Streams and Rivers are Not Garbage Dumps
By: Jarred Figlar-Barnes, High School Student from Elma, WA.

For those of you who are creek side property owners and enjoy your creek that’s good, but some property owners believe that their creek is the solution to their waste management problems. People sometimes dump yard waste, food scraps, and other types of garbage into their creeks. In urban areas, garbage and pollutants from storm water drains make their way into local creeks. This can have disastrous effects on local aquatic life and wildlife. How does what I put in my stream affect the ocean life hundreds if not thousands of miles away? Just like how all roads led to Rome, except in this case the roads are our rivers and streams and Rome is our ocean.

Yard waste such as grass clippings doesn’t seem like a pollutant seeing that it’s mostly natural and should decompose in the stream. A local landowner near Elma cut down tall grass along a creek. As he cut along the creek most of the clippings fell into the creek, the clippings started to form dams two to three feet high, clogging up the creek. As grass decomposes it releases nitrates and nutrients, which algae and other organisms consume. During this process they take dissolved oxygen out of the stream. In slow moving streams this can have a disastrous effect as dissolved oxygen is the main source of oxygen for the fish and aquatic life in the creek. If you want to cut the grass along your creek, leave a strip of grass between your yard and the creeks banks. As for other yard wastes, do the right thing and dispose of them properly.

Food scraps can cause your garbage to smell but don’t dispose of them in the local creek. Composting is a green easy way to dispose of biodegradable matter such as yard waste as mentioned before and many types of vegetable scrapes. Plus you can use the compost in your garden instead of fertilizers. Fertilizers promote algae growth and can cause dead zones to form from the depletion of dissolved oxygen. 

The majority of garbage found in our creeks are plastics: bottles, bags, containers, and toys. Plastic bags have been consumed accidentally by some large ocean animals. Sea turtles are vulnerable because many plastic bags in the water look like the jelly fish they love to eat.

Everything we put in our streams ends up in the ocean. One of Washington State’s most important fish is the salmon which spends half its life in the ocean. Any toxins, fertilizers, or chemicals that flow to the oceans via our creeks can make their way to these fish, and in turn to our dinner plate. So the next time you want to get rid of your garbage remember that streams are not garbage dumps. Dispose of your waste properly, not just for the planet’s benefit but for yours as well.
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The Chehalis Watershed Festival: An event you won’t want to miss!
By Janel Spaulding, Chehalis Basin Partnership and Grays Harbor College Watershed Coordinator

On Saturday September 17th, 2011 the 6th annual Chehalis Watershed Festival will take place at Morrison Riverfront Park and Rotary Log Pavilion in Aberdeen from 10 am to 4 pm. The Watershed Festival is a family-oriented event that inspires and teaches our communities about the unique natural resources through a variety of hands-on activities and free information about how to protect and enjoy our wonderful Chehalis Watershed. There will be another Chehalis Basin Water Taste Test with some new and repeat challengers from your local cities, live music, tours and sailings on the Tall Ships, and a tasty salmon bake by the Chehalis Tribe. 

One of the main repeat attractions at this year’s festival includes Fin, the 28 foot long fiberglass salmon that is hollowed out for kids to crawl around inside and see what a watershed looks like including all of the plants, animals, and fish that live there. Fin will also visit five elementary schools the week prior to the Festival as a great education and outreach project. We invite you to come on down to Aberdeen and Grays Harbor to celebrate our wonderful Chehalis Watershed. 

Stay tuned for more information in the upcoming months. For more detailed information about the Chehalis Watershed Festival or to volunteer please contact Janel Spaulding (360) 538-4212 or email jspauldi@ghc.edu.
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Ecological Restoration of Schoolyards: 2011 Summer Teacher Institute
By Kathy Jacobson, Chehalis Basin Education Consortium, ESD 113

On June 27th through the 29th, at the Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge, the Chehalis Basin Education Consortium teamed up with its sister watershed education programs, South Sound GREEN, and the Nisqually River Education Project to offer their 2011 Summer Teacher Institute (STI). The focus was on the “Ecological Restoration for Schoolyards”, and the training is part of a nationwide project known as RESTORE: Restoration, Education, Science Training and Outreach for Regional Educators. Thirty eight 3rd through 12th grade teachers participated in the three-day training, received curriculum, and joined in  hands-on activities to learn about the “Ten Restoration Education Steps: Study, Investigate, Analyze, Connect, Plan, Prepare, Plant, Manage, Research and Learn.” 

