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Save the Date: 

 Teacher Development Workshop 

 Pittsburgh Botanic Garden 

 Monday, March 7, 2016 

 We hope to see you there! 
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Making a Difference in Our Watershed 
By Sabine Gross, Quaker Valley High School Student 

 In the spring of 2007, the Allegheny County 

Health Department staff discovered amphibian species 

trapped inside the municipal sewage plant on Grouse 

Lane in Bell Acres, PA. Many of these animals died 

once they had fallen into the sewage tanks as a result 

of the steep walls. The Health Department staff then 

contacted Fern Hollow Nature Center staff, who     

discovered that a vernal pond used to exist in that 

spot. This pond was the habitat of many native      

species before it was destroyed, while the sewage 

plant was making upgrades to the site. The plant 

workers were unaware of the animals using the ponds 

when they filled it.  Unfortunately, the loss of this 

habitat was particularly devastating to a number of 

amphibian species, including the Jefferson salaman-

der, a species that always returns to its original birth- 

place to breed. When the salamanders and other spe-

cies returned to the pond, they could not find it, as it 

had been destroyed. So, they wandered around the 

site searching for a water source and eventually fell 

into the sewage tanks to their death.  

As a temporary solution, Little Sewickley Creek 

Watershed Association (LSCWA) and Fern Hollow     

Nature Center volunteers built a temporary barricade 

around the tanks and then installed two 300 gallon 

cattle tanks to act as a temporary breeding ground so 
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the populations of these species would not completely 

crash. During this time, the Quaker Valley Creekers* 

monitored water quality and the struggling amphibian 

populations. Afterward, the LSCWA provided funding 

to put up a permanent wooden fence to prevent more 

amphibians from dying. Then, in 2015, the Allegheny 

County Conservation District provided $10,000 for the 

LSCWA to contract with Tom Biebighauser, a wetland 

restoration expert, to design and oversee construction 

of two new wetlands – one perennial and one ephem-

eral. In order to construct these wetlands, a “fish-

safe” liner, two layers of geo-textile padding, and a 

layer of clean soil were placed into the base of two 

excavations to catch rain water and fill the ponds. 

Large woody debris and tree branches were placed 

into the ponds to create amphibian egg-laying sites 

and cover habitat, and six wooden arrays with pit 

traps were placed around the wetlands so population 

monitoring could continue. The Western Pennsylvania   

Conservancy and the Bell Acres Borough are working to 

create a conservation easement amendment to      

protect the wetland site from future development. 

The site will serve as an experimental research area 

and outdoor classroom for the Robert Morris University 

Biology Department and Fern Hollow Nature Center in 

the future.  We, the QV Creekers will be very excited 

to see the amphibians utilize their new wetlands for 

breeding this spring. We were happy to be part of this 

awesome project and make a real difference in our 

watershed! 

* Who are the QV Creekers? The QV Creekers serve as 

stewards to the Little Sewickley Creek watershed in 

Sewickley, PA.  Participants are part of a yearlong  

afterschool internship focusing on the monitoring and 

improvement of our watershed.  We are made up of 

approximately 20 students from Quaker Valley High 

School.  The program is sponsored by the Little 

Sewickley Creek Watershed Association, and we are in 

our seventh year of the program. Interns work along-

side environmental professionals from Fern Hollow  

Nature Center and Creek Connections to biologically 

and chemically monitor the health of the Little 

Sewickley Creek.  QV Creekers also collaborate with 

local community groups to do specialty projects that 

further protect and benefit the watershed. QV    

Creekers are actively involved in projects like dam  

removals, native herpetology surveys, wetland       

construction, creek trash clean-ups, fish-diversity   

inventories, and trout-stocking events.  The QV Creek-

ers are happy to be part of the Creek Connections  

program, and we love sharing our work with other  

students who attend the annual research symposium! 

Above: Finished constructed ponds. 
Above: QV Creeker placing a frog into the new habitat.  It had been 

living in a temporary pool/plastic tub. 



 

 

Testing Tip  
By Johanna Stanley, Allegheny College Student 

 

 As scientists, we test the conditions of the water year-round. This can get harder in the winter 

months as ice starts to cover the streams. Make sure that you stay safe when collecting water, as it’s 

much more dangerous to fall into frozen bodies of water. Once you’ve safely retrieved the sample, it 

may seem tempting to run back to the warm classroom for testing, but don’t forget to take        

temperature readings as soon as possible to ensure accuracy. Remember to start the dissolved      

oxygen test right away, because oxygen evaporates out of the water as the temperature rises. Happy 

testing! 

Feature Creature  
By Melissa McCann, Allegheny College Student 

 I am a microscopic animal found in lakes, ponds and tiny puddles all over the world. I am known 

as a tardigrade or “slow walker” and my name comes from the bear-like way I walk. As an adult, I 

can be a maximum of 1.5 millimeters long. I have eight legs with four to eight tiny claws on each. My 

body is segmented like a caterpillar, and I molt as I grow. This means I shed my exoskeleton. I find 

my way around using sensory 

hairs all over my body. I also 

can go into a state of cryp-

tobiosis, or hibernation, 

where I almost cease to live 

while waiting for water to 

return to my home. I can 

survive 10 years without wa-

ter, and many of us do this 

regularly. Can you guess 

what creature I am? 

Picture from: 

fineartamerica.com 

http://r.search.yahoo.com/_ylt=AwrB8pTy5RNWSxcAjN.QnIlQ;_ylu=X3oDMTBxNG1oMmE2BHNlYwNmcC1hdHRyaWIEc2xrA3J1cmwEaXQD/RV=2/RE=1444173426/RO=11/RU=http%3a%2f%2ffineartamerica.com%2ffeatured%2f12-water-bear-eye-of-science-and-science-source.html/RK=0/RS=XbYgM8g5WaJ
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Feature Creature Answer from page 3: 

Water Bear (Tardigrada). Information gathered from:  

www.realmonstrosities.com/2010/10/water-bear.html 

Above: Franklin Regional High School students lead local third graders in 

Creek Connections activities. 


