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6.  Human Impacts on the Lower Olentangy River 
Watershed 

 
Cultural History 
 
Prehistoric Indians found the Olentangy watershed to be a fertile land for emerging 
agriculture as well as a source of rocks and flint needed for tool making. These early cultures 
-- Paleo Indian, Adena, Hopewell and Fort Ancient -- left behind artifacts, ceremonial and 
burial mounds, and traces of villages that still tantalize archaeologists. There is evidence that 
the Wyandotte Indians used the Olentangy Indian Caverns, located off Home Road in 
Delaware County, as a haven from the weather and from their enemies, the Delaware 
Indians. One of the large rooms contains "Council Rock," used by the Wyandotte for tribal 
ceremonies. 
Various artifacts found in the caverns indicate that the Indian Council Room was used by 
Wyandotte braves for making arrows and other stone implements until as late as 1810. 
Hundreds of these items were found when the caverns were opened and some are on display 
in the Museum. His own people killed “Leatherlips,” the chief of the Wyandotte, at the 
entrance to the cavern. 

Concrete stairways descend 55 feet to the maze of natural passages and rooms occupying 
three different levels. The second level contains "Indian Lover's Bench," "Battleship Rock" 
and "The Crystal Room." "Fat Man's Misery" is a narrow passage leading to "Cathedral Hall" 
and "The Bell Tower" room 105 feet below the earth's surface. Beyond are passages and 
rooms still unexplored. 

A fourth level where an underground river is flowing to the Olentangy River a half-mile east 
has been partially explored, but not opened to the public. It is known that the river has 
formed a lake, but its size has not been determined. Many miles of passages have never been 
explored and new mysteries - including the location of the lost burial ground of the 
Wyandotte Indians - are expected to unfold as these passages are opened. (Central Ohio 
Source- Olentangy Indian Caverns) 
When European settlers entered North America, the Olentangy was part of a vast 
uninhabited area controlled by the Iroquois Nations. The influence of the Iroquois began to 
wane in the early 1700’s as European settlers moved in. The Indian tribes of the Olentangy 
Valley were forced westward and their riverside villages were quickly resettled.   
 
Louis Sullivant laid out Franklinton in 1797 at the confluence of the Olentangy and Scioto 
rivers.  Worthington was founded in 1803 along the northern part of the watershed and in 
1812 Ohio’s new capital in Columbus was laid out on the east side of the confluence of the 
Olentangy and the Scioto Rivers. The new capital grew rapidly and much of the growth 
extended north along the still unspoiled Olentangy River.   
 
The name Olentangy, meaning “river of the red face paint”, was a Delaware name given to 
what we now call the Big Darby.  The river we now call the Olentangy was once called 
“Keen-hong-she-con-sepung,” meaning   “sharp more and more tool river” or “Whetstone.” 
Whetstones from the Olentangy were used to sharpen tools. In 1833 the Ohio legislature 
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changed the river’s name from the Whetstone to Olentangy as part of a statewide plan to 
restore Indian names to Ohio streams, unfortunately getting the Indian names for Darby 
Creek and the Olentangy River confused. 
 
The Ohio State University was founded in 1887.  Today its main Columbus campus 
occupies 1,715 acres on the banks of the Olentangy.  The University serves over 50,000 
students each year, and is a significant landmark in Ohio.   
  
On the bank of the picturesque Olentangy, at north Columbus, stood the old Piatt Mill 
(Figure 6-1).  For a number of years the father of John James Piatt, the well-known literary 
personage, operated it. The future poet spent many of his boyhood days playing about the 
old mill, and doubtless the impressions made by its surroundings found expression in his 
work. The old mill was located at the northern boundary of Olentangy Park, owned by the 
Columbus Street Railway Company, and was considered one of the most picturesque spots 
in Ohio (OSU Department of History). In 1899, the Dussenbury brothers purchased the 
park, which featured a small merry-go-round. The Dussenburys were responsible for the 
construction of a theater, a dance pavilion and rides such as the “loop-the-loop”, 
“whirlwind” and “shoot the chutes”. During the 44 years that Olentangy park was open, it 

Figure 6-1: The Old Piatt Mill on the Olentangy River.



Friends of the Lower Olentangy Watershed  March 2002 / edited 2003 

Lower Olentangy River Watershed Inventory D-55 

featured four roller coasters (Red Devil, Racer, and Whirlwind), the Ye Olde Mill, a 
swimming pool, two Ferris wheels, a pony track, a train ride, two carousels, and many more 
attractions (Figure 6-2). In 1938, the park was sold to L.L. LeVeque, and was turned into the 
Olentangy Village apartment complex (Clintonville Historical Society). 
 
Development soon spilled northward and westward.  By the 1960’s there was pressure for a 
major highway that would parallel the river. The construction of S.R. 315 ended in 1978, and 
resulted in great changes. Two hundred and thirty acres of wildlife habitat, including 22 acres 
of wetlands, and over 2,000 feet of natural streams were lost.  In addition, more than 2,300 
feet of riverbed were channelized to make room for the highway.  
 
Impacts over Time 
 
The Olentangy River Watershed has changed dramatically in the past several hundred years 
since the arrival of Europeans into the Ohio Valley in the late 1700’s.  These changes in 
Ohio’s landscape, including those in the Olentangy River Watershed, have been well 
documented.  Vegetation maps based on early land surveys and historical accounts plus 
subsequent studies by various state agencies show a dramatic decrease in forest cover across 
the watershed starting in the early 1800’s and culminating in a near total lack of forest cover 
by the first several decades of the 20th century.  The Olentangy River Watershed in pre-
European times boasted a dense mix of beech and oak-maple forests (Figure 6-3).  As rivers 
were the main transportation routes penetrating the interior of the state and streams and 

Figure 6-2: Olentangy Park 
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rivers were major sources of drinking water, the river’s floodplain and the mouths of its 
tributary streams were the initial areas colonized by the Europeans.  Soon, in the Olentangy 
River valley, scattered Wyandot villages and small cornfields were giving way to an extensive 
patchwork of European family farms producing corn and livestock.  As indicated previously, 
deforestation in the watershed resulted in a loss of stream canopy and forested riparian 
corridors, leading to increased stormwater runoff, increased flash flooding, and increased 
sedimentation, severely impacting water quality.  These impacts also led to significant 
declines in biologic diversity. 
 
