WETLAND AND FLOODPLAIN STATEMENTS OF FINDINGS
FOR
PENINSULA CONNECTOR
PROGRAMMATIC CATEGORICAL EXCLUSION FOR RIVERBANK STABILIZATION MEASURES
ALONG THE CUYAHOGA RIVER TO PROTECT HISTORIC RESOURCES 2023-2028

CUYAHOGA VALLEY NATIONAL PARK
RESPONSE TO COMMENTS

The combination of the Wetland Statement of Findings (WSOF) and Floodplain Statement of Findings
(FSOF) and this response to comments form the complete and final record for the WSOF. The Park’s
responses to substantive comments on the WSOF and FSOF are addressed for those comments that
warranted clarification or explanation.

Comment #1

As a graduate student in the Environmental Management program at the University of Denver, |
appreciate the opportunity to comment on the CUVA 224822 Draft Wetland/Floodplain Statement of
Findings — Peninsula.

Of primary concern is the impact of the bank stabilization on the Riverine Wetland, which will result in
the impact of 450 feet of riparian shoreline. Inserting the vertical soldier pile wall structure and armoring
will upset the riparian vegetation and adversely impact the riverine system. Riparian vegetation areas are
of vital ecological importance, creating habitat biodiversity and soil conservation, which influence the
aquatic ecosystems, grasslands, wetlands, and woodlands (IUOFR n.d.). These areas supply food, shelter
and shade to aquatic animals; the shade provided by riparian areas is essential to stream temperature
regulation.

The project requires “the removal of riparian woody vegetation, including trees, which will be precluded
from being established along erosion control structures” (National Park Service 2024). The vertical
structure of the wall and the armoring prevent new growth of woody plants, which, according to the
analysis, are considered an issue due to possible vegetation growth on the wall causing instability ().

The wall's placement includes eliminating microhabitats of plant species, impeding species movement
using riparian zones for migration, destroying reptile nesting areas and diminishing the habitat of
avifauna (). Short-term impacts of construction and installation include the loss of aquatic life, including
invertebrates. The short-term and long-term impacts are concerning in and of themselves. However,
these effects are worsened by the future and continued loss of plant, aquatic and animal life, which the
stabilization wall will cause.

To protect future wildlife species, please consider using alternative wall construction or other methods
to stabilize the water bank. Best practices for protecting river resources include the protection of riparian
buffers, including timber management (South Carolina Department of Natural Resources 2020). Further,
fences and barriers that impede wildlife movement should not be constructed in riparian corridors.
When stabilizing eroded banks, technicians should avoid concrete rubble and walls and instead use live
planting and bioengineering techniques that focus on woody materials (South Carolina Department of
Natural Resources 2020).



Park response to Comment #1

Comment #1 provides a theoretical framework that is supported by text in the Peninsula WSOF that
suggests this project will affect ecology and hydrology in the project area in a negative way.
Unfortunately, however, existing conditions in the project area are so degraded that most of those
theoretical effects will not occur. In fact, the project may improve ecological and hydrological conditions
in the project area.

Existing vegetation in the project area clings to a steep face of eroding bank with a toe composed of
intermittent sandstone rubble. Vegetation in the project area is dominated by non-native, invasive
species, such as Japanese knotweed, Japanese honeysuckle, border privet, multiflora rose, and Chinese
tree-of-heaven. The proposed project would require removal of approximately ten native trees with
trunk diameters of six inches or greater. With the exception of those few trees, virtually no streamside
vegetation in the project area overhangs the river.

Accordingly, existing vegetation in the project area contributes little to ecological processes in the river,
while eroding banks degrade instream habitat adjacent to and downstream of the project area.
Replacing existing rubble along the base of eroding bank with sandstone in the project area may actually
create additional habitat for aquatic species — including macroinvertebrates and smaller fish — that
currently have no home at the site. In addition, construction of bendway weirs in the project area will
provide low-energy, backwater habitat for aquatic species that currently does not exist in the project
area.

As described in Comment #1, the proposed soldier-pile wall will ensure that mature, streamside
vegetation cannot establish on the east bank of the Cuyahoga River in the Peninsula project area.
However, existing conditions also preclude such vegetation.

