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4 Water Quality Concerns

Research conducted by the EPA (1995a) and the University of Colorado (Wood et
al, 2004; Wood, 2004) identifies stream contamination by metals and acidity from
inactive mines as a major threat to water quality. This topic is discussed in detail in
Section 5 of this plan, and metal loading to streams is used as the driver for the site
reclamation prioritization system presented in Sections 6, and the BMPs considered in
Section 7.

At LWOG meetings and other forums, watershed stakeholders have identified
other potential threats to water quality pertinent to the Lefthand Creek watershed,
including sedimentation, nutrient loading, road salting, and dewatering. In general, little,
if any, quantitative data is available on these topics. Therefore, this section addresses
these water quality concerns, identifies data gaps, and recommends general courses of
action for LWOG. Due to the lack of water quality data related to stream contamination
other than metal loading, the water quality issues presented in this section will not be
used in prioritization of sites for reclamation or in the discussion of BMPs. As more data
becomes available to LWOG in the future, updates to the watershed plan may include
management actions related to diverse water quality issues in addition to metal loading
and acidity.

4.1 Sedimentation

Sediment in streams refers to rock, gravel, sand, clay, and silt particles which are
large enough to settle onto the streambed during low-flow periods and in still-water areas
such as pools. Sediments tend to enter the stream systems and move downstream during
high flow periods, such as spring snowmelt and summer thunderstorms. When sediments
settle to the streambed in large quantities the sediment clogs the spaces in between the
rocks and gravel in the streambed. Excessive sediment in streams smothers aquatic
habitat and may reduce the numbers and diversity of aquatic organisms that form the base
of the food chain. During the summer of 2004, EPA researchers conducted a study of
benthic macroinvertebrate (insect larvae) populations and habitats within the watershed.
This study included evaluation of stream embeddedness from sediments and the impacts
of sediments on macroinvertebrate habitats. This data will be incorporated into the
Watershed Plan as it becomes available.

Sediment concentrations in streams also correspond to impacts on human health. The
measure of the suspended particles content of water, measured in nephelometric turbidity
units (NTUSs), provides a surrogate measure of a water treatment plant’s ability to remove
hazardous microorganisms such as pathogens. In the Lefthand Creek watershed, a slow
sand filter treatment plant treats water from James Creek for use by the town’s 200
residents. The treatment plant has consistently failed to remove suspended sediments to
the turbidity level of 1.0 NTU, which is required by the Safe Drinking Water Act. The
CDPHE currently allows the plant to produce finished water with a turbidity of 5.0 NTU,
the highest variance in effect in Colorado.

In addition to natural sources of sediment loading, observed anthropogenically-
driven potential sediment loading sources in the Lefthand Creek watershed include off-
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