During the STI, with key funding by the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife, and led by Erica Guttman with the Native Plant Salvage Foundation, the teachers also helped to plant (Step 7) a “Learning Landscape” at the entrance to the Refuge’s Education Building. The Learning Landscape features native prairie and forest plants, and will help to teach local youth and adults about the role that native trees and shrubs play in protecting water quality, water quantity and salmon habitat.     

Here are a few teacher comments on the training: 

“Most of the activities that we did this week I will easily be able to incorporate into my current curriculum.  For example, I already do a biodiversity study and a germination lab, however the ones we did this week have the full scientific method (data collection and analysis) and are much more engaging!”

“I am noticing how the watershed lessons and Worst Weed in WA activity can lead right into the students coming up with a schoolyard restoration project.”

I can’t wait to “Map out our Schoolyard” using a compass or using “What’s a Square Foot Anyway? to design our new garden. Of course, I also hope my students enjoy their quiet reflection time in their “Sit Spot” as much as I did. I know that the connections they make with their outdoor habitats will foster feelings of kinship, ownership (and hopefully, stewardship) that will extend into their adulthood.”

Summer Teacher Institute program funding and support provided in part by the UW Madison-Wisconsin Earth Partnerships for Schools Program, with grants from the EPA, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and local project partners. For more information on the Earth Partnerships for Schools Program, please visit their website at: www.uwarboretum.org/eps or contact Kathy Jacobson, Chehalis Basin Education Consortium Coordinator at 360-464-6722 or kjacobson@esd113.org. Other project contact info: Anne Mills, South Sound GREEN at 360-754-3588, ext. 108, ssgreen@thurstoncd.com; or Sheila Wilson, at 360-438-8687 ext. 2153 Sheila@nisquallyriver.org
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Public Listening Session Gets Coastal Residents to the Table on National Ocean Policy Objectives
by Kathy Greer

The National Ocean Council drew over 100 attendees to the Quinault Beach Resort and Casino on June 27 for one of 12 listening sessions scheduled nationwide to gather public input from those coastal residents, stakeholders, and groups that could be most affected by the newly forming National Ocean policy. The day’s session was hosted by the Quinault Tribe and facilitated by spokespersons from the Governor’s Office and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association. Attendees included coastal residents, businesses, conservation groups, tribes, and local, state and federal agency representatives.

The day was organized around introductions from federal marine experts, tribes, and legislators, a keynote address from Congressman Norm Dicks, D-Wash, and both a morning and afternoon public comment session. The afternoon also provided break out sessions to allow attendees the opportunity to learn more about each of the National Ocean Council’s nine priority objectives in creating an nationwide ocean policy including:

1. Ecosystem-Based Management
2. Coastal and Marine Spatial Planning
3. Inform Decisions and Improve Understanding
4. Better coordinate and support Federal, State, tribal, local, and regional management of the ocean, our coasts, and the Great Lakes.
5. Resiliency and Adaptation to Climate Change and Ocean Acidification
6. Regional Ecosystem Protection and Restoration
7. Water Quality and Sustainable Practices on Land
8. Address Changing Conditions in the Arctic
9. Ocean, Coastal, and Great Lakes Observations, Mapping, and Infrastructure.

The morning agenda kicked off with Senator Jim Hargrove, D-Hoquiam who spoke in favor of the policy’s objective to work toward "comprehensive, integrated ecosystem-based, coastal, and marine spatial planning" and for protecting existing fisheries and shipping interests for Grays Harbor as may pertain to future energy projects in our ocean waters. Stating that this measure in particular would support and establish regional planning bodies to better control uses of the ocean and shoreline.

Of similar tone were comments made by Congressman Norm Dicks during his afternoon keynote address that pointed to his mission to help achieve "sustainable use of ocean and coastal resources" through helping to secure funds for the each of the Council’s priority objectives. As the ranking Democrat on the House Appropriations Committee he promised to do all he could to press for funding support and further resources for the National Ocean Policy. Dicks also noted the importance of putting this Policy to work as soon as possible as we face serious threats from both climate change and ocean acidification due to carbon dioxide. The policy, which sets out for preservation of our oceans, must be put in place to maintain the livelihoods coastal residents, recreational opportunities, and our nation’s economy.

