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Lake Erie Watershed

What is a watershed?

A watershed is an area of land that 
water drains across on its way to 
a common waterbody such as a 
stream, river, pond, lake or ocean.  
The Lake Erie Watershed includes 
portions of Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, 
Pennsylvania, New York and 
Ontario, Canada.

Ohio’s Lake Erie Watershed

Ohio’s Lake Erie Watershed, as 
illustrated in this chapter, covers 
11,649 square miles (7,455,360 
acres) and drains portions of 35 
counties with a total population of 
4.65 million people. Of this land, 
more than 72 percent is agricul-
tural or open space, 20 percent is 
wooded, and slightly more than 
2 percent remains wetland.  The 
developed and urban environment 
which includes industrial, com-
mercial, residential, quarries, trans-
portation and institutional uses, 
accounts for 4 percent. The remain-
ing 1 percent is covered by inland 
lakes and rivers.  

There is significant urbaniza-
tion in the Cuyahoga, Rocky, 
Black, Chagrin and Lower Maumee 
river sub-watersheds. The major 
change in land use over the past 20 
years has been the conversion of 

farmland and woodlands to indus-
trial, commercial and residential 
uses.  However, the dominant land 
use today in the Lake Erie Basin 
remains row crop agriculture.  In the 
other Great Lakes drainage basins, 
forestry is the dominant land use. 
The more intensive land uses in the 
Lake Erie Basin result in the deliv-
ery of larger loads of sediments, 
nutrients and pesticides to the sur-
face waters.

Ohio’s 14 Lake Erie Islands 
are also included in the Lake Erie 
Watershed with each island com-
prising its own sub-watershed and 
draining directly into the lake.  The 
islands, all located in the Western 

Basin, include Kelleys, South Bass, 
Middle Bass, North Bass, Gibraltar, 
Rattlesnake, Green, Mouse, 
Sugar, Starve, Ballast, West Sister, 
Johnson’s and Turtle Island which is 
shared by Michigan and Ohio (see 
Lake Erie map in Chapter2.)

WATER QUALITY
Historical Perspective

Today’s Lake Erie environment has 
been greatly modified from that of 
its natural condition, both physical 
appearance and water quality.  Prior 
to European settlement, coastal 
processes were governed by water 
levels, wave energy and sediment 
sources from tributaries and bluffs. 

Barrier beaches and spits 
accommodated the devel-
opment of extensive and 
contiguous coastal wetlands.  
One such wetland system, 
the Great Black Swamp, 
covered approximately 1,500 
square miles (736,000 acres) 
of the western Lake Erie 
Basin.  This huge wetland 
system provided storage 
and purification of waters 
feeding Ohio’s Maumee, 
Sandusky and Portage 
rivers.  By 1850, Ohio was 
largely deforested and was 

converted to farmland, villages and 
towns.  From 1850 to 1900, virtually 
all of the Great Black Swamp was 
cleared and drained.  The draining 
of Lake Erie’s coastal wetlands and 
the Great Black Swamp eliminated 
most of the capacity to prevent pol-
lutants and sediments generated in 
the upland portions of the watershed 
from entering the lake.  In fact, 
the efficient drainage systems and 
extensive croplands which replaced 
the wetlands intensified future pollu-
tion problems by increasing erosion 
potential and accelerating the deliv-
ery of sediment and attached pollut-
ants to Lake Erie.

Since the early 1900s, urban, 
industrial and agricultural land uses 
have jeopardized water quality in 
Lake Erie. From 1920 to1950, rapid 
urbanization and industrialization 
combined with more intensive farm-
ing led to a dramatic increase in 
phosphorus loading and eutrophica-
tion. Eutrophication results from 
excessive nutrient loads which cause 
rapid growth of aquatic plants, par-
ticularly algae.  As algae die, their 
decomposition uses large amounts 
of oxygen, lowering ambient oxygen 
levels in the lake, often to the point 
where most forms of aquatic life 
cannot survive.  During the 1960s, 
Lake Erie suffered from massive 

algae blooms and thousands of 
square miles of anoxic areas. 

Many municipalities and indus-
tries discharged raw or poorly 
treated sewage and other contami-
nants into tributaries and directly 
into the lake from the early 1900s 
until water quality controls began 
to limit such activities in the 1970s.  
Agricultural practices including 
increased tile drainage, channeliza-
tion and greater chemical applica-
tion from the 1950s to the late 1980s 
also resulted in dramatic increases 
in sediment, nutrient and pesticide 
loadings.  As a result, phosphorus 
loadings to Lake Erie increased 
from 4,000 metric tons per year in 
1900 to more than 30,000 metric 
tons per year in 1970.  

Current Conditions

Water quality conditions in Lake 
Erie have improved considerably.  
The bulk of the effort to clean up 
the lake has centered on limiting 
point source pollution, the discharge 
of pollutants that reach the lake 
through a pipe or known source.  
Billions of dollars have been spent 
in Ohio and throughout the Great 
Lakes Basin in the construction of 
facilities to treat both domestic and 
industrial wastewater.  Nowhere 
have the results been more spectacu-

lar than in the removal of phospho-
rus from Ohio’s wastewater.

Progress toward reducing pollut-
ant loading through other pathways 
has not enjoyed the same degree 
of success.  Until recently, limited 
resources have been spent toward 
reducing the input of nonpoint pol-
lutants, particularly from agricul-
tural and urban runoff.  However, 
reductions have been achieved in 
the individual nonpoint pollut-
ants, phosphorus in particular. This 
reduction has been attributed to the 
widespread adoption of conserva-
tion tillage. Conservation tillage, 
as opposed to conventional tillage, 
leaves most, if not all, of the pre-
ceding year’s crop residue on the 
field.  The residue acts as protective 
mulch, reducing soil and chemical 
runoff. The residue also promotes 
increased infiltration of precipita-
tion, thereby reducing total water 
runoff and erosion.  

Although conditions have 
improved, present-day intensive 
agricultural activities, particularly 
west of the Huron River, continue 
to alter habitat and contribute sedi-
ment and nitrates to coastal waters.  
Urban nonpoint source pollutants 
such as sediment, fertilizers and 
other lawn care chemicals and petro-
chemicals that wash from construc-
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tion sites, residences, commercial and 
industrial facilities, roads and other 
transportation infrastructure, increas-
ingly impact water quality.

Ohio Coastal Nonpoint Pollution 
Control Program

In order to address the unique non-
point pollution concerns within the 
Lake Erie Basin and to focus  
public resources on the most  
achievable solutions, the Ohio 
Department of Natural Resources 
with assistance from the Ohio 
Environmental Protection Agency, 
with funding from the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), developed 
the Ohio Coastal Nonpoint Pollution 
Control Program Plan (CNPCPP). 

The plan was submitted to 
NOAA and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency for comment 
in September 2000.  The CNPCPP 
received conditional approval 
in 2002. The Coastal Nonpoint 
Pollution Control Program Plan 
documents the programs and policies 
utilized to control nonpoint source 
pollution in the Lake Erie Watershed.  
The plan is organized around a set of 
“management measures,” defined by 
NOAA as “economically achievable 
measures to control the addition of  
pollutants to our coastal waters.”  The 

management measures are grouped 
into five chapters: agricultural 
sources, urban areas, marinas and 
recreational boating, hydromodifica-
tion, and wetlands and riparian areas. 
An executive summary as well as the 
full document can be viewed on the 
ODNR Division of Soil and Water 
Conservation’s website.  

