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St. Joseph River Watershed 319 Project

Technical Subcommittee

March 31, 2004 Meeting Summary

DRAFT

Attendees

Chris Bauer, MDEQ

Andrew DeGraves, FOTSJR

Fred Edinger, FOTSJR

Todd Kesselring, Elkhart County GIS

Daniel List, Branch County GIS

Nicole Ott, Kieser & Associates

The meeting was led by Nicole Ott and was held at the Vicksburg Township Hall in Kalamazoo County, MI.  Andrew DeGraves was introduced to the Technical Subcommittee.  He began as the project manager in January 2004.

Stakeholder interviews were conducted from December 2003 to February 2004.  A summary of the interview process was given.  A proposed method for organizing the interview information and other watershed information was discussed.  The website homepage will be an entry page which allows viewers to search for information by answering one of three questions:  “Who am I?”; “Where do I live?”; or, “What pollutant or source am I interested in?”.  These menus would allow viewers to find information by geographical area, land use type, pollutant type or based on the type of stakeholder they are (i.e., resident, planner, township official, etc.).  An example table of data organized by land use type and a more detailed table stemming from riparian residences (lakes) was distributed.  This format will likely direct viewers to the same types of information, but will be structured to make it easier to find such information.  

Daniel List indicated that septic systems are an issue in Branch County.  It is difficult for lake communities to get funding or to get the residents to agree to pay for sewer projects.  One recreational lake in the county, Coldwater Lake, has sanitary sewer.  However, there are approximately 8 large recreational lakes utilizing septic systems.  Adding sewer to a large lake would be costly.  He also mentioned that several townships, five of the sixteen, are not zoned, and two are zoned, but have not implemented the zoning plan.  These townships are rural and not located along a major thoroughfare.  Therefore, it is felt that development does not threaten the current land uses.  However, these areas have many recreational lakes that experience large summer populations.

Sherwood Township in Branch County is unzoned and 95% agricultural.  The St. Joseph River flows through the northwest corner and is primarily wooded along its banks.  It was stressed that protection measures should be implemented to help these buffers remain.  Fred Edinger indicated that family farms in Constantine are located along the river.  The farmland has remained intact, but could be threatened by suburban development in the future.  Land protection strategies to preserve open lands, especially along the river, are needed.  Chris Bauer indicated that some Section 319 grant applications focus on purchase of development rights and conservation easements as a means to protect water quality.

In Indiana, zoning is implemented at the county level.  There is a Branch County (MI) Planning Commission, which provides guidance to the townships and interacts with the Southwest Michigan Planning Commission.  However, it does not enact zoning.

A subwatershed scoring process was proposed at the last Technical Subcommittee meeting in November 2003 and conducted by Kieser & Associates following that meeting.  Each subwatershed was scored based on available spatial data for preservation and mitigation priorities.  Subwatersheds were scored for preservation based on the percent forest, percent wetlands, trout lakes and streams and proximity to cities (to identify potential threats to these areas).  This procedure was undertaken to identify subwatershed with substantial land coverages of forest and wetland remaining where protection efforts should be targeted.  Subwatersheds in the Rocky River Watershed scored high.  The high scores were confirmed by field observations conducted for a Watershed Management Plan prepared for that watershed (through a different Section 319 project conducted by the St. Joseph Conservation District).  

The proximity of high scoring subwatersheds to mapped cities was considered a level of threat to these areas, as future development would be expected there.  It was suggested that a proximity to urban areas, as identified by the 2000 US Census, should be used as a measure, as opposed to proximity to cities.  It was noted that in Elkhart County, the 37%of the City of Elkhart urbanized area falls outside of the city limits, and Coldwater Township, outside of the City of Coldwater, is the fastest growing region in Branch County.  Therefore, urban areas are expanding beyond city boundaries, and should be used as to determine future expected threats to subwatersheds scoring high for preservation.

It was indicated that education to residential land owners regarding buffers and no- or low-phosphate fertilizers is needed.  It was also indicated that the watershed municipalities should add links on their websites to the project website, to help watershed residents find such information.

Subwatersheds were also scored for mitigation, i.e., land use parameters were used to determine how impacted a subwatershed may be.  Percent urban land cover and percent agricultural land cover were scored for each subwatershed.  The subwatersheds were also scored based on the presence of a water body on the Clean Water Act 303(d) list (impaired water bodies) and based on county level population and agricultural statistics.  Highest scoring watersheds for mitigation were contiguous along the Elkhart River and main stem of the St. Joseph River in Indiana.  This is due to the largely urban nature of that portion of the watershed.  The group was asked whether they felt that the mitigation scoring should be separated by urban impacts and agricultural impacts, as recommended BMPs will differ.  They felt that combining the impacts from the land use types was a prudent strategy, as the subwatersheds are impacted by both cumulatively.  It was noted that a subwateshed in the southern portion of the watershed remained in Turkey Creek.  It was noted that that subwatershed has 25% wetland land cover and has one of the largest remaining wetlands in northern Indiana.  This stresses the importance of preserving remaining natural areas in otherwise impacted regions, as opposed to only large tracts of undisturbed lands.

Chris Bauer suggested that the scores and findings for the subwatersheds be grouped by major tributaries.   Instead of reporting scores for each of 217 subwatersheds to the Steering Committee, an average score and conclusion for major subwatersheds should be reported to give a sense of general basin trends.  The fine-scale detail can remain as an appendix to the Watershed Management Plan and for the applications when more specific details are needed.  (The example for Turkey Creek given above would not be noted if the individual score for that small subwatershed was ignored.)  It was suggested that water quality data trends, previously analyzed by Kieser & Associates, from USGS stations be incorporated with the major tributary scores.  It was also suggested that the table in the report be organized so that subwatersheds having the same water body name be grouped or so that the HUC codes are added.  The subwatersheds were scored from 1 to 217 as they were delineated by the digital elevation model and generally are numbered from the northwest portion of the watershed to the south and east.  An accompanying table with lists HUC codes and the codes used for the subwatershed scoring and nonpoint source model will be made available.

The percent total impervious area (TIA) was calculated for each subwatershed as an additional means to score for mitigation.  The area of certain land cover types were multiplied by a published percent imperviousness.  The area derived was summed and divided by the total subwatershed area in order to calculate a percent TIA.  Watersheds having more than 10% TIA are considered impaired, and those having 5-15% TIA are considered threatened.  Thirteen subwatersheds fell in the former category, and ten in the latter.

Critical areas can be specifically defined as locales and generally defined as land use types, such as riparian corridors throughout the watershed.  In this sense, broad watershed recommendations and detailed activities can both be recommended in the Watershed Management Plan.  The scoring procedure method should be checked against the prioritized Watershed Concerns ranked by the Steering Committee to be sure that all concerns are met.  It was noted that some concerns, such as landfills, cannot be address by the prioritization scheme, as they are not mapped and not watershed wide concerns, but the others are likely addressed by analyzing land use.

An agenda for the next Steering Committee meeting, which is on April 15, was discussed.  It was asked whether the Watershed Concerns are considered finalized and whether the Steering Committee needs to discuss them further, as most concerns tied when prioritized.  It was largely felt that the concerns are finalized and that watershed goals should be discussed next, as the plan must be written by the end of the year.  Therefore, the next meeting will focus on the subwatershed scoring and identification of priority areas, the proposed Watershed Management Plan outline and a working list of goals/solutions to go into the plan.

A final thought was that stormwater BMPs should be tracked, especially as NPDES Phase II permitting is ongoing.  The structures are not visible from aerial photos or land use spatial data, but affect nonpoint source pollution and should be taken into account in modeling applications.
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