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I 
know we have now launched ourselves into 2015 
because our family Christmas tree is sitting at the 
street curb waiting to be recycled. Probably like 
many of you, our process of selecting our 

Christmas tree is a family tradition. In our case we head 
to the foothills of the Rockies and cut a tree in the 
Buffalo Creek Forest—and usually the tree closely 
resembles something from A Charlie Brown Christmas.

Part of why this family tradition is important to me is 
because Buffalo Creek Forest is part of the local Denver 
metro area watershed, and in 1996 it was ravaged by a 
forest fire. So the journey provides a reminder of the lin-
gering impact of forest fires on water supplies—almost 
20 years later the landscape is still scarred from this fire. 

Another reason our family tree-cutting tradition is 
important to me is because it is part of the US Forest 
Service’s forest management process. This management 
strategy, among other things, helps protect watersheds.

Forest management and watershed management go 
hand in hand, and not just in the foothills of Colorado. 
While ordinary forest fires may be part of nature’s cycle, 
human-caused fires are not. And in both cases, from a 
water-supply management standpoint, the concern is 
about what happens during and after the fire. The fire 
may leave the ground scorched, unable to absorb water, 
and at the same time the fire destroys the trees, natural 
vegetation, and the critical root systems that hold the 
soil in place. Then, as rain inevitably follows the fire, 
nature’s infrastructure is no longer able to protect the 
water supply by absorbing the rain’s runoff; as a result, 
the ash and soil slide uninterrupted into the rivers and 
streams that eventually become our water supply, stor-
age, and treatment challenge.

Forest management is not always something that 
water utilities think of as their responsibility, but perhaps 
that is changing. At a minimum, if we don’t start part-
nering with others who traditionally do have responsibil-
ity for forest management, we will be in a position of 
simply cleaning up the messes that forest fires create in 
our water and treatment systems. It seems logical that 
there is a better path.

In fact, the better path may have begun in 2009 when 
the Aspen Institute issued a report titled Sustainable 
Water Systems: Step One—Redefining the Nation’s 
Infrastructure Challenge. The report has many positive 
recommendations—10 in total—but it is the first one 
that I think has the largest impact on our “traditional” 
perspective of watersheds. The report’s first recommen-

dation is that “[t]he water management and policy com-
munity must redefine ‘water infrastructure’ as one that 
integrates built infrastructure components with the pro-
tection and restoration of its supporting natural water-
shed infrastructure. . . .” (page 3). In short, this recom-
mendation stresses treating the watershed’s natural 
environment the same way we treat utilities physical 
assets. It’s an important concept to consider if we are to 
take proactive and preventive steps to protect our water-
sheds from fire and if we are to consider this natural 
environmental asset in a way similar to the assets that 
appear on a utilities balance sheet.

Protecting a water utility’s watershed is so important 
that AWWA has partnered with the US Endowment for 
Forestry and Communities to help clarify the relation-
ship among watershed health, water quality and water 
treatment costs. In September 2014, Journal AWWA 
published an article summarizing the current findings of 
the partnership; “Protecting Forested Watersheds Is 
Smart Economics for Water Utilities” was written by 
Todd Gartner, Tracy Mehan III, James Mulligan, Alan 
Roberson, Peter Stangel, and Yiyuan Quin. The article 
stresses the fact that protecting your watershed is an eco-
nomic way to protect your water supply—and that by 
doing so, utilities will see cost savings at their treatment 
plants. Still, the report recognizes that utility budgets are 
tight and the traditional engineered infrastructure needs 
are huge and also important, but the authors make the 
case for viewing watershed management as a comple-
mentary investment to protect your water supply and 
help your rate payers avoid the potential of the costs 
from poor watershed management. The good news is 
that many communities are already working through the 
complexities of this new paradigm.

As obvious as it seems that investing in watershed pro-
tection is the right thing to do, there are also competing 
right things to do. But if we push away all the complica-
tions and focus on the simple idea that the water we use 
in our cities and communities comes to us from water-
sheds before it enters the engineered system, then it 
seems logical that we should place the same amount of 
importance on protecting the watershed as we do on the 
engineered systems. In short, it seems abundantly clear 
that water’s best friend is a healthy forest and watershed.

If you have any comments or concerns, 
please write me at OpenChannel@awwa.org.


