
Swimming the River City

Author
Ben Ledewitz, B.F.A. Candidate

3 Rivers 2nd Nature
STUDIO for Creative Inquiry
Carnegie Mellon University



Swimming the River City Table of Contents

I.  Abstract...1

II.  Evaluation Methods and Criteria...2

III. Understanding the Indicators Used to Evaluate Points of Access...3

IV. Water Quality and Human Contact...4

V. General Hazards...5

VI.  Maps...6

VII. References...9



3R2N Swimming the River City, Phase 3 - 2002 3R2N Swimming the River City, Phase 3 - 2002

1

 I. Abstract

There is a division in Pittsburgh between people who drive 
over the rivers and people that put their feet in the water. 
Those who have primary experiences talk about amazing 
views, wonderful experiences and good times with friends. 
They leave behind a legacy of paths, extinguished campfires, 
chairs, and rope swings that can be identified, mapped and 
communicated.  Through this report, I have developed a 
record of these uses. Those who have not experienced our 
rivers are turned off by images of steel mills, barges and 
floods. I have spoken to Pittsburghers who believe there is 
a lack of access, value and safety in all of Pittsburgh’s three 
rivers, others assume the Allegheny is the recreational river, 
while the Monongahela and Ohio are working rivers. The 
truth is that within the Pittsburgh Pool alone, from Braddock 
on the Monongahela to Emsworth on the Ohio, and Aspinwall 
on the Allegheny there are over one hundred and forty places 
where people currently access the river. Some are visited 
year round by fisherman, other are strictly summer spots that 
are used throughout the recreational season from May to 
October, weather permitting.

This report is intended to identify the range of actual uses, 
rather than the official, legal or accepted uses. Swimming 
The River City shows that people access and swim the rivers 
to a larger extent than one would think. A 1996 Fish and Boat 
Commission study found thirty-two official public access 
points in the same area where I found over eighty, with an 
additional seventy identified as potential or casual access 
points.  It also turns out that people go to the most attractive 
places along the river no matter how hard they are to get to.
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II.  Evaluation Methods and Criteria

Swimming is a good way to determine the overall accessibility 
of our rivers because it involves factors universal to all river 
activities: desirability (would people want to swim there?), 
feasibility (how hard would it be to swim there?), and hazards 
(what dangers do I need to know if I do swim there?). I 
identified a number of indicators that I believe useful to 
determine the current state of each of these three aspects. 
This data should be useful for people interested in active 
recreation such as fishing, swimming and boating, or for 
those interested in casual recreation from picnics, to hanging 
out by the river on a hot day.  I would also hope that this 
might influence ideas about riverfront development.
I used a small boat with an outboard motor to document fifty 
miles of shoreline along the Allegheny, Monongahela and 
Ohio Rivers of Pittsburgh. I identified existing and potential 
swimming points within this area.
Locations were judged based on access from the rivers. I 
define access broadly from my own point of view as a young 
person, some sites require climbing ropes and scaling steep 
slopes, not for everyone, but accessible none the less. I 
recorded a GPS point and took a photograph at each location.  
Locations were judged based on an evaluation of desirability, 
feasibility and hazards. It was not possible to swim at every 
location because there are so many; instead, I chose a range 
of places to swim and worked from my own experiences to 
judge the others, for their potential value.
I interviewed a range of people to understand the different 
perspectives associated with the rivers. This included 
Pittsburghers who had never been near the rivers, those 
who grew up near the rivers, those who have rarely visited 
the rivers, fishers, boaters, people I ran into walking near 
the rivers, young and old. Between the recorded data, the 
interviews and my own experiences with the river I was able 
to establish a snapshot of the current state of swimming in 
the rivers.

The recorded data was linked to GPS (Global Positioning 
System) field points and photographs through GIS 
(Geographic Information System) software. GPS is an 
electronic tool that automatically maps wherever you are on 
the planet and GIS is mapping software that lets me translate 
the places that I mark along the rivers, using GPS, into the 
maps that you see in this report which were created with GIS.

Table 1
Indicator used in study to determine the swimmability of Pittsburgh Rivers
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Feasibility
These are the physical factors that aid or prevent access to 
the water.

Berm and Bank Materials: The condition and type of surface 
materials can hinder or improve access depending on the 
situation. There are no rules as to which materials do what. 
For instance cement can make a great access ramp but it 
has also been used for retaining walls, making the area very 
difficult to traverse.