Dr. David Stansbery (1961), studying the historical decline of pollution-sensitive freshwater 
mussels in the Scioto River basin (including the Olentangy River), divided the history of 
human impacts on stream water quality in the basin into three successive stages: 
 
1) 1800-1850:  Deforestation and the rise of row-crop agriculture: increased bank 

erosion, siltation, turbidity, and water temperature resulting from conversion of 
forests to farm fields.  

 
2) 1850-1890:  Rise of Urban areas:  increased pollution resulting from increasing 

urbanization and human activity in the watershed; nutrient enrichment, low dissolved 
oxygen, and increased bacterial loads resulting from untreated sewage, 
slaughterhouse waste, brewery wastes, and sawdust from sawmills. 

 
3) 1890-Present: Advent of Industrialization:  increased pollution in the form of toxic 

chemicals resulting from increased industrial discharges to the river, loss of stream 
quality and habitat due to hydromodification of the river and its tributaries through 
channelization and damming of the main channel by lowhead dams, and increased 
impermeability due to urban encroachment onto the floodplain.   

 
The cumulative impacts of these successive assaults on central Ohio streams and rivers has 
been significant in terms of decreasing water quality, loss of in- and out-stream habitat, and 
decreases in the diversity and abundance of both aquatic and terrestrial life.  All of these 
trends continue to impact the Olentangy River at the present with the exception of forested 
cover in the watershed, which appears to be undergoing a slight reversal of its declining 
trend following WWII.
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Figure 6-3: Original Vegetation (Pre-European) Data Source: Original Vegetation, Robert 
Gordon, Ohio Biological Survey 
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Human Population in the Lower Olentangy River Watershed 
 
Population trends in the Olentangy River Watershed have remained relatively constant since 
the establishment of permanent European settlements in the watershed in the early 1800’s.  
Most all of the population growth in the basin in the past 100 years has been due to 
expansion of the larger cities and their immediate environments.  Rural and small town 
populations, in contrast, have remained fairly constant during the same time period 
(Youngquist et al., 1963).  Most of the population increases in the region has been associated 
with the expansion of the city of Columbus within Franklin County.  Within the broader 
Scioto River Basin, the Greater Columbus area and Franklin County accounted for 40% of 
the total population in the basin in 1910, 61% in 1960 (Youngquist et al. 1963), and nearly 
75% in the year 2000.   
 
Population in Franklin County grew 11% between 1990 and the year 2000.  Population in 
Delaware County has grown 64% during the same decade. Table 21 shows census data from  
1990 and 2000.  Much of this growth is taking place in southern Delaware County in the 
Scenic River portion of the Lower Olentangy River Watershed. Population density in 2000, 
however continues to be highest in Columbus portions of Franklin County. (See also 
Appendix D.4).  
 

Table 21:  Census Data Comparison for 1990 and 2000  

The Lower Olentangy Watershed  

Franklin and Delaware Counties 

Location Total Pop. 
2000 
Census 

Housing 
Units  
2000 
Census 

Total 
Pop. 1990 
Census 

Housing 
Units 
1990 
Census 

Acres in Farms 
1990 Census 

Franklin 
County 
watershed 

 228,463 
 
 

 99,686 189,909  77,934 
 

 

Delaware 
County 
watershed 

   27,953  
 

   
 10,414 

   
   5,944 

   
   2,019 
 

     
    179,000 
(whole county) 

 
Current Land Use in the Lower Olentangy River Watershed 
 
Current land use patterns in the Lower Olentangy River Watershed have been tabulated by 
ODNR’s REALM and the FEMA programs.  Forty-nine percent of the Lower Olentangy 
Watershed is agricultural but a significant percentage (26%) is urban (Table 22).  Land use in 
the Delaware County portion of the Olentangy River floodplain in 1994 consisted primarily 
of agricultural land (37%) and wooded acreage (31%), with less than 1% classified as urban 
(Table 23).  In contrast, land use in the floodplain in Franklin County in1998 was dominated 
by impervious urban areas (43%), some wooded acreage (31%), and declining agricultural 
acreage (11.5%) (Table 24). 
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Table 22: Land Uses in the Lower Olentangy Watershed 

Land Use Acreage Percent Area 
Urban (open impervious surfaces) 18,770.45* 26% 
Agriculture / Open Urban Areas (lawns) 34,639.11 49% 
Shrub / Scrub     625.58  <1% 
Wooded 16,298.16 23% 
Open Water      306.58  <1% 
Non-Forested Wetlands      542.40 <1% 
Barren (Quarries, Sand and Gravel Pits)      142.86 <1% 
Total Acreage 71,326.10  
 
 

Table 23: Land Uses in the Lower Olentangy Watershed Floodplain in 
Delaware County 1994 

Land Use Acreage Percent Area 
Agriculture / Open Urban Areas 2,880.75 37% 
Non-forested Wetlands 365.00  5% 
Open Water 1,150.48 15% 
Shrub / Scrub 145.48  2% 
Unknown 0.46  
Urban 208.60 3%  
Wooded 3,036.68 39% 
Total Acreage 7,787.21  
 
 

Table 24: Land Uses in the Lower Olentangy Watershed Floodplain in 
Franklin County 1998 

