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	With all the welcomed rains we have had in the last few weeks, the state climatologist took Alabama out of the drought status we have been under for the last two years.  Even though the creeks and pond levels are all back to normal, long term effects from the drought on forests and shade trees will continue to be felt for many years.
	Along with higher rainfall and increased water flows into our creeks, rivers and lakes, comes the addition of some unwanted substances.  Many people are completely unaware that they themselves are contributors to water pollution in some way, however unintentional it may be.  If your car drips oil in the drive way or someone dumps the liquid residue from a carpet steam cleaner into the storm sewer, it ultimately ends up in a creek or river somewhere, adding to the pollution of some ones drinking water downstream.
	Sometime even our gardening activities cause surface water pollution!  Recently, I attended a meeting about some very local issues concerning many of us in the Auburn/Opelika/Lee County area.  One of the topics of discussions was the Saugahatchee Creek, its watershed and how everyday activities we as homeowners do impacts this creek.
	It was stated that the 2 main pollutants found in this creek are sediment and phosphorous.
	How sediment gets into the creek is obvious.  Bare dirt, sloping land and rainfall, particularly heavy rainfall, will cause sediment to be deposited into waterways.  Sediment negatively impacts streams, creeks and rivers by destroying habits for fish, aquatic insects, amphibians and reptiles that use waterways in their reproductive cycles.
	What surprised me most was that phosphorous, a main ingredient in fertilizer we use was the other main pollutant in this creek.  Upon viewing a map of the Saugahatchee Watershed, the headwaters of the Saugahatchee begin on the North side of both Opelika and Auburn and drains significant areas of both cities.  Another map I saw outlined areas where high levels of phosphorous were found in tributaries to this creek.  Most of them came from residential areas.  There were no one (or several) places that could be pinpointed as to the source of the phosphorous.  It could only be determined that multiple sites were contributors to these high phosphate levels.
	Sometimes it’s easy to point fingers at developers, farmers or timber harvesters.  Sometimes it’s harder when we find evidence that the finger should point to ourselves as well.  Over application of fertilizer, particularly those high in phosphorous are contributing to a major source of pollution of one of Lee Counties Valuable Natural resources…..The Saugahatchee Creek.
	What can we do?  If the culprit was one or two, or even several sources, the problem would be easy to fix.  However, there are literally thousands of property owners with lawns, each of which has a different manager, the owner.  All managers have different levels of knowledge, ideas, expectations and experience when it comes to lawn maintenance and fertilizer application.  The task of educating each one as to the proper application rate and timing of fertilizer’s can be almost overwhelming.  However, you are reading this news column so I am reaching you right now.
	So what can we do? Obtain information on proper lawn care which includes fertilizing as well as other best management practices.  Extension has numerous publications and fact sheets devoted to home lawns.  www.aces.edu is our website where these can be found.  They are also available hardcopy from our office at 600 South 7th Street in Opelika.
	Visit the website www.swamp.auburn.edu.  SWAMP is an organization (Saugahatchee Watershed Management Plan) devoted to public education about numerous issues affecting our Saugahatchee Creek.
	Soil test before you apply any fertilizer.  Now is a perfect time to test your yard, garden, pasture, hayfield, ball field or anywhere fertilizer is intended to be applied.  Our extension office has soil test boxes, instructions on how to obtain samples and how to interpret the results.  We are also available to help you with understanding the results if they are unclear to you.  We can do this over the phone or email if provided the result numbers.
	Each year, we all make New Year Resolutions.  This year, why not make an easy one we can keep?  Let’s all become responsible land managers with respect to what we apply to our lawns and how we dispose of everyday household wastes such as cleaning fluid, antifreeze, oils and gasoline.  All we do outside our properties affects some ones watershed somewhere…..whether you live in the Saugahatchee’s or not.



