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PPUURRPPOOSSEE 

The intent of this plan is to document  the existing conditions natural, historic, public and private ly owned  

components  of th is watershed. The data assembled within is a snapshot of the needs, potential threats and  

other factors that enable these waters to maintain quality.  Although these waters and lands are not 

undisturbed,  t his unique watershed is  a modern day example that business, industry, agriculture, 

residential and recreation can all occur with in the same small watershed and maintain water quality and 

the biological integrity of the resources.     

 

              IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN  

The North Fork of Bens Creek is the second largest tributary to the main stem  of Bens Creek and a third 

order tributary to the Stonycreek River. The main stem  of Bens Creek is a High -Quality Trout Stocked 

Fishery (HQ -TSF), and the South Fork of Bens Creek, a High - Quality Coldwater Fishery (HQ -CWF) with a 

small segment of the headwaters listed as Exceptional Value (EV), by the PA Department of Environmental 

Protection.  The District found interest in the North Fork, because the watershed is virtually unimpaired 

and maintains extremely high water quality.    

The origin of the North Fork cascades from 2800õ off the North-Eastern face of Laurel Mountain, at 

the intersect ion of Westmorland, Somerset and Cambria counties.  The Pennsylvania Department of 

Environmental Protection (DEP) designates the North Fork of Bens Creek as an Exceptional Value (EV) 

waterway in the headwaters and High -Quality Cold Water Fishery (HQ -CWF) in the lower reaches.  The 

basin includes two primary sub -watersheds, Alwineõs Creek and Riffle Run, both of which are designated 

as exceptional value (EV) watersheds. The Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission classifies the N orth Fork 

of Bens Creek Class B native brook trout fishery.  Tributaries Alwines Creek and Riffle Run also hold 

reproducing populations of wild trout. Notably Alwines Creek is a Class A wild rainbow trout fishery, 

uncommon to Pennsylvania.  

Greater than 90% of the North Fork of Bens Creek  watershed is owned and managed by the Greater 

Johnstown Water Authority and is open to public access.  The North Fork Reservoir is centrally located 

within the watershed and is a drinking water supply for the City of Johnstown  and Ligoneir, PA .  The 

entir e watershed encompasses just over twelve square miles of area and scattered within, a number of 

unique and historical sites dot the hillsides. Some of these sites  include old homesteads and graveyards.  In 

addition a portion of the watershed includes a Sta te Game Lands, State Park, hiking trail, trap and field 

club  and a golf course. Although the watershed is heavi ly forested it has a number of rural homes and 

several farming operations.  

Through the development of this plan the Somerset Conservation Distric t has collected biological 

and wat er chemistry samples to identify  potential or existing threats to this sensitive water resource .  In 

addition the data collected in preparation of this plan will allow  the Somerset Conservation District and 

other groups an d organizations to utilize  this docu ment as a tool to implement future conservation and 

management recommendations, within the North Fork of Bens Creek drainage.  
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GGEEOOGGRRAA PPHH YY 

 

The North Fork of Bens Creek lies within the Allegheny Mountain Section of Pennsylvania, which consists of 
broad, rounded ridge tops separated by broad deep valleys, known ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά[ŀǳǊŜƭ IƛƎhƭŀƴŘǎέΦ This section 
occurs in the southwestern of Pennsylvania and includes the entire portion of Somerset County, and 
approximately half of Fayette and Cambria Counties, parts of Westmoreland, Indiana, Blair, and Bedford 
Counties are also included in this region. 

 The ridges decrease in elevation from south towards the north of the Allegheny Mountain section. The ridges 
occur on the crests of anticlines and have eroded to expose the resistant rocks that form the ridges. However, 
there is less ridge top erosion than has occurred in the Appalachian Mountain Section of Pennsylvania. The 
southern parts of these ridges form the highest mountains in the state of Pennsylvania. Common 
characteristics of the valleys in this region are broad, with rolling surfaces and shallow to deeply incised 
stream channels.  Elevation differences between the ridge crests and the adjacent valley lowlands can often 
exceed more than 1,000 feet.  Landscape elevations in the section range from 775 to 3,213 feet, with the 
highest point in Pennsylvania at Mt. Davis. 