Land Use Acreage Percent Area 
Agriculture / Open Urban Areas 244.81 12% 
Non-forested Wetlands 21.61 1% 
Open Water 257.78 12% 
Shrub / Scrub 16.67 <1% 
Urban (impervious surface) 920.61 43% 
Wooded 663.91 31% 
Total Acreage 2,125.39  
 
Land Use Data Source: ODNR, REALM 1994 Land Use Inventory of Ohio (Delaware) and 
1998 Franklin County land use / land cover, ODNR 1998 (Franklin County). 100-year flood 
boundary, Franklin Co FEMA Pilot Project Preliminary Data, FEMA, ODNR, 2001. 
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The Importance of Imperviousness 
 
One of the main features associated with the urbanization of the watershed is the increase in 
“imperviousness”, especially in the floodplain of the river.  “Imperviousness” refers to the 
amount of hardened surfaces – surfaces that are impermeable to water and cause the water 
to be deflected from these surfaces rather than soaking into the ground.  Studies collected 
nationally by the Center for Watershed Protection show that imperviousness is a useful 
indicator with which to measure the impacts of development on streams.  The percentage of 
imperviousness or hard surfaces such as roads, parking lots, rooftops, and driveways in a 
watershed has a direct relationship with the amount of runoff.  For example, the total runoff 
from a one-inch of rainfall from a one-acre meadow would fill a standard size office to a 
depth of about two feet.  If that same acre were paved, runoff from a one-inch rainfall event 
would completely fill the office plus two additional offices adjacent to it.  The peak 
discharge, velocity, and time of concentration of the rainfall event also exhibit a striking 
increase after a meadow is replaced with a parking lot.  In addition, an increase in 
imperviousness results in stream bank instability triggering stream bank erosion and habitat 
degradation.  Recent research models developed in the Pacific Northwest suggest a threshold 
for urban stream stability exists at about 10% imperviousness (Booth, 1991; Booth and 
Reinelt, 1993).   
 
As indicated in Table 25, the percent of imperviousness in the Lower Olentangy River 
increases dramatically as one goes downstream from the less-urbanized portion of the river 
near High Banks Metro Park and the Powell Road bridge (2.7%) to the river floodplain in 
Clintonville in the vicinity of Whetstone Park (49.5%), and to the increasingly more 
urbanized portion of the Olentangy River watershed within Columbus from the Dodridge 
Street bridge to the river’s confluence with the Scioto River (78%).  As suggested by the 
discussion presented in the previous paragraph, the 1999 water and biological quality survey 
of the Lower Olentangy River (Ohio EPA, 2001) shows a distinctive inverse relationship 
between water quality in the river and increasing imperviousness in the watershed as one 
goes downstream from the I-270 bridge to the river’s confluence within Franklin County.  
 
It is evident, given the current explosive rate of population growth in southern Delaware 
County, that land use across this portion of the watershed is changing at a rapid pace (See 
Appendix D.5).  Development and the resulting urbanization of these former agricultural 
areas is now dramatically increasing the percent imperviousness in the Scenic River portion 
of the Olentangy River Watershed (Figure 6-4).  Barring any intervention to mitigate the 
effects of increasing imperviousness in this area, it is anticipated that the current exceptional 
water quality along this stretch of the river in Delaware County will surely decline as it has in 
heavily-urbanized portions of Franklin County.   
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Table 25:  Percentage of Imperviousness 

14 Digit Subwatershed % Imperviousness 
05060001120010 Olentangy River below Horseshoe Run to 
below Delaware Run 

11.7% 

05060001120020 Olentangy River near Powell 2.7% 
05060001120030 Olentangy River near Worthington 17.8% 
05060001120040 Olentangy River near Worthington to 
gauging station at Henderson Rd. 

41% 

05060001120050 Olentangy River from gauging station at 
Henderson Rd. to Dodridge St. 

49.5% 

0506000120060 Olentangy River from Dodridge St. to Scioto 
River 

78.1% 

Key: 
Sensitive (attaining WQS) = 0-10% Imperviousness 
Impacted (partially attaining WQS) = 11-25% Imperviousness 
Non-supporting (non-attaining WQS)= 26-100% Imperviousness 
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Figure 6-4: Aerial Photography 1994 2000 comparison. 
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Human Impacts: Permitted Point Sources 
 
About 30 permitted facilities discharge into the Olentangy River in southern Delaware and 
Franklin counties (Figure 6-5). Permitted dischargers are allowed to discharge wastewater 
effluent into the river under a federal National Pollution Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES) permit.  Ohio EPA and these companies are required to regularly monitor these 
discharges to insure that they do not exceed the limits for various chemicals set forth in the 
permit.  These limits are based on the assimilative capacity of the stream and Ohio EPA’s 
Aquatic and Human Health Water Quality Criteria.  The two largest permitted dischargers 
are the city of Delaware Waste Water Treatment plant (WWTP) on Cherry Street in 
Delaware and the Olentangy Environmental Control Center WWTP in Liberty Township, 
also in Delaware County.  These permitted dischargers are considered to be point sources 
as they typically allow for the discharge of chemicals or pollutants to the river from one or 
only a few specific outfalls.  
 
