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Waterway health check
Make notes on each category on a separate sheet

Latitude: ____________ Longitude: _____________

Site information

CATEGORY 2

Rating Category 2

CATEGORY 3

Name of wetland/waterway:

litter

pipes and drains

If unnamed, what is the closest town, suburb or
road.

Make notes on the
type of litter
floating on or in the
water or on the
surrounding land.
(Include natural
litter such as leaves
sticks and animal
faeces.)

0. Lots of human
litter such as car
bodies, tyres,
plastics and cans,
oily films and/or
excessive algae
growth.
1.
2. A lot of human
litter, cans,
plastics or algae.
3.
4.
5. Some human litter
such as garden
rubbish and
plastics
6.
7.
8. One or two pieces
of human litter,
and local
vegetation such as
leaves floating in
the water
9.
10. No human use at
all, preserved in its
natural state

Location:
Provide sufficient details so that you or
someone else using your directions can return
to exactly the same spot to repeat your rating.

Date:
Weather:
Has it rained in the last 24 hours?
(If yes, was it heavy rain?):
Area being rated:
Create a simple site map using a road
directory or local plan. Mark in features
that might affect your waterway. Mark in
where you made your rating.
Provide enough detail so that when you repeat
your rating you're examining the same area. For
example, you might look at an area 50 metres
on either side of the waterway, stretching up
and down the waterway as far as you can see.

CATEGORY 1

Rating Category 1

land use

0. Lots of industry
nearby, most of
land cleared, soil
bare, environment
disturbed
1.
2. Some industry,
some land cleared
3.
4.
5. Some commercial,
recreational and
residential land
use
6.
7.
8.
9.
10. No human use at
all, in its natural
state

Walk around the
area surrounding
your waterway.
Record land uses
that you see or land
uses you're aware of
in the local area.
Create a list of
places where
water comes from
that flows into
your waterway.

YOUR RATING

If litter seems to
collect in one
particular area,
take a photo of
that area each
time you monitor
your waterway so
you can compare
litter buildup.

Look for pipes,
drains or trenches
leading into your
waterway. Examine
what's coming out
of them (by smell
and sight: don't
touch or taste),
record how many
there are and make
notes on what you
think they're there
for.

0. A number of pipes
from industry
and/or sewage
treatment and/or
urban stormwater.
1.
2. Some pipes or
trenches
3.
4.
5. No pipes from
industry, but some
urban stormwater
drainage
6.
7.
8. No pipes or drains
9.
10.

YOUR RATING

Without touching
the discharge
from the pipes,
figure out a
method of
calculating what
the volume of any
discharge is.

What kind of litter is found in your
waterway, and how much is there?

What are the pipes and drains
bringing to your waterway?

YOUR RATING

CATEGORY 4

Rating Category 4

extra structures /
modifications

0. A number of
artificial
structures, large
modification of
natural flow
1.
2. Some artificial
structures or some
flow modification
3.
4.
5. No concrete
structures or
minimal
modification of
water flow
6.
7.
8. No extra structures
or artificial
modifications
9.
10.

In addition to pipes and drains, record the presence of other artificial
structures such as weirs, concrete banks, piers or any artificial
modification of the water flow.
Describe what effect you think these structures have
had on the waterway.
Stormwater
filters such as
shown here are
designed to
catch litter that
might
accumulate in
other areas.

What's the land being used for
around your waterway?

Rating Category 3

YOUR RATING

http://www.waterwatch.org.au/publications/healthcheck.html

CATEGORY 5

Rating Category 5

smell

0. Very strong,
unnatural chemical
smell
1.
2. Strong unnatural
smell
3.
4.
5. Stronger decaying
smell or slight
unnatural smell
6.
7.
8. Very slight smell,
perhaps natural
decay
9.
10. No smell / natural
smell

Sit by the waterway
and record any smells.
Take a sample of
water and record its
smell (don't taste it).
A strong natural smell
in wetlands and
estuaries should be
recorded as 6 or more.

Rating Category 7

CATEGORY 7

vegetation
Look at the banks and the land extending from the waterway. Note if the
vegetation is natural or introduced, and if the soil is eroded or stable.
Using flora books or consulting local experts, learn the names of
your local plants. Create a list of species growing around your
waterway.
There's
vegetation
around but the
banks
themselves are
eroded and
appear unstable.

