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Dodging the Deadly Onimod
The New Orleans disaster
is partly due to our river
engineering genius— and
a classic example of the
onimod effect.
Thanks to Hurricane Katrina,
practically everyone knows now
that New Orleans sits below sea
level and is terribly vulnerable to
flooding. Fewer people know that
we engineered much of that vulnerability by the way we’ve managed
the Mississippi River. It is a tragic
example of the “onimod effect” —
that is, a backwards domino effect— a term used when building
one thing forces the building of
many others.
The onimods have been going
up for decades. Historically, periodic floods covered the lower Mississippi’s landscape. This dispersed
the mainstem’s energy, reduced its
volume of water, and fertilized the
land. It also caused damage, danger, and economic loss. The solution? Build a levee (onimod #1) so
this damage passes you by and happens elsewhere. The solution elsewhere then became building more
levees. The ultimate solution was a
river entirely enclosed by levees,
barreling straight into the Gulf with
virtually all its water and silt. The
lower valley and nearby coastal
wetlands were deprived of silt deposits, and the growing weight of
sediments further out in the Gulf
pressed the delta downward. Because of these factors and others, a
coastal metropolis sank ever deeper
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below sea level while its protective
offshore wetlands washed away.
The New Orleans disaster is partly
due to our river engineering genius—and a classic example of the
onimod effect.
Let’s face it, onimods are hard
to avoid. Political pressure to solve
local problems quickly can preempt the adoption of a better, longterm strategy. River systems cross
political boundaries, which hinders
unified problem-solving. Rivers
may serve up damage just seldom
enough to take us by surprise and
trigger hasty reactions. Perhaps the
worst hazard is that our view of rivers simply doesn’t allow for the
facts that floods have benefits and
large chunks of riverbank naturally
come and go. Thus we fail at truly
economical river management,
which accommodates a river’s behavior wherever possible rather
than paying heavily for its incarceration.

We have our share of onimods
in the Hoosic Valley. In Massachusetts and New York, towns built
on vulnerable riverbanks led to the
further construction of flood control
chutes to usher floodwater to someone else’s riverbanks. In Vermont,
much of the Walloomsac’s Roaring
Branch is straightened and confined
by berms and levees, causing the
river to run faster, carve a deeper
channel, and destabilize its banks.
This forces the application of riprap
and other riverbank armor. Maintaining such structures and adding
new ones is an unending expense.
BUT...
(cont’d on p. 2)
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Onimods (cont’d)
...Unlike New Orleans, we have a
chance to dodge future onimods
and their high costs. We are lucky
enough to have wiggle room left in
our streams and rivers-- undeveloped
stretches where natural forces can
play out. HooRWA is also engaged
in studying “what the river wants to
do” so that we can work with it instead of fighting it when engaged in
future planning and development
(more on this in our next issue).
Let’s use our knowledg e well.
We can’t afford to do otherwise.
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Stephanie’s Corner
One bit of sunshine in the path
of Katrina’s destruction is that we
are all beginning to understand in
more depth the interrelatedness of
all that we do to, and demand from ,
our natural environment. I have
been reading anything that I could
find on the human factors that contributed to the extent of the damage,
the impact of our environmental
management in the area, and our
heavy dependence on natural resources such as fossil fuels.

I am heartened to see that
many of us are interested in
how coastal and water
related environmental issues
are managed in the future.
I soon realized that I could add
little to these on-going discussions.
I am heartened to see that many of
us are interested in how coastal and
water related environmental issues
are managed in the future. Not that
I am confident that we will use
what we have learned from this
tragic event to put in place better
policies, practices and infrastructure. There are too many competing priorities and agendas that will
steer our limited financial resources to simply repairing the
damage and rebuilding the lives the
of those affected.
One thing we can do though, is
pay even more attention to our local
environment and in that vein I am
excited to introduce you to two new
members of our Board; Elena
Traister, of North Adams and
Wendy Skavlem of Williamstown.

