Tiverton, are part of New-

port’s water supply)

"I dont know  people really un-
derstand that surface water is the
raw source of drinking water heve”
Forgue savd “"We treat the water of
course, but we don't start with the
best raw qually source waler, so
iIts more costly to treat.”

in other pans ol the country lm-
iting or proh @tng access Lo dnnk-
INg water reservoirs i3 4 Comumon
practice. to protect the guality of
the maw source.“From a pure wiater-
suppler perspective, limited access
1o Agquxdnech island's wat ershed ar-
eds would be best. but that's sim-
ply not possble on 2 small island
whete land 5 at & premium” said
Forgue. Dur watersheds are in de-
veloped srem”

One result of the varying qual-
ity of the raw source water is that
the City of Newport will be nvest-
ing 575 milion to construct two
advanced water treatment centers
The City is currently in the process
of reviewing the desugn-build pro-
posals for the treatment centers
according to Forgue

Of the many projects currently
underway across the lsland (swee
sdebar |, several are aimed Al man-
aging Wormm-water runoff so that
poluted munoff never enters the
watershed or the ocean. Such proj-
ech & the redirecting of the outfall
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Watershed Projects In Progress

Heres a mundup of projects currently underway that share a similar
goal: Preserve the watershed areas and in so doing, preserve the quality of

life on Aguidneck bland
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area, the rebuilding of the Easton's
Pond dam, a study of the bacteria
in the Maidford River, the state's
cesspool phase-out, and the state’s
TMDL (total maximum dally load)
program are all aimed at protect-
ing the watershed.

But you don't have to be a state
or local official to help: Homeown-
ers and pet owners can take a few
umple steps o protect the water
shed themselves—by keeping bac-
teria from eniering storm-water
runoff.

Sug gestions include:

B Pick up alter pets: Dog waste
is a significant source of bacte-
ria; don't leave it in the yard to be
swept away by the rain

Hl Do not put garbage in catch
basins

B Use a rain bamel to collect
rainwater from your ool

B Connect downspouts toland-
scaped or grassy areas va paved ar-
oas

Bl Use low-dmpact develop-
ment (LID) techniques such as rain
gardens

As Tom OLoughiin, Middle-
towi's Public Works Director, not-
ed: “Stormewaler B everyone's
responsibllity” The Town of Mid-
dietown will be holding & storm-
waler workshop this fall with more

information on ways to help.
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Agudneck [sland's seven watershed
areas, shown above, drain the ranwater
and snowmelt that fill our dninking-water

reservowrs. The Madford River and Balley's

Brook areas are particularly important
o the cleankness of our coastal waters
because the river and brook carry storm-

water o the océan.