Take a sample of
water in a glass jar
and ask other
people how they
would judge the
smell. Is it the water that smells or
something else at
the waterway?
YOUR RATING

YOUR RATING

CATEGORY 8

See the note below

CATEGORY 6

water
clarity
Collect a water
sample in a clear
container. Hold it
up to the light.
Record how clear
the sample is.
If your water
sample is murky,
allow it to stand
for a couple of
days. Do particles
settle out of it,
causing it to
become clearer?

Rating Category 6
0. Milky brown or
green colour with
particles and scum.
You can hardly see
through it!
1.
2. Cloudiness and/or
greenish colour,
with some
particles or film
3.
4.
5. Some colour and
particles
6.
7.
8. A little colour
9.
10. Colourless and
clear as tap water

vertebrate animal
life

(insects, crustaceans,
molluscs and so on)

(birds, reptiles, fish,
amphibians and
mammals)

Sit by your waterway
and look for
invertebrate animal
activity. Run a scoop
net through the
water and see if you
can catch insects or
other invertebrates.
Scrape up the first
centimetre of
sediment with a
tin. Put it into an
ice cream
container and
wash it with lots
of water. Draw
any animals you
find.

0. No invertebrate
animal life visible
at all
1.
2. Only one or two
types of animal
life visible
(probably snails
leeches or worms)
3.
4.
5. Fewer than five
types of animals
found
6.
7.
8. At least seven
types of animals
found
9.
10. Many types of
animals found
including insect
larvae and nymphs

YOUR RATING

Rating Category 9

Sit by you waterway
and look for
vertebrate animal
activity. Note both
the variety and
number of birds.
Look for fish, listen
for frogs and record
any animal tracks

0. No vertebrate
animal life visible
at all
1.
2.
3. One type of animal
life (birds)
4.
5.
6. Two types of
animals found
7.
8.
9.
10. Many types of
vertebrate animals
found

Using bird books,
learn the names of
birds around your
waterway and
compile a list.
Keep a chart of
what birds are
around at what
YOUR RATING
times of year.

YOUR RATING

Run
scoop
nettothrough
the
water
Youa may
want
postpone
this
task
anduntil
see your
whatbioassessment
you catch. survey.

total score
It's looking good!

CATEGORY 9

invertebrate
animals

Rating Category 8

The water is clear but doesn't smell
very nice!

0. Lots of introduced
plants, much
clearing, bare
ground, pasture,
extensive erosion
1.
2. Mixed plants,
much clearing,
large eroded areas
3.
4.
5. Mixed native and
introduced plants.
Some clearing.
Small corridor of
vegetation. Some
minor erosion.
6.
7.
8. Mainly native
plants. Natural
vegetation extends
up to 30m from
water, no erosion
9.
10.

What birds are using the waterway
near you?

Using your Score
Okay, now you have a series of numbers (and a total) that serves as
an indicator of the health of your local waterway. What do you do
with that number?
Your health rating is a good starting point
for further work but you should keep in mind
that a single score is only a rough indication
of the waterway’s health. If you’re really
concerned about looking after this important
environment there are two things you
should be considering. First, learn how you
can make your health rating more valid (that
is, improve the quality of your judgement).
Second, take steps to improve the health of
your waterway (in other words, change
things so your total score increases).

Improve your
rating
Here are four simple ways to improve the
way you do your rating. See if you can
come up with additional ways of your own.
1. Involving the judgements of a
number of people. Your scores are
based on your own judgement. By
involving more people you’ll produce a
more accurate result. See if you can
get a group of friends to run their own
health check on your waterway. Offer
to do the same on theirs. Does your
individual score change if a number of
people make the same test and you
average everyone’s scores?
2. Make multiple ratings. It’s not
enough to simply do a single rating on
your local waterway or wetland. To
really appreciate the health of these
areas you need to make the rating
several times in different places and at
different times. By making many
ratings you begin to tune into the
changing nature of your waterway.
You also become more skilled at the
process of rating.
3. Learn about the different
categories. Discover new ways of
making a better judgement. For
example, you could find out how to do
a more objective clarity test, learn more
about the invertebrates in your area,
learn a little chemistry and add your
own categories on water pH or
conductivity, or investigate land uses in
your local area to better assess the
impact on your local waterway.

4. Contact your local Waterwatch
Facilitator. He or she should be able
to help you find out about other
assessment techniques and put you in
contact with people who can help you.

