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Teens plant trees to benefit creek 
 

By KYLE ODEGARD 
Gazette-Times reporter  

Stream used to house a mill; to keep fish, the area now 
needs help 
 
PHILOMATH — High school students are planting more 
than 1,500 trees on the banks of Newton Creek this week 
to benefit the ecosystem and transform a barren portion of 
a former mill.  

“It’s good that we’re actually doing something to help out the 
environment,” said Riley Stephenson, 17, a Philomath High School 
junior, as he planted a white alder sapling into the soil Thursday. 

“Their roots will really expand and stop erosion, and filter all the stuff coming into the creek. It keeps the soil and 
sediment out, and keeps the water a little bit cleaner,” Stephenson said, stamping down the dirt. 
 
Shade from the trees will lower the temperature of the water, which is healthier for fish, and leaves falling into the 
stream will nourish the food chain, said Jeff Mitchell, PHS science teacher. 
 
About 20 students in Mitchell’s ecology class were at Newton Creek on Thursday, planting willow shoots, big leaf 
maple, black cottonwoods, valley ponderosa pine and dogwoods. Forestry students also helped out during the 
week, Mitchell said. 
 
In the fall, junk was taken from the creek and its banks, and a concrete dam was removed at the project site. 
Colby Davidson, a PHS senior, said cutthroat trout have since been trapped upstream of the spot. The dam’s 
removal meant sediment also washed downstream, creating a better spawning environment throughout the creek 
for trout. 
 
The Marys River Watershed Council is managing the project and helped acquire $27,000 in grants that paid for 
trees, the removal of the dam and other improvements. 
 
The project site had a prominent visitor on Thursday — Olivia Ferriter, director of conservation, partnerships and 
management policy for the U.S. Department of the Interior. 
 
Ferriter, who is based in Washington, D.C., was in Oregon for a conference, and this was a stop in her tour of local 
conservation sites. 
 
“When I’m stuck back with the bureaucrats, I can be reminded of Benton County and people who are doing the 
real work,” Ferriter said. 
 
“This is thrilling to come and see these kids out here who are not only making a connection (with nature), they’re 
making a difference,” she added. 
 
Mitchell called high school kids the most underutilized resource of society. 
 
“If you give them something to do that they think is really important, they’ll do a good job,” he said. 

SCOBEL WIGGINS | Gazette-Times 
Riley Stephenson plants a white alder 
sapling near Newton Creek, one of 25 to 
30 trees he put into the soil Thursday 
morning. This week’s tree planting was 
part of a series of efforts by Philomath 
High School to improve the creek, which 
runs through a former mill site. 
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Kyle Odegard can be contacted at kyle.odegard@lee.net or 758-9523. 
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