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Purpose and Overview 

The Ohio·Kentucky·Indiana Regional Council of Governments (OKI) brings together local governments, 

business organizations and community groups to collaborate on plans and programs for improving the Tri-

Stateôs quality of life.  Members of OKI include almost 200 units of local governmentðcities, towns, villages 

and townshipsðin southwest Ohio (Butler, Clermont, Hamilton and Warren Counties), northern Kentucky 

(Boone, Campbell and Kenton Counties), and southeast Indiana (Dearborn County). 

OKI is responsible for water quality management planning in the greater Cincinnati region as an outgrowth of 

the Federal Water Pollution Control Act Amendments of 1972, more commonly referred to as the Clean Water 

Act.  The goal of the 1972 Clean Water Act has been ñto restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and 

biological integrity of the nationôs waters.ò 

Section 208 of the Clean Water Act requires that areas with substantial water quality problems develop a 

management plan to control pollution on a regional or ñareawideò basis, often referred to as añ208ò plan for the 

sake of brevity.   OKI was selected for this planning role both by its member governments and by the governors 

of Ohio, Kentucky and Indiana.  As a result, OKI developed the original water quality management plan in the 

period between 1974 and 1977.  The resulting 1977 plan for southwest Ohio, northern Kentucky, and southeast 

Indiana addressed point sources of pollution from publicly owned wastewater treatment works, nonpoint 

sources of pollution such as storm water runoff, and intermittent sources such as combined sewers (older sewers 

carrying both storm water and wastewater, the combination of which may bypass the treatment plant when the 

volume of flow increases with heavy rains). 

Since OKIôs original ñ208ò plan was completed in late 1977 and adopted in early 1978, federal funding for 

water quality management planning has not been consistently available, and updates to OKIôs plan were 

commensurately limited by lack of resources. The ñ208ò work undertaken from the fall of 2009 through the 

early summer of 2011 has been the first opportunity for a major and fully integrated plan update for Butler, 

Clermont, Hamilton and Warren Counties in southwest Ohio, made by possible by federal funding through the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 and by funding appropriated in the Ohio budget for state 

fiscal years 2010 and 2011.   

 

The full plan update report is a document of over 350 pages with two extensive appendices, so this executive 

summary provides only highlights of its contents. The plan update provides a current look at surface water 

quality conditions in southwest Ohio based on data available from federal, state and local sources. It considers 

development trends and their implications for water quality and wastewater treatment needs.  For areas without 

centralized wastewater treatment, the plan update provides information about onsite wastewater treatment 

systems such as septic tank-leach field systems and aerobic units, their water quality impacts, how they are 

currently regulated, and recommendations to improve their management. 

 

The plan update also describes the impacts of nonpoint source pollution from diffuse sources like storm water 

runoff and stream bank erosion, identifies management needs and recommends management approaches.  

Organizations engaged in various aspects of watershed planning in southwest Ohio are described along with 

their work. Publicly owned wastewater facilities are identified and planning and management recommendations 

for them are provided in the plan update.  Ongoing areawide or ñ208ò planning is described along with 

procedures and considerations for amending the plan.  

 

By consolidating a wealth of current information on water resources, water quality, water uses and demand and 

by recommending water management approaches in this plan update for southwest Ohio, OKI hopes to provide 

a valuable reference and a blueprint for the many agencies, organizations, and individuals who are responsible 

for implementing the plan.  For example, by federal and state law, the Ohio EPA cannot issue construction or 

discharge permits for wastewater facilities that are substantially inconsistent with an adopted 208 plan, nor can 
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federal funding be released for wastewater facilities that are substantially inconsistent with ñ208ò planning.   

Consequently, an updated 208 plan for southwest Ohio should help to enable permits for wastewater treatment 

facilities intended to address water quality issues. 

 

Planning Partners and Process 
OKIôs work on the plan update would not have been possible without the support of many planning partners.  

