


Cleanup of Ohio streams lagging

Scioto, other rivers improve, but creeks to keep state from 2010 goal of 80% OK 
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State officials have two years to go, but they say they won't meet an ambitious cleanup goal for Ohio's rivers and creeks. 

The Ohio Environmental Protection Agency had hoped to reduce water pollution across the state so that 80 percent of streams would be considered healthy for fish and other aquatic wildlife by 2010.

A new agency report, however, shows that 55 percent of 3,000 named streams in the state meet the standard.

Only the state's 23 largest streams, including the Scioto River in central Ohio, are close to meeting the EPA's goal, which was set in 1999. Seventy-nine percent of those large streams meet the standard, according to the report.

"The big streams are clearer than they've ever been," said George Elmaraghy, chief of the Ohio EPA's surface-water program. But "if you compare (smaller streams) to the larger streams, we have a long way to go."

Streams' biggest problems are pollution that runs off farms, and erosion caused by new homes and construction sites, the report states. Raw sewage that overflows sewers from Ohio's cities and towns in rainstorms is another.

Elmaraghy said voluntary programs that encourage the use of less fertilizer, plus stronger erosion-fighting measures and mandatory upgrades of sewer-treatment plants, have generally improved streams.

The state measures the health of a stream by how many species of fish, mussels and insects live in it. The state uses that measure to guide efforts to reduce pollution and other threats to that wildlife.

The percentage of all streams that meet the EPA's standard has increased slowly. It was 47 percent in 2002.

Officials and conservationists said bigger streams improve faster because they have more water to dilute pollutants and sediment.

Pollution reduction at sewage-treatment plants helped clean the Scioto so that 90 percent of the stream meets the state's standard. In 1980, only 11 percent of the stream did.

Problems remain for the smaller streams that drain into the 230-mile-long Scioto.

"Small streams and headwaters have to absorb the pollution first," said Anthony Sasson, freshwater conservation coordinator for the Ohio Nature Conservancy.

A 2006 Ohio EPA study of the Olentangy River found that dirt and chemicals that storms wash off southern Delaware County construction sites, new lawns and pavement threaten a scenic section of the river.

The agency is working on a plan that could require developers to build farther from the Olentangy and its tributaries to help protect them. That plan has not been completed, said Linda Oros, an agency spokeswoman.

Members of the advocacy group Friends of the Lower Olentangy Watershed say they hope restricting development near the streams will help blunt or remove that pollution. "Those types of setbacks are very valuable tools for protecting water quality," said Heather Dean, the group's watershed coordinator.

Elmaraghy said the EPA will reassess its goals and set new ones in 2010.
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