























- Monitoring Our Rivers and Sigeams Page 9 of 12

Another type of data collected to determine streamflow is stage (or "gage height"),
the height of the water above an arbitrary reference point set at the gaging station.
Stage measurements are continuously recorded by equipment inside a gagehouse
located on the stream bank and relayed via telephones or satellites to USGS offices. It
isn't practical for people to make continuous discharge measurements, so daily
discharge values (provisional "real-time" values reported on the Web) are computed
on the basis of a mathematical relation between the river's stage and discharge. (Photo
by Michael Coakley, USGS.)

Nationwide water-quality data are available

USGS collects samples from streams across the Nation and analyzes for chemical, physical, and
biological properties of water, sediment, and tissue. Data are collected for investigations that range from
national in scale, such as the National Water-Quality Assessment Program (NAWQA), to studies in
small watersheds. Typical field measurements (made directly in the stream or on the streambank)
include pH, water temperature, dissolved oxygen, and turbidity. (USGS scientists, other professionals,
and citizens will measure these four parameters in watersheds across the Nation on National Water
Monitoring Day, October 18, 2002. Visit water.usgs.gov for more information about these parameters.)

Other field measurements include specific conductance (conductivity), an indirect indicator of dissolved
minerals, acids, and metals in the water; and alkalinity, an indicator of water's ability to neutralize acids
and keep the pH constant. Currently, selected field measurements are available in real-time from more
than 800 USGS sites at waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/qw.

Other chemical measurements—such as analyses for concentrations of major ions, nutrients, trace
elements, pesticides, volatile organic compounds, radioactive chemicals, and organic wastewater
contaminants—are made in the laboratory. The USGS National Water-Quality Laboratory in Denver,
Colo., specializes in environmental analytical chemistry, and features standardized laboratory methods
and quality-assurance and quality-control protocols. In addition, the laboratory methods can detect
concentrations at very low levels—commonly 10 to 1,000 times lower than the EPA standards and
guidelines. These sensitive methods allow for an early detection of potentially harmful contaminants
before they reach levels of concern, and allow for trends to be detected for constituents that are difficult
to measure.
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