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Background Information  
  
The Ohio River Foundation’s Youth Conservation Team (YCT) program completed its inaugural 
season in summer 2011. This report showcases the variety of conservation projects that the crew 
completed throughout the three week season. This program was highly successful, and the Ohio 
River Foundation is working to secure funding for 2014. 
 

What is a Youth Conservation Team?  
   
The Ohio River Foundation's Youth Conservation Team (YCT) project comprises groups of five 
or six local high school students hired for summer work to fix runoff and erosion problems.  A 
Crew Director organizes the conservation projects and schedules work for the teams.  A YCT 
Program Manager oversees the program, provides training for the Crew and Crew Director, 
serves as liaison to the participating communities, and meets with interested conservation needs 
that can be met through YCT.    
  
During the summer, the crews work six hours per day four days per week to install conservation 
projects that reduce erosion and runoff in the target watershed.  Potential projects include 
planting trees and shrubs along streams and lakeshores; removing winter sand from ditches, 
culverts, and settling basins; rock lining ditches and culverts; and installing water bars and other 
diversions to direct water from dirt roads and paths to vegetated areas. Landowners that receive 
YCT services provide the materials necessary for construction, but the YCT labor is provided 
free of charge.    
 
There is also an educational component to the program. Expert scientists, professors, and 
educators supplement the students’ labor with one day per week of information and hands-on 
instruction relative to the watershed protection and restoration work being performed.   
 
The goals of the YCT Project are to: (1) improve water quality in the Ohio River watershed, (2) 
foster local stewardship, (3) provide students a work-study hands-on professional experience, 
and (4) build strong town and community support to sustain the program through local funding. 
 

Why do we need Youth Conservation Teams? 
  
In other parts of the country these types of programs have proven to be one of the most effective 
ways for local communities to correct soil erosion problems and protect water quality long term.  
Despite improvements, water quality in the Ohio River watershed remains degraded. As rivers, 
creeks, and streams are cleaned up, development along the shoreline is resulting in significant 
soil erosion and a loss of vegetated buffers. Increased runoff and erosion has also altered stream 
channels and continues to degrade the river’s once thriving fishery. Ohio River Foundation is 



working to reverse these impacts on both private and public lands through the implementation of 
recognized BMPs (Best Management Practices). 
 

Accomplishments  
 

 
The Hamilton YCT crew after cutting down invasive honeysuckle and grapevines. 

 
In just three weeks, the team, comprised of six high school students led by a Crew Director and 
Program Manager, successfully completed 25 habitat conservation projects in the Ohio River 
Watershed. By the end of the session, the teams had saved Hamilton County Park District 
thousands of dollars in labor costs, and: 
  
 Planted 70 trees 

 
 Installed 500  of deer-resistant fencing  

 
 Hand-placed 1 ton of stone  

 
 Spread 17 cubic yards mulch 

 
 Removed 550 lbs. of trash from riverbanks  

 
 Transported 150 gallons of water for irrigation  

 
 Placed 8 bird box habitats 

 

 Removed 20,000  of invasive plant species 
 



Summary of Conservation Practices   
 
Type of Conservation Practice Projects Completed 

Tree Plantings 3 

Erosion Control 1 

Trail Stabilization 5 

Invasive Removal 8 

Habitat Construction 3 

Riparian Cleanup 5 

Total 25 

 

Tree Plantings  

            
      Crew members planting an oak tree.                             Planting a young tree. 
 
A major pollutant to the Ohio River is excess sediment delivered by its tributaries.  While some 
sediment transport is normal and healthy for rivers, excess soil smothers habitat and lowers water 
quality. Re-vegetating unprotected riverbanks and streamside areas can dramatically reduce this 
problem. Trees and their roots are very important in helping to stabilize these areas.  



 

        
  Before      After 
    
Well developed streamside (i.e., riparian zone) vegetation physically holds soil together and 
slows flood waters. Erosion and nutrient runoff into streams is reduced and wildlife habitat is 
improved. Between the two sites, Fernbank and Steamboat Bend, 70 trees species of trees were 
planted along the riparian zone, including Sycamore, Silver Maple, Sweet Gum, Swamp Oak, 
Dogwood, and Redbud. 
 
Trail Stabilization and Erosion Control  
  
Access to parklands via trails and roads is essential for the public enjoyment of natural resources.  
It is necessary for these roads and trails to be safe, serviceable, and require minimum 
maintenance. However, trail and road erosion can make these paths dangerous and cause excess 
sediment and runoff pollution to overwhelm small streams.  
 

