Marias River Assessment Project
The Marias Submajor Basin is comprised of 5 separate hydrologic units.  The watershed is large, covering  3,294,259 acres with a high percentage of private land ownership (91.3%). The MRW has developed an action plan prioritizing watershed water-quality and land-quality concerns in order to develop corrective action projects and seek appropriate project funding. The MRW Technical Advisory Committee (MRW-TAC) has outlined a watershed characterization plan to assess and evaluate the watershed using a phased approach to accomplish scientifically valid and practical BMP plans.  Watershed monitoring and characterization completed for this proposal will provide data needed to develop Best Management Practices (BMP’s) and to define priority areas and projects for watershed restoration.

B. Type of Project 

Establishing long-term water-quality monitoring locations along the mainstem and major tributaries of the Marias River. The project emphasis is to develop a comprehensive, locally managed, watershed assessment and monitoring program that will assist local landowners in developing watershed management plans and programs to conserve water and improve or protect water-quality. The monitoring data will provide a means to quantify problems within the watershed and to measure improving trends that result from implementation of Best Management Practices (BMP’s). The monitoring and assessment project will provide an opportunity to educate landowners on problems or improvements that can be made to enhance their agricultural operations.

The goal of this project is to characterize water-quality baseline conditions of surface water along the mainstem of the Marias River and major tributaries within the watershed. For this project, water-quality samples will be collected, and field parameters and stream discharge will be measured at least four times per year on an approximately quarterly basis over a two year period, from about 12 selected locations, to establish baseline water-quality for surface waters within the Marias River watershed. During each field trip, site assessments will be conducted to evaluate streambed conditions, bank stability, and riparian vegetation condition following NRCS establish guidelines. Water-quality monitoring and drainage assessment data will help to identify possible sources of stream degradation in the Marias River watershed and will provide data to support Montana’s Nonpoint Source Management Plan.
Water-quality monitoring will address specific concerns identified by MRW-TAC. The monitoring program will evaluate nutrients, salinity/TDS/chlorides, thermal modification, suspended solids, flow alteration, siltation, pH, pathogens, other organics within the surface water, and will locally evaluate habitat alterations.  Currently the lack of recent and/or comprehensive data makes it difficult to identify specific water and land use practices that can be implemented within the watershed to improve and protect water quality. Water-quality monitoring will also document changes in water-quality in areas where Best Management Practices are implemented or where water-quality improvement projects are conducted.

For monitoring purposes the Marias River has been separated into three separate segments: 

1) The confluence of Two Medicine River and Cut Bank Creek to Lake Elwell, 

2) Lake Elwell, formed behind Tiber Dam, and 

3) The Marias River below Tiber Dam to the mouth at the Missouri River.  

Tributaries to the Marias and the reach above Tiber Dam are classified as B-2 waters.  The Marias River below Tiber Dam is classified as B-1 waters.  Resource problems identified by MRW members and MRW-TAC within the watershed include streambank stabilization, rangeland health, irrigation water management, noxious weeds, salinity, and oil and gas production/water quality.

To achieve project goals this project proposes to:

1. Establish a long-term water-quality monitoring network on tributaries and mainstem of the Marias River.
2. Collect water-quality samples and discharge measurements to establish baseline water-quality.
3. Instruct regional conservation district representatives on proper water-quality and discharge measurement methods. 
4. Develop a GIS database and maps.

5.  Develop regional water-quality database that will be locally operated.
1. Review collected data to plan water-quality improvement projects.
Proposed tasks include water-quality monitoring, photo documentation.  Evaluation of water-quality data will be conducted as part of this project by the Marias River Watershed and NRCS hydrogeologists, who will cooperate in planning future water-quality monitoring requirements and development of improvement projects that will address identified water-quality impairments. 

Twelve monitoring/sampling stations will be established on the Marias River and tributaries. The twelve station locations were selected based on data needs and where previous monitoring stations had been established by USGS or other entities. These sites were selected for data continuity and the expectation that these locations will be appropriate for long-term data gathering. The proposed long-term monitoring stations include:

Marias River:

1. Near Sullivan Bridge. This site is located just downstream from the Marias River confluence where Cut Bank Creek (HUC 10030202) and the Two Medicine River (HUC 10030201) join to form the Marias River. This site will define the upstream end of the study area and data collected from this site will define water-quality entering the area.

2. Shelby USGS gaging station, upper Marias River (HUC 10030203); located at I-15 bridge, discharge is continuously measured by USGS.

3. F- Bridge, Marias River mainstem (HUC 10030203); the bridge is located near where the Marias River discharges into Lake Elwell.

4. Chester USGS gaging station, lower Marias River below Tiber Dam; river discharge is continuously measured by USGS. This river reach functions under different conditions than the upper Marias River; discharge is controlled by dam discharge supplying water from Lake Elwell.

5. Loma USGS gaging station, lower Marias River below Tiber Dam, discharge continuously measured by DNRC or BOR. 

