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WHY THE HEADWATERS MATTER FOR NATURAL INFRASTRUCTURE
The headwater source areas of rivers are a huge component of overall water
infrastructure systems, but historically, this natural infrastructure has gone
unrecognized, to the detriment of rivers and water users downstream.
Julie Fair (https://www.americanrivers.org/author/julie-fair/) | March 10, 2017

When most people think about water infrastructure, they picture reservoirs,
canals, and levees. However, the forests, meadows, and snowy mountain peaks
above are critical components of water infrastructure, as well. These lands form
the headwater source areas that supply the water to our rivers and reservoirs.
Historically, this natural infrastructure has gone unrecognized, to the detriment of
rivers and water users downstream. Luckily, managers and decision makers have
begun to recognize the importance of maintaining and improving this natural
infrastructure, but there is still a long way to go to catch up on overdue
maintenance and to utilize natural infrastructure for maximum benefit.
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Headwater source areas are a huge component of
overall water infrastructure systems.

CALIFORNIA AS A CASE STUDY
In California, two thirds of the state’s water supply comes from the Sierra Nevada
(http://www.sierranevada.ca.gov/our-region/ca-primary-watershed), the
mountainous region that comprises the source of California’s major rivers. A vast
network of built infrastructure called the State Water Project
(ht ://mavensnotebook.com/the-notebook-file-cabinet/californias-waterSHARES
systems/state-water-project/)
conveys precipitation from this region to the rest of

w But, the headwater watersheds that feed this system have a large

influence on water supply, timing, and quality, and are also integral to the long
term success of the state’s water system.
For
example, mountain meadows (https://www.americanrivers.org/threatsoriginal_

Tweet
solutions/restoring-damaged-rivers/mountains-meadows/)
can act as natural

reservoirs, moderating peak flows and storing water through the summer when
the state needs it most. Forest composition and forest roads can have a major
impact on sediment pollution entering downstream waterways. Improperly
designed or damaged forest roads can contribute large quantities of sediment to
watersheds during precipitation.

https://www.americanrivers.org/2017/03/headwaters-matter-natural-infrastructure/

3/29/2017

Why the Headwaters Matter For Natural Infrastructure | American Rivers

Page 3 of 10

(https://s3.amazonaws.com/american-rivers-website/wpcontent/uploads/2017/03/10143818/Rainbow-Pool-on-the-South-Fork-TuolumneRiver-following-the-Rim-Fire_DustyVa

n_USFS.jpg)

Rainbow Pool on the South Fork Tuolumne River following after the Rim
w Fire. | Dusty Vaughn, USFS

Similarly, catastrophic forest fires that occur as a result of long term fire
suppression and inadequate management to reduce tree density denude the
landscape
resulting in major sedimentation during precipitation. In fact, boaters


original_
on
the Tuolumne River in California after the catastrophic Rim Fire

(http://www.sierranevada.ca.gov/factsheets/10.31rimfirefactsheet.pdf) in 2013
said the river looked like chocolate milk due to all the sediment entering the
waterway.
This is significant when you note that sediment is the number one pollutant of
California waters and that much of this sediment ends up trapped behind the
reservoirs of the State Water Project, reducing their capacity to store water.
California’s historical lack of recognition of natural infrastructure’s important role
has resulted in a lack of resources for management and a backlog of overdue
maintenance. But recently that has been changing as a number of state initiatives
have begun to recognize the importance of natural infrastructure in maintaining
and enhancing the state’s water supply.
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(https://s3.amazonaws.com/american-rivers-website/wpcontent/uploads/2017/03/10144423/Graphic-From-Blue-Forest-ConservationDepicting-Water-Utility-Benefits-of-ForestMa

gement.png)

Graphic From Blue Forest Conservation Depicting Water
nefits of Forest Management.
Utility Be w

For example, the critical need to improve the pace and scale of forest
management for watershed health was the topic of the Sierra Nevada
Co

ervancy (http://www.sierranevada.ca.gov/)’s recent Sierra Nevada

Watershed Improvement Program (http://restorethesierra.org/) Annual Summit.

Other recent initiatives include the 2014 California Water Action Plan
(http://resources.ca.gov/docs/california_water_action_plan/2014_California_Water_
which includes objectives for headwaters improvement and meadow restoration,
and the 2016 signing of California Assembly Bill 2480
(https://www.americanrivers.org/2016/10/california-law-recognizes-meadowsforests-water-infrastructure/), which recognizes the state’s watersheds as part of
its infrastructure and opens the door for conventional infrastructure financing
approaches for watershed improvement.
These initiatives represent great strides toward gaining recognition for source
headwater services, and ultimately toward developing a means to maintain and
improve these watersheds over the long term.

https://www.americanrivers.org/2017/03/headwaters-matter-natural-infrastructure/

3/29/2017

Why the Headwaters Matter For Natural Infrastructure | American Rivers

Page 5 of 10

AMERICAN RIVERS ROLE

(https://s3.amazonaws.com/americanrivers-website/wpcontent/uploads/2017/03/10144448/ForestRoads-Post-Rim-Fire_Jon-Fairchild.jpg)
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Forest Roads Post Rim Fire. | Jon Fairchild

(http://ww

In California (https://www.americanrivers.org/region/california/), American Rivers
has
launched its first headwaters conservation program, designed specifically to
Share
protect and restore the headwater regions of California’s Rivers. Current efforts
include
 meadow restoration (https://www.americanrivers.org/threatsoriginal_
solutions/restoring-damaged-rivers/mountains-meadows/),
forest road repair and
Tweet
decommissioning, forest management, and stormwater management
(https://www.americanrivers.org/threats-solutions/clean-water/stormwater-runoff/).
We are working to build the headwaters conservation movement by piloting
projects, prioritizing work, streamlining project planning, and engaging diverse
partners to increase the pace and scale of watershed improvement for California
rivers.

TAGS: Conserving Clean Water (https://www.americanrivers.org/category/cleanwater/), Restoring Damaged Rivers (https://www.americanrivers.org/category/restorerivers/), Water Supply (https://www.americanrivers.org/category/water-supply/)
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INFRASTRUCTURE”
Michael T Williams (http://www.mtwilliamsflyfish.com) says:
March 23, 2017 at 1:34 am (https://www.americanrivers.org/2017/03/headwaters-matter-naturalinfrastructure/#comment-1921)

The “Magic of Mountain Rivers “!!!
Reply (https://www.americanrivers.org/2017/03/headwaters-matter-natural-infrastructure/?
replytocom=1921#respond)
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