For more information: 

ODNR Division of Soil and Water 
Ohio Coastal Nonpoint Pollution Control 
Program 
105 West Shoreline Drive 
Sandusky, OH 44870 
Tel: 419-626-7980 
Fax: 419-626-7983 
E-mail: matt.adkins@dnr.state.oh.us 
Web: ohiodnr.com/soilandwater/coastal-
nonpointprogram.htm
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Toussaint River, Ottawa County

Chagrin State Scenic River

Vermilion River, Lorain County

Conneaut Creek State Scenic River, 
Ashtabula County
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Lake Erie Watershed

Watershed Delineation
All watersheds within the United States are identi-
fied by a standard system developed by the United 
States Geological Survey. The system identifies 
each watershed by a unique hydrologic unit code 
(HUC) based on four levels of classification in 
the hydrological unit system. Watersheds are 
divided and sub-divided into smaller hydrological 
units derived by using levels of classification, (1) 
regions (largest), (2) sub-regions, (3) accounting 
units and (4) cataloging units (smallest). 

For example, the 8-digit HUC below rep-
resents the exclusive classification number for 
the Sandusky River Watershed. The first two 
numbers signify one of 21 regions in the United 
States. In this case, “04” indicates the Great Lakes 
region. The next two numbers, “10,” indicate 
which sub-region within the Great Lakes region 
the watershed is located—the Western Lake Erie 
sub-region. The third set of numbers refers to 
accounting units, which are subdivisions of the 
sub-regions. In the case of the Sandusky River 
Watershed, the sub-region is not broken into 
accounting units and therefore denoted with a 
“00”. The final two numbers of the 8-digit HUC 
are the cataloging unit. In this case the number 
“11” signifies that the watershed is the Sandusky 
River Watershed to differentiate this watershed 
from others in the Western Lake Erie sub-region. 
For example if the 8-digit HUC read “04100009,” 
the “09” would indicate the Lower Maumee River 
watershed. 

11-digit and 14-digit HUCs
Further watershed delineation identifies 
subdivisions of the cataloging unit, which add 
three digits to the HUC. For example “04100011-
110,” identifies the unique number for the Green 
Creek watershed within the Sandusky River 
drainage area. 

Finally, at the smallest level of classification, 
the subdivided cataloging units are subdivided 
once more, adding six digits to the standard  
8-digit HUC. The resulting HUC would read 14 
digits long.

8-digit HUCs in Ohio’s Lake Erie 
Watershed

04100001 – Ottawa-Stony 

04100002 – Raisin 

04100003 – St. Joseph

04100004 – St. Marys 

04100005 – Upper Maumee

04100006 – Tiffin

04100007 – Auglaize 

04100008 – Blanchard 

04100009 – Lower Maumee

04100010 – Cedar-Portage

04100011 – Sandusky

04100012 – Huron-Vermilion

04110001 – Black-Rocky

04110002 – Cuyahoga

04110003 – Chagrin-Ashtabula

04110004 – Grand

04120101 – Chautauqua-Conneaut

04120200 – Lake Erie Islands

Noteworthy 11-digit HUCs in Ohio’s  
Lake Erie Watershed

04100010 020 – Toussaint River

04100011 110 – Green Creek

04110003 050 – Ashtabula River

Noteworthy 14-digit HUCs in Ohio’s  
Lake Erie Watershed

04100010 010 050 – Crane Creek

04100011 130 030 – Pickerel Creek

04100011 140 020 – Pipe Creek

04100011 140 040 – Sawmill Creek

04100012 040 020 – Old Woman Creek

04100012 040 030 – Chappel Creek

04110001 050 020 – French Creek 

04110002 060 040 – Big Creek (Cuyahoga County)

04110003 010 020 – Euclid Creek

04110003 040 020 – Arcola Creek

04120101 010 300 – Conneaut Creek

Hydrologic Unit Code breakdown for the  
Sandusky River Watershed
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Grand River, Lake County

Rocky River, Cuyahoga County

Toussaint River, Ottawa County

Cuyahoga River, Summit County
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Watershed Drainage Patterns

This map illustrates the general pattern in which 
water travels through Ohio’s Lake Erie Basin from 
headwaters to Lake Erie and Sandusky Bay. 

On the map, 8-digit hydrologic unit areas 
are drawn with thick black lines. Within each 
8-digit designation area, patterns of connectiv-
ity are shown using various colors and 14-digit 
hydrologic unit code watersheds. Light grey lines 
delineate 14-digit hydrologic unit code watershed 
areas; however, not every area designated by a 
distinct 14-digit hydrologic unit code is separately 
delineated by light grey lines. Within areas of the 
same color, some 14-digit areas were combined 
when flow within the separate 14-digit areas is 
to the same tributary. This method of mapping is 
used to easily distinguish the degree of removal a 
tributary is from Lake Erie and Sandusky Bay. 

For example, along the Sandusky River’s 
main stem, all of the light grey lines that would 
have otherwise delineated distinct 14-digit areas 
have been removed to straightforwardly illustrate 
the portion of the 8-digit designation area that 
flows directly to Sandusky Bay. 

Flows directly into Lake Erie/Sandusky Bay 
via major tributary – Green-blue illustrates the 
14-digit hydrologic unit watersheds directly 
associated with a major tributary draining into 
Lake Erie or Sandusky Bay. The entire lengths 
of some major rivers, including the Maumee, 
Sandusky, Cuyahoga and Grand, are all classified 
in this category because each 14-digit watershed 
directly links to Lake Erie without changing name. 
Drainage categories that are once, twice, three and 
four times removed from Lake Erie or Sandusky 
Bay drain into this category

Flows directly into Lake Erie via minor tributary 
– Represented by dark blue, this category includes 
areas of the watershed directly adjacent to Lake 
Erie that are not connected to a major tributary. 
The 14-digit units comprising these locations flow 
directly into the lake and consist of small creeks 
such as Pipe, Old Woman and Chappel creeks 
in Erie County, Beaver Creek in Lorain County, 
Porter and Euclid creeks in Cuyahoga County, 

Arcola Creek in Lake County, Cowles Creek in 
Ashtabula County, and other tributaries between 
large river mouths. The Lake Erie Islands are also 
part of this category. 

Flows directly into Sandusky Bay via minor 
tributary – This category, represented by dark 
magenta, is similar to the previous category; how-
ever, drainage empties directly into Sandusky Bay 
rather than Lake Erie. This group includes small 
portions of Erie, Ottawa and Sandusky counties, 
and includes Johnson’s Island.  

Once removed from direct Lake Erie/ Sandusky 
Bay flow – Lime green illustrates portions of 
the watershed that are one step removed from a 
direct major tributary to Lake Erie or Sandusky 
Bay. Each 14-digit hydrologic unit in this class 
has a similar connectivity pattern to one another. 
That is, all areas of the watershed highlighted in 
lime green, drain into a major tributary that flows 
directly into Lake Erie (green-blue). The water-
shed areas flowing into the main stems of the 
Auglaize, St. Joseph, St. Marys and Tiffin rivers, 
and the East and West branches of the Huron, 
Vermilion, Black and Rocky rivers, are examples 
of this category. 

Twice removed from direct Lake Erie/ Sandusky 
Bay flow – Yellow shows the 14-digit hydrologic 
unit areas that are two steps removed from the 
direct major Lake Erie or Sandusky Bay tribu-
tary. Like the previous category, hydrologic units 
in this class share similar connectivity patterns; 
however the difference is that they are one step 
farther upstream. In sequence, all yellow areas on 
the map drain into lime-green areas, which succes-
sively drain into green-blue areas and finally into 
Lake Erie or Sandusky Bay. 

