
Lower Neponset River Ecological Restoration

Citizen Advisory Committee
Final Meeting Summary

Thursday May 15th, 2008

Attending CAC members:  Terry Dolan, Ian Cooke, Richard O’Mara, Barbara Hamilton, Gareth Kinkead, Michele Scott, James Keyes, Bob Vance, Rosanne Foley, David Colton, Maura O’Gara, Cassandra Cato Louis, Wendy Ingram, Gill Solomon, Maria Lyons, Hugh Stringer, Barbara Baxter, Martha McDonough, Ellie Spring, Patrick Paquette

Attending municipal and agency liaisons: Jim Hunt, Judith Darrell-Kemp, Joan Kimball, Paul Locke, Mary Griffin, Vandana Rao, Rosemary Powers, Anne Roach, Bill White, Tim Purinton, Gabrielle Stebbins
Facilitators:  Pat Field, Sara Cohen

Welcome

State Representative Linda Dorcena Forry thanked members for working to bring the river back to life.  She appreciated that it has so much life already in so many ways and is grateful for the current effort to restore it.

Judith Darrell-Kemp of the Milton Conservation Commission welcomed members on behalf of Milton.

Mary Griffin, Commissioner of the Department of Fish and Game, welcomed the Committee and extended her thanks.

Jim Hunt, from the City of Boston, thanked members for making time to have a dialogue on the rejuvenation of the Neponset, including recreation, fish, water, and economic investments.  The City of Boston, like the CAC, has diverse interests.  He has no preconceived notions about what should happen.  “This is your committee.” He thanked the State for $5 million spent on improving recreational assets.

Facilitator’s Introduction

Pat Field, the CAC facilitator, noted the following.

· CAC will be thinking about alternatives for the ecological restoration of the Neponset River.

· A technical evaluation of alternatives has been completed, but the Planning Group for the CAC decided to take a step back and would like the CAC to look at a wide range of alternatives, based on the interests represented on the Committee.

· There are multiple agencies involved in decisions on this stretch of the river, and advice from the CAC may go to these diverse agencies.

· The Coordinating Group also wanted to make sure the conversation about ecological restoration is embedded in the much bigger context of other recent efforts and everything that’s going on.
Go-Around: Why do you value the river?

The CAC members were asked to take a few minutes each to reflect on why they value the river.  The comments are summarized below without attribution.

· I have 60 years of memories, from back when the factories were still active. Dam is integral component of the community at Lower Mills and the single most important factor in there being a community here.

· Broad mission to protect and restore the Neponset, tributaries, and surrounding area for present and future generations.  Concerned with open space; water quality; recreation; flow; physical restoration, including wetland and dams. 

· Grew up in area and runs a business here.  River and banks integral part of childhood. Lagoon near the Iron Bridge was ice skating spot.  Dams part of the historical element of Milton and Dorchester. Open to fish passage upstream and regeneration of fish stocks – open to everything – but not eager to see the dams come down.  Not necessarily looking for the cheapest option. 

· Grew up on river, without ever having access.  Excited for access and sees T&H Development project as providing access opportunity.  No feeling about dam (never seen it). Safety is most important.

· Used to go swim at the city beach – couldn’t swim in Neponset.  Would like to get fish and fishing back in the river; maybe fish farming. No feelings about dam.

· Grew up in Mattapan, no idea river existed.  Now knows how beautiful it is. Has 4-yr-old grandchild and will make sure the children will know the river!

· Historical aspects of river.  A lot of firsts on the river for the city and the state.  Would like them to be the first to clean it up.

· River used to be “hidden river”.  Used to skate on it. There is going to be development.  Would like to see stakes put in the ground now to assure it’s developed in a good way and that it helps the river come out of hiding.

· Dams important for landscapes in our neighborhoods.  Concerned with water quality and PCBs. Needs to be cleaned up. Doesn’t see this as mutually exclusive with keeping dams.

· Fish should be able to spawn where they want.  Dams should be able to stay.  PCBs need to be removed.

· Oldest saltwater fishing club in U.S. has epicenter in Quincy.  Also, Recreational Fishing Alliance set bringing back fishing to the Neponset as one of its top priorities. If DMF brings back shad, people will come for the fishing in early spring.  Concerned with imperiled herring stock, effect of PCBs on spawning in estuary, on winter flounder nurseries, and smelt (people eat smelt!).  PCBs also keeping people from taking kids to river.  Wants Neponset cleaned like Charles with public access for kinds and adults.  

