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2. Watershed Physiography
Ohio’s landscape, physical, environmental, and biological, has been significantly altered in
recent geological time by three major historical events. The first of these was the advance
and then retreat of the Pleistocene glaciers, which, at one time, covered the northern and
western two-thirds of the state with an ice sheet up to 1,000 feet thick (Hansen, 1997). This
glaciation had a major impact on soil development, topography, and stream configuration
and flow in central Ohio. The second major event impacting Ohio’s environment was the
initial arrival of humans into the region following the retreat of the last glacial ice mass
14,000 years ago. The emergence of human habitation in the region led to the localized
alteration of the environment through the intentional burning of small patches of forests and
the development of low-intensity agriculture. The third event was the arrival of Europeans
in Ohio in the 18th century, which eventually led to widespread deforestation, and the
development of crop-intensive agriculture across the state in the 19th century. This was
followed by the industrialization and urbanization of the state in the 20th century. All of
these activities had major impacts on Ohio’s watersheds. All of the state’s rivers and streams
have been altered to some extent from their original nature, including the Olentangy River
and its tributaries. Human activities, especially row-crop agriculture in the Upper Olentangy
River Sub-basin and urban sprawl in the Lower Olentangy River Sub-basin, continue to have
serious impacts on the watershed as a whole in the 21st century.
The Olentangy River Watershed consists of 88.5 miles of the Olentangy River and the
surrounding 565 square-mile area drained by the river and its network of tributary streams.
The river has its source in highlands in the southwest corner of Richland County at an
elevation of 1189 feet above sea level. It has an average gradient of 5.5 feet / mile as it flows
south to its confluence with the Scioto River in Columbus in Franklin County (elevation =
702 feet). The watershed itself is part of the larger Scioto River Basin that drains south to
the Ohio River. A distinctive feature of the rivers in central Ohio, especially in Franklin and
Delaware counties, is the peculiar, sub-parallel, nearly straight, north-south trend of four of
the five major streams: the Scioto River, the Olentangy River, Alum Creek, and Big Walnut
Creek (Figure 2-1).
The Olentangy River Watershed is situated in central Ohio in what is termed the Till Plains
Physiographic Region and the Eastern Cornbelt Plains Ecoregion, an area of level,
glaciated plains traversed by broad, low, linear hills. The region originally was covered with
beech forests in upland areas and elm-ash forests in wetter flood plain environments (U.S.
Geological Survey, 1998). Today, the region consists of extensive row-crop agriculture with
corn, soybeans, and livestock production dominating land use across the area (> 75% of the
total ecoregion). Better streams retain wooded riparian corridors with cottonwood,
sycamore, black willow, and box elder predominating. Small to medium-size urban areas are
characteristic, typically with a lack of extensively developed heavy industry. Exceptions in
the vicinity of the Olentangy River Watershed include the cities of Marion, Delaware, and
Columbus.
The Ohio Environmental Protection Agency (Ohio EPA) and the U.S. Geological Survey
(USGS) have divided the Olentangy River Watershed into two somewhat distinct sub-basins
(Figure 2-2). The Upper Olentangy River Sub-basin consists of rural and agricultural
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Figure 2-1: Scioto River Basin.
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Figure 2-2: Olentangy River Watershed.
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portions of Richland, Crawford,
Morrow, Marion, and northern
Delaware counties, north of the
city of Delaware. This sub-basin
extends from the source area of
the Olentangy River in the north
to the confluence with Delaware
Run in the city of Delaware to
the south, encompassing an area
of 393 square miles.
The
damming of a portion of the
Olentangy River several miles
north of Delaware in 1948
formed Delaware Lake, a U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers flood
control reservoir.
The Lower Olentangy River
Sub-basin extends from the
mouth of Delaware Run in
Delaware
south
to
the
confluence of the Olentangy
River with the Scioto River, in
the city of Columbus. This
portion of the watershed
consists of rural and suburban
portions of southern Delaware
County and largely urban
portions of Franklin County, an
area of over 150 square miles
(Figures 2-2 and 2-3). The
upper 22 miles of this sub-basin
-- from the Delaware Dam in
Delaware County to the Wilson
Bridge
Road
Bridge
in
Worthington in Franklin County
-- was given State Scenic River
status in 1973.
The Lower
Olentangy River Sub-basin,
however, is also the most rapidly
growing area in Ohio with the
Figure 2-3: The Lower Olentangy Watershed.
population of Delaware County
increasing 64% in the decade
between 1990 and 2000 (U.S. Year 2000 Census). Most of this growth is centered in
southern Delaware County and, as a result, this portion of the watershed is facing increasing
pressures from rampant residential and commercial development. This watershed inventory
report will focus on the Lower Sub-basin of the Olentangy River Watershed from the
Delaware Dam to the confluence with the Scioto River in Columbus.
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