There are several major routes that cross the Allegheny Mountain Section which provide a scenic views along 
the way, these include; Interstate 76 (PA Turnpike) from Somerset County to the New Stanton exit; Route 30 
from the eastern end of Somerset County to Latrobe, also US Route 40 from Maryland to Uniontown. 
Additional routes that cross this section are included PA State Routes 31 and 653. Routes providing a scenic 
view that follow the length of this section north from Maryland are: US Route 219 and PA State Routes 281, 
381 and 271. PA State Route 271 crosses the Laurel Ridge closest to the headwaters of the North Fork of Bens 
Creek 
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Figure 1: This DCNR map of Pennsylvania, separates the state into 23 physiographic provinces.  The North Fork of Bens Creek lies 

within the Allegheny Mountain section. 

 

PHOTO BY GJS 

Figure 2:  This map of the Laurel Highlands Trail, shows where the North Fork of Bens Creek drainage is in relation to Cambria, 

Somerset and Westmorland counties. 
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GGEEOOLLOOGGYY  

 

Geologic records of sedimentary rocks within Somerset County span from the Devonian Scherr Formation to 

the Pennsylvanian Monongahela Formation. Most of these rocks are conglomerate, sandstone and shale and 

there is very little limestone exposed at the surface. There are no igneous or metamorphic rock formations 

found within Somerset County. 

The primary formations that exist within the North Fork of Bens Creek watershed include the Attokan and 

Marrowan Series, Des Moinesian Series, Mississippian and Missourian Series.   

Somerset County has a number of gentle folds, the axes of which trend north-northeast. Synclines in the 

county include the following:  Youghiogheny Syncline, New Lexington/Johnstown Syncline, Somerset Syncline, 

Berlin Syncline, and the Wellersburg Syncline. The southern end of Wilmore Syncline is located at the town of 

Windber. Anticlines within the county include the Laurel Hill Anticline, Centerville Dome, Boswell Dome, Negro 

Mountain Anticline, and an unnamed anticline between the Berlin and Wellersburg Syncline.   

The larger mountains in the county are listed from west to east: Laurel Hill, Negro Mountain, Meadow 

Mountain, Savage Mountain and Allegheny Mountain.   Negro Mountain includes the highest peak in 

tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀΣ aƻǳƴǘ 5ŀǾƛǎΣ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ онмоΩΦ  ¢he origins of the North Fork of Bens Creek flow off the south-

eastern face of Laurel Mountain form нуллΩΦ  
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MAP BY AD  

 
Figur e 3:  The map above depicts the geologic formations within the North Fork of Bens Creek drainage . 
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SSOOII LLSS  

The soils within the county are complex and together form an intricate pattern across the landscape. The soils are 

comprised of weathered material from shale, siltstone and sandstone. The majority of the soils within Somerset County 

are suitable for cropland, hay and fruit production. The soils that lie on steeper facing slopes are prone to severe erosion 

if disturbed and left unprotected by vegetation. The primary limitations of the soils within the county are steepness of 

slope, wetness, depth to bedrock and rocky surface.  

The Soils with in the North Fork of Bens Creek is predominately Rayne-Gilpen-Wharton-Cavode and Hazelton-Cookport 
soil series.  These soils range from nearly level to very steep, deep and moderately deep, well drained to poorly drained 
on hilltops and ridges.  
 
 
 
 

 
MAP BY AD  

 
Figure 4: The map above shows the soils series of the North Fork of Bens Creek basin. 
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LLAA NN DD   UUSSEE  

 
 

The entire North Fork of Bens Creek drainage basin is 12.8 square miles or 8,312.5 acres in size. Although the 

majority of the watershed is heavily forested by 6,870 acres of woodlands, there is a wide variety of existing 

land uses within  the watershed both publ ically and privately owned.  Some of which includ e agriculture 

lands, state owned game lands, a state park, water authority owned reservoir and lands, residential lands, a 

sportsmanõs club and a golf course.   

For the purpose of this report t he major categories of use include low intensity developed, barren land, open 

water, cultivated crops, mixed forest, developed open space, evergreen forest, hay and pasture, deciduous 

forest.   The following chart displays the percent of existing land use.  

 

LAND USE TY PE % ACRES 

Developed, Low Intensity  0 1.3 

Barren Land  0 1.8 

Open Water  1.2 97.4 

Cultivated Crops  1.4 115.6 

Mixed Forest  1.6 134.3 

Developed, Open Space 4.2 345.3 

Evergreen Forest 6.1 504.5 

Hay / Pasture 10.6 879.1 

Deciduous Forest  75 6233.3 
 

Figure 5: This table shows the breakdown of land use by percent and existing use.  
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MAP BY AD  

 
Figure 6: The map above separates the land use within the watershed by color series.  

 
 
 


