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CITY OF SYRACUSE

The City of Syracuse occupies the lowest section of 
Onondaga Valley and nearby uplands. The oldest part of 
the city, now a financial, governmental and cultural area, 
centers on a former wetland of the creek. To the east and 
west rise sloped valley walls with several carbonate-
bedrock sourced natural springs1 and tributaries located 
in forest “islands” among residential housing and local 
businesses. The City of Syracuse is on the edge of the 
Appalachian Plateau to the south, and the city includes 
the southern edge of Onondaga Lake in the edge of the 
Ontario Lake Plain to the north.

Before the city developed, the creek formed many 
meanders on the flat land, and frequently flooded the area.  
The creek bottom and banks have been redesigned to 
provide straight, smooth, and fast flow, with the capacity 
to contain most flows within its banks.  Runoff from 
the cityscape is very rapid due to hard surfaces, little 
vegetation or soft ground, many slopes, and drains that 
minimize ponding. (See water quality and hydrology fact 
sheets)

In downtown Syracuse, with its skyscrapers, sidewalks 
and streets built over glacial and alluvial soils, historic 
creek tributaries, such as Yellow Brook in the Washington 
Street area, have been completely absorbed into the city 
sewer system. South of downtown, creek tributaries are 
open natural streams as they come down the slopes of the 
eroding escarpment of the plateau. Where the tributaries 
cross the valley floor towards the creek’s main channel, 
they are covered over, and confined to culverts that pass 
under residential and commercial areas. An exception is 

1  Carbonate-bedrock springs occur in the Onondaga Creek water-
shed in the urban stretch, and alluvial fan springs occus in the West 
Branch Valley. Bands of carbonate springs extend along the west 
and east valley walls from Nedrow in the south to Furnace Brook/
Elmwood Park in the north. A large number of smaller springs 
along the western valley wall tax the storm sewers capacity in wet 
weather. The larger springs in this area include (from south to north) 
Dorwin and Kimber springs, which formerly supplied drinking water to 
the southern part of the City, and Hopper Brook and Furnace Brook, 
which are similarly spring-fed. On the east wall, Rockwell Spring, 
with other springs and seeps, feed the Cold Brook (Peck Brook) 
tributary in the Valley section of Syracuse. In the West Branch valley, 
springs drain alluvial sand and gravel deltas that formed during degla-
ciation, and these springs may also receive ground water from the 
carbonate (Onondaga Limestone) bedrock (Winkley 1989, Syracuse NY 
and G. D. Holmes 1927, Kappel 2007).

the small stream from Dorwin Springs. It is exposed to 
light and only briefly culverted where it passes under an 
access road in the Kelly Brothers Memorial Park. Named 
surface tributaries include Kimber Brook, Cold Brook 
(formerly known as Peck Brook or Trout Brook), Hopper 
Brook (Harrison Brook), City Line Brook, and Furnace 
Brook. From the valley floor, the tributaries join the main 
creek channel via outflow pipes. With the exception of 
Dorwin Springs, the covered channels of tributaries 
receive some water from the city storm water sewers. (V. 
Esposito, 2006)

In the Onondaga Creek watershed, city storm runoff 
can bypass tributaries and reach the creek by two sewer 
pathways. The city storm sewers have direct outfalls to 
creek. Modified older combined sewers (in which storm 
flow mixes with sanitary sewage) discharge to the creek 
when high storm runoff overwhelms their capacity, 
typically after an inch or more of rainfall in a day.

 The wide scoop shape of the lower Onondaga Valley 
watershed means that water from more natural 
tributaries on the rim of the basin may contribute an 
otherwise unexpected improvement in water quality (e.g. 
temperature) in the urban stretch of the creek main channel 
as it flows through Syracuse to Onondaga Lake.
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For More Information:

This fact sheet and additional 
information about the Onondaga 
Creek Revitalization Plan project 
can be found on the World Wide Web 
at www.esf.edu/onondagacreek/.

The Onondaga Lake Partnership 
(OLP) sponsors the Onondaga Creek 
Revitalization Plan project with funds 
from the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency.  Visit www.onlakepartners.org for 
more information about the OLP.
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