



Benefits to water quality, boater safety 

Corps advises removing Olentangy dam
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The Olentangy's six low-head dams, such as this one near Ackerman Road, are dangerous for swimmers and boaters. Boulders below the dam help break up deadly turbulence.
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The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers wants to remove the low-head dam near 5th Avenue on the Olentangy River, which would give boaters an unimpeded route from the University District to Downtown. 

The Corps is recommending removing the dam to improve water quality. Low-head dams cause sediment to build up and can reduce the oxygen level in the water.

Removing the dam would open the river to boaters from Dodridge Street to Downtown. The corps will discuss its recommendation from 5 to 7 p.m. Thursday at the Goodale Park shelter house.

Five other low-head dams on the Olentangy aren't coming out any time soon because they cover sanitary sewer lines, which a 2005 study deemed too expensive to move.

The 5th Avenue dam was built decades ago to provide water for an Ohio State University power plant, corps planner Jeff Zylland said.

The decision to remove the dam is up to Columbus city officials. The city would share the $1.8 million cost of removing the dam with the federal government.

"I have spoken to some people who would like to kayak Downtown from the neighborhoods along the Olentangy," Zylland said.

Andy Graham would love to. Too few people use the river Downtown, one of the city's few remarkable natural features, he said.

"It's a shame, it really is," said Graham, who owns Outdoor Source, which sells outdoor gear in Upper Arlington. "It has great potential."

Rick Tilton, Columbus' assistant utilities director, said the benefits of removing the dams on the Olentangy are outweighed by the cost. The city has other expensive projects, such as meeting the federal mandate to separate combined sanitary and storm-water sewers.

The Friends of Alum Creek & Tributaries plans to remove two low-head dams along Alum Creek by early next year to improve water quality and for safety.

Three other low-head dams dot the Scioto River: one just north of Downtown before the confluence with the Olentangy and two south of Downtown. People use the Scioto above Griggs Dam for waterskiing and kayaking, and high-school crews row there. 

But the dams prevent boaters from having an unimpeded route on the Scioto to Downtown. There's no plan to remove those dams; one covers a sewer line and another helps direct water into the Dublin Road water plant.

Boating safety groups call them dangerous because anyone who falls in can become stuck and drown in the circular roil at the bottom of the dams.

While Columbus considers whether to remove the Olentangy dam, Dayton is trying to create areas along its rivers to attract more people for recreation.

The Five Rivers MetroParks wants to build a 2,000-foot-long whitewater rafting course in the Mad River just northeast of downtown Dayton.

"We're creating a whole system of places to play," said Greg Brumitt, the outdoors recreation manager for the Five Rivers MetroParks. He sees the project, with an estimated cost of $400,000, as a lure to keep young, creative workers in the city.
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