5. Natural Resource Assessment & Priority Conservation Areas

While the natural resources of the county were briefly described in the Existing Conditions
section of this document, this chapter will provide a more thorough analysis of the characteristics
of the wetlands and woodlands identified in the inventory completed by Davey Resource Group
for this Watersheds Plan. It will also describe the methodology for identifying the high priority
conservation areas of Portage County, one of the primary objectives of this project.

Wetlands

The natural resource inventory, based on air photos and orthophotos from the year 2000,
identified 32,750 acres of wetlands. Due to methodology and source material limitations, Davey
Resource Group estimated this inventory represents approximately 50-70% of all wetlands over
1 acre in size in the county. Wetlands less than 1 acre in size were not documented and those
with seasonally saturated soils, such as forested wetlands, were more difficult to identify using
air photos and thus less likely to be documented. Any field checks to verify identified wetlands
were limited to areas visible from the roads.

Wetlands were identified by type within the limitations of the source information (Map 25,
Wetlands). The three types were:

« Palustrine Emergent Marsh (PEM): Encompasses wet meadows and shallow and deep
water marshes, both of which are typically comprised of perennial herbaceous plants
such as rushes, reeds, and cattails. There were 7,358 acres of this type of wetland.

« Palustrine Scrub/Shrub (PSS): Wetland systems typically dominated by willows,
buttonbush, and/or low growing shrubs that are adapted to saturated soils or standing
water. There were 5,850 acres of scrub/shrub wetlands inventoried.

. Palustrine Forested (PFO) Wetland systems that contain lowland woods and vernal
pools and are typically dominated by oak, ash, and maple species. There were 19,542
acres of this wetland type.

In addition to identifying the type of wetland, the inventory process also identified characteristics
of the wetlands to the extent permitted by source materials. These classifications were done to
aid the process of prioritizing the wetlands for this Watersheds Plan. Davey assigned a “yes” (1)
or “no” (0) in the digital files for each wetland for the following characteristics:

. Large, undisturbed systems: Large, intact wetlands with a lack of disturbances. Generally,
disturbances to wetlands include logging, farming, surrounding development, gas/oil wells,
and utility lines. Wetlands that were not significantly impacted by these activities were
included in this category.

. Important buffer roles: Many wetlands function as buffers to other natural areas. Wetlands
located between natural areas and developed, farmed, or otherwise disturbed areas were
assigned to this category.



- Multiple vegetation community types: Wetlands containing more than one vegetation
community. Only wetlands with significant, natural communities were included in this
category. For example, a lowland woods split by a cleared utility line with marsh
vegetation would not qualify as a multiple vegetation community.

« Vernal pools: Vernal pools are small depressions within forested wetlands that have standing
water from late winter through summer. Vernal pools are generally indicative of high
quality wetlands. All wetlands with a high probability of having vernal pools were included
in this category, but the actual acreage of vernal pools would be a very small percentage of
wetlands in this category.

« Proximity to mature upland woods and/or significant riparian corridors: Wetlands adjacent
to mature upland woods and within riparian corridors were included in this category.

« Connectivity to public parks and greenways: Wetlands that are all or partly within protected
areas or adjacent to protected areas were included in this category.

« Notes: This category includes noteworthy comments regarding the identified wetland not
included in the above categories. Examples include potential wetlands enhancement areas
and areas that are a mosaic of wetlands and uplands. This information was narrative as
opposed to assigning a yes/no category.

The following is a summary of the acreage of wetlands in each of these categories with the
exception of the “other” category since it was narrative in nature. Many wetlands have more than
one of these characteristics.

Large undisturbed 19,830 acres
Important buffer 24,158 acres
Multiple vegetation community 20,871 acres
High probability of vernal pools 19,116 acres
Proximity to mature upland woods or

significant riparian corridors 25,831 acres
Connectivity to parks or protected areas 10,306 acres

As part of the wetland inventory, Davey Resource Group identified non-wetland areas that may
have potential for wetland restoration and existing wetlands that may be enhanced (Map 40,
Wetlands & Restoration Areas). There is a notable concentration of such areas near Windham
Village in the Eagle Creek watershed and one between the City of Ravenna and Lake Rockwell
in the Upper Cuyahoga River watershed. Davey also identified known bogs, though this is not an
exhaustive inventory of bogs in the county. Some of these bogs and restoration/enhancement
areas are outside the priority conservation areas identified later in this chapter because they are
small and isolated, however they should be taken into account when preservation and
conservation efforts are made in those watersheds.

