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Our region truly is a land of opportunity. How else can you explain a recreational club, led by a physical therapist, becoming an economic force here?
This year, the first regularly scheduled whitewater releases will surge from a valve, installed last year within the Quemahoning Dam. Coursing through the Stonycreek Canyon at 500 cubic-feet-per-second, the releases will assure 13 sets of Class III and IV rapids within a four-mile section of the Stony – creating arguably the best “playboating” conditions in the East. However, boaters don’t have to wait for the releases to enjoy the Stony. They can use Whitewater Park near Tire Hill in northern Somerset County, where manmade rapids are readily available almost anytime.
While a long list of agencies, organizations and individuals were involved with the developments of Whitewater Park and the Que release valve, the Benscreek Canoe Club was at the center of both projects. And leading the way was the club’s president, Steve Podratsky.
Let’s consider this for a moment. We’re talking about nearly $2 million worth of rather technical projects, funded primarily by state agencies and major foundations. That meant complex applications, feasibility and environmental impact studies, river-flow and rainfall data, business planning, regulatory hurdles, engineering studies and specialized design work. The construction projects meant effectively placing thousands of tons of rock in a section of the Stonycreek River and refitting a 100-year-old dam with a specially fabricated valve.
Experts were involved. But most of the projects’ heavy lifting was done by a bunch of boaters, who know more about maneuvering through rapids than red tape, guided by a president who’s a physical therapist by trade, not an engineer. Talk about tenacity: These projects were conceived in the 1990s and took more than a decade to complete.
In recognition of Whitewater Park, the Quemahoning whitewater release project, and the entire body of development within the Stonycreek Valley, which also includes major conservation projects by the Stonycreek Conemaugh River Improvement Project, Mountain Laurel Chapter of Trout Unlimited, Stonycreek Quemahoning Initiative and the Conemaugh Valley Conservancy, the Stonycreek River has been named Pennsylvania’s feature “River of the Year” for 2012. A $10,000 grant from the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources and a river sojourn will enable “The Stonycreek” to celebrate this year.
However, Steve Podratsky had his own way of celebrating the achievement of the ambitious whitewater goals. At the Benscreek Canoe Club’s annual dinner meeting last month, after 16 years as president, Podratsky handed off the leadership to others. During his tenure, the club tripled in size and treasury, sponsored an annual boating festival known as the Stonycreek Rendezvous, and broadened its activities and services to attract a wider variety of boaters – all in addition to completing the Whitewater Park and whitewater-release projects.
Club members honored their retiring president by swapping stories – not about the successful development efforts but rather of Podratsky’s paddling exploits and misadventures (which are legion). Eagerly embellishing upon each was Podratsky, who relishes a good story as much as his favorite bourbon.
Ultimately, the impact of the Stony’s whitewater resources upon the region will depend upon a variety of factors, including some beyond anyone’s control. But it is worth noting that Ohiopyle started working with scheduled whitewater releases about 40 years ago and now is a summer mecca that draws millions annually.

We should draw inspiration from Steve Podratsky and the members of the Benscreek Canoe Club. For they have demonstrated that deep pockets and traditional economic development activities are not the only ways to make meaningful improvements to this region. These boaters saw opportunities offered by our place and approached their goals the same way they run rapids: They knew where they were going, picked the best lines through turbulent water and just kept paddling.[image: image1.png]
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Boaters run red tape like rapids
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