Three times removed from direct Lake Erie/ 
Sandusky Bay flow – Represented by orange, this 
category includes the 14-digit hydrologic unit 
areas within the lake’s watershed that are three 
steps removed from the direct major flow to Lake 
Erie or Sandusky Bay. The connectivity sequence 
of this category is similar to the previous pattern; 
however all orange areas on the map become the 
starting point, i.e. orange to yellow to lime green 

to green-blue to Lake Erie or Sandusky Bay. 

Four times removed from direct Lake Erie flow 
– Represented by a rosy pink color, this category 
is the farthest step from the direct flow to Lake 
Erie. 

Stream Order 
Stream order is an accepted method of mea-

suring and classifying the relative size of river and 
stream segments in a watershed network. The hier-
archical system ranges from the smallest streams 
in the network, known as first-order streams, to 
the largest nth-order stream. Every tributary seg-
ment in the drainage basin, whether it is a small 
creek or a wide majestic river, is categorized with 
a unique stream order classification. The stream 
segment that empties into a lake or ocean is the 
watershed’s highest order stream. The methodol-
ogy for classifying streams (not illustrated on this 
map) is unrelated to the watershed connectivity 
patterns that are illustrated on this map. 

The stream order of a watershed is deter-
mined by first identifying all headwater locations. 
All tributaries that flow from a water source are 
first-order streams. When two first-order streams 
converge, they combine to create a second-order 
stream. When two second-order streams converge, 
they combine to create a third-order stream, and 
so on. However, if a first-order stream flows into 
a second-order stream, the higher ranked tributary 
takes precedence and the resulting downstream 
segment remains second-order. 

In Ohio’s portion of the Lake Erie Watershed, 
the highest order stream is the lower Maumee 
River, which is a seventh-order stream. That 
hierarchical classification is achieved due to the 
confluence of two sixth-order streams, in this case 
the upper Maumee River, which enters Ohio from 
Indiana as a sixth-order stream and meets the 
sixth-order Auglaize River in Defiance. 

The Portage, Sandusky, Huron, Black, 
Rocky, Cuyahoga, Chagrin and Grand rivers all 
empty into Lake Erie as fifth-order streams. The 
Vermilion and Ashtabula rivers and Conneaut 
Creek empty into the lake as fourth-order streams. 

Watershed Drainage Patterns
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Map 11 GIS data citation in Appendices
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Blue Hen Falls, Cuyahoga Valley 
National Park

Grand River, Ashtabula County

Maumee State Scenic River near Waterville, 
Lucas County

Huron River, Erie County
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Detailed Hydrography
Hydrography is the science and map-
ping of surface water. The Detailed 
Hydrography map is a comprehensive 
illustration of the Lake Erie Watershed’s 
drainage patterns in northern Ohio. 
Hydrographic features shown on this 
map include rivers, streams, intermittent 
streams, creeks, drainage ditches, inland 
lakes, ponds, intermittent lakes and 
ponds, reservoirs, marshes, swamps  
and bogs. 

The map incorporates digital state-
wide hydrography data layers (linear 
features such as rivers and creeks, and 
polygonal features such as inland lakes 
and ponds) which were digitally drawn 
at a 1:24,000 scale—where one inch 
on the map equals 24,000 inches on the 
ground, or slightly more than one-third 
mile. This scale is considered a ‘large 
scale’ ratio, whereas a ‘small scale’ ratio 
would be 1:100,000 (1 inch on the map 
is equal to 100,000 inches on the ground, 
slightly more than 1.5 miles). Large 
scale maps allow for more detail, since 
the perspective is closer to a 1:1 ratio.

The map also includes watershed 
boundaries, which emphasize the drain-
age divisions within the Lake Erie 
Watershed. Additionally, a transparent 
digital elevation model (DEM) has been 
added to illustrate the topography of 
northern Ohio.

 
Noteworthy:
The ditches seen in the majority of Wood 
County and portions of Lucas, Ottawa and 
Sandusky counties were originally dug to 
drain the Great Black Swamp. There are 
more than 16,000 miles of drainage ditches 
in the Maumee River Watershed.          

Map 12 GIS data citation in Appendices



Maumee and Portage Rivers

Maumee River Watershed
The Maumee Watershed in Lake Erie’s 
Western Basin is the largest drain-
age basin in the Great Lakes covering 
more than 6,500 square miles (4.2 mil-
lion acres) in 24 counties of 3 states 
(Michigan, Indiana and Ohio).  More 
than 16,000 miles of drainage ditches 
and 3,942 miles of streams feed the 
Maumee River which empties into the 
Maumee Bay near Toledo.  The main 
stem of the Maumee River flows for 25 
miles in Indiana and 105 miles in Ohio. 
The upper 43 Ohio miles are designated 
as a State Scenic River.  Approximately 
1.7 million residents live in the Maumee 
watershed and more than 70 percent of 
the watershed’s land use is agricultural.

The Maumee River Watershed is 
comprised of several sub-watersheds 
that include the St. Joseph River, 
Upper Maumee River, Auglaize River, 
Blanchard River and Lower Maumee 
River.  The 10 largest cities within the 
Maumee Watershed include: Toledo,  
Fort Wayne, Indian, Lima, Findlay, 
Bowling Green, Perrysburg, Defiance, 
Maumee, Auburn, Indiana, and Van 
Wert.

The Maumee is the largest tributary 
source of suspended sediment to Lake 
Erie and the Great Lakes. Watershed ero-
sion by water consists of sheet and rill 
erosion, gully erosion and streambank 
erosion. On average, approximately 10.3 
million tons of soil is detached from the 
soil surface in the Maumee Basin on an 
annual basis. The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers annually dredges an average 
850,000 cubic yards of material from the 
navigation channels at a cost of several 
million dollars. Presently, the Corps is 
experiencing a scarcity of nearshore land 
and open water areas for the disposal of 
the dredged material.

The watershed planning groups 
in the Maumee watershed include: St. 
Joseph’s River Watershed Initiative, 
Ottawa River Coalition, Maumee 
Remedial Action Plan (RAP), Duck and 
Otter Creeks Partnership, Northwest 
Ohio River Council and the Maumee 
River Basin Council of Governments.

In 1985, the International Joint 
Commission designated the Maumee 
Area of Concern as one of the 43 
international “areas of concern” due 
to degraded water quality. The phi-
losophy for restoring these areas is 
through an ecosystem approach which 
considers all pollution sources and their 
impacts on the whole environment. 
The Maumee Remedial Action Plan 
(RAP) process began in 1987, coinci-
dently as the IJC unveiled the 1987 ver-
sion of the Great Lakes Water Quality 
Agreement at their biennial meeting in 
Toledo.  The Stage 1 Report was writ-
ten by the diverse membership of the 
Water Quality Subcommittee under the 
Toledo Metropolitan Area Council of 
Governments (TMACOG), with over-
sight by the Ohio EPA. 

The 1990 Stage 1 Report identified 
10 beneficial use impairments: restric-
tions on fish and wildlife consumption; 
degraded fish and wildlife populations; 
fish tumors or other deformities; deg-
radation of benthos; restrictions on 
dredging; restrictions on drinking water; 
eutrophication; beach closings; degrada-
tion of aesthetics; and loss of fish and 
wildlife habitat. 