Improve your score
Rating your local waterway is all about
tuning in to these vital environments.
However, making an assessment of their
health is only the start of the process.
Now that you have some measure of their
health, how are you going to improve their
situation?
Clearly there are some actions you can take
that will quickly make a difference. If litter
is a problem, why not organise a few likeminded friends to get in there and clean
things up? It’ll improve the health score
and provide some peace of mind.
Other areas of health are less easily
addressed but you can still make a
difference over time if you’re really
motivated. Of course, the more people
working to make a difference the better, so
why not try to enlist the aid of your class?
Or why not join a local waterwatch group?
By joining a local conservation group you’ll
be surrounded by people who care for the
environment, who know what some of the
problems are and who have some idea of
how those problems might be fixed. If
you’d like tocomments:
find out how Waterwatch
Additional
might be able to help you, contact your
State or Territory Waterwatch contact (see
Waterwatch Facilitators).

Improving all the
scores
Imagine if everyone began monitoring their
local waterways, and tried to improve them.
We’d really become an environmentally
friendly community and our waterways and
wetlands might start taking on a healthy
glow. They’d become places we enjoyed
visiting and learning about. Unfortunately,
our waterways are in need of a bit of help
but programs such as Waterwatch are
beginning to make a difference.
One project run each year by Waterwatch
is a national ‘Snapshot’ of the condition of

Enlist your friends or your class, or
join (or create) a local Waterwatch
group. Not only will you get more
work done, you’ll help spread the
word on the importance of looking
after our waterways.

the
country’scomments
waterways.
It’s one way to
Additional
continued:
really tune into your local environment
while placing your local scene in a national
focus. Contact your State or Territory
Waterwatch Facilitator to find out how you
can become involved in Snapshot.

The task of caring for our
waterways is an important one
in which everyone has a stake.
So next time someone asks you
how your local waterways is,
will you be able to tell them?
This score card was created by
Waterwatch
State
and
Australia’s
WaterWatch
Program.
WV
Save
Our Streams
believes that it
Territory
Facilitators
provides a good way to familiarize
If you would
like
to find
outstreams
how
volunteers
with
their
local
without
completing
an intensive
Waterwatch
is operating
in your State
bioassessment
survey.
The approach
or Territory, contact
the relevant
number is
similar
to
a
stream
walk
survey.
Use
or check out the Waterwatch website
this form in conjunction with your
(http://www.waterwatch.org.au)
surveys as a tool to help identify
problem
your
Nationalareas and to focus
Tasmania
monitoring
locations.
Upon
completion
Phone (02) 6274
2312
Phone (03)
6336 5254
submit
Fax to:
(02) 6274 2268
Fax (03) 6336 5311
South Australia
WV
Save Our StreamsQueensland
Program
Phone (08) 8204 9117
Phone (07) 3896 9737
601 57th Street, SE
Fax (08) 8204 2107
Fax (07) 3896 9625
Charleston, WV 25304
Western Australia

Victoria

0646the completed
Phone (03) 9412
4663
OrPhone
you (08)
can9278
scan
score
Fax and
(08)E-mail
9278 0639
Faxcoordinator
(03) 9412 4039
card
it to the
at:
timothy.d.craddock@wv.gov.
Australian Capital
New South Wales
Territory

Phone (02) 9228 6571

Read
about
Phonemore
(02) 6207
2246visuals
Fax stream
(02) 9228 6464
surveys
at:6207 6084
Fax (02)
Northern Territory

http://www.epa.gov/volunteer/stream/vm
Phone (08) 8999 4456
s32.html
Fax (08) 8999 4445