· Childhood memories of river, like fishing with father, catching frogs, watching seasons come and go on estuary.  Childhood promise to self to keep estuary protected and beautiful and undeveloped.  Loves dams, sound of water, history, but feels CAC has smart enough people to find alternative dam structure (dams are not historic in current form).  Wants more fisheries and clean up of PCBs.  Angry that boards removed from dams and PCBs went into estuary.

· Want river walk on Quincy side of river; healthy restored river.  Never knew river was there, as child in this area.  River is great resource now for her kids – birding, kayaking, and rowing.

· Lived here whole life.  Memories of skating at in the area.  Wants to see river run wild and clean.  If dams need to come down for that, wants that.  Would like to see campgrounds, safe for boating, whole ecosystem restored (not just fish).

· Whole life on river.  Memories of bad chemical smells.  Concerned with Mother Brook and people eating contaminated fish.  Needs to see effective education about dangers of eating fish.  Concerned about people losing lives.  Must eliminate pollution.  

· Currently lives stone’s throw away but there’s no access.  Wants access to river and to forest at end of Capen St.  Sees neighborhood as running from Valley Rd. to Mattapan.

· Lifelong Dorchester resident.  Appreciates beauty of estuary, morning and night.  Whole neighborhood comes out to see rainbows over it.  Has seen naturalness returning.  Children connected to harbor and river.  Feels river has right to exist in natural state, regardless of how it’s used.  In college, studied river’s history before dams – fish were important to survival in whole area.  Wants to see clean up of hazardous waste and return to naturalness.

· Family grew up on other side of Blue Hills – called Ponkapoag now, originally called Neponset.  Forced to leave river by colonists.  River should go back to natural state.  Speaks for fish, birds, creatures that say “save us!”  Believes creatures are equal to us and has spiritual reasons for wanting river to return to natural state.  River is living thing.  Earth is our mother; the water is our highway.  Ancestors came together to accomplish things for the common good – could be model for this group.  Dams must go  - they are no longer needed for power and commerce. 

· Samples for water quality.  Walks, hikes, canoes on different sections.  Wants to see free flowing river and restored fish passage.  Sees history as a long continuum, not single point in time.  Wishes are for celebrations of yearly fish runs, canoeing from Walpole to estuary (acknowledges others may not feel the same).

· Loves river.  Bought house because of river.  Growing up in Dorchester, never knew it was there.  Feels there must be type of dam that can pass fish.  Would love to canoe from Walpole to sea.  River should be as pure as when the original people lived here.  Loves nature walks.  Would like trail from estuary to Fowl Meadow.

The facilitator asked the group, after listening to each other, to consider if there are missing neighborhoods, interests, and/or stakeholders.

Presentations

The following are presentations made at the first meeting.  Slides or handouts, if used, are posted at www.cbuilding.org/neponset.

Geographic Overview:

Richard O’Mara, Lower Mills Merchants Association, presented an oral tour of the lower Neponset, its structures, access points, and areas of note.
Pre-colonial History:

Gill Solomon (Massachuset-Ponkapoag tribe) gave oral presentation. Points of note included the following.
· Massachusetts takes its name from the name of his tribe – Massachuset-Ponkapoag.
· Colonial history is a snap of fingers in time, relative to native people’s history.

· He speaks for “those who are speechless to your ears.”  You can hear them if you listen, stare at them.  These “people” (the animals) are still here, as are the Native Americans.

· His people to connect the present to the past use the phrase “in the time before now”.  We have the same fish as we did 1,000 years ago.

· Their ancestors speak to all people, which is part of why he is pleased to be present here with so many different people.

· Neponset has many meanings.  It comes from “Nepon,” which means summer and “Set,” which means water: “summer water” or “water of summer people.”  His people still celebrate the Neponset.

· All natural formations in the earth, including the Neponset River, are created for a reason.  They give us power from the creator, Mother Earth.  We must honor her.

Colonial History:

Rosanne Foley (Dorchester Historical Society) passed out a handout on the river’s colonial history, and walked group through some highlights.
· She reminded the group that history is skewed by the biases of those who wrote it down.

· Colonists saw the potential for wealth in the resources of Dorchester.  They were sent in pursuit of corn, fish, and wood.

