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Who is watching out for our
streams and rivers?

For the past 25 years Raritan Headwaters has
been collecting high quality data as part of its
award-winning Stream Monitoring Program.
With the help of our dedicated corps of over
100 trained citizen scientists, we are on the
ground (and in the water) monitoring the
health of our streams all year. This includes
our annual biological, habitat, and baseline
chemical monitoring in June, summer
bacterial monitoring of impaired sites and
swimming holes, quarterly seasonal chemical
monitoring of our 2-year impaired sites, and
response to environmental incidents affecting
our waterways. Monitoring water is a big job
and we need the help of citizens like you.

About RHA

RHA serves as the watchdog for the
470-square-mile North and South Branch
Raritan watershed, a region covering

38 municipalities in New Jersey’s Hunterdon,
Somerset and Morris counties.

Throughout this beautiful region, countless
pristine tributaries merge and flow into the
North and South Branches of the Raritan River.
Safeguarding these “headwaters” means clean,
safe water for 300,000 watershed residents
and 1.5 million New Jerseyans living down-
stream in more urban areas that depend on
the water that comes from our rivers and
reservoirs.

Raritan Headwaters is a member-supported
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that operates
under the guidance of a Board of Trustees. We
have 20 staff members, joined by an Ameri-
Corps watershed ambassador, nature educa-
tors, interns and a large and enthusiastic corps
of volunteers.
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The Health of the Watershed

RHA's stream monitoring data, gathered every June by a team of
dedicated volunteers, forms the basis of this annual watershed
report card. Based on combined grades for macroinvertebrates,
habitat, and chemical parameters collected at our stream
monitoring sites in June 2022, our watershed received a D. Is our
water clean and safe? Yes and no - The map shows that some
streams in the watershed are healthy while others are not. Also,
most of our streams have temperatures and oxygen levels that
support clean water and abundant cold water fish. However,
phosphates (from fertilizers and wastewater), specific
conductance (a measure of road salts), and habitat scores need a
lot improvement. Because we are the headwaters of the Raritan
River and the source of drinking water to 1.8 million people in
New Jersey, our goal is to strive for an A or B in all areas.

Raritan Headwaters health scale

What caused this rating? e EENEI

poor

This report card tells us that we need to focus on protecting forests and riparian buffers,
controlling stormwater by limiting impervious cover and installing green infrastructure, applying
best management practices on farms, and increasing the resilience of our communities to climate
change. Poorly-planned development and unwise policy decisions at the local and state level
continue to threaten the region’s waterways along with the cumulative impacts of pollution
coming from irresponsible management of hazardous materials, fertilizers, pesticides, failing
septic systems and other common sources. In the context of increased precipitation and extreme
weather events due to climate change, there is a heightened sense of urgency to protect our
streams. Most of our stream impairments are due to non-point source pollution, meaning
pollution that comes from all of us, and can be effectively managed by decreasing stormwater
runoff by capturing rainfall on site with rain gardens. Also, every member of the community has a
part to play in protecting the watershed by what they do in their homes, their backyards, and their
businesses.

Your help is needed

Many people take clean water for granted, but we know it takes vigilance
and hard work to protect the water in our rivers, streams and homes.
RHA is the watershed watchdog for the Upper Raritan River region.

And we can’t do it alone. We need your help to ensure that everyone
within our reach has access to safe, clean water that is swimmable,
fishable and, above all, drinkable.

Learn more at: www.RaritanHeadwaters.org




2023 Overall Watershed Health for the Raritan Headwaters Region
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Indicators of the 2023 Watershed Health
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HGMI

The High Gradient Macroinvertebrate Index (HGMI) reflects the biological integrity of the stream,
which is sensitive to physical and chemical conditions. The Index is based on the composition of the
benthic macroinvertebrate community, which contains many species of aquatic insects, mollusks
and worms that vary greatly in their tolerance of poor water quality. They are used around the
world to measure the overall health of streams and rivers.

Habitat

The visual habitat score is a metric of stream health that combines several parameters including
stream flows, sinuosity, sediment deposition, embeddedness, frequency of riffles, bank stability and
condition of riparian buffers. Urban and agricultural land use, combined with climate change have
resulted in stormwater influxes that degrade habitat by scouring streambeds and causing bank
erosion.

Stream Temperature

Healthy headwaters streams have colder temperatures. Many sensitive stream organisms require
cold, oxygen rich water to survive. Shade from forested buffers is critical to maintaining cold water
temperatures and protecting streams from rising global temperatures.

Dissolved Oxygen

Many sensitive species of stream organisms must have high dissolved oxygen concentrations in
order to survive. Higher oxygen levels are maintained by the presence of riffles and lower
temperatures afforded by forested streambanks. High nutrient levels can cause eutrophication
and oxygen depletion.

Nitrates

Nitrate and phosphate are nutrients required by all organisms. However, high inputs of nutrients
from sources such as fertilizers and septic systems can cause an overgrowth of plants, bacteria and
algae resulting in eutrophication and oxygen depletion in rivers and lakes. Nitrates entering marine
ecosystems are causing algal blooms and “dead zones” where fish and other life cannot survive.

Phosphates

Phosphate is a nutrient required by all living things, but too much phosphate causes an imbalance
in freshwater ecosystems and can lead to an overgrowth of plants and depletion of oxygen; this is
known as eutrophication. This can lead to harmful algal blooms (HABs) that produce toxins harmful
to humans, fish and wildlife. Pollution from stormwater runoff, wastewater discharges, and septic
systems, contribute significantly to the increased levels of phosphates that we see in our streams.

Specific Conductance

Specific conductance is a measure of the ability of water to conduct a charge and closely reflects the
concentration of dissolved salts and total suspended solids (TSS) in the water. Freshwater streams
are characterized by low salinity and organisms are sensitive to high salinity levels. A major source
of salt in streams is the application of road salt and industrial and municipal wastewater discharges.

pH

pH is the measure of acidity or alkalinity of a stream. Many aquatic organisms undergo physical
stress if the pH level is not within a narrow range close to neutral (pH=7). pH can be negatively
affected by factors such as agricultural runoff, industrial and municipal wastewater discharges,
and acid rain.
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Indicator

Phosphate
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How you can get involved!

Join us in our vision that every person within our reach
has access to safe, clean water that is swimmable, fishable
and, above all, drinkable. Donate to our work, raise your
voice on an issue, attend an event, join our network of
volunteers-all ways you can help protect clean water.
Every action taken, big or small, makes a difference.

Donate
Participate
Advocate
Educate
Investigate
Facilitate

Go to our website to learn more about how you can get
involved.

www.RaritanHeadwaters.org

Thank you to our 2022 Stream Monitors!
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Roy Rittman
Lee Schwocho
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