Additional options were considered to protect the Peninsula project area that did not include use of a
soldier-pile wall. However, other alternatives — such as a rock riprap — would have required building into
the river, which would have restricted river flows. Unfortunately, existing conditions in the project area —
including a heavily-used trail on the west bank — preclude the National Park Service (NPS) from
compensating for restricted flows that would occur under alternative scenarios.

Finally, since developing the framework for the Peninsula project, NPS staff have met with project
contractors to discuss alternative methods to incorporate woody material into project construction,
including woody debris into the river channel and live plants on banks. Although live plants cannot be
incorporated into this design, NPS staff will discuss potential to incorporate woody debris into the toe of
slopes to increase bank roughage and submerged habitat.

Comment #2
| have recently read through the CUVA 224822 Peninsula Wetland Statement of Findings document
associated with the Programmatic Categorical Exclusion (PCE) for Riverbank Stabilization Measures Along

the Cuyahoga River to Protect Historic Resources 2023-2028.

Although | understand the stream bank stabilization work, along with the compensatory mitigation work
to combat the 0.36 acres of impacted wetland, | am curious if there had been thought to place land-use



restrictions or conservation easements along the riparian buffers adjacent to the completed stream bank
stabilization work. | am aware that these restrictions are mandatory regarding the compensatory
mitigation aspect of the project, but also think it would be extremely beneficial to implement them as
well on the first phase of the project that is not within the mitigation proportion.

Riparian buffers restrict land development adjacent to creeks, streams, and other urban waterways to
preserve channel form and function, and contribute to stream base flows (Brears 2023, 46). The
ecosystem services not only support the water quality for the area, but also assist with flood mitigation
for future risks. Therefore, safeguarding the repair and restoration of the stream bank post-stabilization
can be extremely beneficial for the environment and the surrounding communities. Vegetated and
forested riparian buffers have been regarded as one of the most effective tools for mitigating the impact
of pollution on water bodies (Zhao et al. 2013). Riparian buffers with proper design can effectively trap
and remove sediments and nutrients from surface and/or beneath runoff that passes through, resulting
in reduced downstream nutrient loadings (Zhao et al. 2013). Within your document, you note that bank
erosion was one of the primary environmental issues that were being repaired through this stabilization
work. You detail that, “A natural evolving river system relies on erosional and depositional processes,
which are on-going and necessary. As stewards of natural resources, the rate and scale of these
processes with respect to river health, stability and how they affect critical infrastructure influence active
management decisions.” (NPS 2024). Also that, “The rate and scale of erosion is influenced by many
factors such as local geology, soil composition and stratification, stream bank angle, bank protection
(organic and inorganic), rooting depth and density, stream bank morphology and hydraulic conditions.”
(NPS 2024). Legal restrictions placed along these riparian buffers can diminish bank erosion by limiting
encroachment which can have significant effects on these freshwater ecosystems. Inadequate vegetation
buffers along freshwater ecosystems increases vulnerability with diminished pollution control and
increased risk of erosion. This can have large scale effects on the water quality for the surrounding areas.
Buffer strips protect water quality from activities such as agriculture and silviculture, which cause
siltation and increased water temperatures (Crawford 2007, 153). Riparian buffer protection is being
promoted as a best management practice (BMP) for treating non-point source pollutants. Established
riparian zones have repeatedly been shown to decrease sediment and nutrients in overland flow and
groundwater (Clausen 2000).

In conclusion, thank you for your effort to restore these stream banks and compensate for the impacts
on the 0.36 acre of the wetland via non-native plant removal and wetland enhancement over 13 acres in
the vicinity of Stanford Run. Although this stabilization work is extremely beneficial, my hope is to
encourage the implementation of riparian buffer legal restrictions along the project work to ensure the
long-term health and success of this project.

Park response to Comment #2

Comment #2 suggests placing a land-use restriction or conservation easement on land adjacent to the
Peninsula project site to promote river health and limit development in the area.

In this instance, the National Park Service (NPS) owns the land adjacent to the project area and is not
able to place an easement or other deed restriction on that federal property. In addition, unfortunately,
major development is located immediately east of the project area, including a historic rail line and park
trail, and one of the primary purposes of this project is to protect those features. So, although this
suggestion and the rationale for restricting development in the area makes sense in a general context,
implementing this suggestion in this location for this project is not legally possible or practically feasible.



