FCOLOGY

February 2000

Johnson Creek Water shed

&= Cleaning up water pollution

Background

Located in north centra Whatcom County,
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Johnson Creek Water shed septic systems.

Thirty dairy farms represent about 10,000 cows in the Johnson Creek watershed. According to
agricultura experts, adairy cow produces about 20 gallons of waste each day — nearly five times
the amount of waste produced by one human.

Developing a water cleanup plan

The Clean Water Act requires states to identify waters that do not meet state standards, and to
develop a cleanup plan targeted at pollution sources. Water cleanup plans— also caled tota
maximum daily load sudies (TMDL) - include an andysis of water qudity sampling dataand a
drategy to limit pollution in order to meet state water quaity Standards.

Water samples collected between December 1995 and September 1996 at 15 sites dlong Johnson

Creek helped identify and quantify the extent and causes of two key pollutants that are the basis of
the Johnson Creek TMDL — high fecd coliform and low dissolved oxygen.
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What did the Johnson Creek TMDL study find?

= Highfecal coliform - caused by anima and human waste - with violaions a dl sampling Stes a
severd times throughout the year; and

= Chronicdly low dissolved oxygen (DO) —from too many “nutrients’ such as manure and fertilizer
—a amgority of sampling sites.

The following additiona pollutants were aso monitored and are expected to be addressed by

implementing the Johnson Creek TMDL for fecd coliform and DO:

= Highwater temperatures in the summer dueto lack of stream shading and low water flows,

= Low pH (devated water acidity) due to excess ammonia and other nutrients;

= High turbidity, often caused by stream bank eroson or surface run-off; and

=  EXcessnutrients- ammonia, nitrate and phosphorus.

Strategy for cleaning up Johnson Creek

Dairy Waste Management: Ecology’stop priority isenvironmental compliance by dairiesin the
watershed. All dairieswill be ingpected by April 2000, with thosein violation of clean water lavs
ordered to indtitute appropriate environmenta controls. Effective manure management at dl dairiesis
expected to sgnificantly decrease levels of fecd coliform, nutrients and acidity, while increasing
dissolved oxygen.

Rural Residential Septic Waste: Whatcom County Hedth & Human Services Dept. isworking with
the Whatcom Conservation Didtrict to develop alow-interest loan program for residential septic system
replacement and repair. Funds for this program have been provided by Ecology.

Commercial and Residential Pollution Prevention: The Whatcom Watersheds Pledge program — a
collaborative effort of Ecology, RE Sources and the cities of Everson, Nooksack and Sumas — recently
expanded its efforts to help businesses and residents of the Johnson Creek watershed change practices
that can harm water qudity. In 1997, the Pledge program (begun in Bellingham) received a $250,000
Toxic Substances Control Act grant from U.S. Environmenta Protection Agency (EPA).

Riparian Re-vegetation: Whatcom County Public Works Dept. is developing a plan with
Consolidated Drainage Improvement District #31 to establish and maintain riparian re-vegetation. This
effort is expected to help lower water temperatures and increase dissolved oxygen. In addition,
Ecology will complete awetlands characterization modd in mid-2000 for the Nooksack River Basin
(which includes Johnson Creek). The characterization system will help identify high priority wetlands and
wetlands potentid for mitigeting a variety of water quaity pollutants, including fecd coliform and excess
nutrients.

Tracking cleanup results

Using the data collected through September 1996 as “basdine,” additiona sampling and anaysiswill
occur during 2001. Ecology’s dairy waste enforcement effort in the watershed includes extensive weter
qudity sampling for fecd coliform when violations are found. In addition, the Pledge program includes
water quaity monitoring and public attitude/behavior change surveying.

For moreinformation
Contact: Steve Hood at Ecology’ s Bellingham Field Office, 360-738-6250.




