
PRACTICAL MEETS NATURAL
Wetlands aid in storm water runoff, provide plant and animal habitat
By Cindy Schafer, Office of Communications
In cooperation with Thomas R. Biebighauser, U.S. Forest Service

The city of Owensboro turned an unat-
tractive stormwater basin and drain-
age ditch into a naturally appearing

stream with two constructed wetlands. The
project, known as the Devins Ditch Separa-
tion Project, is doing more than just pro-
viding flood protection and prevention of
stormwater from entering the city's over-
burdened combined sewer system. Since
construction, new habitats for wildlife have
been established and with the project's close
proximity to a public park and Owensboro's
visionary greenway trail, the public is now
able to experience views that include native
plants, trees and a variety of wildlife.

Generally, most stormwater basins look
artificial and do not promote habitat for wildlife because of their
deep, steep-sided construction that is often lined with rock. The
wetlands built for the Devins Ditch project are different. They
are shallow with gradual slopes and have features that help wild-
life, such as shallow pools of water, islands, dead standing trees
and flowering plants. Trees and native grasses are also planted
around them that attract nesting songbirds.

The Devins Ditch project was financed by Kentucky's Clean
Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF), and Owensboro was the
first city in the Commonwealth to request CWSRF funding for
stormwater projects. At the inception of the project in January
2010, there were two main goals the city wanted to address-to
reduce flooding along Carter Road and in adjacent neighborhoods

and to prevent stormwater from entering the
city's combined sewer system.

"Flood storage was increased by remov-
ing more than 3 feet of soil from the area,"
said Jonathan Nieman, an engineer with
CDP Engineers of Lexington that designed
the project. "This action also made wetlands
possible by lowering the elevation of the
basins to just above the water table."

A low dam was also built to increase
storage capacity and to prevent flood waters
from entering the sewer system. Excess
soils were removed and spread on higher
ground nearby to improve the quality of
farmland.

Overflow from the new stormwater
wetlands is now controlled by a pump station that moves excess
flow into Persimmons Ditch, an adjacent stream, to prevent
stormwater from entering the sewer system. The new project was
tested last year in the spring during high rainfall, and there was
no flooding.

COP Engineer Elizabeth Bullock helped the city of Owens-
boro design more than 29 acres of wetlands and 2,500 feet of
meandering stream in the retrofitted basins.
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Arrow arum (above), along with arrowhead, cattail, water primrose
and rushes (below) represent a diversity of aquatic plants growing in
the wetlands. Photos by Thomas R. Biebighauser
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Kentucky Wild Rivers Program adds nearly 1,000 acres
to inventory of protected lands Continued from Page Z

"We wanted the people in the commu-
nity to have an area that was attractive and
interesting to look at," she said.

Bullock and Nieman added many
features to the Devins Ditch project that
improved habitat for wildlife and plants.
For instance, turtle nesting sites were cre-
ated from sandy soils that were uncovered
during construction. Islands of sand were
formed to provide turtles with dry places
to bury their eggs. Areas of shallow
water were formed to provide habitat for
shorebirds such as the spotted sandpiper
and killdeer. As the shallow portions of
the wetlands dry in summer, the exposed
mudflats provide critical feeding sites
for migrating birds and unparalleled bird
watching opportunities.

The "natural" look of the wetlands
also includes the placement of large logs
and dead standing trees, called snags.
Birds, like the Kingfisher and purple mar-
tin, have been observed perched on these
snags. Logs in the water provide an excel-
lent place for turtles to sun themselves and
ducks to preen their feathers.

Small, ephemeral wetlands were built
to give frogs, toads and salamanders safe
places to lay eggs. These wetlands, called
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and the hard work of personnel from the
Division of Real Property, this project
would not have been a success."

And other offers were made, but
Burnett said she was never tempted.

"This guy showed up in a three-piece
suit carrying his briefcase, and all he
wanted to know about was the mineral
rights," she said, shaking her head. "John
and I never wanted our farm parceled out
and we certainly didn't want it mined.
With Zach and his program, I knew that
this land we loved and cared for all these
years would be preserved intact. This
has been a kind of heaven to us-there's

something almost spiritual about having
this land. It's comforting to know that I
can come back whenever I feel the need to
get away."

Others, too, will soon have the
pleasure of experiencing the spirituality
and natural beauty of the Burnett prop-
erty when the land opens to the public for
limited uses in 2012.

For more information about the Ken-
tucky Wild Rivers program, call Allison
Fleck at 502-564-3410. For information
about the Kentucky Heritage Land Con-
servation Fund, call Zeb Weese at 502-
573-3080. ...

Zach Couch enjoys the view from atop The Pilot. Photo by Allison Fleck

says Bullock. "But, our examination of
the wetlands at Devins Ditch shows there
was none found."

Dragonflies, damselfly, aquatic
beetles, frogs, toads and salamanders are
doing a good job consuming any mosquito
larvae that could be present in the waters.

The storm water wetlands at Devins
Ditch should be inexpensive to maintain
because there are no dams to mow or
spillways to wash out.

"We hope their success will encour-
age other communities to consider build-
ing wetlands to treat stormwater," says
Bullock.
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vernal pools, can be expected to dry in the
fall, thereby eliminating fishes that prey on
amphibian eggs and tadpoles.

Trees and shrubs adapted to grow-
ing in moist ground were planted in and
around the wetlands, including bald
cypress, buttonbush, black willow, alder,
swamp dogwood, pin oak and swamp
white oak. In addition, aquatic wildflow-
ers such as rose mallow, cardinal flower
and blue flag iris have been planted to
increase the beauty of the area and to
help pollinators. The higher ground sur-
rounding the wetlands was sown in native
switch grass and partridge pea to provide
birds with places to nest. A bonus is that
these plantings will not require mowing,
reducing maintenance costs.

"People often worry about mosquitoes
when the 'wetland' word is mentioned,"

Large logs and dead standing trees provide a
perch for birds and other animals.
Photo by Thomas R. Biebighauser
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