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Removal Recommendation for the Degradation of Fish and Wildlife 

Habitat Beneficial Use Impairment in the Ashtabula River Area of 

Concern 

 

Issue 
This beneficial use contains two components, fish populations and wildlife habitat.  The Ashtabula River 
Remedial Action Plan Advisory Council does not list the wildlife habitat component as an impaired 
beneficial use in the Area of Concern.  This removal recommendation, therefore, deals only with the listed 
impaired component, fish habitat. 
 
Due to recent remedial dredging and habitat restoration activities, fish habitat in the Ashtabula River AOC 
now meet not only BUI removal criteria but are approaching or exceeding Ohio water quality standards as 
evidenced by attainment of biological criteria. The Ashtabula River Remedial Action Plan Advisory 
Council and Ohio EPA request concurrence with this recommendation to remove the Degradation of Fish 
and Wildlife Habitat Beneficial Use Impairment (BUI) in the Ashtabula River AOC.  This recommendation 
is made with the support of staff from the Ohio EPA Division of Surface Water.  This request is made in 
accordance with the process and criteria set forth in the Delisting Targets for Ohio Areas of Concern 
(Ohio EPA, 2008).   
 

Removal Criteria 
According to the Ohio delisting guidance, the fish habitat component of this BUI can be considered 
restored when: 
 

1. For mainstem and tributaries, habitat quality shall average a Qualitative Habitat Evaluation Index 
(QHEI) score of 60 or better throughout the free-flowing stream stretches of the AOC, 

2. For nearshore, harbor or lacustuary areas, Lake Erie QHEI (L-QHEI) results do not indicate an 
impairment, and 

3. Ohio Aquatic Life Water Quality Standards are met 
—————— OR —————— 

1. Fish and Wildlife officials do not identify loss of or poor quality habitat as cause for non-attainment 
with fishery goals. 

 
The Ashtabula River AOC is wholly within the lacustuary so restoration targets #2 and #3, above, are the 
applicable BUI delisting targets.  Appendix B of the Ohio delisting guidance document states that a L-
QHEI score greater than 55 is considered to be an acceptable target.  The L-QHEI target value is based 
on Thoma (2006) and a correlation between L-QHEI values and IBI values.  The L-QHEI target is 
expected to be the point at which fish populations can attain WWH criteria.  The state’s delisting 
guidance specific for this BUI can be seen in Attachment C. 
 

Assessments 
Fish Habitat Assessments 
Data from fish habitat assessments in the Ashtabula River AOC are generally available from 1989 to 
2011 with most assessment sites centrally located in the 2.32 mile AOC, around River Miles 1.1 and 1.3, 
the location of recently constructed in-water and riparian habitat improvements. 
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Table 6. Ashtabula River AOC L-QHEI Assessment Data 

Location 
(River Mile or Breakwall) 

1989 1995 2002 2003 2005 2011 (2013) 

0.30  33     

0.50 35      

0.60      45 

0.90      67 

1.10   39 44 41 54.5 

1.20      65 

1.30 41.5 43 38.5 44.5 44 33* (69.5) 

1.66       

1.80 55     38.5 

2.00  54.5     

2.32      53 

Inner Breakwall      72 

West Breakwall      51 

Yearly Average 43.8 43.5 38.8 44.3 42.5 57.3 

Removal Target 55 

% of Removal Target 79% 79% 70% 80% 77% 104.1% 

  * Note: The 2011 LQHEI assessment at River Mile 1.30 was conducted at the site of a GLRI fish habitat shelf 

   constructed in September-November 2011.  The shelf construction destroyed conditions at the site  
   that led to the L-QHEI score of 33.  After construction, Ohio EPA re-assessed the site on July 10,  
   2013 and that assessment produced the updated LQHEI score of 69.5. 
 
Since 2002, the fish habitat scores in the Ashtabula River AOC, as measured by L-QHEI, have 
demonstrated a constant improvement.  Below, the fish habitat improvement over time is depicted 
graphically: 
 

 
Figure 1. Ashtabula River AOC Average L-QHEI Scores 
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Fish Population Assessments 
A secondary state removal target for the Fish Habitat component of this BUI is that Ohio Aquatic Life Use 
Water Quality Standards must be met.  The Ashtabula River has been designated a warmwater habitat 
(WWH) stream and therefore the BUI removal target is the water quality standard for WWH streams in 
the Erie/Ontario Lake Plain ecoregion.  The average Ashtabula River AOC MIwb and IBI scores met or 
exceeded Ohio Aquatic Life Use Water Quality Standards for WWH in three of the last four MIwb 
assessments and in four of the last five IBI assessments.  A removal recommendation for the Fish and 
Wildlife Populations BUI is included in this document. 
 

Table 7. Ashtabula River AOC Fish Community Data 

 MIwb IBI 

Year 2005 2009 2011 2013 2004 2005 2009 2011 2013 

Average 8.76 8.55 9.18 11.55 42.0 36.8 45.0 42.9 50.0 

Ohio Aquatic 
Life Use Criteria 

8.7 42 

% of Criteria 101% 98.3% 106% 133% 100% 87.6% 107% 102% 119% 

 

Conclusions 
Since a consistent improvement in fish habitat scores has been noted since 2002, Ohio’s fish habitat BUI 
removal targets have been met and the fish community component of the state’s ALU designations now 
meet applicable criteria in the AOC, the removal of the Degradation of Fish and Wildlife Habitat BUI is 
warranted. 
 
With 1) the strategic navigation dredging of the upper river channel (scheduled for completion in 2013), 2) 
the GLRI-funded dredging of Jack’s Marine North Slip (also scheduled for completion in 2013), 3) the 
completion and maturation of NRDA habitat projects and finally 4) the maturation of the fish habitat 
shelves at the 5 ½ Slip (which was completed in 2012), the upward trend documented in this removal 
recommendation can be expected to continue in the Ashtabula River AOC. 

 
Recommendation 
With the Wildlife Habitat component of this BUI not impaired and upon a review of the L-QHEI data and 
technical input from Ohio EPA, removal of the Degradation on Fish and Wildlife Habitat BUI in the 
Ashtabula River AOC is recommended.  The data and this Removal Recommendation were discussed 
with the Ashtabula River RAP Advisory Council at their July 2, 2013 RAP meeting.  At the meeting, the 
RAP Council voted to proceed with the removal of this impairment.   The Ashtabula River RAP Advisory 

Council submitted a formal letter of support for removal of the BUI, dated July 17, 2013. 
 


