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What are all these data for? 
Submitted by Barb Horn, January 2013 

Colorado:  River Watch began in 1989 with the goals of providing statewide, quality aquatic data while providing 

a hands-on science experience to foster environmental stewardship.   The program is housed at the Colorado 

Parks and Wildlife Agency. We partner with a local non-profit that provides professional staff, funding, and 

programming.  River Watch data is the largest data source for surface water chemistry, physical habitat, and 

macroinvertebrate data in Colorado. 

 River Watch’s primary targeted decision maker is the Clean Water Act, specifically standards development, 

water body use assessment, impaired listings work and monitoring project restoration or documentation for 

restoration.  Our methods and study design is along baseline data collection than 

enforcement, but is tweaked for restoration monitoring.  River Watch uses a unique 

partnership model for both funding and to collect and utilize data that has 

supported the network since 1989, generated more data than the State of 

Colorado and is used routinely at a local level and in Clean Water Act decisions.  

This funding source and our partnership with a non-profit, which has allowed us to 

diversity both our funding and programs broader than our agency could provide 

alone, is why we have the largest statewide surface water data set in Colorado 

that includes chemical, physical habitat and macroinvertebrate, the most 

volunteer monitoring data uploaded to EPA STORET and volunteer retention that 

ranges in decades, sometimes 20 years.  Our volunteers are primarily schools (6th 

grade up, private, public) but include municipalities, adult groups and industry.  Regardless of who the volunteer 

is, each volunteer uses the same protocols, equipment and sample design.  This produces a reliable, comparable 

and reproducible database statewide for all users, often in areas no one else is monitoring. That is important for 

Colorado’s 770,000 river miles, many of which are difficult to access. 

In 1989, after participating in Clean Water Act hearings designed to protect and restore Colorado’s rivers, where 

one data point or no data was available for serious decisions, Colorado Parks and Wildlife created the River 

Watch Network. The targeted decision makers were those implementing the CWA in Colorado.  Our study design  

 
SHARED EXPERIENCE: 
ACTION/DECISION 
 

Colorado River Watch Logo 



NWQMC VOLU
 

included the 

deliver raw a

implement se

assessments. 

as most of the

source projec

reference pro

We have also

similar efforts 

success of do

Our data has

designation f

and other ou

Federal Wild 

to determine 

similar restora

place at the 

and drought 

related fields 

jobs or becom

That is not to 

annually, who

metals (26), b

generate suc

change in reg

potential dec

health depar

generators sa

department a

need to be e

review proce

be able to ca

There is a stig

consistent da

for all volunte

perceived ou

network, our 

information a

decisions ma

We have ma

UNTEER MONIT

 information n

nd analyzed 

ections 303 of 

 A case could

e CWA agenc

cts because w

ogram and m

o helped doze

 monitor to re

ollars spent.  O

s been used fo

or native spec

tstanding reso

and Scenic d

 restoration g

ation efforts.  A

right time to m

 conditions.  A

 in college, re

me teachers a

say our data 

o monitor abo

biannual for nu

ch a volume, w

gulations and

cisions, from o

rtment) have 

ay the USGS.  

and its associa

evaluated aga

ess of all data 

atch errors. 

ma around v

ata production

eers has been

utcome (more

goal is for app

as possible, no

de with no da

de a huge de

TORING SHARE

needs of those

data at the rig

 the CWA. Ou

d be made th

cy funds goes

we are so cost

macorinverteb

ens of 319 non

ceive restorat

Often serving a

or outstanding

cies protectio

ource protect

esignation pr

oals for Super

Along the way

monitor fish kil

And, many yo

eceived credit

and impleme

is not challen

out 650 station

utrients (6) an

we generate 

d dollars for so

our data (and 

attacked the

Fortunately, o

ated political

ain and pulled

sets.  No mon

olunteer data

n. Having a rig

 a key compo

e regulation, 3

propriate regu

ot the opposite

ata and that f

ent in that bar

D EXPERIENCES

e CWA decisio

ght time, plac

ur data is used

hat we are the

s towards imp

t effective.  O

rate standard

n-point source

tion dollars or 

as matching d

g waters antid

on, drinking wa

tion.  It has co

ocesses.  Dat

rfund/CERLCA

y we have be

ls from variou

uth volunteer

t or tuition disc

nt River Watc

ged. It is.  We

ns per year on

nd annually fo

information a

me.  Entities t

 others that a

 program and

our data has s

ly appointed 

d from the dis

nitoring progra

a.  We have d

gorous trainin

onent.  Our da

303d listing for

ulation, not ov

e.  The barrier

favored disch

rrier, but it too

S 

on makers, inc

ce and forma

d on an annua

e primary data

aired waters. 

