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Great achievements can have humble beginnings.
This region’s wealth of good-quality water is arguably the single-greatest achievement of the past 30 years. Our water is abundant, full of life and rich in recreational opportunities.
We tend to forget the way things were as recently as the 1990s, when the Kiskiminetas River ran aqua with metal deposits, the Conemaugh was sickly and held few fish, and the Stonycreek was all-but dead.
The Quemahoning, Wilmore and Hinckston Run lakes were privately owned in those days. It was difficult to attract many whitewater enthusiasts to the extensive rapids within the Stonycreek Canyon due in part to the water’s obvious pollution.
Fly-fishers could be productive on the upper end of the Stony but stopped trying upon reaching U.S. Route 30. There was no Greenhouse Park or adjacent Whitewater Park; no whitewater release valve inside the Quemahoning Dam.
Downstream, most of the residents of Johnstown, Seward, New Florence, Blairsville, Saltsburg, Avonmore, Apollo, Vandergrift and Leechburg ignored the rivers or treated them as degraded and of little value.

Considering what has been accomplished over the past three decades by hundreds of volunteers and dozens of organizations through the careful, targeted expenditures of millions of dollars, the changes have been nothing short of dramatic.

Trace the story back to the latter 1980s, though, and you’ll find that it began with a small coalition of river users, environmentalists, government planners, educators and private-industry representatives who formed SCRIP – the Stonycreek-Conemaugh River Improvement Project – at the request of U.S. Representative John Murtha, D-12th.

SCRIP decided to tackle a cluster of river-killing acidic mine-discharges (AMD) that drained into the Stonycreek River just downstream of Kantner, a project that became known as Oven Run. Following a decade of hard work and $6 million in funding, the six passive-treatment systems of Oven Run were doing their jobs; the health of the Stonycreek quickly improved – along with the quality of water all the way to the Allegheny River.

Over the years since, many other projects have contributed to the health of the Kiski-Conemaugh River Watershed. Based upon improving water quality, related projects have added recreational amenities. All of them, directly or indirectly, emerged from Oven Run.
Time, however, flows much like water. With the passage of both, Oven Run’s settlement ponds filled, buffering limestone got covered, the passive treatment systems became less and less effective.
And like time, Oven Run’s AMD never stops.
Those now responsible for the treatment system have had to raise substantial new funds to restore the systems’ effectiveness. They’ve already done so for this restorative round but will have to continue to do so every 20 years – or the systems will fail and the rivers downstream will sicken again.
In anticipation of that next time – and the times after that – the public entities that own and operate the system have established an “Oven Run Trust Fund” within the Community Foundation for the Alleghenies.
Individual donors contributed $1,700 to seed the fund in 2020. The Somerset County Commissioners gave $25,000. Most-recently, the Conemaugh Valley Conservancy announced that it will match the next $1,000-worth of contributions with another $1,000.

Consider that the CVC is responsible for a 1,800-square-mile watershed that starts with the Stonycreek and ends with the beginning of the Kiskiminetas at Saltsburg. The Conservancy recognizes that what begins upstream, whether good or bad, ripples downriver.

With Earth Day coming up, this is a good time to consider how you are connected, directly or indirectly, to the Stonycreek River and make a contribution to the Oven Run Trust Fund at cfalleghenies.org/oven-run.

Contributions will be invested and eventually – once the fund grows large enough – will generate interest-income to pay for future restoration work.

To be effective, such a trust fund will require a lot of money and a long time to raise it. As Oven Run demonstrates, though, humble beginnings can lead to great achievements. 
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