        
 Before           After 
 



        Stormwater pollution takes many forms.  In this Hamilton County Park District property, 40 
feet of severely eroded gravel paths were repaired and reengineered to help prevent future 
deterioration, sediment loading, and stormwater runoff into the river. The chief issues were path 
slope and water flows from adjacent upland areas. The erosion was most evident as furrows were 
cut in the paths by stormwater. Overland flow volume, water velocity, and erosion increased 
progressively down slope. 
 

                     
The crew spreading mulch at the trail entrance.        Muddy spot before patched with mulch. 
 
To address these problems, rocks were collected from surrounding areas to fill in ditches cut in 
the ground from rainwater. These rocks will allow water to flow through while preventing 
additional sediment from continuing to erode into the river, and keep the path or boat ramp in 
tact for use by park visitors. 
                  



Invasive Species Removal and Green Infrastructure  
 

      
     Sawing down a large amur honeysuckle.      Lopping off smaller honeysuckle branches. 
 
Plants that are not indigenous or native can adversely affect the habitats and bioregions they 
invade. They out-compete native species, putting at risk plants and animals that are dependent on 
the native species for survival.  
 

      
Before (Honeysuckle)     After 
    
Grasslands in the watershed have many invasive species. Throughout the Hamilton County Park 
District, Honeysuckle (Lonicera maackii) suffocates the native trees and other plants. As 
pictured above, the removal of this aggressive non-native plant allows sunlight to reach the forest 
floor so young native trees can grow. Also, as pictured above, existing trees are visible and no 



longer choked out as the competition for root space is greatly reduced. The YCT took down 
about 20,000   of invasive honeysuckle, as well as invasive grapevines, hemlock, purple 
loosestrife, johnson’s grass, and euonymus a/k/a burning bush.  
 
Habitat Construction 
 
Forested areas have been cleared in public areas throughout the Hamilton County Park District to 
make way for grassy areas, picnic shelters, and more. This removes valuable habitat for a wide 
variety of forest creatures, including birds; therefore habitat becomes their limiting factor. In 
order to replace this necessary resource, the YCT crew helped assemble and place eight bird 
boxes in the Fernbank park and Steamboat Bend areas of the park district. This was done for a 
variety of bird species, including Wood Ducks, Wrens, and Bluebirds. 
 

       
Assembly      Placement 
 
Riparian Cleanup 
 
Both work sites for this crew were along the Ohio River. The riparian zone extends about 70 feet 
up the bank from the water’s edge, and as the water rises and falls with rainstorms, or the lack 
thereof, trash that is washed down the river gets deposited along the bank. The crew picked up 
several bags of trash almost daily. This not only improves the aesthetic appeal of an area, but 
may protect wildlife that may get stuck in or try to eat a piece of trash.  
 



      
Trash                                                Cleaning Up 
 
Education Days  
 

      
 
To enrich the YCT experience, one day per week student crews worked with professors from 
area universities.  The student field scientists explored the connections between the habitat 
protection work they were performing and watershed ecology.  They learned how to calculate 
speed and volume of water moving past a point, as well as the amount of any nutrient in the 
water. They studied macroinvertebrates, soil characterization, mechanisms to slow water in a 
stream, green roofs, and the effects of solar radiation on evaporation at the UC Center for 
Biological Field Studies with Professor Mike Miller, University of Cincinnati. They also learned 
about water quality parameters, used electrofishing equipment and water quality equipment, and 
learned about some current ongoing projects at the Thomas More Field Station. 
 



         
   Student using a spectrophotometer to               Professor Mike Miller explaining the  
   detect chemical concentrations in the water     theory behind a topic. 
 

Thanks to everyone who made the 2013 Hamilton County Youth 
Conservation Team season a resounding success!! 
  
Program Funding and Support  
  
The Greater Cincinnati Foundation 
The NLT Foundation 
The Neyer Foundation 
Great Parks of Hamilton County f/k/a Hamilton County Park District 
University of Cincinnati – Center for Biological Field Studies 
The Center for Ohio River Research and Education – Thomas More College 
 
Youth Conservation Team Staff 
 
Rich Cogen, Program Manager 
Bernie Moller, Crew Director 
Sarah Borgman and Gabe Haidle, Crew Leaders 
Lauren Bernard (Milford High School) 
Jackie Tran (Seton High School) 
Anna Schuh (McNicholas High School) 
Andrew Zacharias (Sycamore High School) 
Nick Johnson (Sycamore High School) 
Claire Griffiths (McNicholas High School) 


