Executive Summary

The Shenango Conservancy is a non-profit, 501(c)(3) corporation with a mission to conserve the natural and historic resources of the Shenango River watershed. The group’s most significant project to date was the restoration of the Kidd’s Mill Covered Bridge and development of a public park by the bridge along the Shenango River in Pymatuning Township, Mercer County. The project earned the Conservancy Take Pride in Pennsylvania and Take Pride in America awards in 1990.  The Conservancy regularly conducts public educational programs, including outdoor hikes, canoe trips, and field demonstrations based out of its 9-acre park, to promote public awareness of natural and historic values of the river and watershed.

The Shenango Conservancy is governed by a 13-member board of directors that includes noteworthy area individuals involved in conservation, planning, law, historic preservation, private business, and government.  The organization is membership-based and all-volunteer, but collaborates closely with and receives occasional technical assistance from the Mercer County Conservation District and Mercer County Regional Planning Commission.
The Shenango Conservancy, in cooperation with California University of Pennsylvania Partners for Wildlife (CUP Partners), the Western Pennsylvania Conservancy (WPC) Richard King Mellon Foundation (RKM), Crawford County Conservation District (CCCD), Mercer County Conservation District (MCCD), Lawrence County Conservation District (LCCD), Natural Resource Conservation District (NRCS), Pennsylvania Game Commission (PGC), other private conservation groups and agricultural landowners is proposing to significantly reduce agricultural non-point pollution in the Shenango River watershed through an ambitious habitat restoration program. This proposal, through a three county, multi partner project, aims to fence at least 15 miles of riparian areas, fence or restore 30 acres of wetlands, and establish over 100 acres of warm season grasses throughout the watershed. The primary goals of this project are to improve the overall water quality of the Shenango River watershed while providing increased habitat for the area’s diverse wildlife populations. Measurable results in the forms of increased wildlife, improved riparian corridors, increased diversity, and increased water quality are just some of the expected outcomes of this project. Monitoring for these changes would be performed based on existing and newly established sampling methods.

This project would also demonstrate the achievements that can be reached when groups work together on a watershed basis. Conservation oriented groups such as WPC, CUP Partners, county conservation districts, and government organizations are pledging to work side by side for the benefit of the Shenango River watershed and the communities that are encompassed by it. A preliminary survey by NRCS, PGC and Conservation District staff in the area indicates that there is a strong interest and need for a project of this nature. Based on the work already completed by CUP Partners, PGC, NRCS in the area, these projects are a proven success. This proposed project promises to build on the success of already completed projects in the watershed. 

One of the primary reasons for such extensive partnerships is to draw on the experience and expertise of the various groups involved. This cooperation between organizations is a powerful tool that would allow us to complete projects while incurring minimal contractual costs.

Statement of Need

Sediment is one of Pennsylvania’s leading non point sources of pollution. Sediment, as well as nutrient loading, is evident throughout the Shenango watershed. With 1/3 of the land use in the watershed being agricultural, it is no surprise that one of the leading polluters of the Shenango watershed stems from agricultural operations. In most cases, techniques for controlling or eliminating agricultural non-point sources of pollution are available. However, due to a variety of reasons, these innovative techniques have not been implemented in the “wide spread” capacity in which one might expect. Experience dictates that agricultural operators will cooperate and participate in projects such as these and will partner with conservation groups and government agencies if there are evident benefits to them and outside parties are willing to provide assistance.

Currently in the state of Pennsylvania, thousands of miles of streams are degraded due to the impact of poor agricultural practices. Many of these practices can be repaired or restored through fencing, and restoration hydrology. 

This proposed project focuses on the Shenango River watershed. The watershed is located in northwestern Pennsylvania and encompasses large portions of Mercer, Lawrence and a small portion of Crawford County. The watershed and its location is depicted in Attachment 1. The majority of towns in the watershed are small, and many of them are agriculturally supported communities. Beef and dairy cattle farming is a major contributor to accelerated stream bank erosion, nutrient loading and other watershed related issues. It is within these farms that we would focus our efforts. Other agricultural related practices in the area consist of specialty farms and large agricultural vegetable production. Though some aspects of these specialty farms do represent a threat to water quality, the majority of the issues seemed to be related to beef and dairy cattle farming, specifically grazing systems.

Goals and Objectives

The goals of this project are to restore and protect 15 miles of stream bank while demonstrating to land owners the benefits of wetland and riparian restoration. We hope to demonstrate, by example, that fencing and proper stewardship are not only environmentally viable, but economically viable. By witnessing first hand these benefits, property owners would be more likely to realize that proper stewardship can increase land value, improve herd health, improve water quality, and increase wildlife habitat. 

Our objectives are to restore enough wetlands and riparian areas to generate measurable environmental results in many of the sub watersheds to the Shenango River in an effort to improve water quality in entire watershed. Should this proposed project receive funding, it would be the beginning of an extensive work effort within the watershed. This project would begin to increase restoration efforts in the Shenango River watershed, by reducing the amount of non-point source pollution entering the streams while educating others about the benefits of riparian improvement projects. We feel that this project would also aid in increasing public awareness about habitat restoration and offer the opportunity for educational experiences. 

Project Partners

This proposed project is part of a three county effort with numerous partners involved. The partners include the Shenango Conservancy, MCCD, LCCD, CCCD, as well as the NRCS from the counties of Mercer, Lawrence and Crawford. Other partners include private landowners, WPC, PGC, RKM, and CUP Partners in cooperation with Ducks Unlimited, Pheasants Forever, National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Foundation.

