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Chairman Schaffer, Vice Chairman Koehler, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the Senate
Agriculture and Natural Resources Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony in support of
Senate Concurrent Resolution 19, sponsored by Senator Wilkin. My name is Craig Butler, and | serve as the
Executive Director of the Muskingum Watershed Conservancy District. | also serve as Past Chair of the Ohio River
Basin Alliance (ORBA), a coalition of organizations, local governments, businesses, utilities, academic institutions,
and conservation leaders committed to restoring and protecting the Ohio River Basin.

The Ohio River is one of the nation’s most important waterways. Its watershed spans 15 states and serves
approximately 30 million people. The river itself stretches 981 miles and forms Ohio’s entire 451-mile southern
border. Forty of Ohio’s streams and rivers, fed by hundreds of tributaries, flow into the Ohio River, and the
watershed covers nearly 75 percent of Ohio’s landmass — 20 percent of which includes the Muskingum River
Watershed.

The Ohio River and its tributaries are central to Ohio’s economy, environment, and quality of life. Maritime
commerce on the river generates billions of dollars annually in business revenue, personal income, and
transportation savings. Cargo activity alone generates approximately $26.5 billion in total economic value. In
addition, natural ecosystems throughout the Ohio River Basin provide at least $50 billion annually in public
benefits.

At the same time, the basin faces significant challenges. Water quality degradation, harmful algal blooms, toxic
contamination, aging infrastructure, and flooding events threaten drinking water supplies, public health, wildlife
habitat, and economic development opportunities. In 2023, American Rivers designated the Ohio River as
America’s second most endangered river.

The Ohio River Restoration Program Act represents an important opportunity to address these challenges through
strategic federal investment. H.R. 5966 and S. 3796 would establish the Ohio River Basin Restoration Program to
improve water quality, increase flood resiliency, restore natural systems, protect fish and wildlife habitat,
remediate toxic substances, combat invasive species, improve recreation and public access, and expand education
and outreach efforts throughout the Basin.

Making strategic federal investments for environmental restoration and economic development is not a new
concept. There are over 20 federally supported “geographic initiatives.” You are likely familiar with the Great
Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI) that consistently receives hundreds of millions of dollars annually. Research
shows these investments are strategic, important, and bring positive economic returns. Ohio has had a front-row
seat at making these strategic investments and seeing positive returns. The Ohio River Basin has no such
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designation or funding. ORBA recognized this and began this process nearly 15 years ago to raise awareness and
bring needed investments to this multi-state region.

For Ohio, the benefits would be substantial. Investments in watershed restoration, green infrastructure, and water
quality improvement would strengthen communities, reduce long-term public health risks and costs, support
economic growth, and expand recreational opportunities across the state.

The Muskingum Watershed Conservancy District (MWCD) strongly supports this effort. MWCD is actively engaged
with the Ohio River Basin Alliance and collaborates with partners across the basin on water quality improvement,
flood mitigation, habitat restoration, conservation, and recreational enhancement projects. Passage of the Ohio
River Restoration Program Act would create meaningful opportunities for both MWCD and ORBA partners to
expand and accelerate projects throughout the Muskingum Watershed and across Ohio. These investments would
help leverage local and state resources, strengthen regional collaboration, and deliver measurable environmental
and economic benefits to Ohio communities.

The Muskingum Watershed is the largest watershed in Ohio and plays an important role in the overall health of
the Ohio River Basin. Federal support through this legislation would help communities address long-standing
infrastructure and environmental needs while improving resilience for future generations.

Chairman Schaffer, Vice Chairman Koehler, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the committee,
thank you again for the opportunity to testify in support of Senate Concurrent Resolution 19. | respectfully urge
the committee and the General Assembly to support Senate Concurrent Resolution 19 and encourage Congress
to approve H.R. 5966 and S. 3796 creating the Ohio River Restoration Program Act.
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