Elena, a Williams alum, has
a Masters Degree from the
School of Forestry and Environmental Studies at
Yale and was recently hired by the
Massachusetts School of Liberal
Arts to teach Environmental Studies. In 2004, she worked as an intern for the Berkshire Regional
Planning Commission, where she
undertook a study titled,
"Advancing Restoration of the
Hoosic River Flood Control Channel in the Town of Adams."
Wendy is an environmental consultant, a fly fisher and a graduate of
the University of Wisconsin in Economics. And for the past 15 years,
she has been an Environmental Policy Analyst and consultant to the U.
S. Environmental Protection
Agency supporting their Emergency
Response and Superfund programs. Currently, she is working
with EPA to help improve their capabilities to respond to incidents of
national significance involving
chemical, biological and radiological agents. She has assisted EPA
with facilitating the GE/Housatonic
River Site, Ecological Risk Assessment peer review will be working
with the EPA conducting the Photech Building asbestos cleanup in
Williamstown.
We expect great things from these
two terrific additions to our team as
we head into our 20th year. Yes…
next year is HooRWA 20th anniversary. We hope you will be joining
us in the special events and projects
we are planning.
Stephanie Boyd, President
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Fall Programs and Events
Thursday, October 6th. Art Exhibit Opening Reception, 7-8 PM, Plum Gallery, Water St., Williamstown. All members welcome to attend.
Thursday, October 6th through Saturday, Oct. 8th. Outdoor Art exhibit on the banks of the Green
River, behind Plum Gallery, Water Street, Williamstown. Sculpture with a river theme, and a backdrop of
fall foliage. A great spot to visit on your lunch break!
Friday, October 7th. 12 noon. “Hoo-What?! HooRWA!” A Summer with the Hoosic River Watershed Association. Erin Blanchard, our Williams summer intern, will recount her experiences working with
young and old this past summer, including her gathering of oral histories of the great Hoosic floods. At the
Log, Spring Street, Williamstown. Lunch optional for $3.00. To pre-register or get directions contact
Sandy Zepka at Williams College, Sandra.L.Zepka@williams.edu, or call HooRWA.
Saturday, October 15th, 10 AM to noon. Fall Paddle, Cheshire Lake. Bring your own canoe, kayak,
dory, coracle, etc., and join HooRWA staff for a pleasant autumn paddle. Look at fall foliage, honk back at
the geese, learn some Hoosic history and ecology, look for animal tracks in the mud. Bring life jackets, water, snacks, and smiles! Meet at parking area, Farnam’s Road causeway, off Rte. 8. Call or e -mail
HooRWA for more info.
ONGOING THROUGH THE FALL-A volunteer team meets regularly in Hoosick Falls, NY, to work toward developing a canoe launch and
greenway along the Hoosic River where it goes through the village. If you would like to be involved, contact Shelly Stiles at hoorwa@berkshire.net or 413-458-2742 for meeting times and locations.
Canoe Raffle. Board member Ernie LeClaire has generously given HooRWA his canoe. It is no ordinary
canoe. It is a 17-foot handmade cedar strip canoe, with an Old-Town style design, a wonderful piece of
craftsmanship. This canoe is an experienced swimmer, but would also be a great ornament in a home or
lodge. You have a chance to make it your own by buying a raffle ticket! Only 250 tickets will be sold,
and the drawing will be at Riverfest 2006. Tickets are $10, and can be obtained from the HooRWA office.

A Little Help from Our Friends
Williams College and Brainspiral Technologies recently
brought our office into the 21st
century (or at least the late ‘90s!)
with donated computers and a networked system. The boost in efficiency really helps!
Other gifts that would make a big

difference are below. Ever
wanted to be a detective? Perhaps
you can help us help the watershed by finding an item for us!
H ooRW A H oliday W ish List
• Laptop computer
• Waders for stream surveys.
• Trailer or roof rack for a raft.

•
•
•
•

Clippings from local papers
about the river or HooRWA
Digital camera(s)
Digital projector
Dissecting microscopes and /
or fiber-optic gooseneck
lamps for identifying stream
insects.
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FirstH oosic R iver
R ideR ocks!
8 jars peanut butter, 1 crate oranges
and bananas, 15 gallons sport drink,
4 first-aid kits, garbage bags,
mountains of breads, muffins, and
watermelons, 100 baked potatoes,
and 12+ gallons of chili.

