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What is a Watershed?

A “watershed” is defined as an area of
land that drains water, sediment, and
dissolved materials to a common out-
let. Watersheds can occur at multiple
scales.

Meads Creek
Watershed Facts

Area: 70square miles,

44 B0O7 acres

State: New York

Counties: Steuben, Schuyler
Towns: Campbell, Brad-
ford, Erwin, Hornby, Or-
ange

Main Tributaries: Frog
Hollow, Dry Run, Pine
Creek
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Executive Summary

Meads Creek is a stream that is plagued by severe flooding problems and excessive streambank
erosion. There are also water quality concerns. Because these problems occur within the context
of the watershed that drains into Meads Creek and its tributaries, the Strategic Action Plan
addressing these issues encompasses the entire watershed. The Strategic Action Plan compiles
existing information about watershed characteristics, ongoing efforts to implement improved
practices, and recommendations for future activities.

State of the Watershed

Data collection efforts in the Meads Creek Watershed include:

Flood damage information — Flood damage from Meads Creek in the Town of Erwin in
1996 (two floods) exceeded $6 ¥ million.

Streambank erosion assessment — Eight miles of eroding streambank have been
documented, resulting in an estimated 1,400 tons/year of sediment.

Water quality monitoring — Water quality conditions range from poor to excellent (based
on biological assessments by the MCWCC).

Groundwater level measurements — Groundwater occurs at very shallow depths in many
parts of the valley, which may contribute to flooding problems (due to limited storage
capacity in the unsaturated zone) and contamination from septic systems.

Evaluation of surface and groundwater interactions — The base flow in Meads Creek
(during dry periods) is fed by groundwater; some tributaries are losing streams that recharge
the aquifer.

Stream gauges — Locally owned gauges at the Meads Creek Road bridge (near BOCES) and
the Taft Road bridge provide a continuous, real-time record of stream height in Meads Creek.
Data collection and analysis are underway to enable future use of these gauge sites for flood
forecasting.

Implementation Efforts

Water resource concerns in the Meads Creek watershed are being addressed through a variety of
local implementation efforts. Ongoing programs include:

Training and Public Information
Floodplain Management
Flood Warning
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Streambank and Channel Stabilization — A variety of streambank and channel
stabilization techniques have been implemented along about 1 %2 miles of stream.

Wetlands — 14 acres of constructed wetlands provide water detention benefits to attenuate
flooding.

Stormwater Management

Recommendations

The Meads Creek Watershed Strategic Action Plan presents recommendations for addressing the
problems associated with Meads Creek and its tributaries.

Support the Meads Creek Watershed Citizens’ Committee (MCWCC ) — The MCWCC
can facilitate planning, implementation, education, and public involvement.

Conduct Public Education and Outreach — An informed public is crucial to the
implementation of improved stream and watershed management.

Implement Stream Remediation Projects — Careful implementation of stream remediation
projects is recommended to protect development and stabilize the stream channel, utilizing
natural stream design techniques wherever possible.

Develop a Surface Water Model of the Meads Creek Watershed — Hydrologic modeling
can be used to evaluate alternative flood control options and develop a flood management
strategy.

Promote Stream Corridor Protection and Floodplain Management — Protection of lives
and property requires a commitment to preventing inappropriate new development in flood-
prone areas, protecting or removing existing development, and restoring beneficial floodplain
functions.

Promote Watershed Stewardship — Land use activities throughout the watershed should
integrate drainage considerations so that flooding and water quality problems are not made
Worse.

Improve Flood Warning and Emergency Response Capabilities — In order to protect lives
and property, flood warning and response capabilities should be enhanced through additional
data collection/analysis, flood forecasting, inundation mapping, and training.

Conduct Additional Characterization of the Meads Creek Aquifer — A better
understanding of the valley aquifer could be used to more effectively protect and manage the
valley’s groundwater resources.
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State of the Watershed

Watershed Characteristics

Meads Creek Watershed

Located at the headwaters of the Chesapeake Bay i .
Watershed in the Chemung/Cohocton River Basin, Area: ngg%l;a;irrgslles

Meads Creek is typified by its steep, flashy topography, ’

alluvial outwash soils, and forested hillsides. The | Wetlands: 606 acres (1.35%)
watershed totals 70 square miles in Steuben and Schuyler |\ pan Area: 283 acres (0.63%)

Counties (Towns of Orange, Bradford, Hornby, Erwin, _
and Campbell). Agriculture: 5,451 acres (12.17%)

The Meads Creek watershed is predominantly rural with moderate development pressure. Its
topography consists of steep upland hills descending to an alluvial floodplain valley.
Development is concentrated on the valley floor, where flooding is a common occurrence.
Approximately 85% of the watershed is forestland, most of which is owned by the State of New
York, managed as both state forest and recreation areas.

Meads Creek and its tributaries include both stable stream reaches—with healthy connected
floodplains and riparian areas—and unstable, entrenched stream reaches—with no
stream/floodplain connection and unprotected and eroding banks.

