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Message from the Coordinator...

...On Watersheds

Often a measure of community awareness
about water resources is based on an individual’s
ability to define the term watershed. To someone
like myself who has been involved in land use
issues and water resources for nearly twenty
years, it is easy to forget that watershed is actually
not that common a term in everyday vernacular.
Even many of my close friends cannot clearly
describe watershed as the land area that drains to
a common water body. Outside of river restoration
planning, I've recognized one of the more common
occurrences of watershed in speech and printis in
the phrase watershed moment.

The phrase indicates an event in history that
causes or marks the tipping of the social,
intellectual, political, or other landscape in a
common direction toward a unifying goal, school of
thought, or level of understanding. It would be
satisfying to think that this apt phrase derived from
the successes in building community synergy
toward whole basin water resource management
by watershed councils. Instead, it is actually
related to variations on the meaning of watershed,
which include the dividing line (or ridgeline)
between two separate drainages, as well as the
slope originating at the ridgeline that sheds water
toward a common area.

Most other English-speaking countries
actually use watershed in the dividing line
connotation and use catchment to describe the
drainage basin. And here is yet another term, or
actually two terms, synonymous with watershed:
drainage and basin. The term basin is often used
to refer to a larger watershed, such as that of a
major river system.

The United States Geology Survey (USGS)
along with other agencies involved in water
resource management have developed
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nomenclature to help hydrologists use terms that
are uniformly understood. The most technical of
these are hydrological unit codes, commonly
known as HUCs. The unit codes are a series of
numbers (codes) representing descending
drainage sizes. For easier reference in everyday
planning, the more common HUC scales are
referred to with English terms. These terms
include basin, sub-basin, watershed, and sub-
watershed in descending order of size, and
relate to watersheds of the third-, fourth-, fifth-
and sixth-field scale, respectively. Field? Yes,
the term field is used to refer to the size of the
land area draining to a specific waterbody. The
field sizes cover a range of acreages. Our
familiar Siuslaw Watershed is technically a sub-
basin in this context. Our basin is the North
Oregon Coast. Our technical watersheds, then,
are the fifth-field basins on which most of our
Leadership Board area representations are
based (North Fork Siuslaw and Indian Creek, for
example).

So can we expect the typical citizen to be
able to define what a watershed is, let alone
catchment, basin, or field? That will be a
watershed moment.

Todd Miller
























