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INTRODUCTION TO RIVER WATCH 
 
 
The ñColorado River Watchò program (River Watch) is a statewide volunteer water quality-
monitoring program co-sponsored by Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) and Earth Force (EF).  
River Watch brings together education with environmental protection in a meaningful, hands-on 
project for Colorado students and volunteers.  
 
The mission of River Watch is to provide an educational opportunity for students, adults, and all 
citizens to understand the value and function of Colorado rivers, lakes and wetland ecosystems, 
along with providing CPW, Water Quality Control Commission, water resource managers and all 
interested entities with high quality spatial and temporal water ecosystem data.  
 
River Watch accomplishes this by working with voluntary stewards to monitor water quality and 
other indicators of watershed health, and utilize high quality data to inform decision makers and 
educate citizens about the condition of Coloradoôs waters along with providing a hands-on 
opportunity for citizens to understand the value and function of their river ecosystem. This program 
is unique in its statewide focus and frequency of data collection.  
 
River Watch volunteers are primarily Middle and High School students, but also include citizen 
groups, individuals, colleges, youth programs, government agencies, and non-profit organizations.  
Each volunteer group receives the training, support and supplies needed to monitor their 
respective water bodies with the goal of providing consistent and accurate data. A Quality 
Assurance and Quality Control plan (QA/QC plan) is in place to ensure high quality data is 
collected. This includes a visit from a River Watch staff member once a year in order to provide 
quality control, one on one support and technical assistance.  
 
Each volunteer group signs an annual agreement committing to sample a minimum of one station. 
Volunteers collect monthly field samples and analyze those samples for hardness, alkalinity, 
temperature, dissolved oxygen, and pH.  Additional laboratory samples are collected monthly for 
analysis of total and dissolved metals, including Al, As, Ca, Cd, Cu, Fe, Mg, Mn, Pb, Na, K, Se and 
Zn. Twice a year volunteers collect nutrient samples for analysis of total phosphorous, 
nitrate+nitrite, ammonia, chloride, sulfate and total suspended solids. In addition to the chemical 
samples, a macroinvertebrate sample is collected on an annual basis and sent to an outside lab 
for identification. These macroinvertebrate collections are accompanied by an annual instream and 
reach physical habitat assessment.  
 
New volunteers must attend a River Watch sponsored training prior to participating in the program.  
Additionally, existing groups with a new volunteer team leader are encouraged to attend, while 
others can attend as a refresher course if space and funding allows. The training consists of an 
introduction to stream ecology, basic watershed management, and the chemical, physical and 
biological metrics used in studying rivers. Each volunteer is instructed on how to collect water and 
macroinvertebrate samples, conduct physical habitat assessment, record field data, and how to 
analyze hardness, alkalinity, dissolved oxygen, pH, and temperature. Volunteers also receive 
training on QA/QC sample processing, data management and interpretation. Each group receives 
the supplies and equipment necessary to be a River Watch volunteer organization and keeps the 
equipment as long as a signed agreement is on file.  
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An essential part of the success of River Watch is the rigorous Quality Assurance and Quality 
Control Program. All methods are approved by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
Standard Methods 2002, or the Colorado Water Quality Control Division (CWQCD).  River Watch 
has standardized equipment, chemicals and protocols that are used by all volunteers. For 
example, in the field, volunteers must collect a metal field blank and duplicate sample every fifth 
outing, and analyze unknown samples for pH, alkalinity and hardness tests twice a year. In the 
laboratory, analysis is validated through a series of special samples including laboratory blanks, 
duplicates, known standards and spikes, use of outside labs and documentation and reporting of 
QA/QC results.  All data is validated by CPW or River Watch staff before release. The Colorado 
River Watch Water Quality Sampling Manual, Operation Procedures Manual and Quality 
Assurance Project Plan are updated annually. The ecological foundation of River Watch is based 
on the River Continuum Concept (RCC). RCC illustrates that a river is a predictable continuum of 
chemical, physical and biological attributes. Station locations are determined each year based on 
data gaps, priorities, active volunteer groups and resources. 
 
Federal, state, and local agencies make land use management, regulatory and non-regulatory 
decisions about Coloradoôs rivers and streams using data from the River Watch program. Many 
other local, private and public entities also use the data. This includes use of the River Watch data 
to help establish water-quality standards for Colorado waters in the Colorado Water Quality 
Control Commissions (CWQCC) Hearings. (The CWQCC is a politically appointed nine member 
commission that represents a diverse geographic and water use spectrum. This commission 
decides what uses will be protected and what level of protection will be afforded via Coloradoôs 
Clean Water Act.)  River Watch data is available upon request, through the River Watch website 
and USEPA STORET (Storage and Retrieval database). 
 
The ambitious and successful River Watch project is funded through CPW and operated by the 
Colorado Watershed Assembly. The program began in 1990 with 19 schools along the Arkansas, 
Eagle and Yampa rivers, and is still going strong. River Watch has worked with hundreds of 
volunteer groups to collect tens of thousands of water quality samples. We have trained over 400 
adults, 1000 students directly; we have data for 800 stations and over 500 rivers in Colorado. 
 
