
nternet access to data representing the vital signs of key 
watersheds could be among the eventual benefits from an 
ARS program that’s now being expanded.

A Web-based data system developed by a team of ARS 
researchers, data managers, and information-technology 

staff, the program compiles, documents, and organizes informa-
tion on climate, water, and soil as well as on management and 
economic practices.

Called “STEWARDS”—for Sustaining the Earth’s Wa-
tersheds: Agricultural Research Data System—the system is 
being set up as part of the wide-ranging Conservation Effects 
Assessment Project (CEAP). That’s a Farm Bill-driven initiative 
focused on measuring the environmental effects and benefits 
of USDA conservation programs. (See “Conservation: Are We 
Getting Our Money’s Worth?” Agricultural Research, December 
2005, pp. 4-8.)

Soil scientist Jean Steiner and hydrologist Jin-Song Chen at 
ARS’s Grazinglands Research Laboratory in El Reno, Oklahoma, 
spearheaded the STEWARDS program in collaboration with soil 
scientist John Sadler of ARS’s Cropping Systems and Water 
Quality Research Unit in Columbia, Missouri.

“STEWARDS can be an asset not only to researchers involved 
with CEAP, but also to other scientists, resource manag-
ers, students, and eventually the general public,” says 
Steiner. “It’ll support natural-resource decisionmaking 
by offering publicly funded hydrological research data 
that can be used to assess conservation practices and 
other watershed analyses.”

STEWARDS will integrate information from 14 
areas, nationwide, that are part of ARS’s Watershed 
Assessment Study. “This is a big change in how ARS 
handles watershed research data,” says Steiner.

USDA and ARS have conducted watershed research 
since early in the 20th century. But the data has been 
used to address region-specific research needs and 
disseminated independently at each research loca-
tion. “This has greatly reduced its accessibility and 
usefulness for policy-relevant, multisite analyses,” 
says Steiner.

STEWARDS will bring together data from all these 
watershed studies, boosting the efficiency of researchers working 
within and across locations with diverse collaborators.

Chen says a prototype of STEWARDS, accessible only to El 
Reno researchers, has been in use for almost a year at the Fort 
Cobb Reservoir and Little Washita River, two ARS experimental 
watersheds in Oklahoma. Both locations exhibit problems that 
CEAP and STEWARDS are designed to monitor.

“Degradation of municipal water supplies, recreational oppor-
tunities, and fish and wildlife habitat are environmental concerns 
throughout the upper Washita River Basin that may affect local 
economies and communities,” says Steiner. “And the Fort Cobb 
tributary has high amounts of suspended sediments, elevated lev-
els of phosphorus and nitrogen, low levels of dissolved oxygen, 
and nuisance algae.”

STEWARDS—for Access to Vital Watershed Data

Cobb Creek and its tributaries fl ow through an agricultural land-
scape into the Fort Cobb Reservoir.  Land-management, hydrologic, 
and climate data from the Fort Cobb Reservoir Experimental 
Watershed are being uploaded into the Web-based data system 
developed by ARS called “STEWARDS.”  

After further development, STEWARDS will be implemented 
at other ARS-researched watersheds, first in Iowa and Missouri. 
Access will initially be offered to researchers involved with 
CEAP and then extended via a public website.

It’s hoped that STEWARDS will eventually include data from 
projects sponsored by other USDA agencies that are contributing 
to CEAP. This would increase to more than 30 the total water-
sheds involved in the database.—By Luis Pons, ARS.

This research is part of Water Resource Management, an ARS 
National Program (#201) described on the World Wide Web at 
www.nps.ars.usda.gov.

Jean L. Steiner is at the USDA-ARS Grazinglands Research 
Laboratory, 7207 W. Cheyenne St., El Reno, OK 73036; phone 
(405) 262-5291, fax (405) 262-0133, e-mail jean.steiner@ars.
usda.gov. ✸
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Travis Howell, cooperator with Missouri Corn Growers, surveys 
a section of Long Branch Creek in Missouri. The creek receives 
fl ow from Goodwater Creek Watershed and fl ows into Mark Twain 
Reservoir. Data from this site, the Goodwater Creek stations, and 11 
other sites around the reservoir will be uploaded into STEWARDS.
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