
Each year, the Watershed Center
monitors the state of our
watersheds by collecting
scientific data. You can find us
mapping river habitat, sampling
aquatic insects, collecting aerial
photos of floodplains, and
identifying plant species that re-
colonize the landscape after
wildfire. All of these data help us
understand the health and
resilience of our watersheds, and
direct our restoration and
management projects to improve
and support our watersheds. 

The more we know, the better we
understand what needs to be
done! Most importantly, we do
not do this alone. Understanding
the state of our watershed is a
big question, as watersheds are
complex ecosystems that are
always changing. A watershed
ecosystem includes people,
plants, animals, and insects, as
well as the land and water that
they rely upon. And, of course,
our own communities – the
places where live, work, and play
– are all part of the watershed. 

That is why understanding our
complex watershed ecosystems
includes collaborating with
stakeholders and community
members across the entire
watershed. After each year of
collecting data, we bring together
stakeholders and community
members to share observations,
data, and local knowledge. We
collaborate by talking about what
we learned collectively, and what
we can all do to support healthy
and resilient watersheds. 

Complete 2022 State of the Watershed Report is available on our
website https://watershed.center/data-reports/
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By monitoring aquatic insects, we identified a site located in the plains zone of Left Hand Watershed
with low aquatic insect community composition. The aquatic insect community is an important indicator
of overall water quality because many taxa are sensitive to pollutants and are important prey for fish
and bird species, so the low results are concerning. We believe the underlying issue could be lack of
adequate water flows in late summer because we have observed that this site gets drier than other
parts of the creek. Given the importance of aquatic insects as prey for fish and bird species, this data
highlights how extended dry periods could impact the greater ecosystem. This is just one example of
how monitoring aquatic indicators uncovers potential issues related to overall watershed health.

What can we learn from aquatic insect communities? 

Multimetric Index (MMI) scores at
monitoring sites in Left Hand Watershed

show poor aquatic insect community
composition at 63rd Street (yellow arrow).

Horizontal, black dashed lines represent
MMI attainment thresholds for each site's
associated biotype region and red dashed

lines represent MMI impairment thresholds.
Data above the attainment threshold

indicate no issue (signified by a thumbs-up)
and data below the impairment threshold
indicate a possible issue (thumbs-down). 

Multimetric Index (MMI) Scores by Site 
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Site (Upstream to Downstream)

Aquatic insects show river health recovery following tanker
spill in North St. Vrain Creek

Long-term monitoring of aquatic insects
shows that river health is rebounding two
years after a tanker truck spilled gasoline on
Highway 36 and residents reported dead
fish downstream of the spill location.
Although data collected in Spring 2021 after
the spill showed loss of aquatic species
(yellow arrow), data collected in Fall 2021
showed that the community rebounded to
pre-tanker spill levels. This rebound is good
news for re-establishing fish populations
that need a quality food source! While Brown
Trout will likely re-establish on their own,
Colorado Parks and Wildlife plans to restock
Rainbow Trout.

Aquatic insects highlight the potential impacts of dry
periods in Left Hand Creek

Sensitive aquatic insects such as mayflies, stoneflies, and caddisflies can tell us a lot about the
health of our rivers and the state of our watershed. The examples below highlight how aquatic
insects help shed light on watershed health concerns and recovery.

Apple Valley North Bohn Park
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Multimetric Index (MMI) Scores
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Multimetric Index (MMI) scores at Apple Valley North Site (0.7
miles downstream of spill location) and Bohn Park Site (3.8
miles downstream of spill location). Spill is noted with yellow
solid line. Additional sites are included in full report.
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Community  science
allows a finer-scale
assessment of vegetation
in forests recovering from
wildfire

Front Range Fire Followers is a project that
leverages volunteer power to track species
across the entire growing season in the
Calwood and Left Hand burn areas, allowing
a much more detailed look at vegetation over
time than a single annual monitoring effort.
We use these data to prioritize stewardship
needs. For example, this year we focused on
removing Canada Thistle - a noxious weed
that will take over if left unattended!

Native and introduced species richness in the Calwood burn area for 2021 by month.
Fire Followers documented more than 150 species. Species were given "research grade"

identification, meaning they were identified by more than one individual.
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Calwood Fire Followers Observations

Monitoring vegetation in different forest landscapes impacted by wildfire helps us understand which forest
conditions are most resilient to wildfire. We monitored three different types of forest conditions – un-
mitigated forests (no fire mitigation prior to fire), mitigated forests (vegetation, including trees, thinned
and removed prior to fire), and meadows. While these areas are still in the early stages of recovery, one
year of data highlights the resilience of meadows following wildfire. Whereas un-mitigated and mitigated
forests have areas of bare ground (see photos below) that are susceptible to weeds and erosion, meadows
are rebounding with little difference in bare ground compared to conditions before the fire. While return of
vegetation is critical after wildfire for soil health and habitat, the quality of the vegetation is equally
important. Continued monitoring will show where native plants are returning compared to weeds, and
where we need to implement weed control.

Monitoring forest vegetation shows the importance of meadows
and continued monitoring after wildfire 
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Audubon Society
Argosy Foundation
Boulder County Nature Association
Boulder County
Boulder Watershed Collective
Citizen Science Soil Health Project
City of Boulder
City of Lafayette
City of Longmont
City of Louisville
Colorado Department of Public Health
and Environment

Subscribe to our newsletter and follow us on social media to stay informed about current
watershed news, events, and opportunities. A complete list of our generous donors is
provided on our website at https://watershed.center/thank-you/

Our mission is to protect and restore watersheds
for people and the environment using a

collaborative and science-based approach.

Join Us
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This work would not be possible without our many partners, sponsors, donors, and
funders. We would like to extend our deepest gratitude for your time, energy, ideas,
enthusiasm, and support. 

Partner Appreciation

Colorado Forest Restoration Institute
Colorado Parks and Wildlife
Colorado Water Conservation Board
Community Foundation Boulder County
Keep it Clean Partnership
Left Hand Water District
Lyons Ecology Board
Mile High Flood District
National Ecological Observatory Network
Niwot Ridge Long Term Ecological
Research Station
Rocky Mountain Conservancy

Rocky Mountain National Park
St. Vrain and Left Hand Water
Conservancy District
Town of Superior
Trout Unlimited – Boulder Flycasters
Trout Unlimited – National
Trout Unlimited – St. Vrain Anglers
United States Geological Survey
USDA – Forest Service
USDA – Natural Resources Conservation
Service
USFWS St. Vrain Site Conservation Team

https://watershed.center/
https://watershed.center/thank-you/