The boundaries of the Maumee Area 
of Concern include the mainstem of the 
Maumee River from the Bowling Green 
water intake (river mile 22.8) to Maumee 
Bay, and Duck, Otter, Cedar, Grassy, 
Crane and Swan creeks and the Ottawa 
River.  In 1992, the Area of Concern 

was expanded to include Packer, Turtle 
and Rusha Creeks and the Toussaint 
River, all east of the Maumee mainstem 
and direct tributaries to Lake Erie.  The 
drainage area for the Area of Concern 
covers all of Lucas County and parts of 
Wood, Ottawa and Sandusky counties. 

For more information/ Sources: 

Great Lakes Commission Summary of 
Maumee Basin, Webpage:  
http://www.glc.org/tributary/maumee.html

Maumee Remedial Action Plan (RAP)  
347 N. Dunbridge Rd. 
Bowling Green, Ohio  43402 
Phone: (419)373-3010 
Fax: (419)352-8468 
Web: www.maumeerap.org  
Email: cherie.blair@epa.state.oh.us 

Maumee Watershed Coordinator 
TMACOG 
300 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Plaza 
P.O. Box 9508 
Toledo, Ohio 43697-9508 
Tel: 419-241-9155 
Fax: 419-241-9116 
Web: www.maumeerap.org 
Email: horvat@tmacog.org

Portage River Watershed
The Portage River is one of northwest 
Ohio’s major Lake Erie tributaries flow-
ing 60 miles from its primary headwaters 
in Wood County, through northwestern 
Sandusky County and finally traveling 
the length of Ottawa County where its 
mouth empties into Lake Erie in down-
town Port Clinton.  The Portage drains 
612 square miles (391,682 acres) includ-
ing much of the land once covered by the 
former Great Black Swamp, a vast and 
desolate marsh which hindered settle-
ment and development of northwest 
Ohio until the 1830s. Most ditches and 
small streams flowing into the Portage 
and its major tributaries are man-made 
streams built to drain the inundated 
swampland. 

The river basin is 66 percent agricul-
tural, 10 percent urban, 8 percent forest 
and is some of Ohio’s most productive 
agricultural soils for the 100,000 resi-
dents who live in the watershed. The 
Portage provides drinking water, water 
for industrial use and drainage that is 
essential for successful agriculture in the 
heavy clay soils. The river itself supports 
53 species of fish and offers numerous 
boating sites that help attract recreation 
and tourism. 

The Portage River has been central 
to the expansion of Ohio’s bald eagle 
population inland from Lake Erie’s 
shore. In fact, Ottawa, Sandusky and 
Wood counties have the largest eagle 
populations in the state. In 2004, there 
were 32 bald eagle nests in Ottawa (15), 
Sandusky (14) and Wood (3) counties, 
about one-third of Ohio’s 108 nests. In 
2005, a combined nine new nests were 
recorded in the three counties. 

The Portage basin’s conversion 
from the Great Black Swamp into highly 
productive farmland opened the area for 

development and altered the river’s ecol-
ogy.  The Portage River Basin Council 
was established in 1993 to recognize, 
protect and enhance the Portage River as 
an important resource.

For more information:

Portage River Basin Council  
Toledo Metropolitan Area Council of 
Governments 
P.O. Box 9508 
Toledo, Ohio  43697-9508 
Tel: (419) 241-9155 ext. 139 
Fax: (419) 241-9116 
www.tmacog.org/prbc.htm  
Email: moebius@tmacog.org

Maumee River near Waterville, Lucas and 
Wood Counties

Maumee River, Toledo

Portage River - Photo by Elaine A. Moebius

Drainage ditch in the Maumee River 
Watershed
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Sandusky,  Huron and Vermilion Rivers

Sandusky River Watershed
The Sandusky River Watershed drains 
more than 1,825 square miles (1,168,000 
acres) of land in 12 northwest Ohio 
counties.  The majority of the water-
shed is in Wyandot, Crawford, Seneca, 
Sandusky and Erie counties.  With more 
than 2,200 miles of streams, tributaries 
and ditches, on average the Sandusky 
River discharges 275 billion gallons of 
water and 250,000 tons of sediment into 
Sandusky Bay annually.  

The watershed is home to a mere 
220,000 people, making it the least 
densely populated of Ohio’s major river 
watersheds with approximately 120 
people per square mile. A 65-mile stretch 
of the river, between Upper Sandusky 
and Fremont, is designated as a State 
Scenic River.

Land use in the basin is dominated 
by agriculture, at slightly more than 83 
percent of the total land.  Woodland and 
forests rank second, with 11.8 percent of 
the land usage followed by urban areas 
at a mere 2 percent.  The major towns 
lie on the main stem of the Sandusky 
including Bucyrus (13,198), Upper 
Sandusky (6,148), Tiffin (18,530) and 
Fremont (18,133).  The City of Sandusky 
(28,000) is the largest city and sits at the 
mouth of Sandusky Bay.  The river is 

home to 85 species of fish, 29 species of 
mussels and 228 species of invertebrates. 

The Sandusky River Watershed 
Coalition was founded in 1997. The 
Coalition is a diverse group of indi-
viduals and organizations providing 
leadership for the conservation and 
enhancement of the Sandusky River 
Watershed and its natural resources 
through community-based planning, edu-
cation and action.  They regularly enjoy 
the support of more than 120 local pri-
vate organizations, government entities 
and individual citizens.  The Coalition 
has been involved in projects that range 
from replacing home sewage treatment 
systems to developing recreational 
resources maps to writing watershed 
action plans.  

For more information:

Sandusky River Watershed Coalition 
219 South Front Street 
P.O. Box 590 
Fremont, OH 43420 
Tel: (419) 334-5016 
Fax: (419) 334-5125  
www.sanduskyriver.org 
Email: CABROOKES@wsos.org

Huron River Watershed
The Huron River Watershed is located 
between Sandusky and Lorain, in Huron, 
Erie, Seneca, Richland and Crawford 
counties. Its mouth is located in the city 
of Huron in Erie County. The Huron 
River is 59.7 miles long and the water-
shed covers 403 square miles (257,921 
acres). The East Branch serves as the 
public drinking water supply for the 
city of Norwalk, and the village of 
Monroeville draws its water supply from 
the West Branch of the Huron River. 
Land use is primarily dedicated to agri-
cultural activities with approximately 74 
percent cropland, 15 percent woodland 

and 3 to 11 percent urban and other land 
uses.

Even with the increase in conser-
vation tillage practices on agricultural 
lands during the last ten years, the 
Huron River still has among the highest 
sediment yields in the state. Many small 
streams have been channelized to assist 
drainage in the level, poorly drained 
soils of Huron and Seneca counties. 
Several areas in the three sub-watersheds 
contain soils in the highly erodible lands 
category that are subject to either water 
or wind erosion above the tolerable ero-
sion rate.

The three cities and ten villages 
within the Huron River basin are all 
served by wastewater treatment plants 
(WWTP) that discharge into streams 
within the watershed. Commercial estab-
lishments, schools, subdivisions, mobile 
home parks and industries also discharge 
wastewater to Huron River basin streams 
under the authority of individual or gen-
eral NPDES permits.

Ohio EPA conducted biological sur-
veys within the watershed in 1998 and 
in 2002, and found impairment of the 
aquatic life and recreation designated 
uses. The primary causes of impairment 
include nutrients, organic enrichment, 
habitat alteration and siltation. Habitat 
alteration and siltation are problems 
particularly important for streams within 
small drainage areas that have been 
impacted by agricultural runoff and 
channelization. To a much lesser extent, 
stream water quality is affected by 
sewage treatment plant discharges.