While this manual is used for sample collection of rivers, River Watch plans to include lake and 
wetland studies as the opportunities arise.  

 
CPWôs Vision: Colorado Parks and Wildlife is a national leader in wildlife management, 
conservation, and sustainable outdoor recreation for current and future generations.  

CPWôs Mission: To perpetuate the wildlife resources of the state, to provide a quality state park 
system, and to provide enjoyable and sustainable outdoor recreation opportunities that educate 
and inspire current and future generations to serve as active stewards of Coloradoôs natural 
resources. (C.R.S. 33-9-101) 

Earth Forceôs Impact Statement: Earth Force is committed to developing and delivering high 
quality programming that supports educators and provides opportunities to young people.  
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Benefits 
 

¶ For CPW, water resource managers and other interested entities: accurate useable 
data on all rivers in the network. This data will aid in making reliable, consistent, and 
holistic, watershed management decisions regarding the rivers of Colorado. All data is 
carefully collected and analyzed according to state water quality standards, and made 
available to CPW biologists, Water Quality Control Commissioners, EPA and other 
water resource managers. 

 

¶ For participating citizens, watershed groups and students: an educational opportunity 
to understand and value our river ecosystems. Citizens and students (with supervision 
and support from their teachers) monitor a stretch of a river in their community; collect 
biological, physical and chemical data over time. Along with collection, individuals learn 
how these aspects interact to shape their river ecosystem.  

 

¶ For local communities and the state of Colorado: healthier rivers and watersheds as a 
result of more accurate and consistent water quality information for every level of land 
use and water management decision making. Students, the future citizens and 
decision makers of Colorado, become stewards of the river that serve their community. 

 

Data Objectives 
 

River Watchôs primary data objective is to collect long term baseline aquatic ecosystem 
data. Aquatic ecosystem data includes chemical, physical and biological components. 
River Watchôs secondary data objective is to collect site or study specific aquatic 
ecosystem data for a short term purpose. River Watchôs primary volunteer base consists 
of teachers and students however; individuals, citizen watershed groups and even 
industry groups participate.   
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Staff Members 
 

River Watch Staff (Earth Force Organization): 
 
Michaela Taylor Sam Gilbertson  
River Watch Program Manager  River Watch Volunteer Outreach Coordinator 
303.291.7322 303.291.7340 
michaela@coloradowatershed.org sam@coloradowatershed.org  
    
Matt McIntyre Patty Forsburg 
River Watch Analyst River Watch Lab Assistant  
970.472.4376 970.472.4917 
matt@coloradowatershed.org  patty@coloradowatershed.org 
 
Jacob Dyste 
(October 2017- March 2018)  
River Watch Intern (6-9 months during a year) 
Jacob.Dyste@state.co.us 
303.291.7323 
 
You can reach us at, riverwatch.wildlife@state.co.us, 
riverwatch@coloradowatershed.org or visit our website at www.coloradoriverwatch.org 
or a link on CPWôs website http://cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/RiverWatch.aspx. 
 

For all River Watch related business, (samples, equipment, contract, data 
sheets, other paper work, etc.) please use this mailing address: 
 
River Watch 
c/o Colorado Parks and Wildlife 
6060 Broadway 
Denver CO 80216 

 
For Earth Force related business, mailing address is: 
 
Earth Force 
PO BOX 1228 
Denver, Colorado  80201 
 
Visit www.earthforce.org for more information regarding Earth Force and their 
programs. 

 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife Staff 

Barb Horn  
CPW Water Resource Specialist 
151 East 16th Avenue 
Durango, Colorado 81301 
970.382.6667 
barb.horn@state.co.us 

mailto:michaela@coloradowatershed.org
mailto:sam@coloradowatershed.org
mailto:matt@coloradowatershed.org
mailto:patty@coloradowatershed.org
mailto:riverwatch.wildlife@state.co.us
mailto:riverwatch@coloradowatershed.org
http://www.coloradoriverwatch.org/
http://cpw.state.co.us/aboutus/Pages/RiverWatch.aspx
http://www.earthforce.org/
mailto:barb.horn@state.co.us
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River Watch Website:  coloradoriverwatch.org 

Home Page 

 
 
About Tab 
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Get Involved Tab 

 
 
River Watch News Tab 
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Data Tab 

¶ On the Data Tab you will have the ability to enter your field data and unknown 
results. If you need a password, let us know and we can get you one. 

¶ You can view and download River Watch data under the Data Tab which 
includes station information, field, metal, nutrient data, and bug data.  

 
 

Watershed Reports 

¶ You can download entire reports based on the various watersheds in the state. 
 
1. Select a basin 

   

Watershed Reports 

and other data 

portals 
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2. Select a stream in that basin and then a Water Body Id, or stream segment 
within the stream. 

 

 
 

Now you can get the raw data and a report analyzing River Watch data against Clean 
Water Act Standards. 

 