Background

The Meads Creek Watershed is ranked as a high priority for restoration and protection by both
the Steuben and Schuyler County Water Quality Coordinating Committees (“Water Quality
Strategy for Steuben County, 2002” and “Schuyler County Water Resource Strategy, 2007”).
The NYS Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) included Meads Creek on the 1998
and 2004 Priority Waterbodies Lists (PWL), indicating that water quality problems should be
addressed.

Meads Creek was ranked as a high priority watershed in the “New York State Watershed
Restoration and Protection Action Strategy (WRAPS) for the Susquehanna and Chemung River
Basins” published in March 2002. High Priority was assigned to this watershed for both water
quality restoration and natural resource restoration. The watershed had one of the greatest gains
in population from 1990 to 1999, with the Town of Orange population increasing by 12%. It
was one of only 5 sub-watersheds out of 35 in the Chemung Basin with either a high or medium
priority for land use protection, based on relationships between population densities, land use
laws and topography. The population/development pressure on the floodplain is severe, and
historically municipalities have routinely removed gravel from the stream channel to alleviate
flooding. Repeated clearing of the channel with heavy equipment has disrupted aquatic life and
may contribute to ongoing channel instability and erosion problems.

The Meads Creek Watershed Citizens’ Committee (MCWCC) was formed in June 2004 as a
result of flooding and property erosion issues raised by residents during an open forum (held in
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May 2004) about creation of wetlands in the watershed. The mission statement, goals and
proposed actions for the MCWCC are given in Attachment A.

The MCWCC conducted a survey of watershed residents in the fall of 2004. The top three
concerns among residents were:

e Flooding/storm runoff and debris,

e Streambank erosion, and

e Roadways and ditches.
In addition to assigning a high priority to flooding, many respondents also cited flooding as a
reason for their concern about other issues. Examples include: “More development would
aggravate downstream flooding.” “Sluice pipes are too small and become plugged in heavy
rains.” *“We can no longer have one field plowed because the high water and debris in the creek
prevent access.” “Keep having to have septic pumped because of high water.” “They log so
much that water runs down hill.” “We had to put a new well in due to flooding.” The survey
results are summarized in Attachment B.

A Chesapeake Bay Small Watershed Grant from the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation has
enabled the MCWCC and local agency partners to work toward the development and
implementation of watershed management strategies. Components of this project included:
education, data collection/analysis, demonstration projects, and dissemination of watershed
information. The project results are integrated into this strategic action plan and detailed in
Attachment C.

Flooding History

Flood damage from Meads Creek has been an ongoing problem, impacting homes, businesses,
and highways. The most severe flooding documented in this valley occurred during the “Finger
Lakes Flood” in July 1935, when an estimated 12 inches of rain fell on the upper watershed in 9
hours. Meads Creek has caused flood damage to homes, property, and businesses in 1935, 1956,
1972, 1975, 1976, 1980, 1984, 1993, 1995, 1996 (twice), 2003, 2004, and 2005. An ice jam
developed in Erwin in 1979. Flood damage was prevented by sand bagging during the Hurricane
Beryl flood in August of 1994. On numerous other occasions, water has been over the banks,
threatening buildings and damaging property.

Two severe floods on Meads Creek in 1996 (January and November) resulted in flooding of
numerous homes and businesses and the closure of major transportation routes. The total
documented flood damages from the two floods in the Town of Erwin is approximately $6 %
million plus expenses for emergency operations. Extensive additional damages occurred in the
Town of Campbell and in Schuyler County.

Severe thunderstorms in July 2003 caused flash flooding throughout the Meads Creek watershed.
Flooding of Meads Creek again necessitated closure of both Interstate 86 and State Route 415,
blocking east-west traffic through Steuben County. A bridge was washed away in Schuyler
County. Numerous homes and roads were damaged.
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High water in Meads Creek near Monterey on Octdtigr2006.

In June 2005, an isolated, extremely intense downpaused flooding in the Sexton Hollow and
Switzer Hill areas of the watershed. One landowepported about 3 1/2 inches of rain in less
than 2 hours. This localized flash flood eventsglimore than $200,000 in damage to Town
and County roads, bridges, and culverts. Severatds were flooded and one moved off its
foundation.

The Meads Creek resident survey elicited numeroasneents about flooding problems in the
watershed. These include: “Basement floods widryebad storm.” “Floods in 1996 and 2003
forced evacuation; cost of cleanup and replacermedamaged property greater than $10,000.”
“Access road to my property is washed out everyr.yedConstant flooding in my cellar.”
“High waters wash out all the alternate routes arubt residents are trapped until streams go
down.” “My tenant house gets flooded all the titnéMy garage and yard have been flooded 3
times in last 2 years.” “We are very anxious aadento be prepared to evacuate every time we
get a long, hard rain.” “I am tired of water ewshere.”

Streambank and Channel Instability

Channel instability poses serious problems at nmlaogtions in the Meads Creek watershed.
The resulting erosion threatens development at nwmesites (yards, roads, bridges, buildings,
etc.). Streambank erosion also leads to deposdfolarge volumes of sediment, trees, and
debris within the stream channel, which obstruicts atnd aggravates flooding problems.