Berm and Bank Angles: Flood planes and floodwalls can 
have a major effect on the accessibility of a site. Steep banks 
can be difficult both going up and down; however, when 
combined with access structures such as stairs, the angle is 
not an issue. Most of the sites found in the study area do not 
have constructed access infrastructure.  Although it is not 
necessary to have infrastructure, it can greatly increase the 
accessibility of the river.

Difficulty: Difficulty was decided based on the analysis 
of berm and bank materials, berm and bank angles and 
available structures. Values for difficulty are based on a 
synthesis of these three separate conditions. 
 

Desirability
These are the use-factors that go to the question of desire. 
The character of a site is largely based on what objects are 
present. This indicator classifies the overall set of objects 
present.

Activity: The type of swimming that can take place at a given 
spot can change the way it is viewed. An activity such as cliff 
jumping would not be as attractive to older people as it would 
be to younger people.

Background: The space surrounding the access point can 
affect the way people feel within the space.

Campsite: Campsites suggests the potential for extended use 
over a period of time, and potential overnight stays.

Waste: Unfortunately, many generations of people have left 
things they no longer need at the river.

Description: Each site has something unique to offer visitors.

Usage: In some cases I have been around a site enough to 
know how often it is used, but for the most part one can tell 
based on what was left behind.
 

Hazards 
The river environment has a number of general safety 
hazards. Some access points have hazards beyond those of 
the whole river.

Water: Water moving too fast is a danger, but water moving 
too slowly can become stagnant and unhealthy.

Waste: Some of the things left behind are not just unpleasant, 
they are dangerous.

E. coli Indicators: Our sewage system regularly overflows into 
the rivers. The sewage washes away, but it is not healthy to 
come into direct contact with the rivers for a few days after 
every heavy rain. E. coli is often tested for and used as an 
indicator for pathogens that are harmful to humans.

III. Understanding the Indicators Used to Evaluate Points of Access
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IV. Water Quality and Human Contact

Public perception of water quality varies. One man I asked 
said, “there’s nothing wrong with this water; this is fresh 
clean water. I have been swimming here my whole life”, while 
another person at the river said, “This water quality is so 
polluted if you try to swim the police will arrest you.” Neither 
of these views is completely true; at times our rivers are very 
clean and other times the water quality is terrible, but it is 
never illegal to swim in the rivers.

Risks to public health and environmental 
quality result from inadequately treated 
sewage treatment plant effluent; failure 
to properly monitor discharge quality; 
inadequate sludge treatment and final 
disposal; inadequately trained operators; 
lack of effectively updated and implemented 
municipal plans; and sewage systems that 
are overloaded and poorly maintained 
with resultant chronic overflows… Many 
communities are already plagued with 
discharges to streets, hillsides, and streams 
with no relief in sight until [better] public 
sewers become available.1 

Most people are not aware of our sewage problem and 
believe that industrial toxins define water quality issues. 
These kinds of hazards are an issue, particularly in the 
sediment at the bottom of the river, but they do not compare 
to the wide spread sewage system failures which affect 
surface waters during rainy weather. This is because rivers 
are able to flush themselves out over time as long as the 
source of contamination is not constant.

Sewage contains Fecal Coliform and E. coli (which the 

1 Allegheny County Health Department (2002). http://trfn.clpgh.org/achd/  

   sewage.html.

2 3 Rivers 2nd Nature Aquatic report (2001).

3 Allegheny County Health Department (2002). River Water Advisory Fact 

   Sheet.

Allegheny County Health Department monitors as the main 
indicators of smaller bacteria that are hazardous to humans). 
Sewage contaminated water can cause open wounds to 
become infected and the ingestion of sewer water can 
give a person gastrointestinal illnesses, which has similar 
symptoms as food poisoning.2 Because the symptoms related 
to the ingestion of sewer water are so close to food poisoning 
there have been few proven sicknesses related to the rivers. 
Older people, young children and those with weakened 
immune systems are at a greater risk and should take extra 
care if there is potential pollution by sewage. 

To be able to understand when water quality is at a state 
acceptable for swimming, we must first understand the affect 
of the aging sewer system on our rivers. Allegheny County 
has Combined Sewer Overflows (CSOs); sewage and storm 
water are mixed together in this design typical of older cities. 
It works like this: when it rains water runs off roofs, streets 
and parking lots into the sewer pipes. These pipes then 
run alongside the rivers into ALCOSAN, where our sewage 
is treated. Because storm water is combined with sewage, 
ALCOSAN’s two-hundred million gallon tanks fill up until they 
overflow, causing pump stations and holding tanks alongside 
the river to open, thus releasing raw sewage into the rivers 
at specific locations.1 When sewage is emptied into the river 
there is a dramatic hike in bacteria counts. The sewage is 
then carried downriver with the current.