This partnership demonstrates connections throughout the Shenango River watershed and would allow us to continue to restore and protect our streams within Amish Communities. We feel that this effort, through partnerships, is a large step forward in bringing communities together to address issues and make decisions on a watershed level.

Work Plan and Timeline

Many landowners in the Shenango River watershed have already expressed an interest and commitment to the restoration of 15 miles of riparian area, to the establishment of 100 acres of warm season grasses, the installation of 30 agricultural crossings, and the development of 10 alternative watering sources within the watershed. Therefore, restoration activities could begin immediately should the project receive funding.

CUP Partners have already begun work in the watershed, and through their work, they have developed a reputation with agricultural producers in the area for high quality and timely work. Because of their proven track record and extensive knowledge, they would be aiding us by completing the construction aspects of this proposed project. Also, because of their commitment to wildlife, they would be aiding us by donating their equipment and time to this project. 

The Western Pennsylvania Conservancy, through a grant from the Richard King Mellon Foundation, is currently monitoring and prioritizing farms in several watersheds in western Pennsylvania, including the Shenango. Should funds be awarded, WPC would continue intensive monitoring efforts of the macroinvertebrate community and habitats through seasonal sampling efforts. This funding source allows them to devote both staff and equipment as resources to this proposed project. The staff and time donation would be given through the Conservancy’s Watershed Assistance Center. This is an important aspect of this project, for it ensures long term monitoring and prioritizing of farms within the watershed. Monitoring changes in phosphates, nitrates, dissolved oxygen, temperature, pH, conductivity, TDS, and total coliforms in response to riparian restoration would also aid us in assessing water quality. The standard protocol developed by WPC for monitoring riparian areas in included in Attachment 2. These monitoring efforts would take place two years following project completion so that a conclusive change may be shown. The data collected by WPC would be analyzed and collected in a consistent and competent manor so as to ensure the highest quality of data. 
Macroinvertebrate communities would be sampled once per season (i.e. spring, summer, fall). At each of the macroinvertebrate sampling sites, water chemistry and habitat assessments would also be performed. This would allow us to better understand the current quality of the water as well as allow us to document any changes that may occur in the watershed due to the restoration efforts. Monitoring would be performed above the restoration site, within the restoration area, and below the restoration area to better depict the water quality change over time.

As our partners identify more potential projects in the watershed, WPC would begin to monitor water quality and riparian conditions. The water quality would then be assessed and compared to existing farms in the area and prioritized based on the data collected. Once prioritized, WPC would make recommendations to all partners on the order in which restoration should take place. 

The prioritization process would take into account the following parameters:

· Wouldingness of the Landowner to participate in the proposed project.

· Biotic and Abiotic conditions of the stream, as an indicator of the over all water quality in the area.

· The location of the agricultural area, with respect to other project areas in the sub shed. It would also take into account the location with respect to the overall project goals and locations.

· Size of the proposed project area.

All design work would be completed by NRCS, while the various conservation districts and PGC Land Managers would be locating potential projects and speaking with area producers. It is by these parameters we hope to implement and monitor projects in the Shenango Watershed. The proposed project timeline is shown below in Table 1.

Table 1

Project Timeline

	Task
	Time Frame

	Farms prioritized and baseline information gathered
	September 2002

	Construction begins
	September 2002

	7.5 miles of fencing completed
	June 2003

	First year monitoring of completed farms completed
	October 2003

	15 miles of fencing and other fencing and planting completed
	June 2004

	Two-year monitoring completed
	July 2004

	Draft final report generated and circulated for comment 
	August 2004

	Final report completed and submitted to DEP
	September 2004


Operation and Maintenance

All fencing projects would be built to last a minimum of ten years. If during or after the completion of those ten years the projects are compromised, it would be the landowner’s responsibility to provide any maintenance necessary. The landowner would be made aware of this clause before the fencing is installed and would be asked to sign a partners contract stating the above. An example partners contract is included in Attachment 3. It has been our experience that projects such as these outlasts even our expectations with little to no maintenance; we foresee that this project would be no different.

Measurable Environmental Results

We would restore 15 miles of riparian area, plant 100 acres of warm season grasses, install 30 agricultural crossings, fence 30 acres of wetlands, and develop 10 alternative watering sources.

In completing the above-mentioned items, we expect to document an increase in macroinvertebrate communities, improved water quality and improved terrestrial habitat. We also expect to document a decrease in sedimentation and erosion attributed to agricultural activities in the watershed. The various water quality parameters that have been chosen would be used to document overall reductions in total coliforms, phosphates and nitrates, as well as more acceptable levels in other parameters of water quality. We also anticipate a positive change in water temperature and dissolved oxygen levels as bank vegetation becomes established and provides shade to the stream and food for aquatic communities.

We expect previously reluctant landowners to step forward to participate in the program as this project gains popularity. We also anticipate an increase in public awareness within the watershed as interactions with landowners, community members, and educational advocates increases. It is through education and building of awareness that we expect the project to influence current practices in the area. 

Equipment Disposition

Riparian protection would primarily emphasize fencing. Fencing would be constructed to meet current Partners for Fish and Wildlife and NRCS standards and would include stone or concrete ramps for controlled livestock access and crossings and alternative watering sources. 

All of the materials needed for the completion of this project would be used for the construction of the project and would remain in tact for the life of the project. All equipment purchased by funds made available through state funding would be made available to the public for their designated use
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