Conservation in America took a giant step forward 50 years ago when the first official meeting of Trout Unlimited occurred in Grayling Michigan.  The organization was the idea of conservationist and angler George Griffith, who saw his local Michigan trout water slowly decline and begin to lose the ability to support aquatic life and decided there needed to be a concerted effort to do something about it.

Since then Trout Unlimited has grown and evolved into the nation's leading cold water conservation organization.  Trout Unlimited has a national headquarters in Arlington Virginia with professional staff that coordinate cold water conservation programs around the country.  Many states, including Pennsylvania, have state councils consisting primarily of volunteers that orchestrate cold water conservation efforts at statewide level and assist and support local chapters comprised entirely of volunteers.  The Pennsylvania Council consists of 53 chapters and nearly 14,000 members who tackle coldwater conservation issues in their local watersheds.

The Cambria - Somerset region is served by the Mountain Laurel Chapter of Trout Unlimited (MLTU). Although based in Johnstown, the chapter has active ongoing projects in Cambria, Somerset and Bedford Counties.  The local chapter has attracted a small but strong and active core of members that raises funds locally and uses it to implement effective projects and programs that enhance the cold water aquatic ecosystem over a diverse region.

Being an all volunteer organization MLTU cannot accomplish everything by itself and has adeptly utilized its ability to work cooperatively with other groups and organizations to achieve its goals.  Randy Buchanan, long time president of MLTU says, " Our chapter's ability to work with other entities at the local, state and national level has been our secret to success in getting issues resolved and effective conservation projects on the ground."

Many chapters focus on one area or a single watershed.  MLTU is unique in that its efforts range from the limestone spring water of Yellow Creek in Bedford County to the freestone waters in Somerset County.  The issues and concerns across this broad area are very different, but the chapter has always been able to identify the very different needs and address the concerns accordingly.

MLTU has been as active participant in the Yellow Creek Coalition in Bedford County with implementing effective stream improvement projects and securing public access in this fertile valley of the Yellow Creek watershed.  The chapter has also worked in cooperation with the many agencies and organizations in addressing the abandoned mine drainage  (AMD) problems in Cambria and Somerset Counties.  It was MLTU that first supported  and assisted the Stonycreek-Conemaugh River Improvement Project in the AMD abatement efforts in the Stonycreek and Quemahoning Creek watersheds and MLTU was one of the sporting organizations that first pioneered the idea that created the movement that  led to the successful public acquisition of the Quemahoning, Hinckston Run, Wilmore Reservoirs and South Fork and Border Dams that is now hailed as one of the most significant recreational and economic endeavors ever under taken in the region.

Buchanan also points out that the over 15 year ongoing Bens Creek stream improvement project has enabled the waterway to achieve is potential as an excellent fishery and recreational destination in the area.

Buchanan believes the future of coldwater conservation through organizations such as Trout Unlimited is bright as long as the next generation has the desire to get involved.   He points out that, "New membership recruitment is always a challenge and the future of conservation of our resources will be determined by the involvement of the next generation or lack of it.    Our chapter has done better than most in attracting and retaining members because we have focused our projects on issues and needs that are locally important and have impacts where our members live.  Hopefully we will continue to be able to keep attracting volunteers through these efforts."

Trout Unlimited at the national, state and local levels have had a tremendous positive impact on water quality that has translated into recreational and economic development opportunities that otherwise would never have occurred. Because of the effort of the local chapter the Cambria-Somerset region has been a part of that national endeavor.  For that to continue for the next 50 years and beyond Buchanan states, "If people truly care about trout fishing and their environment then Trout Unlimited is the organization to get involved with because no one else is going to do it for them."

MLTU meets monthly at the Gander Mountain store in Richland Township on the second Tuesday of each month at 7:00 PM.  To join or learn more about getting involved in Trout Unlimited visit www.tu.org, www.patrout.org or www.mltu.org.
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