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Abstract. Stream flow is a controlling element in the ecology of rivers and streams.
Knowledge of the natural flow regime facilitates the assessment of whether specific hydrologic
attributes have been altered by humans in a particular stream and the establishment of specific
goals for stream-flow restoration. Because most streams are ungaged or have been altered by
human influences, characterizing the natural flow regime is often only possible by estimating
flow characteristics based on nearby stream gages of reference quality, i.e., gaged locations
that are least disturbed by human influences. The ability to evaluate natural stream flow, that
which is not altered by human activities, would be enhanced by the existence of a nationally
consistent and up-to-date database of gages in relatively undisturbed watersheds.

As part of a national effort to characterize stream-flow effects on ecological condition, data
for 6785 U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) stream gages and their upstream watersheds were
compiled. The sites comprise all USGS stream gages in the conterminous United States with at
least 20 years of complete-year flow record from 1950–2007, and for which watershed
boundaries could reliably be delineated (median size ¼ 578 km2). Several hundred watershed
and site characteristics were calculated or compiled from national data sources, including
environmental features (e.g., climate, geology, soils, topography) and anthropogenic
influences (e.g., land use, roads, presence of dams, or canals).

In addition, watersheds were assessed for their reference quality within nine broad regions
for use in studies intended to characterize stream flows under conditions minimally influenced
by human activities. Three primary criteria were used to assess reference quality: (1) a
quantitative index of anthropogenic modification within the watershed based on GIS-derived
variables, (2) visual inspection of every stream gage and drainage basin from recent high-
resolution imagery and topographic maps, and (3) information about man-made influences
from USGS Annual Water Data Reports. From the set of 6785 sites, we identified 1512 as
reference-quality stream gages. All data derived for these watersheds as well as the reference
condition evaluation are provided as an online data set termed GAGES (geospatial attributes
of gages for evaluating stream flow).
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The complete data sets corresponding to abstracts published in the Data Papers section of the journal are published
electronically in Ecological Archives at hhttp://esapubs.org/archivei. (The accession number for each Data Paper is given
directly beneath the title.)
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