



Ohio State crew club needs to find a new home

Dam's removal will shrink part of river they use to practice 
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Ohio State crew members Lucas Seder, second from left, and Clinton Standish, right, practice on rowing machines. The most productive practice is on the water, but the club will lose the stretch of the Olentangy River it uses now when the river drains after a dam is removed.
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Removing the 5th Avenue dam on the Olentangy River will free the stream to flow naturally as soon as this year but will also drain the area where the Ohio State University crew club rows. 

That means the club needs to find another spot on the river. And that won't be easy, club leaders said.

Groups row on the Scioto River at Griggs Reservoir just northwest of the OSU campus, but the city has no room for another club, said Kevin Verhoff, the club's president.

And while experienced club members already row at O'Shaughnessy Reservoir, in Delaware County, most still row on the Olentangy next to campus, he said.

Forcing them to head north might cause many to leave the club, which depends on membership dues to stay afloat, Verhoff said. Most first-time rowers, for example, are freshmen who aren't permitted to have cars on campus, the club told the Army Corps of Engineers in a letter in October.

"The fear is that the club will cease to exist," Verhoff said.

Coach Hugh Dodd said attracting students is easier when the sport is close by. The current site is next to campus and within walking distance of dormitories. It's also free to launch a boat there.

Dodd said he's continuing to talk to the city to find a solution.

The 30-year-old, student-run club has an annual budget of $191,880. Only $2,500 comes from the university, said Verhoff, 20, of Wellington in Lorain County.

The rest comes from fundraising and dues -- about $1,500 per person per year, he said. Verhoff said the club now has about 90 members.

The pool behind the dam that is being removed is about 2,000 meters long and 50 meters wide. But the Olentangy will narrow and become too shallow for rowing once the dam is removed.

Varsity rowers need more than 2,000 meters, to better train and compete at the college level, according to the club.

When the club moved to Hoover Reservoir while the Lane Avenue bridge was under construction in 2002 and 2003, it lost many members, Verhoff said.

Columbus controls access to the river to the north, charging fees of $130 per shell and $460 per dock at O'Shaughnessy. The club would have to pay $1,960 a year in access fees.

Shells are now stored at the Drake Union. Building a shelter could cost up to $87,500.

The club signed a one-year lease this past summer to row at O'Shaughnessy, with an option to renew for five years, said Terri Leist, assistant Columbus Recreation and Parks director.

There's plenty of room at O'Shaughnessy for the club, but Leist said she knows leaders are concerned about logistics and cost if the club has to move everyone there.

City officials recently decided to remove the lowhead dam but have no specific timetable, although design work and property acquisition will begin this year.

The Corps of Engineers is willing to pay $1.18 million of the projected $1.82 million demolition cost. The city would pay the remaining $640,000, which is what the city owes in fines for sewer overflows into rivers. The city would have to pay those fines unless it uses the money for the demolition.

The Corps of Engineers recommended removing the dam to restore the stream's natural flow and help reduce pollution in the river.
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