Wetlands & Biodiversity: The majority (71%) of wetlands characterized by multiple vegetative
types are also characterized as large, undisturbed wetlands (Map 41, Large, Undisturbed &
Multiple Vegetation Community Wetlands). These wetlands are most likely to provide intact
ecosystems and habitat for a variety of flora and fauna because they are larger in size.
Approximately 33% of the large, undisturbed wetlands (6,520 acres) and 32% of the multiple
vegetation community wetlands (6,674 acres) are within or partially within a protected area in
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the County, including those areas around reservoirs and streams owned by cities or the federal
government that are not designated parks or easement protected areas but are set aside for water
protection.

Wetlands & Water Quality: Because the main focus of the Watersheds Plan is to protect water
quality, wetlands that are near streams were deemed important natural assets given their ability
to filter pollutants and help maintain natural hydrological systems important to water quality.
Almost 47% of all wetlands identified in the inventory are located within 300 feet of a named
stream in Portage County and 4,424 acres are within 500 feet of a stream designated by the EPA
as high quality (Outstanding State Water, Superior High Quality Water, Cold Water Habitat, or
State Resource Water. See Map 42, Riparian Wetlands & Protected Areas). There are notable
concentrations of riparian wetlands along high quality streams in northern Portage County,
particularly along Eagle Creek and the South Fork of Eagle Creek, and along the Cuyahoga
River near Mantua Village and the north end of Lake Rockwell. Wetlands along other major
streams that form larger, intact systems include those near the confluence of Potter Creek,
Congress Lake Outlet and Breakneck Creek in northwest Randolph Township, along the West
Branch of the Mahoning River east of M.J. Kirwan Reservoir, in the Tinkers Creek area in
Streetsboro and Aurora, Deer Creek in Atwater Township, and Willow Creek in Deerfield
Township. Many of these riparian wetlands coincide with those identified as large, undisturbed,
and multi-vegetation community wetlands.

Preservation of these wetland systems has begun in part. Large wetlands along the western
boundaries of Aurora and Streetsboro are located in Tinkers Creek State Park or Aurora
Wetlands. Marsh Wetlands, Mantua Bog, and Eagle Creek State Nature Preserve are all state
nature preserves that have large wetland areas within their boundaries. Several Nature
Conservancy properties (Beck Fen and Herrick Fen) and one state nature preserve (Gott) protect
high quality wetland areas along Tinkers Creek in Streetsboro. Notable wetland areas that lie
outside any protected land are those along the West Branch of the Mahoning River east of
Kirwan Reservoir, those along the South Fork of Eagle Creek east and northeast of Windham
Village, many areas along Breakneck Creek, and those near Deer Creek in Atwater Township.

Wetlands & Source Water Protection: Protection of drinking water supplies and sources has
become an increasingly important concern and the focus of an organized EPA program in recent
years. In Ohio, the EPA is heading the Source Water Assessment and Protection (SWAP)
Program to help public water suppliers document threats to drinking water supplies and to create
plans to protect their drinking water sources. Because one of the primary goals of the Watersheds
Plan is to protect water quality, the Steering Committee determined wetlands adjacent to water
supply sources were important for their natural buffering abilities and such wetlands should be
preserved. Wetlands adjacent to or located in Corridor Management Zones (CMZs) for surface
water supplies and those in source water protection zones for public wells (from OEPA SWAP
data) were identified as high priority wetlands. Lake Rockwell, Lake Hodgson, and M.J. Kirwan
Reservoir have defined CMZs, but secondary water sources, such as Mogadore Reservoir and
Berlin Lake, do not have them. Of the 278 public wells in Portage County, 39 are owned by
municipalities and serve larger populations while the balance serve small populations such as
churches, schools or restaurants; all have source water protections areas associated with them
(Map 43, Drinking Water Supplies, Water Protection Areas, & Adjacent Wetlands).
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Woodlands

Woodlands in the inventory were defined and characterized in a fashion similar to wetlands. The
inventory identified 127,594 acres of woodlands and classified them as Early Successional, Late
Successional, Mature, or Conifer/Pine (Map 18, Woodlands). In many cases, it was difficult to
discern tree sizes from the aerial photographs. Field checks revealed that many woodlands
contain trees of different sizes. These woodlands were placed in the category that represented the
majority of the trees in the stand and in most cases were considered late successional. In addition
to the field checks, 1959 aerial photographs were obtained from the Portage County Natural
Resources Conservation Service. The aerial photographs were used to compare the sizes of
forested areas between 1959 and 2000, particularly in areas where the classification was unclear
or where field checks were not possible.

e Mature woodlands generally include areas where a majority of trees have a diameter at
breast height (DBH) greater than 18 inches. There are many forests in Portage
County with trees greater than 18 inches DBH, but relatively few are dominated by these
large trees. Undisturbed mature forests are generally at least 100 years old. Only 2,278
acres were identified as mature forests.

e Late successional woodlands were defined as areas where the majority of trees have a
DBH between 12 and 18 inches. Late successional woodlands were most numerous at
113,154 acres.

e Early successional woodlands were classified as areas with trees less than 12 inches
DBH. There were 10,252 acres of early successional forests.

e Conifer/pine forests were also identified. There were 1,910 acres of coniferous
woodlands.

