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Raritan Headwaters Association Celebrates 60 Years
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he Raritan Head-
waters  Association
[RHA] was formed in

a 2011 merger of two suc-
cessful nonprofit conser-
vation groups, the Upper
Raritan Watershed Associa-
tion [URWA] and the South
Branch Watershed Associa-
tion [SBWA], both founded
in 1959, to engage New Jer-
sey residents in safeguard-
ing water sources.

Then, there were few
laws to protect clean wa-
ter and air. The first Earth
Day and the Federal Clean
Water Act Were more than
a decade away, and the
Clean Air Act was several
years in the future.

Today, the RHA currently
owns 10 preserves and nat-
ural areas totaling about
415 acres. It is known as
a state leader in environ-
mental education and out-
reach, and for their work in
water quality monitoring,
ecological research, habitat
restoration, land preserva-
tion and active volunteer
stewardship.

A watershed is the area
of land that drains into a
body of water such as a riv-
er, lake, stream or bay. The

of Guarding Our Waterways

470-square-mile water-
shed region is a part of the
Raritan River Basin which
drains into the Raritan Bay,
and eventually the Atlantic
QOcean.

The watershed is geo-
graphically defined by the
ridges and valleys of the
upper Raritan watershed
which is in three counties,
Hunterdon, Morris  and
Somerset.

“There are no political
boundaries for a water-
shed,” said Cindy Ehren-
clou, executive director of
the RHA, “We are partially
in 38 municipalities. We're
about what is in streams
and groundwater in the un-
derground aguifers which
is a source of drinking wa-
ter. Eighty-percent of the
people in our region get
their drinking water from
private welis. If we want
to know about the health
of our watershed, we hold
community well-testing
events. We partner with
municipalities such as Ran-
dolph, Chester, or Bedmin-
ster, for example. We sell
water test kits {at a nomi-
nal fee} two weeks every
year and people go to their
Townhall and pick up their

well test kits.”

“We collect them and
get everything sampled
at a certified lab. The in-
formation we collect is
private. For us it is a way
to accumulate data which
will give us the health of
the water supply. For the
homeowner, it gives them
the opportunity to see if
their drinking water is safe.
We're doing the science,
collecting the data on the
health of the water. For
instance, in Redington we
discovered a trend for ar-
senic in the water supply.
People would not normally
know that they were being
exposed to this dangerous
substance. So, we will sit
down with them and ask
about how old is their well,
and how deep is the well?
It’s a little more personal
than going to a store and
buying a water testing kit.
People should be testing
the water on a yearly basis.
If not them, then who?”

Every April, RWA spon-
s$ors a massive volunteer
cleanup of rivers, streams
and waterways in the re-
gion. “This year, 1,700 vol-
unteers picked up 18-tons
of trash at 46 sites along
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rivers, streams, lakes, and
pines in our watershed, in
just three hours,” said Eh-
renclou.

“We picked up every-
thing from tires to shop-
ping carts. All kinds of de-
bris ends up in the streams.
We use the data we collect,
and we share it with Bill
Kibler, who is our policy
director. He goes down to
Trenton to make the law-
makers aware of this issue.”

“There is a ‘single-use’
piastic bag Bill still pend-
ing in Trenton, so we can
provide the science to de-
fend those kinds of poli-
cies being established. We
can say, ‘in three hours,
on April 13, we picked up
18-tons of debris. In that
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ideally, the spring thows will melt the snow and any harmful sub-
stances on the snow will be filtered through the ground before the
substances enter the waterways, (Credit Heary M. Holden)
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Raritan Headwaters Association...
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debris were 9,000 plastic bags and 3,000
plastic bottles. These numbers are compel-
ling because we are doing the science. We
did a micro plastic study in South Branch,
and we found that the micro plastics are
making it through the water treatment
plants.”

“These plastic bags and bottles over-
time break down into smaller and smaller
pieces and they are not being treated in
treatment plants. They are going right into
a drinking water supply, and nobody has a
clue as to how dangerous this is.”

Another issue the RHA is dealing with is
stormwater runoff. “Contaminated storm-
water runoff this past summer is why Lake
Hopatcong and Spruce Run, major sum-
mer entertainment spots and other lakes
were closed,” said Ehrenclou. “They're
dealing with stormwater runoff from fer-
tilizers, from oils in a parking lot and other
contaminants.”

“Stormwater runoff is the biggest prob-
fem in our waterways today,” Ehrenclou
said. “Once you cut down the forest and
you pave it over with balifields, grass and
parking lots, it becomes compressed land.

When it rains the water runs off carry-
ing with it any pollutants that are on the
ground, such as wildlife droppings, fertil-
izers, pesticides, herbicides, oil from cars,
and pet wastes, and even runoff from sep-
tic tanks. It all rushes into the stream be-
cause it does not have the trees and vege-
tation to slow it down and filter it, so, it's
going to end up in the waterways.”

“The water may look clear, but then
suddenly you see algae bloom which will
make the water warmer and more toxic.
Harmful algae blooms occur when there
is too much phosphorus introduced into
a lake. When this happens, and it’s sunny
and hot- photosynthesis occurs and the
phosphorus turns into toxic bacteria, (cy-
anobacteria), a blue-green mix that can
cause rashes to flu-like symptoms in hu-
mans and, in some cases, death in pets.”

“It's just not a good situation. Some
people say ‘oh it will fix itself’ but that
doesn’t always happen. Sometimes an in-
tervention will help, but other times there
is permanent damage to the environment.
Everything you do on land affects the wa-
ter quality.”

“it all comes from stormwater runoff,
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Sign designating a watershed area. (Credit Henry M. Holden)

and the damage occurs when there is a big
development, such as changing a forest into
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ballfields and parking lots.” For more infor-

mation see www.raritanheadwaters.org.
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