Delaware County WWTP 
 
The Delaware WWTP discharges directly into the Olentangy River at RM 25.26 at the south 
end of the city of Delaware and upstream of the US Rt. 23 bridge.  The plant was upgraded 
in 1986 and currently has a design capacity to discharge 5.5 million gallons of wastewater 
effluent per day (MGD) into the river.  In 1999, the plant’s discharges averaged about 4.5 
MGD. Plant influent consists of 95% sanitary wastewater and 5% industrial wastewater. 
Ohio EPA (2001) reported that the Delaware WWTP was operating properly during this 
time period.  Ohio EPA documented clear and marked impacts on fish biotas downstream 
of the plant in 1989.  The impacted segment of the river appears to have fully recovered in 
1999 (Ohio EPA, 2001).  Plant upgrades in the late 1980’s resulted in significant reductions 
in biochemical oxygen demand (BOD), ammonia, and metals loadings.  Levels of toxic 
ammonia have decreased as the result of nitrification of the ammonia but nitrate loadings 
downstream of the site have increased.  While whole-effluent toxicity tests performed in 
April 1999 failed, previous tests in 1994 and 1998 indicated no acute effluent toxicity.  Ohio 
EPA in their 2001 report indicated “the Delaware WWTP did not appear to negatively 
impact the chemical quality of the Olentangy River downstream from the discharge (point).”  
However, Ohio EPA noted in the same report that “the general contributions of 
phosphorus and nitrate are a concern and should be monitored as nutrient enrichment may 
become more of a problem in the future with continued heavy development in the city of 
Delaware and the surrounding country.”  
 
 Olentangy Environmental Control Center WWTP 
 
The OECC WWTP is owned and operated by Delaware County and discharges directly to 
the Olentangy River at RM 13.39, immediately west of the overlook at the High Banks 
Metro Park in Liberty Township.  This plant was upgraded in 1998 with system changes 
designed to increase the capacity of the plant from 1.5 to 4.5 MGD.   The OECC recently 
submitted a request to Ohio EPA to further increase their treated effluent discharge from 
4.5 to 6.6 MGD. 
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OECC influent consists of nearly 100% conventional sanitary sewage.  1999 data suggested 
that the OECC WWTP was operating properly with pollutant concentrations in the effluent 
all within permit limits (Ohio EPA, 2001).  Whole effluent toxicity tests indicated no acute 
toxicity in 1998 and 1999.  Although Ohio EPA indicated that the OECC did not appear to 
impact the chemical quality of the water of the Olentangy River downstream of the plant 
outfall, fish biotas in the mixing zone in the river at the outfall had significantly poorer 
scores than upstream and downstream of the OECC outfall.  Increased concentrations of 
nitrates, phosphorus, chloride, and sodium were noted in river surface water downstream of 
the effluent outfall, but were within allowable plant discharge parameters.  Close monitoring 
of the levels of the chemicals in river below the OECC outfall will be necessary to insure 
that increased discharges from the plant likely to occur in the near future do not further 
impact water quality and aquatic biotas in downstream portions of the river. 
 
Besides these two wastewater treatment plants, there are 27 other permitted wastewater 
dischargers scattered throughout the Lower Olentangy River Watershed (Table 26 and 
Figure 6-5).  These include a variety of public and private facilities, including Shroyer’s 
Mobile Home Park off US Rt. 23 north of Delaware, the Methodist Theological Seminary in 
Delaware, Marzetti’s in Clintonville, The Ohio State University and the Battelle Memorial 
Institute near the 5th Avenue bridge, and the Timken Corporation on west side of Cleveland 
Avenue (source: Ohio EPA Jan 2001 NPDES Permit List).   
 
Human Impacts – Current Point Sources of Pollution 
Ohio EPA and FLOW have identified a number of either permitted dischargers who are out 
of compliance with their permits or defunct facilities that are sources of pollution currently 
impacting the Lower Olentangy River.    
 
Old Delaware City Landfill 
The Old Delaware City Landfill is a 15-acre site east of Cherry Street and fronting the 
Olentangy River at the south end of the city of Delaware.  The site was operated by the city 
of Delaware as a solid waste landfill from 1951 to 1975, accepting household, commercial, 
and industrial solid wastes.  Landfill operations ceased in 1975 and the site was filled and 
graded.  The current city WWTP, a recycling center, and the city maintenance garage are all 
situated on top of the former landfill.  Explosive levels of methane gas have been routinely 
detected across the property.  Ohio EPA reported leachate seeps discharging low levels of 
chemicals (organics like ethylbenzene, xylene, and various polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
[PAHs] and the metals arsenic, iron, and lead) into the Olentangy River along the east bank 
of the landfill site in the early 1990’s (Ohio Department of Health, 2000).    
 
T. Marzetti Company 
This is an operating facility located along Indianola Avenue and discharging their wastewater 
via storm sewers to Adena Brook. The facility has an extensive history of non-permitted 
releases and spills of food-grade oil and/or vinegar to the creek over the past several 
decades.  Ohio EPA records listed 10 spills or unpermitted wastewater discharges from the 
Marzetti facility to storm sewers or Adena Brook between 1996 and 1998.   The most recent 
spill occurred January 15, 2001 and consisted of the release of 4,500 gallons of acidic vinegar 
to a sewer line, some of which entered Adena Brook.       
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Table 26: NPDES Permittees Ohio EPA CDO, September 12, 2000 

Entity Facility Type County 
AC Humko Food processing Franklin 
Adrian Subdivision Sanitary Delaware 
Battelle Institute Research Franklin 
BP Oil Company Petroleum storage Delaware 
Buckeye Valley Schools Sanitary Delaware 
Columbus Coated Fabrics Industrial sewage Franklin 
Columbus Municipal Light 
Plant 

Electric generation Franklin 

Del-Co Water Company Water treatment Delaware 
Delaware JVS Sanitary Delaware 
Delaware Mobile Home Park Sanitary Delaware 
Delaware Water Plant Water treatment Delaware 
City of Delaware Sanitary Delaware 
Evans Adhesive Corp.  Franklin 
McCracken Power Plant Cooling Franklin 
Methodist Theological 
School 

Sanitary Delaware 

National Electric Coil  Franklin 
Nissan North, Inc. Sanitary Delaware 
ODOT Office of Aviation 
Fueling 

Petroleum storage Franklin 

Olentangy Env. Control 
Center 

Sanitary Delaware 

Olentangy Local Schools Sanitary Delaware 
Shroyer’s Homes Sanitary Delaware 
Sunsprout Farms of Central 
Ohio 

