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The East Branch of the Black River  

Beneficial Use Impairments (BUIs)  

The Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, as amended, 
calls for remedial action plans (RAPs) to be developed to 
restore and protect any of 14 beneficial uses in Areas of 
Concern (AOC).  An impaired beneficial use means a 
change in the chemical, physical or biological integrity of 
the AOC sufficient to cause any of the following: 
 

1. Restrictions on fish and wildlife consumption * 
2. Tainting of fish and wildlife flavor 
3. Degradation of fish or wildlife populations * 
4. Fish tumors or other deformities ** 
5. Bird or animal deformities or reproductive 

problems *** 
6. Degradation of benthos * 
7. Restrictions on dredging activities * 
8. Eutrophication or undesirable algae * 
9. Restrictions of drinking water consumption, or 

taste and odor problems 
10. Beach closings (recreational use) * 
11. Degradation of aesthetics * 
12. Added costs to agriculture or industry 
13. Degradation of Phytoplankton or zooplankton 

populations *** 
14. Loss of fish and wildlife habitat  * 

 
* Impaired in the Black River AOC 
** In Recovery Phase 
*** Unknown, but impairment is unlikely 

The purpose of this Annual 
Report is to inform the 
watershed community on the 
progress made by the Black 
River RAP in its efforts to 
restore impairments to 
beneficial uses in the Black 
River watershed Area of 
Concern. 
 
The Annual Report provides 
background information on 
many of the projects being 
undertaken by the RAP and 
its members. 
 
If you would like more 
information on any of the 
topics covered in this Annual 
Report or would like to join 
the effort to restore the Black 
River, please to contact any 
of the RAP Coordinating 
Committee members that are 
referenced at the end of this 
report. 
 

 
West Branch Falls in Elyria  
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AOC conditions , in a nutshell  
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Environmental Conditions  

 

The communities of fish and other aquatic life are 
improving throughout many areas of the watershed. 
 
Except for widespread violations of coliform 
bacteria criteria, water quality is generally meeting 
Ohio Water Quality Standards.  There is a major 
concern for the amount of sediment and nutrient 
getting to the river system. 
 
Although polynuclear aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) 
levels in the lower river sediments have improved 
and are nearing levels expected for any urban 
setting, the sediments in the mainstem still contain 
elevated levels of metals and some organic 
compounds and cannot be openly disposed in Lake 
Erie. 
 
Great Blue Heron numbers continue to increase in 
the lower mainstem. 
 

Causes of Impairment  

 

The loss and degradation of streamside vegetation 
continues to impact fish and wildlife communities 
and facilitates stream bank erosion. 
 
High sediment loads continue to impact fish and 
benthic communities and decrease the aesthetics of 
the river system. 
 
The amount of litter in the streams is degrading the 
aesthetic value of the resource. 
 
Poorly maintained and failing home sewage 
treatment systems are a major source of coliform 
bacteria in the rural upper watershed areas.  
Combined sewer overflows continue to be a 
problem in the urbanized portions of the watershed. 
 
Rapidly developing areas are increasing the 
imperviousness of the watershed and leading to 
flashier stream flows and erosion of stream banks. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE  CHAIR  

By Ken Pearce, Chairman of the Black River RAP Coordinating Committee and 
Commissioner of the Lorain County General Health District 
 
In efforts to restore and protect natural 
resources such as the Black River 
watershed, it is becoming increasingly 
evident that we might have to learn hard 
lessons on how to protect ourselves from 
ourselves.  In the past, little attention was 
paid to what we were dumping into the 
Black River and the river suffered from the 
neglect.  Sad to say, but things got so bad 
that our Black River became known as the 
óriver of fish rumorsô and óthe main sewer 
line into Lake Erie.ô  The neglect was not 
only local; it was negligence on a national 
scale.  It was not until the Cuyahoga River 
caught on fire did national attention turn 
toward the degraded conditions of the 
national river systems, but, by then, it was 
almost too late for many river systems.  It 
actually took a burning river to finally set off 
a national alarm on environmental 
stewardship.  By then, it was almost too late 
for our Black River but over time, the Black 
River has reaped some benefits. 
 
In 2004, the contact advisory, that warned 
citizens to limit contact with the waters and 
sediments, was lifted by the Ohio 
Department of Health.  That same year, we 
celebrated the recovering health of the 
Black Riverôs resident fish populations.  In 
2005, we were the first Area of Concern on 
the U. S. side of the border to completely 
delist impairment when the benthic 
community of organisms in our East Branch 
recovered to near exceptional levels.  Yes, 
the Black River has witnessed major 
improvements. 
 
But, as I see it, these celebrated successes 
had little to do with how local residents and 
decision-makers affected any positive 
changes in their own watershed.  The 
celebrated improvements of 2004 and 2005 

came by way of federal and state 
regulations.  While we patted ourselves on 
the back for a job well done, land use 
impacts to water and habitat quality may 
have gotten worse. 
 
The Black River RAP is trying to adjust its 
focus to rely less on federal and state 
regulations to continue towards 
improvement and to focus efforts more from 
initiatives generated and developed from 
within the watershed.  We realize the 
watershed cannot revert to a pristine 
condition, but we also realize we can all do 
a better job.  We all must become part of 

the solution.  In 1971, Walt Kelly noted in 
his comic strip, Pogo, that, ówe have met 
the enemy and he is us.ò  This is still true 
today.  We must learn just how our actions 
affect the natural resources. 
 
After rains, we see numerous media articles 
about flooding.  Those of us who live in the 
watershed have, over the years, seen the 
lands of our watershed changing.  I recently 
reviewed some land use data that showed 
an increase in impervious surfaces in the 

Walt Kelly, 1971 