That was the easy stuff. It was a

partial list of what volunteers assembled in the days before the inaugural
Williamstown Savings Bank Hoosic
River Ride on August 27. It didn’t
include making the signs and marking the roads. Or assembling over
100 packets of goodies for riders.
Nor the hours spent getting permits
or recruiting the riders from near and
far.

Yet it all paid off! The final tally

Massachusetts, with New York,
Vermont and Connecticut supplying
at least a dozen riders each. And
then there were the outliers from
Washington, D.C., Pennsylvania,
New Jersey and Canada.

Riders from everywhere
praised the event. One rider said

that although he’d lived most of his
life in the region, and covered many
of its roads, the route showed him
new and beautiful terrain that he’d
never seen. Others found the routes
challenging, but enjoyed the views
of the Hoosic’s valley along the
way. Many said that they’ll be back
next year, with friends, to enjoy the
wonderful home-made chilis and
hospitality of our volunteers.

HooRWA netted over $8,500 to

support our programs. We owe this
for the ride was 119 riders out of 140 splendid success to the tremendous
effort of the Hoosic River Ride
total registrants. Most were from
Committee, a wonderful
group of dedicated cyclists
who gave up road time every
month for this project. Many
thanks to: Kate Brill, Sarah
Brill, Bonnie and Don
Clark, Joshua Cooperman,
Joe Cruz, Jen MacLaughlin, Jack Miller, Paul
Rinehart, and Steve Rondeau. Board members
Stephanie Boyd, Heather
Linscott and Lisa Carey
Moore were also in the mix,
just to make sure the others
didn’t have too much fun!
The first wave passes through Buskirk.

Next year’s date is tentatively set
for August 26, 2006. If you’d like
to help out, call Lisa Carey Moore
at 413-458-2241.
Our success is also due to tremendous support of community businesses. In particular, we thank
Title sponsor:
Williamstown Savings Bank
Gold-level sponsor:
Barr & Barr Construction,
Silver-level sponsor:
Carbone Auto Group, Utica, NY.
and Bronze-level sponsors:
Arcadian Shop, Atlantis Equipment
Corporation, Coakley, Pierpan, Dolan &Collins, Dr. Andrew Budz,
Dr. George Klemm, Dr. Francine
LaJoie, Flynn & Dagnoli Funeral
Homes, Gallup & Casey Insurance,
Grinnell, Dubendorf & Smith,
Haddad Dealerships, Haynes &
Kane Fine Furniture, Jennifer M.
Hanlon, LMT, Kapiloff’s Glass,
Rhem-Brandt’s Kitchen Design,
Rikert’s Electric, Steep Acres Farm
B&B, The Mountain Goat, The
Spoke, The Taconic Restaurant, U.
W. Marx Construction, Williams
College, and Williamstown Physical Therapy.
In-kind support provided by: The
Advocate, Cliff Bar, Cytomax,
Dunkin Donuts, Helen’s Place,
Hobson’s Choice, Jiminy Peak,
Price Chopper, RoadID, Stonyfield
Yogurt, Stop & Shop, The Clark
Art Institute, The Taconic Restaurant, Wild Oats Market.
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FBI Reveals
Hoosic Secrets!

Mucking Around
With a Purpose!
Why collect benthic macroinvertebrates or BMIs (aka small bottom-dwelling creatures)? There are
the sound scientific reasons that we
detailed in “Bugs Don’t Lie About
Water Quality” in our Winter 2005
issue. But for several volunteers late
this summer there were more colloquial reasons: “A chance to muck
around in the river, with a purpose.”
“I’m always interested in learning
something new.” “I thought it was
going to be sunny and warm!” (this
spoken from the protection of a rain
jacket).
At two sites in Massachusetts, on Hudson Brook and North
Branch; four sites on the Little
Hoosic and one on the Walloomsac
in New York; and five sites on Bennington, Vermont rivers (Cold Spring
Brook, Roaring Branch, South
Stream, and the Walloomsac), volunteers left no stone unturned (as long
as it lay within an area one foot wide
in front of the sampling net) as they