As the National Ocean Council proceeds with the finalization of the Policy they have been seeking input from coastal stakeholders, residents, and groups such as coastal marine resource committees via national comment sessions and online portals so they may incorporate local interests and concerns. They also are working with a Governance Coordinating Committee made up of 18 tribal, state, and local government officials appointed by the President, representing the many diverse interests of our nation’s waters. Representatives on the Committee from Washington include Micah McCarty, Tribal Chairman & Marine Policy and Fisheries Advisor for the Makah Tribal Council and Senator Kevin Ranker D-San Juan who is also Chair of the Senate Natural Resources & Marine Waters Committee. Ranker who has championed several bills supporting the health of our coastal waters in a statement earlier this year said, “I am honored to be part of this Committee and look forward to helping the Administration advance a National Ocean Policy that protects Washington’s ocean and marine waters and the goods and services they provide to us.” The Committee will work closely with the National Ocean Council to provide advice from nationwide partners and stakeholders.

Jody Kennedy, Policy Coordinator for the Surfrider Foundation said, “The National Ocean Council’s mission and a measure of their success, will depend on the how well they can communicate and engage with the people and communities that live, work, and depend on our marine and coastal waters.” Kennedy has worked for several years with coastal resident and chair of the Grays Harbor County Marine Resources Committee, Kathy Greer to raise awareness around the importance of protecting and improving the health of our coastal marine resources via a grass roots approach. Part of their work involved working with stakeholders and state and local agencies to establish coastal marine resource committees in Washington. Now four in all, each is set up to represent a diverse group of ocean user interests from science to fishing to recreation with their primary objective being to get local voices heard by decision makers.

Overall there was broad support from attendees for the Council’s priority objectives but expressed their concern over threats to existing ocean uses from fishing rights to recreational access. In particular those threats that may come from ocean energy initiatives and federal regulatory measures were of primary concern. The health of our coastal waters was also on people’s minds as highlighted by Fritzi Cohen of Willapa Bay who runs the Moby Dick Motel and a small Oyster Farm. She complained about the heavy use of herbicides and pesticides throughout our region and stated "It's time for us to not treat our ocean like a toilet bowl.” Water quality has been a significant theme over the last decade with local conservation groups. Former County Commissioner Al Carter said "Everything is water quality, that's the most important thing. It affects every aspect of our marine resources from fish and wildlife to recreation, and with that our economy." He also pointed to caring for our wetlands as a major component of healthy coastal waters.

The National Ocean Council completed all 12 public listening sessions last week and continued to accept public comments on its nine priority objectives through July 2. To view comments received thus far please visit http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/oceans/comments and for additional information and updates http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/oceans.

Kathy Greer is the Washington Coast Coordinator for Surfrider Foundation and chair for the Grays Harbor County Marine Resources Committee.
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Visitors Flock to the South Beach for Spectacular Birding Opportunities during the 16th Annual Grays Harbor Shorebird Festival 
By Kathy Greer

Western Sandpipers, Black-bellied Plovers, Dunlins, and Surfbirds are just a few of the dozens of shorebird species on display all around the South Beach and vicinity during their annual spring migration and during the Shorebird Festival the weekend of April 29 through May 1, 2011. Each year hundreds of thousands of shorebirds stop on their migration northward to feed and rest along the bountiful estuaries, mudflats, marshlands, and beaches of Grays Harbor. With some arriving from as far south as Argentina and traveling over 15,000 miles round trip during their migration, it is no wonder so many are drawn to our area from all over the world just to view this spectacle of nature!

The weekend’s fair-weather welcomed birders, artists, photographers, scientists and the like from far and wide to harbor. In particular Westport’s ocean beaches and Bottle Beach State Park, are among festival-goers’ favorite locations. Our area’s close proximity to the ocean offers a uniquely dense concentration of bird species where thousands can be observed feeding and flocking on the open mudflats and beaches, all with a breathtaking river estuary panorama featuring the Olympic Mountain range.
 
Traditionally held the last weekend in April, the Shorebird Festival is hosted by area businesses, individuals, and groups such as Grays Harbor Audubon Society. Dozens of volunteers work year-round to coordinate this three-day family friendly event, which offers visitors field trips, lectures, a banquet with live auction, and a nature fun fair. The proceeds go to the Grays Harbor National Wildlife Refuge and to help support conservation outreach and education programs in the area. 

The migration continues through the first week of May but many will continue to travel through and nest throughout the warmer months. Enjoy! To learn more the types of birds seen in our area and where to see them or to find out more about the Shorebird Festival visit www.shorebirdfestival.com. 

Kathy Greer serves as chair for the Grays Harbor County Marine Resources Committee and is the Washington Pacific Coast Coordinator for the Surfrider Foundation.
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