Some of the recommended solu-
tions to address the impairment include 
promoting continued conservation till-
age farming practices, public education, 
habitat restoration, additional storm 
management controls, elimination or 
minimization of combined sewer over-

flows, and assessing the need for sewers 
in un-sewered communities. Changes in 
the designated use from warmwater hab-
itat to modified warmwater habitat are 
also recommended for some impaired, 
small drainage areas that are not likely to 
achieving warmwater habitat.  

Source:

Huron TMDL available on the Ohio EPA 
website.

For more information:

Huron River Watershed (TMDL) 
Ohio EPA 
Division of Surface Water 
122 South Front Street 
P.O. Box 1049 
Columbus, OH 43216-1049 
Tel: (614) 644-4824 
www.epa.state.oh.us/dsw/tmdl/
HuronRiverTMDL.html  
Email: mike.mccullough@epa.state.oh.us

Vermilion River Watershed
The Vermilion River Watershed is 
located in north-central Ohio in por-
tions of Ashland, Erie, Huron, Lorain 
and Richland counties. The total drain-
age area of the two assessment units 
is approximately 268 square miles 
(171,520 acres). This watershed includes 
the towns of New London, Savannah, 
Greenwich and the city of Vermilion at 
the mouth. 

 The upper portion of the Vermilion 
River and its tributaries originates in 
the Erie/Ontario Drift and Lake Plain 
(EOLP) eco-region consisting of low 
rolling hills and end moraines blanketed 
with low line drift and lacustrine depos-
its. Soils are less fertile than in other 
eco-regions in Ohio, but support farm-
ing activities such as raising livestock, 
and corn and soybean production. The 

mid-section of the river in Erie, Huron 
and Lorain counties flows through the 
Eastern Corn Belt Plains (ECBP) eco-
region, which is characterized by roll-
ing till plains and end moraines. Rich 
and well drained glacier deposits of the 
Wisconsinan-age support extensive pro-
duction of livestock, corn and soybeans. 
The lower portion of the watershed is 
located in the EOLP eco-region. In con-
trast to the upper watershed, this portion 
of the eco-region is characterized by 
nearly level coastal lacustrine land with 
beach ridges and swales. The lacustrine 
deposits and lake-affected climate sup-
port the production of fruit, vegetables 
and nursery crops.

Land use within the Vermilion River 
basin is nearly 73 percent agriculture, 
followed by wooded lots at 25.3 percent. 
The remaining 1.9 percent of the land is 
occupied by wetlands, open water and 
urban areas.  

Source: 

Vermilion TMDL available on the Ohio 
EPA web site.

For more information:

Vermilion River Watershed (TMDL) 
Ohio EPA 
Division of Surface Water 
122 South Front Street 
P.O. Box 1049 
Columbus, OH 43216-1049 
Tel: (614) 644-2023 
www.epa.state.oh.us/dsw/tmdl/
VermilionRiverTMDL.html 
Email: mark.mann@epa.state.oh.us

Sandusky River, Fremont

Huron River, Huron

Vermilion River, Brownhelm Township

Mill Hollow Vermilion River Reservation, 
Brownhelm Township
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Black and Rocky Rivers and West Creek

Black River Watershed

The Black River Watershed is located 
primarily in Lorain County with small 
portions in Ashland, Medina, Cuyahoga 
and Huron counties. The watershed 
drains 466 square miles (298,240 acres) 
into Lake Erie’s Central Basin. 

Home to nearly 300,000 residents, 
the watershed’s population density is 
approximately 644 people per square 
mile. However, nearly 43 percent of 
the population lives in either Lorain’s 
County seat, Elyria, or the port city of 
Lorain, where the Black empties into 
Lake Erie. 

The watershed is divided into three 
areas, the Mainstem, the East Branch 
and the West Branch. The Mainstem of 
the Black River begins at the confluence 
between the east and west branches of 
the Black River in Elyria in Cascade 
Park. Spanning 15.3 miles in length 
before pouring into Lake Erie, the 
Mainstem is a short yet important stretch 
of the Black River. 

Draining more than two hundred 
square miles, the East Branch of the 
Black River contains a variety of geolog-
ically unique features. A 10-mile stretch 
of the East Branch was considered for 
potential wild and scenic designation 
by the Ohio Department of Natural 
Resources (ODNR) in 1998. While the 
designation was not made, this stretch 
includes healthy warmwater habitat and 
riparian forests that span more than 100 
feet on each bank. The East Branch of 
the river involves a mix of traditional 
agricultural activity and more recent 
urban sprawl. 

The West Branch of the Black River 
travels 37.8 miles, draining 175.4 square 
miles before reaching the Mainstem in 
Elyria. Farther from Cleveland and urban 
centers in northern Lorain County, the 
West Branch of the watershed remains 

primarily devoted to agricultural produc-
tion, which is also the predominate land 
use (51 percent) in the entire Black River 
Watershed. Other forms of land use in 
the watershed are divided by rural (38 
percent), urban residential (7 percent), 
commercial (3 percent) and industrial (1 
percent). 

With more than 8,500 acres of 
Lorain County Metro Park property, the 
Black River Watershed provides recre-
ational activities in the form of nature 
centers, parks and multi-purpose nature 
trails.  Of the four Areas of Concern 
(AOCs) located in Ohio, the Black River 
is the only one that encompasses an 
entire watershed. (see RAP and AOC 
information in Chapter 2). 

A portion of the Black River 
Watershed is also the site of a restoration 
project that has the objectives of priori-
tizing community environmental con-
cerns, identifying activities to address 
those concerns, incorporating those 
activities into a watershed strategy and 
identifying resources for ongoing imple-
mentation of the watershed strategy.  The 
Black River Watershed Project was initi-
ated by the Lake Erie Binational Public 
Forum in January of 2004. The project 
is taking place in a sub-watershed situ-
ated along the West Branch that includes 
the city of Oberlin, 14 townships and the 
villages of Rochester, Wellington and 
Lagrange. 

For more information:

Black River Watershed Project 
Lorain County Community Development 
216 Third Street (street) 
226 Middle Avenue (mailing) 
Elyria, OH 44035 
Tel: (440) 328-2336 
|Fax: (440) 328-2334 
www.blackriverwatershed.org  
Email: coordinator@blackriverwatershed.
org 

Ohio EPA
2110 East Aurora Road
Twinsburg OH 44087
Phone: 330-963-1131
Fax: 330-487-0769
E-mail: ted.conlin@epa.state.oh.us 
 
Rocky River Watershed
The Rocky River is a 294-square-mile 
(188,160 acre) watershed that drains 
portions of Cuyahoga, Lorain, Medina 
and Summit counties. The Rocky River 
drains directly into Lake Erie between 
the cities of Rocky River and Lakewood. 
The watershed is highly developed in 
the north, agricultural in the south and 
rapidly urbanizing across the central 
portion. 

Cleveland Metroparks’ Rocky River 
Reservation includes the river from 
Bagley Road near Berea in the south, 
north to Detroit Road which is just north 
of I-90. The character of the Rocky 
River along this section includes mas-
sive shale cliffs rising above willows, 
sycamores and cottonwoods. Many trails 
wind through the valley’s deep flood-
plain forests, meadows and wildflowers. 
Wildlife is common here in the valley 
and numerous bird species and some 
common Ohio mammals can be seen 
year-round.