Volunteer Vic Widman checking rocks at
Prosser Hollow on the Little Hoosic.

made their contribution to science
and indulged themselves too. The results were blackfly and stonefly, caddis fly and mayfly larvae; water pennies; and dozens of other organisms.
They’ll all be identified to
the family level later this season.
Again, it will be with the help of volunteers – perhaps like you, and certainly like those who walked our rivers this September.
Shelly Stiles, Program Director

THANK YOU
Robin Avery, Art Coleman,
Bob Davis, Tom Ennis,
Pete Ficalora, Bob Hill, Mark
Revet, Bill Shorter, and
Vic Widman.

How do you translate a bucket-obugs into a number that indicates water
quality? First, figure out what families
of benthic macroinvertebrates (BMIs)
you have. Then you can work out a
“family biotic index” (FBI), a number
that’s based partly on how many ind ividuals of each family you found, and
partly on how tolerant that family is to
pollution. Thus the FBI indicates in a
general way how clean the water is.
For example, here’s how the South
Branch and two of its tributaries (South
Brook and Bassett Brook) turned out in
2004: The trib samples had more mayfly, stonefly, and caddisfly families
than the Hoosic River samples. Since
these families are relatively intolerant
of pollution, this indicates that the
brooks had cleaner, cooler waters, with
more dissolved oxygen, than the river.
The FBIs for South Brook and Bassett Brook were 3.48 and 2.55 respectively and indicate “excellent” water
quality conditions. The river just downstream of South Brook (FBI = 3.79) is
in the “very good” range, the river just
downstream of Bassett Brook (4.75) is
in the “good” range, and the river south
of Adams (3.69) is just into the
“excellent” range.

Join HooRWA and help build a better Hoosic Watershed!
I want to be a part of HooRWA and work for a biologically healthy,
economically vibrant, and ecologically sustainable Hoosic River watershed.

Enclosed are my membership
dues for the calendar year 2005.

Name

___ Student $20
___ Family $35
___ Kingfisher $50
___ Great Blue Heron $100
___ River Steward $500
___ Other amount

Address
City, State, Zip
Telephone
___

E-mail

I’m interested in volunteering for HooRWA projects.

Please return to HooRWA, P.O. Box 667, Williamstown, MA, 01267

I enclose an additional _____
contribution.

Hoosic River Watershed Association
P.O. Box 667
Williamstown MA 01267

Nonprofit Org.
US Postage
PAID
Permit No. 62
Williamstown MA
01267
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Looking at the River Now—– and Then

2005: River explorers. Erin and friends.

Summer was a busy time for
HooRWA! Over ten weeks, I offered
programs and workshops in Adams,
North Adams, and Williamstown and
collaborated with river enthusiasts
throughout the tri-state watershed
area. I had the privilege to team up
with the Kids Upward Bound Academy, the Summer Reading and Rec-

reation Camp at the Williamstown
Elementary School, the Department
for Conservation and Recreation,
Overland Adventures, the Williamstown Rural Lands Foundation,
the Williamstown Youth Center,
and others.
Also, as part of an initiative
to compile Hoosic resources for students and educators, I worked to
create a record of the river from a
cultural-history perspective. Knowing the value of oral histories and
storytelling, I approached northern
Berkshire county seniors and invited them to share their accounts
of the great floods of 1927, 1938,
and 1949. What followed was an
incredible conversation with over a
dozen local citizens, and a final
product: Flood Memories, a compact disc set that chronicles first
hand experiences of the floods, and

Erin Elizabeth, summer intern 05

1928: Flood. spectators. Photo courtesy
B. Dilorenzo

samples local collective memory itself.
This project enhanced, challenged, and
enlivened my own understanding of
this watershed, its people, and its history. For a copy of Flood Memories,
contact Erin at 06eeb@williams.edu.
Erin will be giving a talk on her internship on October 7th— see Calendar.