Our data has b

ds.  

e projects and

 determine 

dollars for gra

degradation 

ater protectio

ontributed to 

a has been u

A sites and oth

een in the righ

s chemical sp

rs have studie

counts, obtain

h in their scho

e generate a l

n 350 some riv

or physical hab

and many ent

hat have not 

gree with our 

d volunteers d

stood the test 

 commission. T

cussion. We a

am ever has o

ampened tha

g program, a

ata is challeng

r example).   T

ver or under, 

r, which is dec

hargers and p

ok a decade. 

cluding how t

at.  We have s

al basis to con

a generators 

  We often pro

been used to 

d 

nts.  

on 

sed 

her 

ht 

pills 

ed 

ned 

ool.  

large volume 

vers, sampling

bitat and mac

tities don’t like

 agreed with 

r data conclu

directly, in a m

 of time and i

That said, the

are more than

or ever will ge

at significantly

long with con

ged when a u

That is all the m

and the way 

creasing, has 

otential pollu

  

Photo f
Volunt

to manage th

ucceeded in 

nduct 305(b) 

 conduction p

ovide match 

 establish and

 of data servin

g monthly for f

croinvertebra

e information, 

decisions ma

sions such as 

manner unhea

s defended b

ere are times w

n willing to eng

nerate perfec

y in Colorado

nsistent metho

user does not 

more reason 

 to that is as m

been previou

ters above wi

from CORW (R
teers share the

PAG

he raw data a

 helping deve

and 303(d) us

protection mo

 for 319 non-p

d very Colorad

ng 140 groups

field (6 indica

ates.  Because

 it may mean 

de , or more o

those from US

ard for some d

by the health 

when are data

gage in an eq

ct data, the k

o based on 25

ods and equip

 like the outco

to support ou

much quality d

us decades of

ildlife and citiz

Riffles Newslette
eir catch. 

E 2 

and 

elop and 

se 

onitoring 

point 

do’s 

s 

tors) and 

e we 

 a 

often 

SGS, 

data 

a does 

qual 

key is to 

5 years of 

pment 

ome or 

ur 

data and 

f 

zens.  

er, 2012): 



NWQMC VOLU
 

 

Include inform

monitoring de

program and

Persistence, t

Everyone cha

Photo from CO
Volunteers co
assessment. 

UNTEER MONIT

mation needs

esign and pro

d often overlo

here are nay 

anges, dies an

ORW (Riffles Ne
onducting a stre

TORING SHARE

 of those that

ovide you the 

oked and the

 sayers out the

nd moves on,

ewsletter, 2010)
eam habitat 

D EXPERIENCES

Our str

inform

detect

coveri

profess

We als

everyo

the mi

coveri

manne

water 

provid

hard to

way ca

consist

t will be makin

 pieces for me

en costs mone

ere, but don’t

 everyone. 

): 

S 

rategy was to

ation needs o

tion limits and

ng areas the 

sional or volun

so vet our volu

one, but those

nimum require

ng large area

er.  We make 

quality contro

es this data tr

o validate sta

an this data b

tency has pai

ng the decisio

easurable resu

ey and even p

t focus on the

o have a study

of the CWA de

d such but a h

health depar

nteer uses the

unteers and lo

e that want to

ements.  We h

a in a consiste

 a presentatio

ol commission

ransparency)

atements like “

be as good as

id off. 

ons you want. 

ults.  It takes u

program failur

em, find the ye

y design that i

ecision make

higher sample

rtment could 

e same equip

ook for a mat

o make this dif

have a consis

ent and predic

on of our :”pe

n on an annua

.  Over time, y

“a 12 year old

s fill in blank.” 

 Those eleme

up front time t

re if data is ne

es people and

PAG

included all th

rs, same meth

e frequency a

not.  Every sa

ment and me

ch, not saying

fference and 

stent set of vo

ctable yet qu

rformance” to

al basis (no on

year after yea

d can’t do this

   Persistence 

nts should driv

that is critical 

ever used.  

d start there.  

E 3 

he 

hods, 

nd 

mpler, 

ethods.  

g yes to 

 can do 

olunteers 

ality 

o the 

ne else 

ar, it is 

s” or “no 

 and 

ve your 

to every 

 


