
The River
Big Darby Creek is unique in that it is a National Scenic River adjacent to a major 
metropolitan area. More than 2 million people live in the Columbus region. 
Consequently, the creek provides an important recreational and natural area for 
residents and visitors. Two metro-area parks offer 9,226 acres of forest, wetlands 
and prairie. The creek offers some of the best canoeing and smallmouth bass 
fishing in the state. 

Big Darby Creek meanders through some of the richest farmland in Ohio, a former 
flatland prairie that once covered much of the region. Here, Big Darby enhances a 
rural way of life that most residents value and want to maintain.

Big Darby is most valued for its aquatic biodiversity, which includes over 100 fish 
and 44 freshwater mussel species. Fed by strong groundwater recharge through 
thick glacial till, Big Darby’s highly alkaline waters are ideal for supporting rare 
species. One expert has stated that for its size, Big Darby is arguably the most 
diverse mussel stream in North America, and perhaps the world. The mussel 
fauna includes four federally-listed endangered species: clubshell mussel, 
northern riffleshell, rayed bean and snuffbox; and the federally-threatened 
rabbitsfoot mussel.

The Threat
In 2006, a historic agreement (the Darby Accord) was reached to sharply limit 
development in the eastern part of the watershed— i.e., in Franklin County, where 
development pressure was imminent from the Columbus metropolitan area. 
However, as the region continues to grow, developers are suddenly attempting to 
leapfrog this barrier and develop thousands of acres of farmland to the west that 
is unprotected by the provisions of the Accord. Most frustratingly, the bulk of that 
development has been proposed by Columbus itself, which is a key signatory to the 
Accord. They have petitioned the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency to extend 
their sewer plan to an area centered around the village of Plain City that would add 

State: Ohio

Threat: Urban sprawl

At Risk: Clean water and 
endangered species

Summary
Big Darby Creek in central Ohio 
has long been recognized and 
protected as one of the most 
pristine streams in the Midwest. 
However, local leaders are 
poised to exploit a loophole that 
would allow an explosion of 
urban sprawl across the lands 
surrounding the creek. Poorly 
planned development would 
result in polluted runoff, harming 
water quality and the sensitive 
wildlife that call the creek home. 
The City of Columbus, Plain City, 
West Jefferson and Madison and 
Union Counties must produce a 
science-based plan to determine 
how much, and what type, of 
development makes sense for 
the area, if they want to safeguard 
Big Darby Creek and the priceless 
benefits its clean waters provide to 
the region.
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11,000 housing units and open a development zone the size of two of Columbus’ 
largest suburbs combined. The zone would literally straddle Big Darby Creek and 
critically imperil the health of the river. 

In addition, the downstream village of West Jefferson is planning to build another 
1,000 residential units and is seeking to expand their industrial park over 
thousands of acres along Little Darby Creek, a critical Big Darby tributary that 
itself is a National Scenic River.

Research shows that streams start to show impacts from impervious surface 
(such as roads, buildings and parking lots) at around five percent impervious cover. 
The level of building proposed would put that region of the watershed well above 
that threshold. Moreover, the area is just upstream of both the Darby Accord region 
and two parks, generally considered the heart of the high-quality Darby ecosystem 
and the region, where tens of millions of dollars have been invested to preserve 
the stream. 

In the past decade, Big Darby has seen some disturbing signs that 
increasing development may already be impacting the quality of the 
stream. In 2016, a sudden die-off of mussels hit a 50-mile stretch 
of the stream, perhaps killing a quarter of the creek’s mussels. The 
cause of the event was never determined, but it was a wake-up call 
that the future of Big Darby is by no means assured.

What Must Be Done
The City of Columbus, Plain City, West Jefferson and Madison 
and Union Counties must commit to the kind of science-based 
environmental planning that was done in the Darby Accord area 
prior to any new development moving forward. Most critically, this 

planning must include credible environmental impact modeling to determine the 
carrying capacity of the area, and all parties must commit to limiting development 
to stay under this cap. In addition, the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency 
should require this planning as part of any issuance of a permit for Columbus to 
expand sewer and water service to the area.

For More Information

Katie Rousseau
American Rivers
(419) 215-7748
krousseau@americanrivers.org

John Tetzloff
Darby Creek Association 
(614) 288-0313 
jftetzloff@aol.com

Take Action:
www.AmericanRivers.org/ 
BigDarbyCreek2019 
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