Food process Franklin 

Superamerica Sanitary Delaware 
Timken Co. Cooling / Storm Franklin 
Tracy’s Restaurant Sanitary Delaware 
US Dept Agriculture Sanitary Delaware 
Willamette Industries Cooling Delaware 
Worthington Arms MHP Sanitary Delaware 
Worthington Hills Water treatment Franklin 
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Figure 6-5 Permitted Waste Water Dischargers in the Lower Olentangy Watershed 
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Timken Corporation-Columbus Bearing Plant 
This soon-to-close facility, located on the west side of Cleveland Avenue in Columbus, made 
metal ball bearings at this site for decades.  “Quenching oil” was extensively used at the site 
to cool the molten ball bearings as part of the production process. It is estimated that 
thousands of gallons of this oil may saturate the soils under the facility, accumulating as the 
result of years of spills and accidental releases (Ohio EPA staff, pers. comm. 2001).  
September 10th of this year, a large oil slick was observed by a jogger entering the Olentangy 
River just above the Third Avenue Bridge and extending downstream to the confluence.  
The spill was traced through the city’s storm sewer system two miles east to the Timken 
facility. Ohio EPA placed booms at the storm sewer outfall to the river to try and contain 
the spill, but as of November 9, 2001, oil was still entering the city’s storm-sewer system 
unabated at the Timken property and continuing to enter the river.  
 
AC Humko   
This company produced vegetable oil and other food-related products at its now defunct 
facility on the east bank of the river for a number of decades.  Numerous spills and other 
accidental releases of oil at the property have caused the permeable soils under the facility to 
become saturated with rancid vegetable oil (Ohio EPA staff, pers. comm. 2001).  The 
decomposing oil has caused the groundwater under the site to become oxygen-poor.  This 
groundwater flows west and discharges under the river, evidently causing the river bottom 
adjacent to the facility to become anoxic and a poor habitat for aquatic life.  An application 
has been submitted to the Clean Ohio Fund for remediation of this site. 
 
Human Impacts – Nonpoint Sources of Pollution 
In contrast to point sources of pollution, nonpoint sources allow for pollutants to enter the 
river from many, often diffuse, sources rather than from the end of a single pipe.  In 
contrast to point sources of pollution, which are now are regulated by Ohio EPA through 
the federal NPDES permits, nonpoint sources of pollution currently are largely outside the 
control of these agencies and today comprise the main threats to water quality in Ohio’s 
rivers and streams (Ohio EPA, 2001).  These types of pollution include: mud and silt 
washing from construction sites; stormwater runoff from impermeable areas; road salt, 
gasoline, oil, and antifreeze, washing from roads and bridges; septic sewage releases from 
unsewered areas, and releases of sewage from Combined Sewer Overflows and Sanitary 
Sewer Overflow points scattered within the city limits of both Columbus and Delaware.   
Addressing water quality issues resulting from these nonpoint sources of pollution along the 
Lower Olentangy River is a major goal of FLOW and this inventory report is a critical initial 
part of this process. 
 
Human Impacts – Nonpoint Sources: Construction Sites 
As indicated above, explosive growth and development in portions of the Lower Olentangy 
River Watershed, especially the Scenic River portion of the watershed, is encroaching on the 
floodplains of the mainstem of the river and of its tributary streams.  Between August 1992 
and June 1999, there were 21 construction sites in the watershed greater than 5 acres in size.  
Floodplain developments over the short term cause excessive amounts of mud and silt to 
wash into the river or its tributary streams, often smothering the adjacent bottom substrates 
with mud, killing existing bottom life and often making the stream bottom an inhospitable 
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place for aquatic life for some time.  Floodplain developments cause additional negative 
impacts on the river and the watershed over the long term.  These include: 1) reducing the 
available area for water storage during flood events, resulting in increased down-cutting, 
increased bank erosion, and an increase in the frequency and severity of downstream flood 
events; 2) the loss of riparian buffer zones in the floodplain leading to increases in the 
volume of sediment and pollutants entering the stream, degrading water quality and adverse 
impacts on both aquatic and terrestrial life through the loss of quality wildlife habitat; and 3) 
increasing the percent of impervious surface area in the floodplain, which increases the 
volume of stormwater runoff, leading to increases in the volume and concentrations of 
pollutants entering the stream, further degrading stream water quality.  
 
Current threats and impacts from construction in the Scenic River portion of the Lower 
Olentangy River Watershed in Delaware County include:  
 
• Destruction of the forested riparian corridor and filling and culvertization of a ravine cut 

by an east-flowing tributary of the Olentangy River at the Nourse property at the north 
end of the Delaware County, east side of US Rt. 23. 

  
• Emplacement of large quantities of dirt fill to facilitate the building of a number of 

“executive houses” on the flood plain of the river at Riverpoint Court, less than one mile 
north of the Powell Road bridge and the High Banks Metro Park, between State Rt. 315 
and the west bank of the river.  Sediment fences are currently down and non-functional.  
Four to five feet of fill emplaced within 120 feet of the riverbank.  

 
• Proposed widening of State Rt. 315 at the Powell Road bridge, immediately adjacent to 

and upstream of High Banks Metro Park (and the highest quality section of the Lower 
Olentangy River as determined by Ohio EPA).    

 
• Emplacement of large quantities of fill onto the flood plain of the river to facilitate 

another housing development on the Bodycombe property also east of State Rt. 315 just 
north of Mount Air and downstream of the OECC WWTP 

 
Potential threats or current impacts from construction within the urban part of the river in 
Franklin County include: 
 
•    Destruction of a wooded riparian area (approximately 150 trees) along the west bank 

of the river as a result of the expansion of the Riverside Hospital parking lot at the 
southwest corner of the North Broadway bridge.  Riverside Hospital’s contractor 
destroyed riparian areas outside of the hospital’s property line, extending into areas 
owned by the city of Columbus and Franklin County. 

