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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Allegheny River Conservation Plan (RCP) encompasses 75 miles of river from Emlenton Borough in 
Venango County to Lock & Dam 3 at Harmar Township in Allegheny County.  The study area of this RCP 
is pivotal because it links two other river studies: the Three Rivers Conservation Plan, which extends from 
the Point in Pittsburgh to Lock & Dam 3, and the Allegheny National Wild & Scenic River Management 
Plan, which extends approximately from Emlenton to Warren.  Thus, these three studies cover a majority 
of the Allegheny River, which is 325 miles in length, draining a watershed of 11,770 square miles. 
 
The Allegheny River and its watershed have an extraordinary history.  The waters have confronted 
glaciers and nourished extinct species and ancient peoples.  They have carried missionaries and have 
witnessed the triumphs and tragedies of Native Americans and settlers.  They played a part in the birth of 
the nation and carried the first settlers into its unknown regions.  Along its length have lived, traveled, or 
worked presidents, inventors, folk heroes, outlaws, writers, artists, industrialists, and immigrants.  The 
Allegheny has seen the birth and blossoming of great industries such as iron, steel, aluminum, and oil.  
And it has suffered greatly at their hands and been reborn with their decline.  So wrote Mike Sajna, author 
of The Allegheny River – Watershed of the Nation (1992).   
 
This rich history is one of the reasons there is such great interest in the Allegheny River.  In fact, the 
overwhelming interest in the Allegheny has brought about a surge of activity.  Groups have been actively 
working along the Allegheny and its tributaries for many years.  Much of the stretch of the Allegheny 
above Emlenton is designated as a recreational river under the National Wild & Scenic Rivers Program 
and has a River Management Plan to its name.  The stretch below Dam 3 to its confluence with the 
Monongahela River has been studied by several groups based in Pittsburgh.  Both of those stretches 
along with two major tributaries are designated water trails.  Conservation groups are studying the 
tributary watersheds and working along the abandoned rail beds that hug the riverbank.  Riverfront parks 
are being revitalized and recreational amenities in general are of great public interest.  Heron, Bald Eagle, 
Beaver, and Paddlefish are among the animal species returning to the Allegheny.  
 
While water quality and overall quality of life have greatly improved over the decades, there are still 
remnants of pollution from abandoned mines and there are still communities struggling to recover from 
the loss of industry and workforce.  And conflicts arise over river industries and recreational amenities.   
 
Nonetheless, the Allegheny continues to flow and provides a variety of resources to the citizens of the 
region.  It is a drinking water source, a base for industry, an amenity for anglers and boaters, a perfect 
viewscape for riverfront dwellers, a home to aquatic plants and animals, and so much more.  It is because 
of the Allegheny’s countless benefits that so many people are interested in what happens to it.  And so 
many everyday actions and decisions affect its quality and usefulness.  This River Conservation Plan is a 
chance to gather and study all of what we currently know about the Allegheny and use that information to 
develop a guide for conserving and enhancing its amazing resources well into the future. 
 
Purpose of the River Conservation Plan (RCP) 
 
The RCP is only partly a Plan – it is also a reference tool and river conservation Study. There are 
essentially three major components:  1) a data component that summarizes existing information about 
river-related resources, 2) a public-participation component that gathers input about river-related needs 
and visions, and 3) a plan component that uses the public input and data components to suggest projects 
or strategies that will restore, enhance, or conserve Allegheny River resources.  
 
The RCP presents an overall picture of what is happening along the Allegheny River from Emlenton to 
Harmar.  It brings together, in one place, an understanding of which groups are conducting studies on 
water quality, which municipalities or counties are developing comprehensive plans, what recreational 
opportunities are available, etc.  This information is compiled to inform citizens, businesses, and local 
governments about their region and to provide them with the tools to aid in decision-making and 
municipal planning.  In addition, the RCP openly discusses the Allegheny’s assets and challenges with 
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the public.  Because the Allegheny River is a public resource, it is imperative that they have a say in how 
it should be used, protected, or enhanced.  While it would be nearly impossible for the public to fully 
agree on how the Allegheny should be used, protected, or enhanced, the goal of the RCP is to address 
opportunities and concerns and make the most reasonable recommendations for River Conservation. 
 
This particular RCP brought about a wide array of opinions about the Allegheny and brought forth several 
controversial topics that are not easily solved with a recommendation in this document.  As a result, 
dialog on these topics should continue.  These topics are addressed in more detail in the Discussion and 
Recommendations Section. 
 
In order to ease River stakeholders’ concerns about this RCP, the following questions are addressed up 
front: 
 

1) How will this project impact private property? 
 

The RCP will not encroach upon private property and will not dictate what landowners can and cannot 
do.  The RCP is an opportunity to work towards a vision for the future of this section of River; it is not 
focused on specific property owners.  Recommendations may be made within the plan for general 
care of lands adjacent to the Allegheny; however, it will be up to local landowners if they want to 
follow these recommendations or not.  Property owners are encouraged to participate in terms of 
developing the greater vision for the area.   

 
2) Are you going to try to implement riparian buffer zones? 

 
Buffers can potentially be encouraged through the RCP, but they cannot be required to be 
implemented by private property owners unless required by your local government. The RCP may 
simply recommend following Best Management Practices (BMP’s).  BMP’s are typically defined by 
experts in the field and include standards meant to best protect land and water resources.  The RCP 
contains a lot of useful information about buffers that landowners might use. 

 
3) Are you proposing land use restrictions in the viewshed of the river corridor? 
 
An RCP may encourage updating county and municipal plans and ordinances to include things like 
natural resource protection zoning.  Such zoning often affects new development only and such 
actions would then need to be taken on by county and local governments. The RCP in itself cannot 
require land use restrictions – only local governments can carry out such actions.  If local 
governments pursue such zoning amendments or changes, it is required by the Municipalities 
Planning Code to be a public process.  As you will see in the following chapters, the 
recommendations are generally broad in nature and focus on education and encouragement of 
conservation techniques. 

 
4) Can the RCP enable new environmental regulations that could affect riverfront property owners or 

river-based industry? 
 
The RCP itself cannot enable or force any government agency to enact new legislation.  What it can 
do is provide information and public comments about the Allegheny River that 
could be used as a guide in creating or amending legislation.  Those types of 
actions generally would require a public process.   

 
About the RCP Author 
 
The Plan was completed by the Pennsylvania Environmental Council (PEC), a 
statewide, non-profit organization devoted to promoting the protection of watersheds, 
the sustainable uses of land, and the implementation of environmental innovations.  
Since its founding in 1970, PEC has worked toward sensible and sustainable 

 