In 1998, a watershed partnership 
was organized with the mission of 
“increasing public awareness of streams 
and their importance to the health of 
watersheds through outreach and educa-
tion.” Today, the Rocky River Watershed 
Council is responsible for preserving, 
protecting and restoring the river. The 
council meets quarterly and is served 
by a 15-member Board of Directors that 
is elected by the Council membership. 
In January 2005 the council submitted 
the Rocky River Watershed Action Plan 
to the Ohio Environmental Protection 
Agency.  Ohio EPA and ODNR endorsed 

the plan in June 2006.
The Rocky River Watershed Action 

Plan identifies three priority needs:  
1) Protecting riparian areas and wetlands 

throughout the watershed; 
2) Reducing nitrogen loadings and bacte-

ria levels that limit designated uses in 
the watershed; and

3) Increasing public education and involve-
ment in stewardship of the river.  

Protection of functioning riparian 
corridors along the streams of the Rocky 
River is identified as the single most 
important action that can be taken to 
maintain water quality in the stream and 
to minimize problems from future devel-
opment. An estimated 10 miles of the 
Rocky’s riparian corridor are in a highly 
disturbed state. Such areas occur more 
frequently in urbanized areas, but agri-
cultural areas are also affected. The plan 
also recognizes that substantial develop-
ment pressure that exist in the southern 
half of the watershed could lead to 
additional riparian disturbance if future 
development is not managed better than 
in the past. The plan’s goal is to restore 
half of the disturbed riparian area in the 
watershed through voluntary efforts and 
prevent and prevent additional loss.

The full action plan is available for 
viewing on Northeast Ohio Areawide 
Coordinating Agency’s website.  

For more information:

Rocky River Watershed Council 
c/o: NOACA  
1299 Superior Avenue 
Cleveland, OH 44114 
Tel: (216) 241-2414 
Fax: (216) 621-3024   
www.noaca.org/rockyriver.html 
Email: avidra@mpo.noaca.org 

West Creek Watershed
The West Creek Watershed encompasses 
14 square miles (9,000 acres) and numer-
ous environmental settings including 
high- and moderate- density residential 
housing, commercial and light industrial 
facilities, and natural areas with diverse 
plant and animal habitat. West Creek 
is located within the Cuyahoga River 
Watershed and adjacent to the designated 
Coastal Management Area. 

The West Creek Watershed includes 
the communities of Parma, Seven Hills, 
Independence, Brooklyn Heights and 
small areas of Cleveland and Broadview 
Heights. Residential population of the 
watershed is estimated at 60,000 people.  
The headwaters of the creek constitute 
an area designated as the West Creek 
Preserve, a dedicated public park extend-
ing for two miles between Pleasant 
Valley Road and West Ridgewood Road 
in Parma.

The watershed primarily consists of 
about 55 percent suburban residential 
use, 10 percent commercial/retail use 
and 3 percent industrial development. 
In 1948, 74 percent of the watershed  
consisted of forested land. Today only 
approximately 23 percent of the water-
shed remains forested.  Most of West 
Creek is steeply gorged with several

The Charles Berry Bascule Bridge over the 
Black River, Lorain

Rocky River, Berea - Photo by Andy Vidra

Rocky River, Berea - Photo by Andy Vidra

Hilliard Road Bridge (foreground) and 
Interstate 90 (background) spanning the 
Rocky River valley, Lakewood - Photo by 
Andy Vidra
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broad floodplain areas.  The total eleva-
tion change ranges from 1,100 feet at 
its headwaters to 590 feet at the mouth 
– a 500 foot elevation change over the 
creek’s 9 mile length.  

Residential and commercial devel-
opment continues to occur within the 
watershed and is the primary threat to 
watershed recovery.  Despite ongoing 
commercial and residential development 
pressures, the West Creek Preservation 
Committee has successfully secured 
nature preserve status for 385 acres of 
natural and forested lands within the 
West Creek Valley.  The primary focus of 
the Committee’s water quality efforts in 
2006-2009 will be to demonstrate stream 
restoration measures that can be adopted 
by suburban communities to reduce 
non-point source pollution and improve 
stream habitat.

For more information:

West Creek Preservation Committee 
1440 Snow Road, Suite 329 
P.O.Box 347113 
Parma, OH 44134 
Tel: (216) 749-3720 
Fax: (216) 749-3730  
www.westcreek.org  
Email: nhess@westcreek.org

Cuyahoga River Watershed
With a mainstem of just 100 miles, 
the Cuyahoga has played an important 
role in the formation of the Ohio and 
Erie Canal, the Industrial Revolution 
and the Clean Water Act of 1972. In 
1998, the Cuyahoga River was federally 
designated as one of 14 American 
Heritage Rivers. This designation 
recognizes its role in shaping our 
nation’s environmental, economic and 
cultural landscape.  

The U-shaped Cuyahoga River, 
located in Northeast Ohio, drains 
813 square miles (520,320 acres) and 
includes 1,220 stream miles spanning 
parts of 83 local jurisdictions and six 
counties – Cuyahoga, Geauga, Medina, 
Portage, Stark and Summit. The river’s 
headwaters originate in northeastern 
Geauga County and flow southwest 
to Akron. The river turns sharply to 
the northwest at the confluence with 
the Little Cuyahoga River in northern 
Akron, and then meanders through the 
Cuyahoga Valley National Park before 
reaching the city of Cleveland and emp-
tying into Lake Erie. The geo-political 
complexity of the watershed adds a 
unique dimension to achieving sustain-
able improvements in water quality.

Land use patterns vary greatly 
throughout the Cuyahoga River 
Watershed.  The Upper and Middle River 
are relatively healthy with an abun-
dance of wetlands. In 1974, the Upper 
Cuyahoga was designated a State Scenic 
River from the Troy-Burton township 
line in Geauga County downstream to 
State Route 14 in Portage County. The 
health of the Upper River can be attrib-
uted to a low level of urban development 
and 19,000 acres the city of Akron has 
preserved for drinking water purposes. 

Twenty-two miles of the Lower 
Cuyahoga River flow through the 
Cuyahoga Valley National Park, before 
entering the 5.6 mile navigation chan-
nel and discharging into Lake Erie. This 
portion of the river is among the most 
densely populated and industrialized 
urban areas in the state. In 1985, the 
International Joint Commission identi-
fied the area from the Ohio Edison Dam, 
located in Akron near Cuyahoga Falls, to 
the mouth and the Lake Erie nearshore 
areas in Cleveland as one of 43 Areas of 
Concern on the Great Lakes. In 1988, 
a Remedial Action Plan (RAP) was 
developed to address pollution problems 
affecting beneficial use impairments. 
These impairments include concerns 
about the health and habitat of fish and 
other aquatic life, limited recreation and 
public access to the river and harbor 
areas and human health and socio-eco-
nomic concerns. The primary pollutants 
and impacts that restrict the Lower River 
and its tributaries from meeting Ohio 
EPA’s water quality standards include 
organic and nutrient enrichment, low dis-
solved oxygen, toxicity, sedimentation, 
and flow and habitat alterations. Sources 
of these impacts include combined 
sewer overflows, urban development and 
runoff. 

Over the years a great deal has been 
accomplished on the Cuyahoga River. 
The Cuyahoga River RAP’s stakeholder 
organizations have developed a better 
understanding of conditions in the river 
and continue the process toward river 
restoration. This includes everything 
from investments in pollution and storm-
water controls, acquisition of lands for 
parks and recreation, business invest-
ment in riverside properties, streamside 
restoration, public education and com-
munity clean-up programs, and research 
and planning. 