 
• Construction associated with expansion of the Olentangy Village Apartments complex 

along the east bank of the river below the Dodridge Road Bridge in Columbus.  
Significant quantities of mud washed off-site directly into the river before measures 
were taken by the contractor to control the erosion and runoff.  

 
• Planned construction of a new bridge over the river at Lane Avenue and an ODOT 

project extending ramps from State Rt. 315 to the OSU campus, both upstream of the 
5th Avenue bridge in the campus area. 
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• Planned renovation work on the Henderson Road Bridge.  

 
• Construction of elements of the Spring-Sandusky interchange off of State Rt. 315 near 

the confluence of the Olentangy River with the Scioto River, in Columbus.   
 
All of these sites currently pose acute threats to those sections of the river immediately 
adjacent and downstream of these sites.  Their cumulative impacts will affect water quality 
and biological integrity along the entire length of the river in the future as the river’s 
floodplain buffer continues to shrink or have its forested riparian corridor destroyed and 
replaced with impermeable surfaces.  
 
Human Impacts- Nonpoint Sources: CSO, SSO and Storm Sewers 
 
What are Combined Sewer Overflows (CSOs)?   
 
In the past, sewer lines were constructed to collect both sanitary and industrial wastewater as 
well as rain water runoff. During dry weather, the combined sewers carry this water to 
treatment facilities. However, when it rains, the volume of water may exceed the capacity of 
the combined sewers or of the treatment plant. The sewer system is designed to have relief 
points where the combined wastewater is allowed to overflow untreated* into the nearest 
stream or river, this creates a combined sewer overflow, or CSO.  
 
What are Sanitary Sewer Overflows (SSOs)? 
 
SSOs originate from sewer lines that collect sanitary and industrial wastewater but unlike 
CSOs, storm water is not intentionally directed into the pipes. Yet, in some locations, 
rainwater still percolates into the sewer lines and causes the volume of water to exceed the 
capacity of the treatment plant. When this occurs, there are relief points established 
throughout the sewer system. These relief points are usually when a manhole fills to a certain 
elevation or when sewage flows over a weir and the overflow of untreated wastewater is 
discharged directly to a stream or river. 
 
What are Storm Sewers?  
 
Storm sewers collect rainwater that runs off of roads, rooftops and parking lots. With the 
rainwater are pollutants such as trash, oil, heavy metals, bacteria and lawn chemicals. Storm 
sewer systems discharge this rainwater directly into the stream or river through a drainage 
pipe.  
 
Why are these sewer systems a problem?  
 
Because these systems can discharge untreated sanitary and industrial wastewater along with 
storm water runoff, many different types of pollutants may be present. These pollutants can 
present a danger to the aquatic life that inhabits the receiving waters and to the health of 
people who use the waters for recreation and drinking. These systems can also deposit 
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debris, litter or sediment that can result in unacceptable conditions due to visual aesthetics or 
odor problems.  
 
Detection of elevated levels of E.coli and fecal coliform bacteria in the mainstem of the lower 
Olentangy River within the city of Delaware and in the lower 5 miles of the river within the 
City of Columbus, as well as elevated bacteria in all of the tributaries sampled by Ohio EPA 
in 1999, indicate the impacts of faulty CSOs and SSOs on water quality throughout the 
watershed (Ohio EPA, 2001). Numerous documented CSOs and SSOs are known from the 
Lower Olentangy Watershed in Franklin County. 
 
 
Below are a series of tables highlighting the location of these sewer systems within the 
Lower Olentangy River Watershed.  
 
*some CSO’s receive primary treatment 
 
 

Table 27:  List of Combined Storm and Sanitary Sewer Overflows (CSOs) 
Located in the City of Columbus’ Collection System. 

These discharge points are near combined sewer regulators. 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Ref. No. Location    Outfall No.  Receiving Stream                                     
________________________________________________________________ 
98  First & Perry        4PF00000032       Olentangy  

102  Third & Perry   4PF00000027       Olentangy  
162  King Avenue   4PF00000007     Olentangy  
233  Regulator at OSU/Indianola Ave. 4PF00000006     Olentangy  
237  Tuttle Park at Frambes  4PF00000031     Olentangy  
231  Frambes e/o Tuttle Park 4PF00000005     Olentangy  
259                Hudson Street     4PF00000004     Olentangy  
_________________________________________________________________ 
                                                                            
 
 
 
 

Table 28: Combined Sanitary Sewer Overflows (CSOs) without Regulators 
Located within the City of Columbus’ Collection System. 

_________________________________________________________________ 
Ref. No.  Location              Outfall No.        Receiving 

Stream 
_________________________________________________________________ 
156   Main Interceptor Sewer, Discharge N of Hill Ave. 4PF00000040  Olentangy  
_________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 29:  City of Columbus Sanitary Sewer Overflow Relief Points 
Discharging to Storm Sewers or Open Waterways.  

Reference number refers to the numbering system used by the city to track the SSOs in the 
collection system. MH = manhole. 

