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Lake County Soil & Water Conservation District is guiding the development of a watershed action plan (WAP) for the Arcola Creek Watershed with the assistance of public officials, state and local agencies and local citizens.  The purpose of the WAP is to reduce flooding and erosion and improve water quality within the Arcola Creek Watershed through the implementation of watershed and stormwater management best management practices that address issues of concern raised by the community. The WAP provides a framework for implementation and will assist in qualifying for federal, state and local grant funding to install watershed restoration and protection projects. Funding dedicated to the development of the WAP was provided by an Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR) Watershed Coordinator grants program.
For many people, the term watershed is recognizable but its meaning is elusive. A watershed is the area of land that drains to a common body of water, such as a stream or lake.  Water flows downhill, so a watershed boundary is comprised of the high points of the landscape.  The Arcola Creek Watershed collects all the water from Madison Village, and parts of Madison, Perry and Geneva Townships, and drains into Lake Erie through the Arcola Estuary. Everyone lives in a watershed and has an effect on the water quality, even if no stream runs through their property. Planning on a watershed basis, rather than using man-made boundaries provides a more logical and complete way to manage our water resources. 
Watersheds provide many services for us.  They store precipitation in soils, wetlands and aquifers, sustain natural flood control, filter sediment and contaminants.  They protect our water quality, secure our water supplies, provide habitat for flora and fauna and maintain our quality of life.  Many folks in the Arcola Creek Watershed rely on shallow wells for their drinking water, so maintaining a secure, clean source of water is vital. When we build roads, rooftops and parking lots and cover the soil with impervious surfaces, we alter the natural watershed functions. Rainfall can’t soak into the soil and recharge the aquifers. Runoff increases, and channels scour, erode and resize to adjust to the increased flows. We have further reduced the water absorbing and cleaning functions by draining wetlands, straightening stream courses and removing streamside vegetation and trees.  The effects have become very visible in the Arcola Creek Watershed, with increased flooding and widening channels.  
Investing in the restoration and maintenance of a healthy watershed can significantly lower the costs of water treatment and flooding. Watersheds that maintain vegetated stream or riparian corridors will be more resilient to anticipated effects of climate change.
Studies and resource protection efforts have taken place in the Arcola Creek Watershed in recent decades, but plans, data and proposals are collecting dust in the drawers of governmental offices.  These historical resources are helping to guide the Watershed Action Plan, but this time improvement projects will take place- because this is the community’s plan, created by people who live and work in the community.  The plan is also being created in a time when funding is being dedicated to addressing water quality problems of the State on a watershed basis. In the ten years that Ohio Department of Natural Resources has funded a watershed coordinator grant program, local watershed action plans have brought in more than ten times the outlay for staff in grant money to put restoration projects on the ground.  Funding for Lake Erie watersheds is increasing at this time as well, to help address issues of phosphorus loading and increased and sometimes toxic algal blooms.
We are nearing the end of crafting the watershed action plan and are preparing to bring the draft plan to the community members and leaders.  Community leaders will be asked to show their support for the plan by signing an endorsement page, so this is the time for questions and clarifications.  The draft plan will be submitted to ODNR at the end of December.  ODNR will review and ultimately endorse our plan, giving us the access and endorsement we’ll need when applying for restoration grants.

The overarching philosophy of the Arcola Creek Watershed Action Plan is that a healthy stream will provide services for us naturally and for free- just as stream ecosystems have for millions of years. To accomplish this, the plan goals include: 

1. Restoration of headwater channels that have been modified over time, allowing fish and aquatic organisms to return and filter and clean the water 

2. Giving channels access to their floodplains, where floodwaters can spread out, drop sediments, soak into the soil and lose their erosive energy 

3. Protecting and utilizing wetlands to filter contaminants, store water and recharge the groundwater 

4. Restoring vegetative buffers along the riparian corridor to stabilize the stream banks and keep the water temperatures cool so they can support aquatic life
5. Reducing the amount of impervious surfaces by using more porous or pervious surfaces 

6. Reducing the amount of pollutants that we introduce to the water   
Watershed models calculate the nitrogen, phosphorus and sediment that enter Arcola Creek as a result of our land uses and practices.  These nutrient and sediment loadings come from urban sources, cropland and pastureland, forests and malfunctioning sewage treatment systems.  The watershed action plan will address these sources through stream restoration projects, bringing household sewage treatment systems into compliance with Lake County General Health District and Ohio Environmental Protection Agency regulations, planting trees, increasing infiltration, using stormwater and erosion control best management practices (BMPs) in new construction projects and retrofitting existing developments, using BMPs in agricultural operations and educating watershed residents on healthy watershed practices.
Just as the Arcola Creek Watershed Action Plan development was a cooperative community effort, the plan implementation will occur through the joint efforts of the stakeholders.  The plan will also remain relevant, and will undergo an updating process every five years.  A new atmosphere of cross-political boundary communication and cooperation has emerged, and together we will work to improve the Arcola Creek Watershed community.
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