For more information:

Cuyahoga River Remedial Action Plan 
& Cuyahoga River Community Planning 
Organization 
1299 Superior Avenue 
Cleveland, OH 44114 
Tel: (216) 241-2414 Ext.307 
Fax: (216) 621-3024  
www.cuyahogariverrap.org  
www.epa.gov/glnpo/aoc/cuyahoga.html 
Email: whitej@cuyahogariverrap.org

Euclid Creek Watershed 
The Euclid Creek Watershed is a coastal 
headwater tributary to Lake Erie that 
drains 24 square miles (15,360 acres) 
within eleven communities in eastern 
Cuyahoga County and a portion of Lake 
County. The watershed has 68,000 resi-
dents and is nearly 80 percent developed.
In this developed watershed, Euclid 
Creek Watershed Partners must balance 
development and sustainability with the 
needs of habitat restoration and storm 
water pollution prevention.

The creek travels within the coastal 
plain, portage escarpment and into the 
Allegheny plateau as it makes its journey 
to Lake Erie. Euclid Creek is comprised 
of a Main and an East branch, and more 
than 100 headwater tributaries enter 
these two main arteries. 

The watershed is home to two public 
beaches, a state park and a regional 
metropark, all of which provide con-
servation opportunities. The watershed 
is also home to large corporatations, 
regional shopping centers and transporta-
tion/utility systems that serve the region 
and sustain economic prosperity. 

Efforts to improve the Euclid Creek 
Watershed are driven by three organi-
zations: the Euclid Creek Watershed 
Council, the Friends of Euclid Creek 
and the Cuyahoga Soil and Water 

Conservation District. The Council, 
comprised of nine mayors who collabo-
rate on environmental stewardship, pro-
vides the leadership within the watershed 
to work with local governments and their 
relationship to the health of the Euclid 
Creek watershed. 

In June 2006, the state endorsed the 
Euclid Creek Watershed Action Plan.
The partners have begun implementation 
of the plan, examining conservation and 
restoration opportunities on the ground 
as well as an active public outreach 
program to promote stewardship. The 
involvement of local communities, insti-
tutions and residents continues to grow 
as Euclid Creek is recognized as a valu-
able resource and benefit to local quality 
of life. 

For more information:

Euclid Creek Watershed   
Cuyahoga Soil & Water Conservation 
District 
6100 West Canal Road 
Valley View, OH 44125 
Tel: (216) 524-6580 Ext. 16 
Fax: (216) 524-6584 
www.cuyahogaswcd.org 
Email: lgarrity@cuyahogaswcd.org

Friends of Euclid Creek 
P.O. Box 21384 
South Euclid, OH 44121 
www.friendsofeuclidcreek.org

Cuyahoga River and Euclid Creek

Cuyahoga River, Downtown Cleveland - 
Photo by Charles Hambly

Cuyahoga River - Photo by Charles Hambly

Cuyahoga State Scenic River

Bridge crossing the Cuyahoga River, 
Cleveland
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Chagrin and Grand Rivers

Chagrin River Watershed
Situated east of Cleveland, the water-
shed is a high quality natural resource 
draining 267 square miles (170,880 
acres) to Lake Erie. The mouth of the 
Chagrin River is located in the city 
of Eastlake. Seventy-one miles of the 
Chagrin River have been designated as 
a State Scenic River, including portions 
of the Aurora Branch, the main stem of 
the Chagrin, the East Branch, and the 
headwaters of the Chagrin known as the 
Upper Main Branch.  State Scenic por-
tions of the Chagrin River are character-
ized by exceptional aquatic habitat and 
high quality forests.  

Although the Chagrin River is a 
high quality resource, the watershed is 
increasingly impacted by habitat altera-
tion, flow alteration and thermal modi-
fications.  These problems affect many 
other urbanizing areas and are largely 
caused by land development and subur-
banization in the watershed.  Much of 
the development lacks effective storm 
water quality and quantity control and 
has filled headwater streams, chan-
nelized watercourses, and filled and 
drained wetlands.  These activities have 
increased flooding, erosion and water 
quality problems, including sedimenta-
tion and the loss of significant wetland 
and stream functions.

Faced with rising flooding, ero-
sion, water quality concerns and infra-
structure costs due to increased storm 
water runoff, the cities, villages, town-
ships, counties and park districts of the 
watershed formed the Chagrin River 
Watershed Partners, Inc. (CRWP) in 
1996.  The Partners provide technical 
assistance to members and develop cost 
effective, prevention-focused solutions 
to minimize new, and address current, 
natural resource management problems 

as communities grow.  The Partners rec-
ommend that members develop compre-
hensive plans, incorporating inventories 
of natural features including floodplains, 
wetlands and open spaces; adopt zoning 
regulations to allow for alternative site 
design and the protection of stream and 
wetland functions during development; 
and adopt storm water management 
regulations facilitating the use of non-
structural and distributed storm water 
management practices to minimize the 
impacts of development.  

The Partners have developed numer-
ous model zoning regulations including 
riparian and wetland setbacks, ero-
sion and sediment control, and storm 
water management.  Their work also 
includes a model Phase II Storm Water 
Management Program, which is in use 
across Ohio.  Most importantly, the 
Partners have developed trusted relation-
ships with local elected officials and 
their professional advisors to promote 
development techniques that accomplish 
individual community goals and protect 
the natural resources and functions of the 
Chagrin River watershed.  

For more information:

Chagrin River Watershed Partners, Inc. 
4145 Erie Street, Suite 203 
P.O. Box 229 
Willoughby, OH 44096-0229 
Tel: (440) 975-3870 
Fax: (440) 975-3865 
www.crwp.org  
Email: kdw@crwp.org

Grand River Watershed
The Grand River incorporates portions 
of Ashtabula, Geauga, Lake, Portage 
and Trumbull counties in northeast 
Ohio.  Originally named the “Sheauga 
sepe” or “raccoon river” by the Native 
Americans, the Grand River Watershed 
encompasses roughly 712 square miles 
(455,680 acres) and is one of only three 
rivers in Ohio designated as both a State 
Scenic and Wild River. The Grand River 
is the most biologically diverse river of 
its size flowing into Lake Erie.

The Grand River has two dis-
tinct reaches. The upper reach flows 
slowly through the broad valley of an 
ancient glacial lake, and through some 
of the state’s largest wetlands, flood-
plain forests, marshes, wet meadows 
and swamps. The lower reach, west of 
Harpersfield in Ashtabula County, has 
cut a steep shale gorge notable for its 
cold fast flow, spectacular sedge mead-
ows, glacial slumps and deep ravines. 
The lowest reaches of the river created 
sand dunes and palustrine sand plains. 
Here aquatic beds and emergent marshes 
were once plentiful. Lake-effect precipi-
tation in Ohio’s “snowbelt” increases 
the biological diversity of the watershed. 
Hemlock-white pine-northern hardwood 
forests in steep ravines and rare hemlock 
swamp forests provide habitat for plant 
and animal species usually found in 
colder mountainous climates.  

Rich in forested communities, the 
watershed supports beech-maple, oak-
hickory and hemlock-northern hardwood 
forests. Riparian and floodplain areas 
are often dominated by trees that tolerate 
frequent flooding, such as eastern cot-
tonwood, black willow and black walnut. 
These streamside forests are critical to 
the health of the river. They minimize 

streambank erosion and filter pollut-
ants from agricultural and urban runoff. 
Forest canopies lower water temperature 
and allow the river to support a diversity 
of aquatic life such as river red horse, 
rainbow trout, eastern sand darter and 
northern brook lamprey. The Grand pro-
vides habitat for Ohio’s smallest sala-
mander, the rare four-toed salamander, 
and the elusive spotted turtle. Beavers 
frequent the riverbanks, and thanks 
to the ODNR Division of Wildlife’s 
reintroduction program, river otters are 
once again flourishing along the Grand’s 
banks. 