Izaak Walton League of America
Save Our Streams – Stream Walk Survey

Name of Stream:_______________________ County:______________ State:_______ Date:_______________
Why take a stream walk?
• to learn more about the health of your local stream,
• to map potential sources of pollution, and;
• to determine needs for more water quality monitoring, clean-up, and enhancement.
Have Fun, Be Prepared, and Be Safe.
• Before you leave, make sure someone knows where you are going and about what time you should return. Do
not go alone.
• Take with you: this survey sheet, a notebook, map, and pencils. And if you have these, take them too: a GPS
unit, camera, binoculars, thermometer, tape measure, and waterproof boots.
• Most importantly take a First Aid Kit and cell phone for emergencies! Your First Aid Kit should include: adhesive
and cloth bandages, surgical tape, tweezers, pain reliever, anti-histamine, antiseptic spray or ointment,
hydrogen peroxide, cotton balls, and an instant ice pack.
General Stream Information. (You can answer a lot of these questions by looking at maps and talking to local and
state conservation staff prior to taking your stream walk.)
• How long is the stream? _________miles
Where does it end?_____________________________
• Where does is begin?_______________________
• Do other streams flow into this stream? YES/NO Which ones? _____________________________________
• Does this stream flow into other streams? YES/NO Which ones? ____________________________________
• What type of land uses does the stream flow through in its watershed? (check all that apply)
Other ___________________________
Rural, such as farmland, forested land or open grasslands
Urban, such as cities and towns
Suburban, such as housing developments and some open land

Stream Walk Survey Sheet
(Fill this out as your walk along the stream. You may want to use several copies for long walks to represent various
areas along the stream, or where an unusual condition appears.)
GPS Coordinates/or Description of Start Location (cross street names, landmarks, etc.):______________________
GPS Coordinates/or Description of End Location: ____________________________________________________
Avg. stream depth: ________ft.
Avg stream width: _______ft.
Water lever/flow rate is: ______High ______Normal ______Low _____Negligible
Weather conditions (last 72 hours):_________________________________________________
What is the stream bed made of? (Check all that apply. Give an estimated % for each description marked.)
___Bedrock (large area of rock covering
___Gravel (grape-size)
streambed, cannot be removed)
___Sand (smaller than grape-size)
___Boulders (watermelon-size and larger)
___Silt (smaller than sand and feels silky)
___Cobbles (orange-size)
Muddy
Black
Grey
Other _______________
What color is the water? Clear Tea-colored Milky
Does the water appear oily on the surface? YES/NO Describe:________________________________________
Is there foam on the surface of the water? YES/NO Describe:_________________________________________
Do you see trash in or around the stream? YES/NO
Describe the types of trash and how much you see.____________________________________ If collecting trash
along your trip, record how many large garbage bags you collect. ________ (Can some, or all of it, be recycled? If
so, you can recycle at your municipal waste facility.)

Do you smell any unusual smells such as oil, sewage, or rotten eggs? YES/NO
Describe the smells. ___________________________________ (Do not go into any stream with unusual smells.
Instead, record a description of the smells and the location, and contact your local environmental government
agency).
If yes, how many? _________
Are there any discharge pipes in the stream? YES/NO
What types of pipes are they? Unknown
Runoff (field or stormwater) describe: __________
Industrial: type of industry _____________________
Sewage Treatment _________
What do you see on the banks of the stream?

Concrete

Is there erosion along the banks? YES/NO Describe:

Soil

Severe

Rock
Moderate

If there is vegetation growing on the streambanks, what types do you see?
Trees (woody plants 6’ or taller) Shrubs (woody plants shorter than 6’)
Is the land along the stream:
Paved
Lawn
Trees

Vegetation/roots
Slight;

One side

Both sides

Grasses and Vines

Other ____________________________________________

Circle the land uses you see while walking along the stream:
Roads
Shopping Malls
Parks
Forest

Houses
Crop Fields
Mining
Discharge Pipes

Apartments
Golf Courses
Sewer Manholes
Construction Sites

Schools
Pastures
Landfill
Cut Trees

Are there any land uses not listed above? YES/NO
Indicate location (draw a stream map) and describe each land use. ________________________

Do you see any animal tracks? YES/NO
Draw pictures of the animal tracks.

Do you see any animal houses, such as beaver dams or bird nests? YES/NO
Describe: _____________________________________________________________________
Do you see fish? YES/NO
How many? Scattered Individuals Scattered Schools (groups)
What size? _____inches
What kind? (check box if you can identify the fish you see)
Unsure
Trout (pollution sensitive)
Bass (somewhat pollution sensitive)
Carp (pollution tolerant)
Other _______________
Catfish (pollution tolerant)
What other observations can you make about your stream? Describe them: ________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

For more information about stream monitoring and stream enhancement projects go to
www.iwla.org/sos.
Founded in 1922, the Izaak Walton League of America protects America's outdoors through community-based conservation, education, and the promotion
of outdoor recreation. The League has more than 36,000 members and supporters nationwide

