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River Rally Interview

SPAWNERS is very fortunate to have had Helen Fitanides 
as our part-time paid coordinator for the past three years. 
She manages our programs and communications, and also 
works for The WatershedProject, coordinating county-wide 
water quality monitoring and trash assessments. Recently she 
attended River Rally, and SPAWNERS Steering Committee 
member Martha Berthelsen interviewed her about the 
experience.

What is River Rally?
It’s a national 3 -day conference, held annually, on Watershed 
Stewardship, for representatives of non-profit organizations, 
government agencies, and academic institutions.
This year, it was held in Squaw Valley, and I attended (thanks 
to funding from River Network and Rose Foundation) along 
with several other staff from The Watershed Project.

What are some of the different issues that various watershed 
groups tackle?
I learned about salt pollution, which is common across 
the eastern part of the country from the salt used to de-ice 
roads in winter. It’s not a problem for us, but we can still use 
similar techniques to address our issues. Many watershed 
groups enlist the power of Citizen Scientists to help track 
the pollution. Volunteers receive kits to test salinity in many 
locations, then they upload their data with photos to an on-
line app.
Here in California we have our own problem — “first flush”. 
This is when the first rains of fall wash all the trash and 
chemical pollutants that have accumulated for 6 months or 
so, into our creeks and bay. 

What did you learn that you might be able to apply to working 
with SPAWNERS?
The workshops and presentations on recruiting and retaining 
volunteers were very useful. I also attended sessions on 
information sharing. We discussed how to turn water quality 
numbers into a story that will be meaningful to a variety of 
audiences, and help people understand why this data matters. 
I also met some of the people who helped develop the 
“Water Reporter” app, and brought home a free trial. I’ve 
been enjoying exploring the features of the app, and figuring 
out how best to use it for our needs. Keep an eye on our 
e-newsletter to learn more about the app and take a look at the 
water quality data we’ve been collecting for the last 9 years.

                         by Martha Berthelsen



River Rally, continued
How is SPAWNERS similar or different from other non-
profit groups at the conference?
We are a small group compared to most, but many of 
the issues we deal with are the same -- trash, pollution 
and water quality in our creeks. The Bronx River 
Alliance, for example, has about 15 staff plus interns. 
They’ve developed a robust public/private partnership, 
and act as the non-profit arm of a local park district. 
We actually have a connection with them; their 
Director of Environmental Stewardship is Michelle 
Luebke, who used to work in the Contra Costa 
County creek monitoring program. 

What did you enjoy the most about the conference? 
The informal networking—being able to sit down at 
lunch or breaks with people I would ordinarily not 
talk to. I learned about new organizations, topics and 
expanded my understanding of the watershed stew-
ardship world.

What was the most surprising thing you learned?
The Bronx River alliance reported on a trash study - 
they installed a trash dam to capture floating debris at 
the bottom of their watershed. Initially they thought 
that most of the trash was coming from the lower wa-
tershed, which is mostly lower income communities. 
But when they installed a similar dam in the upper 
watershed, they found that significantly more trash 
was coming from the wealthy communities in the 
upper watershed.

Would you recommend River Rally to other creek groups?
Yes, I would definitely recommend River Rally to oth-
ers working in this field! The River Network provides 
a few scholarships every year which help pay for the 
cost of conference registration. It’s a great opportunity 
to see our work in the context of the larger picture 
and make connections.

To learn more about our creek monitoring program:
http://www.spawners.org/programs/water-quali-
ty-measurements/

Funding for SPAWNERS activities is provided by the Rose Foundation, the Northern California Grassroots Fund, Contra Costa County, and generous donations from our 
members and volunteers. Thank you!

            
     Volunteer Work Parties
www.spawners.org/programs/volunteer-work-parties

Sat. August 18 
*No September workday - catch us at the Stroll!*
Sat. October 20
From 9:30am-noon
Wilkie Creek Restoration Site
Next to 4805 Santa Rita Road in Richmond

Join us at our Wilkie Creek restoration site, where 
we have been building a native plant ecosystem since 
2010. This spring we’ll focus on maintaining our 
native plantings and removing invasives. People with 
all levels of experience are welcome. Please wear sturdy 
shoes, comfortable work clothes, and bring a water 
bottle. SPAWNERS will provide tools, gloves, and 
snacks. 

Helpful numbers
Broken hydrant or street flooding: 1-866-40-EBMUD
Debris dumped in the creek: 1-800-No-Dumping

http://www.spawners.org/programs/water-quality-measurements/
http://www.spawners.org/programs/water-quality-measurements/
http://www.spawners.org/programs/volunteer-work-parties 


    Photos from Summer 2018 Nature Walks

Lech Naumovich at Point San Pablo Harbor 
(photo by Theo Fitanides)

Lech holds a flowering stalk of native California 
oniongrass (photo by Theo Fitanides)

Glen Schneider at Skyline Gardens 
(photo by Alina Constantinescu)

The view from Skyline Gardens 
(photo by Bill Helsel)


