OEPA Releases Biennial Stream Health Assessment

Ohio EPA has released the draft of its biennial assessment of the general condition of Ohio's streams and lakes, with a list of those judged to be "impaired" and in need of attention.  Ohio's large rivers showed continued improvement over the last two years; tributaries are improving too, but at a slower rate.  Rivers assessed since the last report include the lower Little Miami, Mohican, Walhonding, upper Great Miami, Licking and Cuyahoga. All demonstrated significant improvement in the last ten to fifteen years. 

 

Waterways are evaluated on four "beneficial uses":

Aquatic life use (health of the native ecosystem)
While large rivers are doing well, smaller watershed units still face challenges, although incremental progress is being made.  OEPA intends to encourage more community involvement and implementation of innovative best management practices to reduce the impacts of nonpoint source pollution, such as agricultural
runoff.

Human health use (fish tissue)
About 30% of units assessed are in attainment.  PCB contamination in fish is the cause of most of the impairments, with mercury coming in second.

Public drinking water supply use
Nitrate and atrazine are the main impairment causes. The primary source of both is agricultural non-point source runoff. Other sources include home and commercial fertilizer application, failing septic systems and wastewater plant discharges.

Recreation use
A little less than half of waters where people are most likely to fish or swim are meeting the recreation use standard. Since the last report, the indicator used to measure bacterial contamination has shifted from fecal coliform to E. coli.  Because of changes in methodology, less data is available for analysis since permitted dischargers are not yet monitoring for E. coli.  Typical sources include livestock access to streams, failing home septic systems, manure spreading, manure spills, and combined sewer overflows (CSOs). Many cities are in the process of installing controls to address CSOs.

Some controversy has arisen over new evaluation procedures.  For the purposes of the impaired waters list, Ohio EPA now divides the state into smaller watershed units (over 1,500 in all), like pixels on a television.  This allows information to be reported on a finer scale, and, since the status for each of the four uses is now reported instead of a single overall status, impairment locations are clearer, hopefully leading to better targeting of restoration efforts.  On the other hand, Ohio EPA's traditional long-term trend analysis of aquatic life conditions- a 30+ year record of data on major Ohio streams- uses a ten-year sliding window of data, so rivers not sampled in the last 10 years were not included.  Consequently, important rivers such as the Tiffin, Maumee, and Great Miami- all well-known to be suffering from nutrient overloading - were left out.  While this had no effect on the list of impaired waters, the sharp increase from 79% of monitored large river miles in full attainment of water quality standards in the 2008 report to 93% in the 2010 report raised eyebrows.

The Ohio River is subjected to the same scrutiny as other Ohio waterways, but not by Ohio EPA.  That job falls to a multi-state consortium, the Ohio River Sanitation Commission (ORSANCO).  Its report is due later this year.  

View the Ohio 2010 Integrated Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report.  It includes a schedule of stream assessments over the next two decades, subject to modification in future report cycles.  The final report is due to the U.S. EPA by April 1 and will be posted online once it is approved.
 
Specific information about each of the 1,538 assessment units can be found in the Assessment Summaries. 

