Water bugs for measuring water quality

Why?
A stream is usually a home for many different types of animals. These include insects, crustaceans, molluscs and worms. They are commonly referred to as water bugs. Scientists have found that the number and variety of water bugs found in a stream can give an indication of the relative levels of water pollution.  In other words, by sampling the water bugs 

in your local stream, you can get an 

idea about the quality of the water.

How?
Water bugs live in many different

 parts of the stream. Some live on 

the water’s surface, some in the 

water itself, others on or in the 

bottom of the river or creek, in 

the surrounding vegetation, or 

amongst the rocks.  The idea is 

to sample as many of these 

different ‘microhabitats’ as possible.

Using your net, strain the water at different depths, including the water surface. Run your net over the surface of the bottom, through the plants growing on the water’s edge. Wash large rocks and stones into the net to remove attached animals. Stir the bottom to a depth of two centimetres for two minutes and run your net through the disturbed sediments. Closely examine rocks and plant for bugs and use your tweezers and brush to transfer them to a collecting container (white flat bottom tray). Examine the banks for yabbies and other life. Even look for their homes – yabby holes or caddisfly cases.

Sort the water bugs into their different types, temporarily storing them in separate compartments of the white ice cube tray. Use the guide to identify your finds and record the numbers and types.

When?
Across new South Wales sampling for water bugs is carried out twice per year in March and in October.  Data is entered on the bugsurvey website which allows for state wide comparisons. (www.bugsurvey.nsw.gov.au)

What does that mean?
The water bugs listed in this guide are split into four groups depending on how sensitive they are to pollution.  The groups are: very sensitive, sensitive, tolerant and very tolerant. Each bug also has a number next to it in brackets, indicating sensitivity.

When you have completed the collection and identification at your site, add the numbers together and you get to a Stream Pollution Index.  The higher the total number, the cleaner is your water. 

Using the index you can compare your sample site with other sites. You can also compare the same site at different times of the year or before and after some restoration work.

Keep in mind that the index is only a rough guide and its accuracy is very dependant on how well you do your sampling.  To make comparisons meaningful, it is important that you use the same sampling technique each time. It is important that you take the same number of samples and the same amount of care with each sample.







