Background of Conservation Release

By Len Lichvar

The long anticipated and sought after release of water from the Quemahoning Reservoir has begun.  No, not the whitewater release, the conservation release.

This virtually forgotten about water release is in reality the restoration of at least to some degree the historic flow from Quemahoning Creek into the last mile of the stream and the Stonycreek River. This flow has been interrupted since the construction of the dam at the turn of the 20th century.

This long term dewatering of both waterways has served to impair and reduce the positive impacts of the water quality improvements that have been implemented in the past 20 years to abate abandoned mine drainage (AMD) and other pollution.  Although aquatic life and fish have returned to both waterways the recovery has been limited because of this water quantity issue.

All that changed in late July of this year when the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (PA DEP) mandated conservation release of 8,200 gallons per minute (GPM) or 11.8 millions gallons a day (MGD) of water from the Quemahoning Reservoir was finally completed.  The whitewater release will come from a separate location and mechanism.

The release draws its water from two sources that include a location 36 feet below the breast of the impoundment and a second location near the bottom of the reservoir.  The temperature range, monitored continuously at the outflow, so far has fluctuated from 49 degrees to 60 degrees depending on the time of day.

This coldwater as well as the added flow is the key to improving and restoring additional aquatic life according to Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (PFBC) Area 8 Fisheries Manager Rick Lorson.  "The cold temperature and constant flow will allow aquatic life to respond in a positive way.  We should see a dramatic change in the species assembly.  Because the Stonycreek has improved this surge of additional cold water should tip the balance in favor of a better habitat and potentially a much better trout fishery."

Lorson commented 20 years ago about the potential benefits of a conservation release long before it occurred.  He says,  "It is amazing that it took this long to happen, but we also have to understand that not all the changes will occur quickly either."

To determine what changes will occur Lorson plans to survey the lower portion of Quemahoning Creek and the Stonycreek in 2012.  In the meantime the Somerset Conservation District has placed real time temperature loggers at the outflow of Quemahoning Creek and downstream on the Stonycreek to record temperature regime changes 24 hours a day every day as an initial assessment of the change.

The installation of the conservation release is the culmination of efforts that began in the mid 1980's when Bethlehem Steel began to actively market the Manufacturers Water Company properties that included the Quemahoning. Hinckston Run and Wilmore Reserviors and South Fork and Border Dams.  The Greater Johnstown Water Authority (GJWA) in 1989 was poised to purchase the Quemahoning.  The potential transfer of the permit gave rise to the request for a conservation release.  The GJWA backed away from the sale in part because they did not agree that water needed to be released.  Mountain Laurel Chapter of Trout Unlimited President Randy Buchanan, who along with many other conservation groups strongly supported the release says, "The best thing that happened was that the GJWA did not purchase the reservoir.  Not only did they balk at the conservation release, but they have historically been opposed to public access and recreation at their facilities which tells you they never had the best interests of the public in mind."

The issue surfaced again in1996 when a consortium of entrepreneurs under the name of Veritas were on the verge of purchasing the Quemahoning.  At the time the PA DEP issued a new technical guidance policy that altered the requirements for a conservation release when a reservoir is sold.  This created a huge outcry by local and statewide sportsmen and conservation organizations.  Fortunately the short lived Veritas consortium folded and the purchase never materialized.

Then in 2004, after the public acquisition of the Manufacturers Water Company properties were achieved thanks to the efforts of groups such as the Stonycreek-Conemaugh River Improvement Project, Somerset Conservation District and the Southern Alleghenies Resource Conservation and Development Council and Conservancy, the water allocation permit for the newly formed Cambria-Somerset Authority was up for revision. A component mandated a conservation release from the Quemahoning as well as for Hinckston and Wilmore Reservoirs and pass by flows for South Fork and Border Dams.  

Again it was the conservation community and sportsmen's community that corresponded vigorously with the PA DEP to ensure that not only would the conservation releases occur, but that in the case of the Quemahoning it should be increased from the original permitted requirement of 10.8 MGD.

Professional studies by independent consultants as well as by the PFBC clearly demonstrated that enough water entered the Quemahoning every day to support a larger release without impairing the future opportunities for water sales or other uses.  In the end the PA DEP increased the conservation release by 1 million gallons a day.  A small, but important victory for the resource.

According to Somerset Conservation District Aquatic Biologist Eric Null, "The upcoming whitewater release from the Quemahoning has got and will continue to get the bigger share of publicity and it will generate excitement and economic opportunities.  However, the conservation release will be what truly enhances the natural resource and that is the impact that will really be the generator for long term recreational and economic sustainability and improvement."
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