Conasauga River Alliance Watershed - Community Based Partnership 

FY 2001 Annual Report Narrative 

FY 2001, was a significant year of progress made in the restoration of the Conasauga River watershed by the 25 active partners in the Conasauga River Alliance.  Partners actively participated in restoration, research, monitoring, and conservation education across the basin. Landowner cooperation continues to remain a key to the restoration efforts. These community leaders exhibit a strong stewardship ethic and are assisted by a variety of private organization and government programs. Chicken producers have participated in the government cost share program that assists with the construction of dead chicken composters. These sheds answer a major water quality concern, allowing farmers to safely decompose thousands of dead birds. This method avoids other traditional mortality methods that jeopardize ground water quality. This year 7 dead-chicken composters (a.k.a. stack houses) were approved for construction. The Alliance is also promoting the installation of grass or forested filter strips through programs of the NRCS and FSA. Landowners continue to add more acres to those buffer strip programs protecting miles of perennial stream and river bank in the Conasauga River watershed. 

Several watershed restoration demonstration projects were installed this year through the EPA section 319 grants. The Limestone Valley RC&D was able to cost share with needy families to install new septic systems at 2 locations where there area concerns about stream fecal conditions. The Nature Conservancy, state water quality agencies and wildlife resource agencies are all lending financial support to match the EPA section 319 grant that is putting meaningful projects in the watershed this year. 

The Fish and Wildlife Service, The Nature Conservancy, The Tennessee Aquarium,  US Forest Service, and others are assisting the Tennessee Southeast Aquatic Research Institute with their successful propagation of rare mussels and snails. After years of developing the rearing technology,  the institute began to augment existing stream populations with thousands of new juvenile mussels. The institute also completed a comprehensive survey of mussel populations across the entire watershed. Their thesis documents current and historic mussel distribution and provides the Alliance with a splendid baseline to prioritize future work. Sediment toxicity studies made progress this year, as techniques were refined and implemented by a chemist with the University of Tennessee – Chattanooga. These studies allow biologists to select reintroduction sites which do not have toxic sediments. 

USFS managers are now receiving data from studies on 3 research projects in the Conasauga River watershed done in cooperation with the Southern Research station: 1) ecological classification system mapping, 2) vegetation and water quality response to prescribed fire, and 3) road sediment assessments. These studies were designed by the research scientists and the forest management team to address critical management issues in the watershed. Information from these studies is being incorporated into management treatments being prescribed in 2002 and following. 

Five miles of FS Road 64 are under contract for reconstruction. This important road has served as access to the Jones settlement, and Jacks River headwaters since the early days of settlement in the Cohutta Mountains. Declining Forest Service road maintenance budgets had left it in a deteriorated condition and causing sedimentation problems in the watershed. Sediment samplers have been installed by Coweeta Hydrologic Laboratory on FS Road 64 to assess the success of this road rehab project. The Forest Service road system in the watershed needs several million dollars to correct similar sedimentation problems on these high use roads. Over 10 miles of illegal ATV trails were closed this year by the USFS in and across riparian zones. Law enforcement increased patrols in the area to ensure vegetation recovery. 

Cohutta/Big Frog Wildernesses managers are in their second year of intensive campsite inventory and riparian zone evaluation. The Limits of Acceptable Change process has formed a task force of citizens and agency staff to develop new regulations in the headwaters of the Conasauga and Jacks River. Management is developing new strategies that will address some of resource impacts along the riparian corridors in wilderness caused by the thousands of wilderness visitors. 

This was another year of successful partnering in conservation education. 25 partners joined forces to provide 70 teachers with a 2 day workshop that focused on the ecology and restoration of the Conasauga River watershed. Many other education efforts continue such as the Conasauga River Alliance recreation visitor guides, which were reprinted. Partners are also joining forces to start a new interactive web site.  

The Science committee of the Alliance met this year and discussed the imperiled aquatic fauna in the Coosa Basin. The group recommended critical habitat acquisitions and  resource treatments to protect listed aquatic species. The most critical habitat to protect in the entire Coosa Basin was determined to be a tributary of the Conasauga River in Murray County, Georgia.  