_________________________________________________________________ 
Ref. No. Relief Location      Type Receiving 

Waters 
_________________________________________________________________ 
109  MH s/s Third Ave., 490' w/o Olentangy R. Rd.      A Olentangy R  
111  MH s/s Third Ave.,690' w/o Olentangy R. Rd.       A Olentangy R.  
103  MH s/s Third Ave., 290' w/o Olentangy R.Rd.       A Olentangy R.  
100  MH Northwest Blvd. & Hilo Lane   A Olentangy R.  
107  MH f/o 814 W Third Ave.        A Olentangy R.  
147  MH alley n/o King and w/o Star Ave.   A Olentangy R.  
146  MH Third & Morning      A Olentangy R.   
148  MH King Ave & alley w/o Virginia    A Olentangy R.   
151  MH Meadow Rd & Third Ave.   A Olentangy R.   
154  MH Third and Virginia    A  Olentangy R.   
149  MH Fifth Ave & North Star    A Olentangy R.   
150  MH King and North Star    A Olentangy R.   
157  MH Fifth Ave & Eastview/Kenny   A Olentangy R.   
156*  MH alley n/o Hill Ave w/o Perry St.   A Olentangy R.   
110  MH Third Ave & Oxley (east)   A Olentangy R.  
105  MH Third Ave & Oxley (west)   A Olentangy R.  
266  MH Howey & Briarwood   A Glen Echo Ravine  
299  MH Akola and Alley w/o Azelda   A Glen Echo Ravine  
273  MH Akola and Alley w/o Hiawatha   A Glen Echo Ravine  
267  MH Akola and Alley w/o Atwood Terrace A Glen Echo Ravine  
271  MH Azelda and Alley n/o Hudson   B Olentangy R.  
263  MH Velma and Alley s/o Hudson   B Olentangy R. 
381  MH Maynard and Velma   A Olentangy R. 
274  MH Republic & Ontario    A Glen Echo Ravine  
380  MH Lexington & Alley n/o Hudson   B Olentangy R.  
276  MH Criarwood and Alley w/o McGuffy  A Glen Echo Ravine  
275  MH Hamilton & Alley n/o Duxberry   B Olentangy R.  
284  MH n/o Pacemont at Olentangy River A Olentangy R.   
288  MH e/o Olentangy St. & Indianola   A Glen Echo Ravine  
285  MH Midgard & Alley e/o Indianola   A Walhalla Ravine  
292  MH Akola & Alley w/o Osceola   A Glen Echo Ravine  
303  MH Akola & Alley e/o Homecroft   A Glen Echo Ravine  
291  MH Osceola & alley s/o Weber   A Glen Echo Ravine  
301  MH Alamo & alley w/o Osceola   A  Glen Echo Ravine  
304  MH Alamo & alley w/o Pontiac   A Glen Echo Ravine  
289  MH Akola & Alley w/o Pontiac   A   Glen Echo Ravine  
308  MH Minnesota & Hamilton   A Glen Echo Ravine  
325  MH n/o N. Broadway & e/o Olentangy R.  A Olentangy R.  
326  MH Olentangy Blvd. & Montrose Way A Olentangy R  
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Table 29 Continued: 
 
323  MH Webster PK & Olentangy Blvd.   A Ditch  
329  MH e/s Indianola & alley E. N. Broadway  A Walhalla Ravine  
330  MH Pauline & Atwood Terrace   A Adena Brook  
337  MH Richards & Granden   A Olentangy R.  
338  MH Northridge & Atwood Terrace   A Adena Brook 
346  MH w/o Rustic Pl. and Olentangy Blvd. A Olentangy R.  
352  MH n/s Weisheimer and Starrett   A Olentangy R. 
349  MH Alley e/o High & s/o Schreyer Pl. B Creek- Whetstone  
351  MH w/o Olentangy Blvd & n/o Royal Frst. A Olentangy R. 
350  MH Wetmore & Alley e/o High Street B Ditch e/o Rustic  
360  MH s/o Rathbone & e/o Delawanda   A Ditch s/o Rathbone  
368  MH Alley e/o High & s/o Lincoln    A Rush Run  
462  MH Goodale & Edgeworth   A Olentangy R. 
145  MH Mulford & Alley w/o McClain   A Olentangy R. 
373  Riverlea Pump Station    C 5693 Olentangy Blvd. 
533  Foster & Alley n/o Kenbrook   A Rush Run  
536  Stafford & Morning    A r/o 933 High St. 
264  Howey & Maynard    A Olentangy R. 
310  McGuffey & Aberdeen   A Olentangy e/o I-71 
328  Como & High     A Olentangy River   
335  Park of Roses     B Adena Brook / Indian 

Spring Run 
576  f/o 320 Kanawha    D Olentangy R. 
________________________________________________________________ 
A- Discharge occurs when a manhole fills to a certain elevation. 
B- Discharge occurs when sewage flows over a weir. 
C- Discharge occurs when a pump station wetwell fills to a certain elevation 
D-Discharge occurs when the sewer line fills to a certain level 
n/o, north of; s/o, south of; e/o, east of; w/o, west of; n/s, north side;  r/o, rear of; f/o, front of 
* SSO and CSO.  
a City of Columbus Division of Sewerage & Drainage and Ohio EPA 1999, Biological and Water Quality Study 
of the Middle Scioto River and Alum Creek: Franklin, Delaware, Morrow, and Pickaway Counties, Ohio. 
Division of Surface Water, Ecological Assessment Unit, Columbus. 
 
 
Human Impacts- Nonpoint Sources: Unsewered Systems 
 
There are several methods to dispose of wastewater where no sewer services are made 
available. Evapo-transpiration mounds, aeration units, or septic tank and leaching systems 
are the current methods for proper wastewater disposal.  
 
The leading causes of septic system failure are sludge buildup in the septic tanks, excess 
water flowing into the system, and mechanical failure; especially in aeration systems (Ohio 
Environmental Council: The Risk to Ohioans: Pathogens in Ohio’s Waters) Many failing 
systems in unincorporated areas of Franklin County are due to older homes (30-40 years) 
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with the original system, situated on lots that are too small for the system to function 
adequately (Franklin County Health Department). 
 
Improper disposal of sewage to the Olentangy River and tributaries is a source of nonpoint 
source pollution and a human health concern.  
 
