
Water reclamation facilities
Wastewater in the Truckee Meadows (from indoor 
plumbing) is treated at wastewater treatment plants, also 
known as water reclamation facilities.

The Truckee Meadows Water Reclamation Facility 
(TMWRF), located in east Sparks, treats 30 million gallons 
of water each day, and its effluent (treated water) is both 
used in the purple pipe irrigation system by parks and golf 
courses, and is discharged to Steamboat Creek and the 
Truckee River. TMWRF is owned by the City of Reno and the 
City of Sparks. 

The South Truckee Meadows Water Reclamation Facility 
(STMWRF), is owned by Washoe County and treats 2.65 
mllion gallons of water each day. 100% of this treated 
effluent is used for irrigation, and in low water use times, is 
stored in the Huffaker Hills effluent storage reservoir.

Each of these facilities treats wastewater and reuses it 
through non-potable irrigation reuse. Parks and other 
facilities are watered with it annually, sending millions of 
gallons of water back into the ground as reuse, to recharge 
our aquifers and supplement wetlands. This allows water to 
seep slowly back into the river after moving through the soil, 
mimicking a natural wetland discharge, with slow infiltration.

Storm water
Storm water in our community consists of all outdoor 
water running off the surface of land, through gutters and 
a pipe system separate than the indoor sewer. Different 
from some other cities, this storm water runs directly to 
the Truckee River, without ever being treated. Storm water 
picks up anything in its way, carrying auto drips, pet waste, 
fertilizer, or any dirt on roadways, carrying it all into the 
nearest storm drain system or creek, and downhill into the 
river. Even Spanish Springs is connected to the Truckee 
River, by way of the North Truckee Drain!

Storm water quality is managed by agencies who are 
partners in the Truckee Meadows Storm Water Coordinating 
Committee: The Cities of Reno and Sparks, and Washoe 
County. This committee manages the storm water in our 
area, under a permit written by the Nevada Division of 
Environmental Protection. This permit has requirements the 
committee agencies must fulfill for storm water pollution 
prevention. To learn more, visit www.tmstormwater.com  

Drinking water treatment 
facilities

Drinking water in the Truckee Meadows region is 
provided by the Truckee Meadows Water Authority 
(TMWA) and Washoe County. Most (approx. 80%) of our 
drinking water is drawn from the Truckee River, and the 
rest is pumped from ground water wells. This is another 
great reason to keep pollutants out of the river, our 
high quality drinking water source. To learn more about 
your drinking water, please visit www.tmwa.com or  
www.washoecounty.us/water

Agricultural water
The Truckee Meadows was at one time, a very agriculturally 
rich area that needed irrigation waters. Before our community 
grew and the south Truckee Meadows was developed, the 
whole region consisted of braided, meandering streams and 
wetlands full of wildlife. In order to manage the water needs 
of farming families, agricultural ditches were constructed 
to carry Truckee River water across the hills and south to 
the farms. There are still ditches throughout our region 
today: Steamboat Ditch, the Last Chance Ditch, Lake Ditch, 
Highland Ditch, and the Orr Ditch.Y ou might confuse them 
for creeks, but they are manmade structures that run along 
the mountain, not down it like creeks do. These ditches do 
not run year-around, but only during the irrigation season, 
and the winter storm season. These ditches carry storm 
water that runs off the land when it rains or snows, so they 
run full sometimes in the winter also. Flows from these 
ditches end up in natural creeks, which carry their water 
downstream into the Truckee River. 

Why are wetlands so valuable?
Wetlands can be made up of standing water, or flowing water. 
Wherever you are, wetlands benefit watersheds greatly by 
filtering out pollutants. Wetlands also provide storage areas 
for storm water during rain and snow melt events, acting 
like sponges and releasing flood waters slowly after the river 
water recedes, acting as flood control. Wetlands also serve 
to hold water through the wet season, allowing flows to soak 
slowly back into the river later in the year from the ground 
water sources, when the snow has melted and the Truckee 
River is running low. This provides flows to keep water cool 
and oxygen-rich for fish to live, and gives all of us in the 
Truckee Meadows more water for summertime drinking, 
irrigation, boating, and other uses.

Why is restoration of the 
Truckee River important?

A healthy river that helps maintain itself will save money, offer 
more recreation in and around these open spaces, better 
our quality of life, and provide more stability to the whole 
ecosystem.   Agencies like the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 
as well as local and state agencies, now understand that the 
river is a dynamic system.  

