
 

“For the first time in 

nearly 80 years , fish 

populations in the Scioto 

River are connected to 

the free-flowing portions 

of the Olentangy River.” 
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History of the Fifth Avenue Dam Removal 

The former Fifth Avenue Dam was constructed in 1935 to provide a source of wa-
ter for The Ohio State University power plant. At eight feet tall and 460 feet wide, it 
was the largest lowhead dam built on the Olentangy River. The Dam impounded a 
pool of still water that extended upstream for approximately 9,000 feet through the 
main campus of the university to the area north of West Lane Avenue. The Ohio 
State University power plant discontinued the use of Olentangy River water in the 
1950s.  

Removal of the Fifth Avenue Dam had two main goals. The first goal was to elimi-
nate a safety hazard posed by the lowhead dam for fisherman and boaters. Low-
head dams can cause dangerous currents that trap debris, animals and people in 
hydraulics immediately below the dam. Removal of the dam removed this danger. 
The second goal of the dam removal was to improve river habitat scores from 
poor (for impounded portions of the Olentangy River) to more than good. Habitat 
scores measure the physical attrib-
utes of waterways by examining 
attributes such as the substrates 
found on the river bottom, size and 
morphology and quality of the river 
floodplain, and presence of natural 
river features are analyzed to score 
the physical health of the river.  

Physical Benefits of 
Dam Removal 

Removal of the Fifth Avenue Dam 
created big changes in the appear-
ance of the River. The former dam 
pool was wide and stagnant in the 
university campus area. The ecolo-
gy of the river was more pond than 
river, with soft mucky sediments on 
the bottom and aquatic creatures 
suited for life in a lake. Removal of 
the dam narrowed this stretch of the 
river, and set the stage for river 
features to be reconstructed. 

River restoration work was completed to construct river features such as riffles, 
pools and runs, and fringe wetlands were created to help settle silt from storm-
water runoff from parking lots, roofs and roadways before it enters the river. The 
restoration work was also designed to protect critical infrastructure assets such as 
bridges, unities that cross beneath the river, buildings, and Ohio Stadium. The 
project was the largest construction project on the Olentangy River since the river 
was relocated during construction of Ohio Stadium in the 1920s. 
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The Dam was breached on August 29, 
2012.  



What is QHEI? 

Qualitative Habitat Evaluation 
Index (QHEI) is an evaluation 
tool used by Ohio EPA to sur-
vey  physical attributes of wa-
terways and measure their 
health. Attributes such as the 
substrates found on the river 
bottom, size, morphology and 
quality of the river floodplain, 
and presence of natural river 
features are analyzed to score 
the physical health of the river 
channel. QHEI scores range 
from 0 to 100. One goal of the 
dam removal project was to 
improve river habitat and in-
crease the average QHEI 
scores from 30.8 for impound-
ed portions of the Olentangy 

OSU Researchers will continue to study  fish popula-
tions  to evaluate the health of our River. 

Vegetation is starting to come in on the west bank of the Olentangy 

Monitoring Success of the 5
th
 Avenue Dam Removal 

Active work on the Fifth Avenue Dam Removal project is winding to a close. The 
dam has been removed, earthwork to remodel the Olentangy shoreline along the 
university campus is complete, trees and shrubs are starting to grow and four 
fringe wetlands are holding stormwater to settle silt before it reaches the River. 
The river banks are stabilized with erosion control blankets until vegetation be-
comes established. The restoration area is protected with an environmental cove-
nant. What comes next for this stretch of our River? 

For the next five years, researchers and City contractors will be keeping an eye on 
the restoration project through monitoring of the physical characteristics of the 
river channel, and biological monitoring of the plants and animals that live there. 
River health is measured through study of physical, chemical, and biological attrib-
utes of the ecosystem. The schedule for monitoring includes activities in years 1, 
3, and 5 from completion of the active portion of the project. 

Characteristics Monitored Year 1 (2015)  Year 3 (2017)

  

Year 5 (2019) 

Qualitative Habitat Evaluation 

Index (QHEI) 

X X X 

Fish - Index of Biotic Integrity (IBI)  X X 

Bugs - Invertebrate Community 

Index (ICI) 

 X X 

Wetlands - Ohio Rapid Assess-

ment Method (ORAM) 

X X X 

Geomorphology Survey X  X 

Wetland and Floodplain Plantings 

– Vegetation comprised of <5% 

Invasives and >80% natives  

   

x 

Fifth Avenue Dam 5 Year Monitoring Schedule 

QHEI 
Score 

What It Means 

75-100 Excellent stream habitat 

60-75 Good stream habitat 

less than 45 Poor stream habitat 

29 Score for the Fifth Avenue Dam 
Pool in 1999. 

30.8 (poor) average score for impounded 
portions of the Olentangy River 

68.1 (good) average score for free-flowing 
portion of the Olentangy River 



 

What is IBI? 

