Early History of the
Marys River Watershed Council

February 2006. Heavy rainstorms marched through Oregon. Rivers became
reacquainted with their floodplains. Much of the Willamette Valley was
underwater. Some people were trapped in their homes or neighborhoods. Some
people went out to glimpse the power of water in our environment, and some
even went paddling in odd places like parks and golf courses. The Marys River
left its banks. You might say it was a watershed event of sorts.

Just about this very same time, another watershed event was taking place. This
event involved a 10 year anniversary of a group of volunteers interested in the
watershed where they lived. Yes, it was early 1996 when the group now known
as the Marys River Watershed Council (MRWC) started meeting. The history of
MRWOC goes back farther than ten years. There was an attempt to form a
watershed council prior to the formation of what is now the MRWC.

It started from an idea from directors of the Benton Soil and Water Conservation
District (BSWCD). Jennifer Ayotte and Karen Finley developed a grant to fund
the formation of three watershed councils, and Cascade Pacific RC&D managed
the grant funds. The project hired LeRoy Fish, a fisheries scientist and ex-
commercial fisherman, to develop three watershed councils. The third and last
was the group that would become the MRWC.

On January 20, 1996, a group of people met for the first time at the meeting room
at the headquarters for Consumers Power in Philomath. They learned about
grassroots watershed organizations, shared stories, experiences, & visions, and
enjoyed juice and cookies. Each attendee had the opportunity to put a point on a
map of the watershed to show where they lived. This gave a picture of where
participants called home.

Soon, the initial name, Marys River Watershed Alliance, was changed to Marys
River Watershed Council. Volunteers developed a charter, and many people
became charter members. By March, 1997, members developed a set of bylaws
to guide the operation of the MRWC.

Also by March, 1997, Mark Taratoot, director with BSWCD and scientist with
OSU’s Forest Engineering Department, volunteered to serve as Acting Council
Chair to run meetings, take meeting minutes, serve as a primary contact, and
perform all staff duties for the MRWC during these formative months. Several
other volunteers donated their time and energy to the council. These were the
same people that participated in writing the charter and bylaws and included,
among others, Gary Blanchard, Bill Pearcy, Karen Bennett, Chuck Lane, Tom
<IX Bedell, and Paul Reeser. &~ ¥~ -



As aresult of grant written by LeRoy Fish, the council hired its first coordinator in
October of 1997, Sandra Coveny (who is still our coordinator today). Govemor
John Kitzhaber's administration encouraged the formation of locally-lead
watershed councils by ensuring that funding was available through the
Governor’'s Watershed Enhancement Board, or GWEB. Within a few years, the
GWEB changed its name to the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board, or
OWEB. The GWEB required watershed councils to be recognized by a local
governmental body. The MRWC sought official recognition from the Benton
County Commissioners. Several directors for the Benton SWCD testified, and
after a few meetings, the Benton County Commissioners accepted the MRWC as
the watershed council serving the Marys River Watershed.

Under Sandra’s coordination, the council completed a preliminary watershed
assessment, became a federally recognized non-profit organization , developed
short-term and long-term action plans, published several reports about the state
of the watershed (including a turbidity study on Muddy Creek, a watershed-wide
temperature monitoring report, two water quality monitoring reports and has
begun implementing restoration projects on a landscape scale. The council has
held several successful fundraisers and has hosted popular workshops. The
council also developed standing and ad-hoc committees that still operate today
to implement the long-term action plan. Last year the council was recognized by
two separate organizations as being a statewide leader. The council was chosen
by Oregon Trout’s Healthy Waters Initiative as one of 4 state models for
incorporating watershed information into k-12 curriculum in the Philomath School
District. The council’s current landscape-scale restoration efforts near Wren was
chosen by Governor Ted Kulongoski as an Oregon Solutions project where it is a
model for state-wide community based restoration. Look for details of the recent
history of the MRWC in a future edition of Horizons. While Sandra continues to
be a primary staff contact for the MRWC, the council applied successfully for a
grant to fund its outreach and educational efforts. In 2005, the council hired
Karen Fleck-Harding as an outreach and education coordinator, and the MRWC
continues to build on past successes and undertake new projects. Please visit
the council website at www.mrnwc.net for more information.




e Marys River provides habitat for two fish species listed under the federal Endangered
Species Act:

o Oregon chub was listed as endangered in 1993 and downgraded to threatened in
2010. They are a small minnow found in slow water - side channels, river meanders
and ponds on valley floor streams.

o Threatened Upper Willamette Spring Chinook juveniles seek slack water rearing
habitat as they migrate down the Willamette during winter, and have been found in
the Marys upstream as far as Beaver and Oak creeks.

e Marys River watershed also encompasses high quality remnant prairie habitat, occupied by a
suite of threatened and endangered plant and insect species, including Fender’s blue
butterfly and Kincaid’s lupine.

e Marys River is listed on the federal 303(d) list, per the Clean Water Act of 1972, for criteria
including excess summer temperature (over 64°F) and for insufficient dissolved oxygen
(related to high summer temperatures). Benton County is obligated to help address stream
temperature issues and to minimize bacterial loading in the Marys, contributing to problems
in the mainstem Willamette. Elevated bacteria loading is found in the Marys where there are
high concentrations of livestock pastured near streams and where septic systems are failing.
Marys River occasionally exceeds Oregon standards for E. coli bacteria, especially after
heavy rains.

e Publiclands include Finley National Wildlife Refuge on Muddy Creek, Siuslaw National
Forest on Marys Peak, Bureau of Land Management and Oregon Department of Forestry
lands.

History

e Inthe 1850s, vegetation at lower elevations and in the Coast Range foothills was dominated
by grassy prairies and oak savannas, with scattered conifer forests. These habitats evolved
with Kalapuya Indian land use practices, including planned burning. Prairie habitats now
cover much less than one percent of their former area.

e Log drives to move timber from harvest sites to mills, including the mill at the mouth of the
Marys, continued into the 1940s. The mouth of the Marys River was dammed as late as the
early 1950s to create a storage pool for logs.

e Government agencies subsidized the straightening and relocation of many local streams, in
order to drain more area to increase pasture and crop acreage. During high flows, streams
barreled down straightened channels and expended their energy cutting into their beds
(incising), at times scouring all the way down to bedrock, and becoming isolated from their
floodplains. The practice of removing log jams from streams (which slow stream velocity)
exacerbated this downcutting.

e Federal, state and local agencies began supporting Marys River watershed stream and
prairie habitat restoration and enhancement beginning in the 1990s. Funders now include
foundations and individual donors.

“Inspiring and supporting voluntary stewardship of Marys River watershed.”