Table 30 is a list of unsewered areas in Franklin County draining to the Olentangy River; 
City of Columbus and Delaware County data are missing but will incorporated as part of the 
Watershed Action Plan- Human Health Section. The Franklin County Engineer’s office has 
plans for the Rosslyn Ave. area to be connected to Columbus’ sanitary collection system by 
2005. 
 
Human Impacts- Nonpoint Sources: Hydromodification 
 
Because rivers naturally flow back and forth over the landscape, altering a river’s channel 
greatly changes its dynamics, reducing biological diversity and water quality. These 
alterations are called hydromodification. In a study by the Ohio EPA, hydromodification 
was cited as the leading source of impairment to Ohio’s rivers and streams. 
Hydromodification is a threat because it causes siltation and sedimentation. The soil that is 
supposed to be on the land is washed into the water, clouding it with suspended particles 
and reducing the amount of dissolved oxygen in the water available for fish and insects.  
 
Low Head Dams in the Lower Olentangy River 
 
An example of hydromodification that greatly affects the natural flow of the Olentangy is the 
series of twelve low head dams that cross the river. Many of these dams contain major sewer 
lines. They prevent the Olentangy from developing the natural riffle and pool sequence 
needed for good fish and macro invertebrate habitat. Instead they produce a series of pond 
impoundments, which support lake fish species rather than species found in a healthy river 
system. These dams also hurt the ability of the Olentangy to assimilate organic wastes from 
combined sewer overflows, urban runoff and WWTP effluent. Low head dams can also be 
extremely dangerous, physical hazard to waders, fisherman and boaters, and are an 
impediment to boating down the river. 
 
Table 31 lists the locations of the lowhead dams on the mainstem of the lower Olentangy 
River, many of the tributary streams also have dams on them (Figure 6-7). 
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Table 30: List of Unsewered Areas in the Olentangy Watershed- Franklin County* 

Area Township Streets Approx. # 
of Dwellings 

Water Status 

Rosslyn Avenue 
(off High Street, 
north of Morse 
Road and south of 
Rt. 161.) 

Sharon Rosslyn Ave. 
Kanawha Ave. W. 
Islandview Ave. 
Westview Ave. 
Riverside Dr. 
Milton Ave. 
Emerson Ave. 
Olentangy Blvd. 

369 
(11 aeration  
358 septic).  25 
investigations 
in the last 5 
years. 

The majority 
has public water 
supply; the 
Western most 
Blvd has wells. 

Greenvale (North 
side of Rt. 161, east 
of Sawmill Rd.) 

Perry Danbury Pl. 
Greenvale Dr. 
Brookdown Dr. 

 Majority have 
wells. 

Henderson 
Heights (north 
side of 
Henderson Road, 
east of Sawmill 
Rd.) 

Perry Brynwood Dr. 
Henderson Heights Rd. 
Charlbury Dr. 
Woodview Pl. 

 Majority have 
wells. 

Mount Air (West 
side of Rt. 315 at 
the Delaware 
County Line) 

Perry Entire Subdivision 
Development 

 Public Water 
Supply 

Flint & Park (Flint 
Rd. south of 
Lazelle and east of 
High Street) 

 Pocono Rd. 
Forest Ridge Dr. 
Flint Rd. 
Park Rd. 
Melyers Ct. 
Berston Pl. 

  

Hard Rd. and 
Olentangy River 
Rd. just west of Rt. 
315.  

 Part of Gatehouse Ln. 
Hidden Hollow Drive 

  

Linworth (spotted 
areas south of 
Wilson Bridge Rd., 
just south of Bethel 
Rd. west of Rt. 
315).  

 St. Rt. 161 
Olentangy River Rd. 
Shetland Ct. 
Curley’s Ct. 
Castle Crest Dr. 
W. Plesenton Dr. S. 
Samada Ave. 
Linworth Rd. 
Sharon Hill Dr. 
Clover Dr. 
Shuster Rd. 
Postlewaite Rd. 

  

Data from “Unincorporated Areas of Franklin County Contributing to NPS pollution” and maps provided by  
Environment Division Water and Wastewater Section, Franklin County Board of Health. * Delaware County 
information was absent. 
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Table 31:  Lowhead Dams in the Lower Olentangy Watershed 

Name of Dam Location Height / 
Purpose 

Owner 

Main Road Dam South of the 
Delaware Dam 

  

Panhandle Road 
Dam 

South of Panhandle 
Road, Delaware  

4 /   

Central Ave. Dam South of Central Ave, 
Delaware 

4 / For 
beautification 

City of Delaware 
Rec & Parks Dept. 

William Street 
Dam 

South of William 
Street, Delaware 

4 / For 
beautification 

City of Delaware 
Rec & Parks Dept. 

Stratford Dam North of St. Rt. 23 
Bridge over River, 
Stratford 

4 /   

St. Rt. 23 Dam North of St. Rt. 23 
Bridge over River, 
Stratford 

Eroding away   

St. Rt. 161 Dam Worthington 12 Ft / Public 
Wastewater 
Treatment 

City of Columbus- 
Sewer 
Maintenance  

Broadmeadows 
Dam 

Worthington 4 Ft. / Public 
Waste Water 
Treatment 

City of Columbus-
Sewer 
Maintenance 

North Broadway 
Dam 

Clintonville 6 Ft./ Public 
Waste Water 
Treatment 

City of Columbus- 
Sewer 
Maintenance 

Union Cemetery 
Dam 

Clintonville 5.9 Ft./ Public 
Wastewater 
Treatment 

City of Columbus- 
Sewer 
Maintenance 

Dodridge Street 
Dam 

Columbus  6.6 Ft. / Waste 
Retention 
(Sanitary 
Sewer 
Crossing) 

City of Columbus- 
Division of 
Sewerage and 
Drainage 

Fifth Ave Dam OSU Campus, 
Columbus 

8 Ft. / Water 
Supply 

City of Columbus- 
Division of 
Sewerage and 
Drainage 

 