The Index of Biotic 
Integrity (IBI) is a meas-
ure of the vertebrate com-
munity health using fish spe-
cies as indicators. Re-
searchers measure 12 varia-
bles to provide an indication 
of species richness and 
composition, trophic compo-
sition and the abundance 
and health of the fish popu-
lation. The number of differ-
ent fish species, their posi-
tion in the food chain (top 
predator vs. insectivore), the 
health of the individual fish, 
and whether those individu-
als are tolerant or intolerant 
of pollution all contribute to a 
fish score for an area under 
study. Scores range from 12 
for fish populations in a very 
disturbed site to 60 for 
healthy fish populations in 
pristine settings. Before dam 
removal, Fifth Avenue Dam 
Pool had a fish score of 39 
based on a 1999 study by 
Ohio EPA. 

. 

 

What is ICI? 

The Invertebrate 
Community Index 
(ICI) is a measure of the 
invertebrate community that 
measures  the health of in-
sect populations in a meth-
odology modeled after the 
IBI for fish. Researchers 
measure 10 variables includ-
ing the number of species 
and relative abundance of 
pollution tolerant vs intoler-
ant taxa. Results are com-
pared with findings from a 
similar undisturbed reach of 
a river. Scores can range 
from 0 to 60, and the Fifth 
Avenue Dam pool scored 12 
in a 1999 study by Ohio 
EPA. 

A bumblebee found this milkweed blossom on the restored shore of the Olentangy River. 

What is ORAM? The Ohio Rapid Assessment Method is a 
streamlined approach to categorizing wetland function. Wetlands are 
scored according to six criteria including: 1.) size, 2.) upland land use and 
presence/absence of buffers, 3.) sources and nature of water for the wet-
land, 4.) biodiversity and disturbance from human activity, 5.) type of wet-
land (i.e., bog, prairie, forested) and 6.) plant communities and topogra-
phy. Results from the ORAM result in categorization of wetlands as Cate-
gory 1 (minimal function), Category 2 (moderate function) and Category 3 
(superior function). Because the wetlands constructed during the River 
Restoration were not present before dam removal, no score is available 
for the fringe wetlands along the Fifth Avenue Dam Pool, and it should be 
noted that ORAM is typically used for naturally-occurring wetlands rather 
than constructed wetlands. 

Geomorphology Survey The geomorphologic survey will check that 
the restored river is maintaining design parameters for a stable river. Con-
tractors will check the profile (riffle, run, pool, glide) and the cross section 
in several places. It is expected that they will change a little since a river is 
a dynamic system, but they should remain within a certain acceptable 
range. The survey is an indication that the function of infrastructure such 
as bridges and subsurface utilities won't be affected by the restored River. 

Wetland and Floodplain Plantings At the conclusion of the five-year 
monitoring period, riverside vegetation will be evaluated to ensure that 
invasive species represent less than 5% of the total plants present and 
that greater than 80% of the vegetation is comprised of Ohio native 
plants. In central Ohio, the list of invasive plants can be extensive, but for 
this project seven invasive plant species will be inventoried, including: 
purple loosestrife, reed canarygrass, common reed, multiflora rose, cat-
tail, amur honeysuckle, and Japanese honeysuckle. During the restoration 
work, large areas of invasive Amur honeysuckle were removed from the 
western bank of the River, and purple loosestrife infestations were de-
stroyed by earth-moving activities. 



Contact Us 

Check out our website for 

more information about vol-

unteer service events and 

educational opportunities  

Friends of the Lower 

Olentangy Watershed 

(614) 267-3386 

info@olentangywatershed.org 

Visit us on the web at 

www.olentangywatershed.org 

FLOW is a no-profit organiza-

tion dedicated to keeping the 

Olentangy River and its tribu-

taries clean and safe for all to 

enjoy, through public educa-

tion, volunteer activities, and 

coordination with local decision 

makers. 

A New Olentangy River 
River enthusiasts will still need patience to see how the river recovers over time. 
But City of Columbus contractors aren't the only group interested in learning more. 
Already, several groups of researchers from The Ohio State University are gather-
ing information about ecosystem recovery. During a recent trip to the Olentangy 
shoreline, a team of researchers were gathering fish data. Anecdotal reports sug-
gest the macroinvertebrate populations are on the rise, and turtles bask along 
fringe wetlands. The river has been transformed from a lake-like dam pool to a 
free-flowing river, so residents of our watershed have a unique opportunity to see 
the Olentangy River habitat mature. 
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The Olentangy River looking  northeast toward the King Avenue Bridge 