Their knowledge, resources and input have been essential in assembling and interpreting data, conducting data analysis, 

describing water quality problems and issues, recommending management approaches and reviewing draft materials for 

the plan. These planning partners have included local governments, county planning agencies, health districts, soil and 

water conservation districts, local storm water managers, local wastewater management agencies, watershed planning 

groups, and staff from the Ohio EPA, the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, the U.S. EPA and the U.S. Geological 

Survey, and the public.  

Draft materials from the plan update were taken out to four county-level public meetings publicized through the 

media, website postings by OKI and planning partners, social media (Facebook) announcements and blast 

emails to more than a thousand potentially interested individuals. Four public meetings were held in May 2011 

and featured an overview PowerPoint presentation on major findings of the draft plan update, including material 

specific to the host county, as well as a question and answer session, a brief survey, and displays staffed by OKI 

personnel who had worked on the plan update and could answer questions and record verbal input from 

attendees.   

 

Following the public meetings, preparations were made for an additional 30-day public comment period and a 

public hearing on the draft plan update on June 29, 2011. The draft plan update was posted on OKIôs website 

for review. Public notice was given through the placement of paid advertising and media advisories sent to the 

Cincinnati Enquirer, Cincinnati Herald and La Journada, along with website postings, social media 

announcements and blast emails. Public comments and a final draft plan update were provided to Ohio EPA in 

July. When action is taken by OKI to adopt the plan update, that action will also be forwarded to Ohio EPA. In 

turn, after Ohio EPA reviews the plan update and it is certified by Ohioôs governor, it will be submitted to the 

U.S. EPA for approval.   
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Water Resources 
 
  

What is a Hydrologic Unit Code? 

A Hydrologic Unit Code (HUC) is a unique numeric code 

assigned to each water basin in the United States.  Each HUC 

is made up of a series of smaller two digit codes, as seen in the 

figure below.  The various levels of watershed described by 

these codes (region to sub-watershed), are assigned based on 

size and geographic location.  From left to right each two digit 

code represents a subdivision of the code before it.   
 
In HUC units, the watersheds on the left are described as sub-

watersheds or HUC-12 units.  The map on the next page 

shows all of the HUC-12 units in the Ohio portion of the OKI 

region. 

 

A 
HUC-12 

Watershed 

As part of fulfilling obligations under section 208 of the Clean Water Act, OKI performed an inventory of 

water resources in Butler, Clermont, Hamilton, and Warren Counties Ohio.  The intent of this research was 

to give a physical description of the study area and to provide a basis of comparison for the future. 

Watersheds and the Watershed Approach 

A watershed is a basin within which all surface water flow 

drains to a common watershed feature, such as a stream, river, 

or lake.  This is shown to the left, where streams in the Duck 

Creek watershed drain to Duck Creek, and Duck Creek drains 

to the Little Miami River.  The boundaries shown in black 

outline different watersheds.  The codes below the watershed 

labels are Hydrologic Unit Codes, which are explained below.      
 
Because watershed boundaries and hydrologic features usually 

affect multiple communities, it is most effective to approach 

water quality management on a watershed level.  In a 

watershed approach, water as a shared resource is managed by 

all affected communities in a combined effort.     
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HUC-12 Watersheds 
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  Assessing Water Quality 

Beneficial Uses 

The State of Ohio identifies five different categories of 

uses for surface water that are beneficial to humans:  

1. Aquatic Life Habitat 

2. Recreation 

3. Human Health (fish contaminants) 

4. State Resource Waters 

5. Water Supply 

Ohio Administrative Code (OAC) Chapter 3745-1 

outlines the different types of uses in these categories, 

and assigns one type from each category to each major 

stream in the State of Ohio.   
 
Two examples of these designations are shown on the 

left.  The watersheds designated as Exceptional 

Warmwater Habitat all contain major streams capable 

of supporting and maintaining an exceptional or unusual 

community of warmwater aquatic organisms.  The 

waterways designated as Class A Primary Contact 

Recreation are capable of supporting frequent full body 

contact activities.  These specific use designations help 

to identify the regionôs highly functioning water 

resources.   
 