The Grand River’s wetlands protect 
its quality and support rare plant spe-
cies such as painted trillium and bunch-
berry. The forests along the river shelter 
nesting and migratory birds, including 
yellow-bellied sapsuckers and Cerulean 
warblers. The eastern massassauga rattle-
snake, a candidate species for the federal 
endangered species list, has suffered 
dramatic population declines in the past 
years. The Grand River Watershed pro-
vides one of the best areas for potential 
recovery of this secretive reptile.

Like many other watersheds 
throughout the state, the Grand River 
is threatened by spreading urban devel-
opment.  Strong partnership efforts 
are in place to protect and restore the 
watershed’s unique stream and riparian 
habitats, biological diversity, recreational 
opportunities and rural qualities.  

For more information:

Grand River Partners, Inc. 
391 W. Washington Street  
Painesville, OH  44077 
Tel: (440) 375.7311 
Fax: (440) 375.7314   
www.grandriverpartners.org 
grpi@grandriverpartners.org

East Branch of the Chagrin River

Chagrin River - Photo by Amy Holtshouse

Grand State Scenic River

Grand State Scenic River
Chagrin River, Chagrin Falls - Photo by 
Amy Holtshouse
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Ashtabula River and Conneaut Creek

Ashtabula River Watershed
The Ashtabula River Watershed lies in 
extreme northeast Ohio with a drainage 
basin covering 137 square miles (87,680 
acres), with 8.9 square miles of that total 
(5,696 acres) in western Pennsylvania. 
The Ashtabula River is 40 miles long 
flowing through the city of Ashtabula to 
Lake Erie’s Central Basin. Major tribu-
taries include Fields Brook, Hubbard 
Run and Ashtabula Creek.

The river flows alternately between 
low, grassy banks and brushy hillsides 
surrounded by gently rolling terrain. The 
river flows under five covered bridges, 
over scenic waterfalls and through seven 
miles of Indian Trails Park.  Indian Trails 
Park is pristine woodland with steep 
ravines, river access, miles of hiking and 
horseback trails through the Ashtabula 
Gulf.  

The upper reach of the river is a 
shallow wet-weather stream little more 
than seven feet wide in places. However, 
the upper reach provides good canoe-
ing and kayaking from ice-out through 
May and after heavy summer rains.  
The lower Ashtabula River is a dredged 
navigable channel used for marinas and 
commercial shipping.  A breakwall at the 
mouth of the river forms Walnut Beach, 
a large span of beach habitat to the west 
of the shipping channel with the largest 

stand of American Beach Grass in Ohio. 
The area is a stop for migratory birds and 
a premier location for birdwatching. 

The lower two miles of the 
Ashtabula River contain contaminated 
sediment. This stretch is one of four 
Great Lakes Areas of Concern in Ohio. 
This portion of the river was named 
an Area of Concern primarily because 
of Fields Brook, a tributary that had 
received discharges from at least 19 
industries from the 1940s to the 1970s. 
However, contamination does not extend 
beyond the navigable channel of the 
lower river, and upper reaches of the 
Ashtabula River have pristine habitat 
to rival the Conneaut Creek and Grand 
River. 

Great Lakes Legacy Act funds will 
be used to fully restore the ecologi-
cal value of the Ashtabula River. The 
Ashtabula River Remedial Action Plan 
Advisory Council was established 
in 1988 to aid restoration. The RAP 
Advisory Council convened a meeting 
in January 1994 to form a partnership 
comprised of the diverse communities 
interested in Ashtabula River and Harbor 
sediment remediation. 

The goal of the Ashtabula River 
Partnership is to remove contaminated 
sediments from the river, thus prevent-
ing pollution from moving out into Lake 
Erie and helping to restore the wildlife 
and recreational opportunities.

For more information:
Ashtabula River RAP  
Ohio EPA 
122 South Front Street 
Columbus OH 43215-1049 
Tel: (614) 644-2143 
Fax:(614) 644-2329        
www.epa.gov/glnpo/aoc/ashtabula.html  
Email: natalie.farber@epa.state.oh.us

Conneaut Creek Watershed
Twenty-one miles of Conneaut Creek 
comprise the newest of the Ohio State 
Wild and Scenic Rivers, designated 
in October 2005.  Tucked away in the 
northeastern corner of the state, all 
but 40 square miles (25,600 acres) of 
the 190 square mile watershed lies in 
Pennsylvania. The 16.4 miles of the 
Conneaut Creek, from the Pennsylvania 
state line to the Creek Road covered 
bridge, is designated as one of only three 
Ohio designated Wild Rivers (highest 
quality).  From there the Scenic River 
designation extends another 5.4 miles to 
the Penn Central Railroad Bridge in the 
city of Conneaut. 

In places, Conneaut Creek is about 
40-feet wide and at other times narrows 
to 15 feet. With a fairly constant gradi-
ent, the stream drops and turns against 
sharply cut shale banks in its search for 
lake level.  This process has created a 
sharply defined valley with sides covered 
alternately by hardwoods and conifers.  
Many riffles and bars are present along 
the creek, which occasionally wanders 
through wide sunny openings.

Conneaut Creek is a shallow stream, 
but from ice-out through May and after 
heavy summer rains, the stream affords 
pleasant kayaking and canoeing.  Lower 
Conneaut Creek is a dredged navigable 
channel used for commercial shipping.  
The breakwall at the mouth of the river 
forms a recreational beach to the west, 
with a marina and boat ramp located 
inside the breakwall.  Some of the best 
shorebird habitat in Ohio is found on 
the mudflats inside the breakwall of 
Conneaut Harbor.

 Conneaut Creek is a warm water 
stream nationally recognized for steel-
head fishing.  Steelhead run from Lake 
Erie into the creek from late October 
through late April.  Fishing guides offer 

instructions for angling the best steel-
head fishing in Ohio.  Chartered fishing 
tours are also available in Conneaut 
Harbor for Lake Erie fishing.  

The creek bottom is Chagrin shale 
and gravel providing a high quality 
clear stream with little suspended sedi-
ment.  The riparian corridor is a wooded 
floodplain with extensive unspoiled 
wetlands that provide steady water flow 
throughout the driest summer months.  
The clear running waters make Conneaut 
Creek the primary destination for the 
invasive sea lamprey which only spawn 
in the cleanest rivers.  The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service conducts a sea lamprey 
control program which includes treating 
the Conneaut Creek with lampricide.

Public access includes Farnham 
Park (Old Route 7), Woodworth Road 
boat ramp and Conneaut Harbor boat 
ramp inside the breakwall.  The Wild and 
Scenic Conneaut Creek includes three 
covered bridges, waterfalls, pristine wet-
lands and old growth forest.  Two Ohio 
Champion Big Trees (silver maple and 
red oak) grow in the Conneaut Creek 
floodplain, and the creek flows through 
two Cleveland Museum of Natural 
History nature preserves (Blakeslee/
Barrows and Hadlock).

For more information:

Conneaut Creek Watershed| 
ODNR, Scenic Rivers Northeast District 
2045 Morse Road, Bldg. F-1 
Columbus OH 43229 
Tel: (330) 527-4184 
Fax: (330) 527-9504 
www.ohiodnr.com/dnap/sr/  
Email: sroloson@apk.net 

Ashtabula Harbor Lift Bridge over the 
Ashtabula River, Ashtabula

Covered bridge over Conneaut Creek, 
Ashtabula County

Conneaut Creek State Scenic River

Conneaut Creek State Scenic River
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