Saving park’s resources won’t affect recreation
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By Abigail Pattishall, Ph.D.,  Director of Rivers Conservation, Wildlands Conservancy

The Lehigh Valley is increasingly being seen as a desirable place to live and work, and with good reason. Residents of the Lehigh Valley are fortunate to have abundant cultural and natural resources to enjoy. Recently, trends in population growth and land use change indicate that the region is experiencing a development boom that could destroy much of what we love about the Lehigh Valley--open spaces and high-quality waterways. Fortunately, there are several local governments, businesses, and community organizations that understand that in order to preserve this quality of life, we must protect our natural resources.
In April the city of Allentown and Wildlands Conservancy publically announced that they will be working together to protect the city’s natural and recreational resources. Wildlands Conservancy has been working closely with the city’s Department of Parks and Recreation to provide environmental education to residents, implement environmental best management practices in the city parks, and create new trails and greenways throughout the city. The city of Allentown’s Department of Parks and Recreation consistently strives to provide excellent recreational opportunities and parks for residents to enjoy. They realize that in order to ensure that current and future generations can continue to enjoy the parks; protection of the natural resources they contain must be a top priority. The purpose of this article is to describe some the efforts that the City of Allentown is making this summer to do just that, and to describe the numerous benefits those efforts will bring.
The city of Allentown’s Department of Parks and Recreation is responsible for managing nearly 1500 acres of park land. Approximately 14 miles of the Little Lehigh, Cedar, Trout and Jordan Creeks flow through these parks, meaning the city bears the enormous responsibility of managing nearly 75% of the waterways in an ecologically sound and sustainable way.
A crucial component of a healthy stream is a wide strip of grasses, shrubs, and trees along the waterway, termed a “riparian buffer.” Riparian buffers reduce the amount of pollution entering a stream. Excess fertilizers and pesticides applied on land will eventually make their way toward the nearest stream. A riparian zone with substantial vegetation can absorb this runoff before it enters our waterways. Riparian buffers also improve important aspects of watershed function. When riparian zones remain intact flood frequency and severity decrease, as does associated damage to property and infrastructure.
The effects of restoring riparian buffers on fish and wildlife communities are dramatic. Stream bank erosion is reduced, streams become narrower, water flow increases in velocity, and critical spawning habitat once smothered by sediment is restored. In the summer the shade provided by streamside trees keeps the water cool enough to support cold water fish like trout, and the leaves that fall into the stream feed the aquatic insects that fish eat. As trees and shrubs age, die, and fall into the stream, they create refuges for fish, amphibians, and reptiles.
This summer the city of Allentown will be enhancing and establishing riparian zones in many of its parks. The Department of Parks and Recreation already maintains established no-mow/reduced-mow zones in many of its parks. These are areas along waterways where grasses are usually cut once in early spring and then allowed to grow throughout the year, and are left to provide food and shelter for wildlife in the winter. This year Allentown will be expanding reduced mowing practices into additional parks and will be widening these areas in others. In addition to the new/wider no-mow zones that will be popping up this summer, the Cedar Creek Parkway will be getting some major environmental improvements. The Department of Parks and Recreation, with help from Wildlands Conservancy and local volunteer groups, will install a riparian buffer of native trees, shrubs, grasses, and flowering plants along the Cedar Creek.

These new management practices are sometimes initially met with resistance from residents, but as trees grow and wildlife returns, the ecological and aesthetic benefits quickly become apparent. Be assured that your favorite recreational activities will not be adversely affected by the new management practices. Athletic fields, picnic areas, playgrounds, trails, and the like will of course remain well maintained. Allentown’s parks will maintain multiple mowed pathways to the water’s edge so that people can access the stream without damaging the upcoming vegetation.
The city of Allentown’s parks provide residents with places to escape the stresses city life can bring. The parks are also some of the last remaining places in the city that provide a home for wildlife. For some residents and their children, visiting the city parks may be their only opportunity to experience the wonders of nature. Please support the city of Allentown’s Parks and Recreation Department as it takes these steps toward protecting the ecological integrity of its parks so that they can be enjoyed for generations to come.
