
  

     WHY ONONDAGA CREEK? 
 

ABOUT ONONDAGA CREEK  
• Approximately 35% of the water in Onondaga Lake comes from Onondaga Creek. 
• Onondaga Creek begins 18 miles south of Syracuse, in the hills of Tully. 
• The creek flows a total of nine miles through the City of Syracuse.  
• Three issues that affect everyone along the length of the creek: 

o Impaired water quality 
o Altered natural habitat 
o Restricted public access to the creek 

• History:  
o Sewage has been a problem in the creek since the early 1800s. 
o Straightening of the creek began in 1855 in order to increase the flow rate and flush out 

sewage more quickly.   
o Flooding became a problem as more people settled in the creek’s floodplain and 

deforestation occurred upstream.  The creek was further channelized to reduce flooding.  
Creek straightening and channelizing projects continued well into the 1960s. 

o Channelization resulted in swift currents with steep sides.  The creek was infamous for 
drownings.  A chain link fence was first proposed in 1962 to keep the public away from 
the “Killer Creek”. 

• Polluted runoff, sedimentation from landslides and the Tully mudboils, and a lack of public 
access to the creek, are issues for the creek’s rural headwaters. 

WHY DO SOMETHING NOW? 
Increased environmental awareness has renewed public interest in Onondaga Creek. 

• Onondaga Creek Cleanups organized by Cornell Cooperative Extension began in 2002, hauling 
two to three dumpsters worth of trash out of the creek each year. 

• Onondaga Creek Festivals were held in 2004 and 2005, increasing community awareness and 
celebrating the hidden promise of the creek. 

• The City of Syracuse is currently constructing a Creekwalk from Armory Square to Onondaga 
Lake. 

• Stream bank stabilization and mudboil control projects have reduced sediment loads in the 
southern stream reaches. 

Technology and understanding of the environment has improved significantly since the 1960s.   

Innovative solutions to creek problems now exist.  Many cities around the country have “rediscovered” 
their streams, undergone revitalizations, and are enjoying the economic and ecological benefits of doing 
so.  We can learn from examples like Denver’s South Platte River, San Antonio’s River Walk, and 
Illinois’ Des Plaines River.  If they can do it, so can Syracuse! 

Onondaga Creek has a bad reputation, but it’s not a lost cause.   

The creek has been chained up, abused, and neglected… treated as a drainage ditch.  But with attention, 
care, and creative planning from the community, it could be restored to a healthy, functioning creek that 
people want to visit, and enjoy.   