This dynamism means that the river behaves like a river: it 
flows, meanders, jumps over the banks, forms gravel islands, 
and floods. Plants growing along the river not only look pretty 
and provide habitat for fish, bugs, birds, and mammals, but 
they help hold the banks together in large flows, and take up 
nutrients (like those in fertilizers) from the water, providing 
some cleansing to our river.

When the river was historically straightened, the dynamic 
water still wanted to take its twisty, torturous route. As a 
result, the water carved out the new banks and caused 
erosion. When the upstream cities developed, they sent more 
runoff water downstream immediately after storms. The river 
began to receive large pulses of high-energy water. This 
water “carved” out the bottom of the river, or “incised” it, 
causing more erosion to happen.

With all of the erosion that has happened in our river, the 
water levels dropped too low, and plants growing on the 
banks could no longer keep their roots in the water in the 
lower reaches. Much of the riparian vegetation and the 
riparian forest went away. The natural ability of the river to 
maintain itself went away, too.

Downstream at the river’s end is Pyramid Lake, which receives 
our water, and all sediment and runoff, too. This is of concern 
to the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe and others interested in 
protecting threatened and endangered fish and other species, 
which rely upon clean river water and spawning gravels free 
of silt and sediment.

What is being done to restore 
the Truckee River? 

Restoration is the process of re-creating the natural 
processes that a healthy river needs in order to function. 
Simple, yet large-scale, projects can help us to restore the 
river’s benefits. The City of Reno and City of Sparks, The 
Nature Conservancy, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Truckee 
River Flood Project, State of Nevada and other partners 
embarked upon a long-term restoration project for the Lower 
Truckee River. A Desert Terminus Lakes grant was provided 
by the Bureau of Reclamation contributing to these projects 
on the lower Truckee River. 

The McCarran Ranch project was the first restoration effort 
completed on the lower Truckee River. This successfully 
restored site boasts cottonwood and willow in its riparian 
forest, and is now open to the public with trails and access 
points to the river. The next projects include Lockwood, 
the 102 Ranch, Below Derby Dam, Mustang Ranch, and 
Tracy. For these Truckee River projects, this means a team 
of specialists and heavy equipment moving dirt and rock at 
each of these sites, in order to:
• Build new meanders to give the river a natural shape 

and reconnect it to the floodplain, allowing it to move 
sideways as water does, without causing erosion. This 
connection to the floodplain allows riparian plants to 
grow roots into the river, which keeps the banks in place 
and provides shade for the water, keeping it cooler. 
Riparian (streamside) trees also provide leaf and other 
organic matter for macroinvertebrates (fish food) and 
other wildlife to feed on through the year.

• Create instream riffles to provide habitat for native fish 
and oxygenate the water.

• Excavate wetlands along the river and create riparian 
forest habitat for birds, frogs, and other wildlife, replacing 
invasive weeds with thriving native plants. 

The restoration work is not just good for the plants and 
animals that rely on the Truckee. It provides amazing 
benefits to people who rely on the river as well, as it:
• Provides water quality improvement as wetlands and 

native plants filter nutrients from the water.
• Allows for flood capacity (holding more water) and 

attenuation (letting it release slowly) as floodwaters 
spread out during high flows without doing damage.

• Opens access for outdoor enjoyment of our river, including 
hiking, fishing, boating, birdwatching, picnicking, and 
field studies.”

About the 
Truckee River watershed

The Truckee River Watershed is a vast expanse of land, 
draining more than 10 million acres into the Truckee River, 
which is 110 miles long!  All of the land that carries water 
downhill into streams which feed into the Truckee, or into the 
river itself, makes up the watershed.  On our map, we focus 
on our urban Truckee Meadows area, in Reno and Sparks and 
Washoe County, but the lands upstream to Lake Tahoe and 
downstream to Pyramid Lake, are all part of our watershed 
too. All of our communities rely upon the Truckee for drinking 
water, irrigation, habitat and survival of our world class fishery, 
economic benefits, and the center of our communities. As 
such, we must protect our water, every day.

Rivers and streams are constantly changing. They move 
across valleys, eroding banks and carrying sediment for miles 
before dropping it downstream.  Going back through the mid 
1900’s, the health of the river ecosystem was not understood, 
and was not considered a priority in management practices. 
Relatively modern science has shown that old practices of 
straightening the river’s meanders and vegetation removal 
were very damaging to the ecosystem.

