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TAHLEQUAH ‹ They saw and heard it all. 

They saw the eroding dirt banks, the rocks coated with green slime, channels

choked with trees, wide shallows that require dragging canoes over rocks,

and they heard explanations about the reasons those things are happening to

the Illinois River.
But they saw, too, the stream¹s lingering natural beauty as it courses

through fields and wooded hills and winds along rugged bluffs.

³This is a beautiful stream,² said Phil Lorenz of Bartlesville, who with

more than 50 other people floated a six-mile section of the Illinois River

on Saturday to see firsthand the problems the river faces. ³But there are

problems to be fixed. Some people say it will hurt business and agriculture

to correct them, and yes, it¹s going to cost money. But some things are

worth the cost.²
The Illinois, one of the state¹s six scenic rivers, has been the focus of

controversy for more than 20 years as those wanting to see the river retain

some of its natural state have looked to limit, control or regulate

development that might affect the river¹s water quality and recreational

value.
Oklahoma and Arkansas officials have been meeting since summer over the fate

of the Illinois, which originates in Arkansas and ends in Oklahoma.

Disturbed by high levels of phosphorus in the river, the Oklahoma Water

Resources Board this spring set a stringent limit on how much phosphorus the

river should carry and have given cities, industries, agriculture and other

interests in the watershed 10 years to get the phosphorus level under

control.
The phosphorus level in the Illinois River on Saturday was about 3 1/2 times

the upper limit approved this year, according to a measurement by Cheryl

Cheadle, district director of the Blue Thumb Program, a state volunteer

effort supported by the state Conservation Commission. The commission

oversees the sampling of streams and water bodies, large and small, all

across the state.
Cheadle¹s phosphorus reading on Saturday was .113 parts per million compared

to the upper limit the state wants at .037 parts per million.
Excess phosphorus promotes the growth of algae, which degrades water

clarity, turning it green. Saturday, the river was a little more clear than

usual, but Ed Fite, administrator for the Oklahoma Scenic River Commission,

and other experts on the trip said the river was lower than normal for this

time of year.
At one point on the trip, Mike Smolen, water quality coordinator for the

Oklahoma State University Cooperative Extension Service, set up a tripod and

displayed charts on the phosphorus problem in the Illinois River. While

Tahlequah¹s wastewater treatment plant releases only 14 pounds of phosphorus

daily into the river and Fayetteville, Ark., 33 pounds, other Arkansas

cities are dumping much more into the river.
Smolen¹s charts showed Rogers releases 132 pounds of phosphorus into the

river daily, Springdale 294 pounds and Siloam Springs 139 pounds.

³But everything in the watershed affects the river,² said Smolen, and he

included on that list of everything, septic tanks, poultry litter spread on

fields, nursery and lawn fertilizers and erosion.
Oklahoma is discussing with Arkansas officials right now what can be done to

lower the phosphorus releases of Rogers, Springdale and Siloam Springs.

Smolen and others said the state also is working with homeowners and farmers

and ranchers to educate them about what they can do to reduce the amount of

phosphorus getting to the stream. John Auffet with the Oklahoma Conservation

Commission said some cost-share money was available to help protect areas

along the riverbanks and waste management projects.
Fite pointed out that Arkansas in the past has said that the phosphorus in

the river seems to disappear as higher phosphorus readings are taken at the

state line than farther downstream in Oklahoma. But Fite and Smolen said the

phosphorus gets tied up in soil in the river bottom, and a storm event then

picks up the soil and suspends it in the stream. Storm events also carry

phosphorus from fields and cities into the streams, Smolen said, and only

over the last five years has the state measured phosphorus levels during

storms when the river is high. That data shows the amount of phosphorus

loading increasing farther downstream.
Saturday¹s trip also was an opportunity for experts to point out unchecked

erosion along the river, which cuts into high dirt banks that continue to

collapse into the stream. Fite said one study showed the river¹s width has

gone from an average of 150 feet to 225 feet over the last few decades. As

the river widens, it gets shallower, Fite said.
Larry Clark, a local fishing guide, said he is seeing Kentucky bass farther

upstream than usual. Kentucky bass live in warmer water than other fish.

³I believe what happens is that the water is getting warmer as the river

gets wider and shallower,² Clark said.
Biologists with the Northeast Regional Office of the Oklahoma Department of

Wildlife Conservation shocked and collected fish to show the group what sort

of diversity the stream supports. The biologists captured a wide variety,

including smallmouth and largemouth bass, drum, carp, hogsuckers, redhorse

fish and darters. Fite said a healthy stream supports a population made up

of about 80 percent rough fish to 20 percent game fish, such as bass.

When a stream¹s water quality begins to degrade, rough fish, such as carp

and drum, become more prevalent.
Cheadle and others in the Blue Thumb Program demonstrated sampling for small

fish and macroinvertebrates, such as insect larvae and crawfish. The

samplers used their feet to disturb the creatures in the stream bed and they

were collected in a screen downstream. When soil from erosion begins filling

in the rocks in the stream bed, those creatures normal for a river like the

Illinois don¹t have a place to live, said Cheadle.
Gary Vandenbos, biology professor at Northeastern State University in

Tahlequah, floated on the trip Saturday. He said he came here in the early

1970s, before the Illinois River received its scenic river designation. He

said when he saw the streams coursing through Tahlequah and the hills in the

area, he knew he wanted to move here.
Vandenbos said he talks to students about problems with the Illinois River

when he covers sections on environmental biology.

³When I have the opportunity, I take them,² Vandenbos said.
You can reach reporter David Gerard at 684-2920 or

dgerard@muskogeephoenix.com.