Wooded areas are prominent in the Ravenna Training & Logistics Site, near to the larger
reservoirs, and the eastern portion of the county is more heavily wooded than the west. Mature
woodlands are scattered throughout the county, but 91% of them are located in or adjacent to
riparian areas.

Woodlands were also categorized according to certain characteristics that could be documented
primarily from aerial photos with limited field checking. The following attributes were assigned
a “yes” (1) or “no” (0) for each digital woodland area:

e Large, undisturbed forest systems: Large, undisturbed blocks of forest are increasingly
uncommon in Northeast Ohio and provide specific habitat requirements for a variety of
plants and animals. Areas with a lack of disturbance such as logging, development, all-
terrain vehicle use, gas/oil wells, and utility lines were included in this category.

e Important buffer roles: Natural forested areas provide an important buffer function to
other natural areas, particularly wetlands. Forests adjacent to other natural areas that
appear to be providing important buffer functions were assigned to this category.

e Multiple forest community types: Forests with a variety of age classes, as well as both
upland and wetland forests, are significant for the diversity of habitat that they provide.
Woodlands with a variety of communities were included in this category.

e Proximity to significant wetlands and/or riparian corridors: Forested areas adjacent to
wetlands, as well as those that are part of or adjacent to riparian corridors, provide



important wildlife habitat and migratory and dispersal corridors for plants and animals.
Woodlands adjacent to these areas were placed in this category.

e Connectivity to public parks and greenways: Woodlands within or adjacent to protected
areas were identified to create a category comparable to the one created for wetlands.

e Other: This category includes noteworthy comments regarding features not included in
the above categories. The other category was used to denote large, high quality
woodlands that would be suitable for preservation and/or parkland.

The following is a summary of the acreage of woodlands in each of these categories with the
exception of the “other” category since it was narrative in nature. Many woodlands have more
than one of these characteristics.

Large undisturbed 8,177 acres
Important buffer 118,057 acres
Multiple forest community 104,485 acres
Proximity to significant wetlands or

riparian corridors 118,698 acres
Connectivity to parks or protected areas 34,772 acres

Woodlands & Biodiversity: Of all woodlands, 82% are categorized as multiple forest
communities, but just over 6% are large and undisturbed (Map 44, Large, Undisturbed and
Multiple Forest Community Woodlands). Over 93% of the large, undisturbed wetlands are
located in riparian areas, in either the floodplain or on steeper slopes of valleys, where clearing
for agricultural activities or development was difficult. Larger, intact woodland systems are
located along the Upper Cuyahoga River near Geagua County, along Eagle Creek and several of
its tributaries, along the West Branch of the Mahoning River east of M.J. Kirwan Reservoir, and
along Breakneck Creek and the shores of Mogadore Reservoir. While the Ravenna Training and
Logistics Site and the area around M.J. Kirwan Reservoir do not show undisturbed systems, most
of the woodlands in this area are multiple forest communities. Half of the large undisturbed
woodlands are within or adjacent to protected areas in the county. The woodlands along the West
Branch of the Mahoning east of Kirwan Reservoir, those northeast of the Village of Windham,
and along some stretches of Breakneck Creek are well away from existing protected areas.

Woodlands & Water Quality: Of all woodlands identified in the inventory, 49% are within 300
feet of a named stream in Portage County. Just over 19,000 acres (15%) are within 500 feet of a
stream designated by the EPA as an Outstanding State Water, a Superior High Quality Water, a
stream with Cold Water Habitat, or a State Resource Water (See Map 45, Riparian Woodlands &
Protected Areas).

Woodlands & Source Water Protection: As mentioned above for wetlands, woodlands adjacent
to or located in Corridor Management Zones (CMZs) for surface water supplies and those in
source water protection zones for public wells (from OEPA SWAP data) were identified as high
priority woodlands. Map 46, Drinking Water Supplies, Water Protection Areas, & Adjacent
Woodlands shows those woodlands that may have important source water protection potential.