Historically, the major concern surrounding our local streams 
and river water was flooding. Because all of our outdoor 
water (rain, snowmelt, and over-watering runoff) runs down 
into the creeks and river, the common belief among engineers 
was that we needed to get it out of our community as quickly 
as possible. Water was seen as a liability. It could flood 
homes and cause damage to streets and other infrastructure, 
the community feared. As a result, the Truckee River was 
historically straightened and channelized, to the detriment 
of natural processes, habitat, and water quality. The curves 
were taken out of it, and it was put into a straight line to move 
water through before flooding occurred.

What can you do to protect the 
Truckee River from your home?

1. Clean up your gutters! Keep leaves and fruit, dirt and 
lawn clippings, out of the storm drains and river.

2. Keep pet waste contained! Clean up after Fido or kitty to 
protect our drinking water. 

3. Cover your garbage! Rain and snow can get into your 
garbage can and when it drains out, carries nasty 
chemicals with it into the river. 

4. Reduce runoff from your lawn! Pull back grass from 
nearest the sidewalk and plant low water use gardens 
around the edges. Drip irrigation looks beautiful with just 
liters per hour, instead of using gallons per minute. Save 
money and prevent runoff of lawn chemicals too!

5. Remind your friends and family that our yards and 
driveways are the beginning of the river’s flow. Keep 
irrigation water out, and only rain in the storm drain!

6. If you’d like seasonal reminders and tips for river 
protection and news, please email stormwater@reno.gov 
or call 334-2350 to add your name to our email list.

Who do you call if you see someone dumping oil or another 
pollutant into the river or a storm drain inlet? Reno Direct’s 
emergency line is 334-INFO or 334-4636. Reno has the 
ability to dispatch calls to other agencies as well, during 
or after hours. 

What if you want to try out some storm water treatment 
using landscape, while saving money on your water bill? 

Go to www.tmwalandscapeguide.com
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Plants: Riparian

Plants: Upland

Animals

Desert Peach

Great Basin Wild Rye

Bear 

Bald Eagle

Red Tail Hawk

Mountain Lion

Coyote

Trout

Pelican

Racoon

Great Basin Sagebrush Bitterbrush

Pinyon Pine

Chokecherry

Arrow Leaf Balsam 
Root

Aspen

Lupine

Indian Paintbrush

Cattail

Juniper

Rabbit Brush

Willow Cottonwood

What is a riparian zone?
Many of the benefits we receive from streams are intangible. 
Peace of mind, joy, water purification, flood protection, 
increased property value, and accessible recreational lands 
are all such benefits. A healthy stream zone sustains native 
plants and animals with clean waters, and cooling shade 
provided by streamside (riparian) trees and shrubs, with 
erosion protection offered by their roots. “Riparian” is a term 
used to describe the land around a stream, where plants 
growing have the ability to grow roots into the stream’s flow. 
Riparian zones are beneficial in that they take up pollutants 
from land and water, cleansing storm water and runoff before 
it enters the river. Plants growing in the riparian zone benefit 
wildlife in the urban area with nesting materials and protected 
nesting habitat, while their roots provide instream habitat for 
fishes, bugs, and amphibians along the edge of this zone. 

Riparian areas are often the “oases” in our city centers, 
providing shade and a cool refuge from hot sun and reflective 
pavement. Nature can be messy, but it supports an abundance 
of life. When stream zones are healthy, they provide a diversity 
of habitat: channels that meander, flow apart and come back 
together, all forms of plants, and an abundance of pools, 
rocks, riffley areas, and even undercut banks.

In the Truckee Meadows area, plants growing along streams 
are very important for many reasons. Riparian plants grow 
roots into the banks of streams, holding the dirt in place and 
providing erosion control. These water-loving plants also 
provide shade to streams, keeping water cool for fish. Where 
the riparian zone meets dry, upland areas, there are some 
mixed pine and fir interpersed at the edge of the ecotone. 
Wildflowers grow abundantly in areas of springs and low-
lying spots in the landscape (in Spring, look for Vernal pools in 
meadows with their concentric rings of color!).

Upland plants growing on hillsides provide habitat for wildlife, 
and help to stabilize slopes to prevent erosion. Most native 
plants are valuable to historic uses by Native Americans, even 
if just providing habitat for our native animal species.

If you see dumping or a discharge to the 
storm drain, creek or 

Truckee River, please call:

City of Reno
(775) 334-4636

City of Sparks
(775) 691-9227

Washoe County
(775) 328-2436

Nevada Division of Environmental Protection (NDEP)
(888) 331-6337

City of Reno

City of Sparks

Washoe County

Nevada Division of 
Environmental Protection

Western Regional Water Commission
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