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by Eleanor Ely

Mix together chopped cooked quahogs (a large clam),
bread crumbs, garlic, onions, and butter, stuff the
mixture into a
quahog shell, and
bake. That’s the
recipe for a popu-
lar southern New
England specialty
known as a
“stuffie.” For a
couple of Rhode
Island ponds, it
became more like
a recipe for pea
soup. When the
ponds turned
green and goopy
from a bloom of
blue-green algae,
volunteer monitors
traced the problem
to waste products

levels) and similar
problems were
afflicting Barber
Pond, less than a
mile downstream.
   The volunteers’
data showed that
almost all the other
ponds in the pro-
gram had actually
experienced a
decrease in chloro-
phyll level between
1988 and 1990.
“This illustrates the
value of monitoring
throughout a
watershed,” points
out URI Watershed

Watch Program Director Linda
Green. “We knew we had to look for
a nutrient source that affected just
those two ponds.” One suspected
source was the site of a recently
closed stuffie plant located up-
stream of the ponds, which in-
cluded several large unlined deten-
tion basins where liquid waste
from the plant had been dis-
charged. Clam liquor is high in
phosphorus, and the plant had
also used a phosphate-containing
cleaning solution to scrub the
shells.
   The volunteers decided to
“bracket” the stuffie plant by
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1990: Yawgoo Pond coated with scum from algae bloom.

from commercial stuffie manufacturing.
   The first pond to start turning into soup was Yawgoo, which
experienced a major algal bloom in the summer of 1989. Fortu-
nately, a volunteer monitoring program had begun just in the nick of
time—one year earlier, when the Wood-Pawcatuck Watershed Asso-
ciation, in partnership with the University of Rhode Island (URI),
created URI Watershed Watch. The volunteers began monitoring 14
ponds in southern Rhode Island, where they measured Secchi depth
and dissolved oxygen, filtered water samples for chlorophyll, and
collected other water samples for nutrient (phosphorus and nitro-
gen) analysis. Nutrient and chlorophyll analyses were performed at
the Watershed Watch analytical support lab on the university
campus.
   On Yawgoo Pond, median Secchi transparency declined from over
3 meters in 1988 to just half a meter by fall of 1989, and median
chlorophyll tripled (see graph). By the following summer, Yawgoo
had deteriorated even further (with chlorophyll seven times 1988

L
IN

D
A

 G
R
E
E
N



Volunteer Monitor Summer ’02  1717171717

sampling the tributary stream both
above and below the site. They
expected to find higher phosphorus
levels in the downstream site, but
to their surprise phosphorus was
high at both sites. Investigating a
little further upstream, they dis-
covered another stuffie-manufac-
turing operation, housed in two
truck-trailer beds and completely
hidden from the road, that appar-
ently had recently opened.
   At this point the Wood-
Pawcatuck Watershed Association
took their monitoring data to the
state Department of Environmental
Management (DEM), where they
met a skeptical reception. “DEM
told us that the results we were
seeing were ‘natural’ for ponds in
our area,” recalls Green. But after
editorials began appearing in the
local paper, Green says, “DEM
realized that there was a real
problem. What’s more, they real-
ized that there was a ‘squeaky
wheel.’”

URI Watershed Watch interns
check Secchi depth on Yawgoo
Pond.

decide whether a lake or pond should be included on the state’s
303(d) list of impaired waters.
   URI Watershed Watch now includes over 250 volunteers on more
than 100 lake and streams sites statewide, and with grant support
from DEM the program is expanding to additional locations where
monitoring data are sparse or nonexistent.

For more information contact Linda Green, URI Watershed Watch, Coastal
Institute, 1 Greenhouse Rd., University of Rhode Island, Kingston, RI
02881-0804; 401-874-2905.

To read about chlorophyll testing methods, see The Volunteer Monitor Fall 2000, pp.
16–20.

program funding to
conduct a side-by-
side comparison of
volunteer and profes-
sionally collected
data. The results
confirmed that the
volunteers’ data were
equivalent to that of
professionals, en-
abling DEM to accept
Watershed Watch
data for use in 305(b)
reports. More re-
cently, DEM has also
used Watershed
Watch data to help

“DEM collected their own samples,
thinking they would disprove what

we had found. Instead they obtained
equivalent values.”

   The citizens held a large public meeting, at which the Watershed
Watch data were presented and local farmers and long-term resi-
dents testified they had never seen the stream so green. “DEM had
gone out and collected their own samples, thinking they would
disprove what we had found,” says Green. “Instead they obtained
equivalent values, which—to their credit—they were willing to admit
at the meeting.”
   DEM undertook an investigation, along with the State Department
of Public Health. The end result was that the stuffie plant was closed
for health violations. The very next year, chlorophyll levels in both
ponds dropped sharply. “We were amazed at how fast the ponds
recovered,” says Green.
   This episode gave a lot of credence to the fledgling URI Watershed
Watch program and launched a productive relationship between the
volunteers and DEM that has grown stronger over the years. Shortly
after the “stuffie episode,” DEM granted the Watershed Watch

1994: Yawgoo Pond is clean again!

L
IN

D
A

 G
R
E
E
N

E
L
E
A

N
O

R
 E

L
Y

88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95

Yawgoo Pond Median Chlorophyll Levels

Year

µ
g/

L
 C

h
l-

a

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0


	2004_10_13_monitoring_volunteer_newsletter_volmon14no2 16
	2004_10_13_monitoring_volunteer_newsletter_volmon14no2 17

