



3 rivers could join list of Ohio's most scenic
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It took the Vermilion River millions of years to carve its steep cliffs of shale, sandstone and turtle rock. 

But it will take about two years and thousands of dollars to see whether this northern Ohio river officially can be called "scenic."

In an effort to promote and protect Ohio streams, government officials and conservationists are breathing new life into the state's scenic river program, which highlights streams that haven't lost their natural beauty and wildlife to pollution and development.

The state list, created in 1968, has 13 streams, including the Big Darby Creek.

In 2005, a 21-mile section of Conneaut Creek in Ashtabula County was added. Last year, the Mohican River in Ashland, Coshocton, Holmes and Knox counties made the list.

Now, the Vermilion, Ashtabula and Mad rivers are being studied for inclusion.

"It is incredibly pristine," Dan Martin, director of the Lorain County Metro Parks, said of the Vermilion.

The park owns 1,200 acres of forest land along 17 miles of the stream.

Bob Gable, the state's scenic-river program manager, said the "scenic" designation gives officials the power to deny state highway and construction projects that could damage the waterways and the habitats they support.

Gable and his staff -- four full-time and six-part time employees -- can only offer advice on city, county and private developments.

Ohio's program is on par with most of those in the 33 states that name and protect scenic rivers, said Andrew Fahlund, vice president for conservation for American Rivers, based in Washington, D.C.

Fahlund said staff and funding restrictions make the job more difficult.

"That's the real challenge we're facing now," he said.

Gable agreed and said that his department must "prioritize and address the most serious threats first."

However, that shouldn't stop the state from adding new streams, he added. "We would like to designate deserving rivers whenever we can."

Using federal grants, Natural Resources hired two people at an annual cost of $125,491 to study the Ashtabula and Vermilion rivers, both in northeastern Ohio. A part-time employee is studying the Mad River, which runs through Logan, Champaign, Clark, Greene and Montgomery counties.

These studies can take two to three years, and there are restrictions. For example, a scenic stream can have no dams or other alterations along 75 percent of its length and must have forested areas along at least 25 percent of its banks.

Streams also must meet Ohio Environmental Protection Agency standards for warm- and cold-water habitats.

The 27 1/2 -mile Ashtabula River, a 45-mile stretch of the Vermillion and a 20-mile section of the Mad River are considered high quality waters, said Jeff DeShon, an Ohio EPA ecological assessment manager.

Bob Jurick, director of the B-W Greenway Community Land Trust, said a designation for the Mad River will help his group win additional state and federal grants to help protect the stream.

The conservation group, based in Fairborn, has spent about $300,000 over the past six years to preserve more than 100 acres of wetlands and stream banks along the Mad River.

"It gives you more momentum to get more land protected," Jurick said.

Mike Wayman, chairman of the Ashtabula Township Park Commission, said scenic status for the Ashtabula River will complement recent work done to improve parklands along the stream.

Martin said designating the Vermilion River as a scenic waterway would attract more visitors and trout fishermen.

"I don't think people here recognize how significant the Vermilion is environmentally," he said. "It's a fabulous natural resource in your backyard."

And if the state has trouble overseeing streams?

"We're the stewards of our property," Martin said. "We won't need them on a day-to-day basis."
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A scenic stream can have no dams or other alterations along 75 percent of its length and must have forested areas along at least 25 percent of its banks.
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The Ohio Department of Natural Resources lists 13 streams in its
scenic-river program. It might add three more streams over the next

two years. Their locations and the years each Conneaut Creek
was added to the program: 2005
== State scenic river Ashtabula River
——— Proposed state scenic river
Chagrin River
1979

—
ﬁ— Vermilion River
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