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Partner 22 - Fluid Planet
Woods and Water
Narrator:  
The most important forest product is not wood.  It’s water. 

Two thirds of America’s clean water supply comes from forest stream flows.

In the west, the stream flows originate as winter snow pack in forested uplands.

The spring snowmelt feeds the major rivers and reservoirs.

Steve Daley-Laursen:

Idaho is a classic case of this. We actually have the headwaters of some of the nation’s mightiest rivers. The Snake, the Salmon, the Columbia – all of those rivers originate to some extent or wholly within the boundaries of our state. And so it’s important for us to do research in those areas on the relationship between forest practices and water quality.

Narrator: 

With a USDA grant, researchers from the University of Idaho are
studying the effects of forest management practices on watersheds. 

At the University’s Moscow campus, and in nearby forests, 

Dr. Tim Link and research partners are studying how timber harvest and other forest activities impact levels of snow-pack and rates and timing of snow-melt. 

They are learning how forest managers can better control the quantity and quality of water for towns, farms and habitats.

Tim Link:

With our project one of the big questions is how much increase in water flow and increase in the timing of flow results due to different types of forest harvests, specifically to look at areas that have been completely clear cut, compared to areas that have been uncut or areas that were thinned, where approximately 50% of the vegetation has been removed.

There’s been relatively little study done in terms of this particular question.

Narrator: 

 The project is unique in other ways as well. The researchers are partnering with Potlatch Corporation, a private landowner. 

The study area is the Mica Creek watershed in northwestern Idaho, which is actively managed for timber production by Potlatch. 

This gives scientists a real-world look at different harvest activities and snowpack scenarios, and a chance to update studies done in the past.

Terry Cundy:
Most of the previous work looked at old growth forests, and had been done in the late 60’s, early 70’s when there really were not many forestry best management practices in place.

Narrator: 

The study relies on precise measurements of weather and other conditions in the area, to monitor the flow of snowmelt.

The results will lead to the creation of improved computer models for land and water managers. 

Tim Link:
This is one of our key measurement stations…and what we’ve done is here is…taken the top off of one of these sub alpine firs, installed a horizontal cross-arm and then mounted our weather sensors on top of that cross-arm.

And this is the USDA sno-tel site. This is really the best measurement we have of precipitation and snow water in the watershed.
This is Mica Creek, where all the snowmelt ends up. This is one of our primary flow measurement locations, where we’re also measuring sediment, temperature, nutrients and a number of other variables.

Narrator: 

A series of flumes like this one are monitored to determine flow rates in the watershed.

 Tim Link’s theory, that different harvest techniques on the mountain result in differing amounts of snowpack and flow rates, is proving true.

Tim Link:
One of the most important things we’ve found is that in the cleared areas, they accumulate more than twice the amount of snowpack in the forested area. We saw also a significant accumulation in the thinned area, which then came off the land quite a bit slower.

Here we are, it’s mid summer, and this is really the last bit of snow on the watershed, due to the fact that you have more snow that comes into this spot and it’s shaded and so it really melts out the slowest.

Narrator: 

The study is showing that while clear-cut areas hold more snowpack, the snow there melts more rapidly because of sun and wind exposure. 

The smaller amounts of snow in thinned forests are retained longer. Tim Link says these areas act as a natural reservoir for many end users, such as Idaho’s Nez Perce Soil & Water Conservation District. 

Lynn Rasmussen:
The two major types of forest management practices that are going on in our area now are either clear cutting or some type of thinning.
And so the thinned area of research is very interesting to us, we have more water trapping. As it melts it will run off slower.

 So we’re really excited about being able to use his research and his numbers to specify exactly what a landowner should do. 

Narrator:

Using the research results, landowners could adjust their timber harvests based on weather and water supply conditions, to prevent flooding, ensure a steady water supply and maintain ecosystem health.

Lynne Rasmussen: If we have a low water year, then that results in drastic reductions in the amount of fish habitat that we have available. And it does have significant impacts on water quality also. 

Narrator:

The study is yielding other important findings.

One is that many forestry best management practices, currently used by forest land managers, are effective in protecting water quality.

Terry Cundy:
The use of streamside buffer strips protects against sediment and erosion of the banks and it also protects stream temperature. Another modern best management practice is to keep the road disconnected from the stream, you use some sort of culvert that gets the water off of the road, back onto the forest floor where it can infiltrate.

Steve Daley Laursen:
In this study we validated that these best management practices are sustaining or even enhancing the biological populations in water and the quality of water in the watershed. 

Narrator:  

The Mica Creek project is delivering valuable data for resource managers, and is paving the way for new discoveries in the future.

Tim Link:
So what we’ve really created with the project is an enormous data legacy that I really expect that myself and other researchers will be tapping into for another ten or fifteen years. 
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