Let It Grow!
Vegetation Improves Water Quality

By Mary Fahey, Colusa County Resource Conservation District

Land use decisions have lasting effects on water quality. One of the goals of the Colusa Almond Project has been to build the capacity of local agriculture and environmental organizations to address water quality issues. As part of this project, Best Management Practices (BMP’s) were integrated into several Almond farming operations in the Arbuckle area to improve water quality in orchard runoff. Each of the project sites contains a seasonal creek or stream that carries runoff to the Colusa Basin Drain.  The BMP’s were put in place with the goal of significantly decreasing contaminants such as sediment and pesticides in orchard runoff.
Most of the Best Management Practices applied during this project included vegetation of some sort. The project integrated cover crops, grassed swales, vegetative filter strips, native shrub plantings and grassed waterways. Simply put, the right vegetation on the land improves water quality.
Let’s look at two extremes. First, imagine an almond orchard (adjacent to a seasonal creek) that is sprayed clean. There is no vegetation throughout the orchard and no vegetation along the creek banks. During a rain event, water sheets off of the orchard floor and into the creek, carrying sediment and accumulated chemicals with it, and eroding creek banks. There is nothing in place to slow the runoff, to provide a pathway for the water to infiltrate into the ground, or to filter contaminants.
Now, imagine an orchard that has been planted with cover crops between the rows, natural vegetation is allowed to grow between the orchard and the creek, and a thick stand of native grasses with deep root systems are established along the creek banks. With these BMP’s in place, this orchard is set to filter runoff, provide optimal infiltration and stop soil erosion in the orchard and along the creek banks. Added benefits include groundwater recharge, improved soil health and habitat for beneficial insects and pollinators.
Vegetation is the key difference in these two scenarios, and a big factor in water quality enhancement. Even if a landowner does not want to deal with the time and expense of planting specific cover crops and grasses, a great deal of benefit can be obtained by just letting natural vegetation grow between orchard rows and along the banks of waterways. A little more mowing and less herbicide use is a great step towards improving water quality in orchard runoff. So, remember…Let It Grow!