Water Quality Assessments 

Beneficial use designations also provide a framework 

for assessing water quality.  The Ohio Environmental 

Protection Agency (Ohio EPA) is responsible for 

monitoring and assessing the quality of all waters in the 

state.  In order to accomplish this, the state has provided 

chemical, physical, and ecological criteria which must 

be met for a water body to support the beneficial uses 

assigned to it.  Ohio EPA monitors and assesses these 

parameters for each major water body in the state, and 

reports them to U.S. EPA and the public.  From this 

body of data, lists are generated which summarize water 

quality throughout Ohio.  It is this data that OKI uses to 

characterize water quality in the region. 
 
Watershed Assessment Scores 

The map on the next page shows Watershed Assessment 

Scores, which indicate the relative health of rivers and 

streams in regard to supporting Aquatic Life.  For 

example, the relatively undeveloped Whitewater River 

watershed is considered Exceptional Warmwater 

Habitat, and has a very high watershed score; much of 

the industrialized Mill Creek watershed is considered a 

Limited Resource Water and has a much lower 

watershed score.  
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Managing Nonpoint 

Sources of Pollution 
 

Nonpoint Sources 

As defined by the U.S. EPA, 

nonpoint sources are diffuse 

pollution sources, where 

pollutants are generally carried 

off the land by storm water.  

Common Nonpoint Sources are 

agriculture, forestry, urban, 

mining, construction, dams, 

channels, land disposal, saltwater 

intrusion, and city streets. 

 

Nonpoint Sources and Causes 

In the study area, Ohio EPA has 

identified many causes and sources of impairment to surface waters.  Of these causes and sources, most are 

typically considered to be indicative of nonpoint source pollution.  Many nonpoint source problems are related 

to an agricultural activity, inadequate or failing onsite wastewater treatment, or a developed or developing area.  

Activities that ultimately lead to the alteration of natural stream channels, the compaction of soils, the removal 

of vegetation, or the installation of impervious surfaces like parking lots and roads will tend to increase 

nonpoint source pollution.   

Impervious Cover 

As seen in the figure above, when 

impervious cover increases in a 

watershed, stream quality generally 

decreases.  A watershed that has 

more than 10% impervious cover is 

likely to be significantly impacted 

by nonpoint sources of impairment.  

Another perspective is provided by the table above, showing estimates for how much stream discharge increases 

as a result of development.  During storm events, storm water collects pollutants from the Earthôs surface, and 

rapidly makes its way over surfaces of low permeability and into nearby waterways.    Along with the pollution 

caused by this runoff, stream discharge also increases.  Increased stream discharge, in turn, creates other 

problems such as stream bank erosion, sedimentation, and flooding. 

 

Best Management Practices 

Because of the diffuse nature of nonpoint source pollution, it 

can often be difficult to determine its causes and sources.  

Managing nonpoint sources typically means using 

techniques to reduce runoff, thus lowering the levels of 

pollutants being carried to streams.  These techniques are 

commonly referred to as Best Management Practices 

(BMPs).  There are many BMPs, but the goal of most is to 

increase the infiltration of storm water into the ground, while 

slowing the erosion process.  Common BMPs include rain 

gardens, grassed waterways, riparian buffers, conservation 

farming, retention basins, and many others.   

Storm Event 

Return Interval  

Pre-Development 

Discharge (cfs)*  

Post-Development 

Discharge (cfs)*  

Percent Increase in 

Stream Discharges 

2 years 21 27 29% 

5 years 37 47 27% 

10 years 43 55 28% 

25 years 61 75 23% 

50 years 70 85 21% 

100 years 82 98 20% 

Rain Garden at the Hilltop Elementary School in 

the City of Reading 

*cfs = cubic feet per second 