Areas along the shore and directly down river of the 
overflow or stream mouth are the most affected. A stronger 
current in the middle of a river may mean the center is less 
contaminated. Eventually sewage is swept away, but the 
time it takes to do so depends on the water current and the 
amount of continuous rainfall.2 By knowing the approximate 

amount and duration of rain, or better yet, knowing when 
the a combined sewer overflow is open or closed, a regular 
river user can estimate that within three to four days after an 
overflow, the bacteria levels in our rivers are back to public 
water quality standards.

The most important factor affecting water quality in 
Pittsburgh’s rivers is location. Two swimming spots on the 
same side of the river near each other can have completely 
different bacteria levels. For instance, the slow moving water 
of Washington’s Landing’s back channel has bridge pilings 
that create a still pocket of water that rarely gets flushed out. 
A few hundred meters down river, the main channel moves 
faster and has a quicker recovery rate. 

When comparing two locations at the same point in time 
during dry weather, a faster current is generally better able 
to flush sewage downstream. When the water level rises it is 
either from a storm, long durations of rain or melting snow. 
These are the same wet weather conditions that cause the 
combined sewer system to overflow. So when water levels are 
high, the current is faster but more sewage is being emptied 
into the rivers.

It is imposable to have real time water quality data for a 
specific location due to the time needed for testing; only a 
few locations are tested (and these are tested infrequently) 
and the data is usually not directly accessible to the public. 
The Allegheny County Health Department (ACHD) established 
a River Water Advisory in 1995 to notify all marinas and 
public access points on the Allegheny River when water 
quality is poor.3 Onsuch days, marinas and public access 
points are supposed to fly a CSO flag. The Allegheny County 
Health Department notifies marina owners and other 

interested parties as conditions change.

If a combined sewer overflow is obviously open and it has 
been raining, you can assume that there are high bacteria 
counts in the water. If it has been dry for three to four days 
and the water looks clear and moving, you can assume that 
the water quality is probably at safe levels for contact. If you 
come upon a place in the river that has still water, and smells 
like sewage or anything unpleasant, it is best to swim another 
day.
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V. General Hazards

Misconceptions can also inhibit the perception of the rivers 
as a recreational resource for swimming and other wet-
active uses. I have heard from a number of people that the 
Monongahela River has a treacherous current with deadly 
whirlpools and chemical pollution that is off the charts. One 
man I spoke to who was fishing just bellow the Highland Park 
dam up to his knees in water said he would not swim because 
of the current. Actually the three rivers have about the same 
conditions, which on a calm day is a relatively slow flow 
(managed by the dam at Emsworth).

The current is slow for the majority of the summer and 
fall. Melting snows and occasional floods bring the water 
levels and current up. Debris is usually scarce, but it often 
accompanies floods. Flood stage for Allegheny County is 
twenty-five feet (the 10th street bypass is flooded at twenty-
two feet), but swimming should be safe under eighteen feet 
when the water is moving at around one mile-per-hour or 
1300 cfs4. 

One of the most dangerous environmental factors is 
temperature. When water temperature is less than 
fifty degrees, humans have around two minutes until 
hypothermia. Some of the riverbanks in Pittsburgh are not 
just steep, they are vertical—if someone were to accidentally 
fall into the river during the winter it would be a serious 
health risk. This would be the case in areas like our new 
Northshore Stadium Park, which has vertical flood walls over 
five feet above the water line. Unlike such newly developed 
or renovated riverbanks, many of the older structures have 
stairs or ladders that are still intact.

Barges and drunken speed boaters are another concern when 
swimming in the rivers. Even so, unless swimming in the 
middle of the river or near a barge-loading site or marina, 

boats will not be able to come close. Swimmers do not often 
go much more than twenty feet out from shore, which is 
usually closer to the shore than motorboats like to be. On 
windy or low visibility days a boater will be less likely to see a 
swimmer; swimmers can increase visibility by wearing bright 
colors and a florescent swim cap. Summer months have the 
most boat traffic, but certain times and locations will have 
little boat traffic year round. See the Pennsylvania Fish & Boat 
Commission Water Safety Handbook for more on water safety 
and regulations.

 For swimmers and those enjoying the shoreline and 
shallows, broken glass, trash and industrial debris are more 
of more of a substantial hazard than boats. Areas such as 
old dumps or industrial sites should be regarded carefully: 
avoidance of such areas altogether or the use of aqua shoes 
is recommended.  

5
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