· Also saw river as source of power supply as early as 1633.  They built a gristmill for corn and other industries.
· The Dorchester Historical Society is interested in developing and housing an agricultural history of the area, in addition to the industrial history.  They are also interested in the eco-friendly energy resources of the river and would like to be an eco-friendly historical society.  
· Our ancestors polluted the river; now hopefully our resources and brainpower can bring in back to health.
Recent Water Quality and Flood History:

Ian Cooke (Neponset River Watershed Association) presented on activity affecting the river from the 1900’s to today.  Highlights included the following.
· Neponset was the subject of the first water quality study in the nation, and was the target of the first laws on water pollution.

· Leading up to this, many factories polluted the river and there were heavy sewage discharges.  The river was identified as a major source of disease.

· At that time T&H was 3’ higher than it is now and the impoundment backed up to Walpole.

· A 1955 report (released 2 months before hurricane Diane) described the river as a swamp, prone to flooding and disease – a wasteland.  The report recommended development.  The T&H dam was lowered, draining some of the upstream area.  Downstream was dredged and straightened to avoid downstream flooding expected to result from planned industrial development.

Greenway Development:

Cathy Garnett (Department of Conservation and Recreation) reviewed the recent recreational trail development work by DCR.

· The Neponset estuary was the state’s first Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC).  

· The Neponset is the only river into Boston harbor with its first dam so far upstream.

· Charles Eliot bought lots of land along the Neponset and placed it in public ownership.  His belief was that the public has a right to enjoy and recreate.

· Activists helped create the vision that brought in funds and resources to create the recreational access we see today (restoration of the salt marsh, trails, and parks).

Ecological studies:

Joan Kimball (Riverways Program, Department of Fish and Game) presented on the recent technical investigations of the Neponset River.  Highlights included the following.
· The Neponset River was the pilot for the Massachusetts Watershed Initiative, a former state program initiated under Environmental Secretary Trudy Cox, to comprehensively address rivers in the context of their watersheds.

· There were 10 Stream Teams (teams of citizen volunteer river helpers and advocates) in the Neponset and 3 in the stretch that is the subject of the CAC discussions.

· One stream team identified L.E. Mason as piping discharges into the river.  As result of the study, clean up was initiated.

· Riverways works to promote the restoration, protection, and ecological integrity of the Commonwealth’s rivers, streams, and adjacent lands.  All their restoration work is done with partners.

· The Neponset studies began with the observed decline in shad and herring in the 1990’s.

· 1995 study by the Division of Marine Fisheries identified the dams blocking fish was leading to a decline up the food chain, from herring to striped bass.  The study proposed fish ladders.  Environmentalists pushed for a more holistic restoration approach.

· 1999-2002 study by the Army Corps of Engineers studied fish passage.

· 2003-2007 Riverways sponsored a suite of studies:

· USGS study of PCBs

· Johnson Company study of remediation alternatives

· Malone and McBroom study of restoration and remediation alternatives

· CAC formed to review all alternatives and create a Neponset River Revival.

PCB Soils Investigation:

Paul Locke (Department of Environmental Protection) presented on the recent soils investigations adjacent to the river.  Highlights included the following.
· DEP initiated a study due to concerns about potential PCBs in dredged spoils from the riverbed that were placed on the riverbanks.

· The department is mostly done with its sampling.  In investigating toxicity, they are using the standard for residential limits, which is more protective than the recreational standard, as it assumes long-term repeated exposure, which is less likely to occur on trails and in parks.  

· All samples were well below the standard in the recreational areas tested.  One area did present a concern about levels of lead, which needs to be addressed.  However, this area is off-limits to the public and is not a recreation area.

· Future samples will be studied in other areas of potential exposure, such as canoe launches.

· The role of DEP throughout the CAC process is not to advocate for alternatives, but rather to work as a partner to make sure any project is done in a way that is protective of human health and ecological function.

· DEP, DPH, DFG will study fish in the river for contamination and these reports will be published on DEP’s website and results will be made available to the CAC as they become available over the course of the summer.

Discussion

The following summarizes questions and comments raised after the completion of the presentations.

· One person pointed out that the original fish contamination study looked at only two species of fish, and not including the estuary.  No sampling currently on other species, many of which continue to be caught for eating: smelt, flounder, and striped bass.

· Fish consumption warnings were explained as follows:

· the Department of Public Health (DPH) issues fish advisories;
· local boards of health and other land owners (DCR) are responsible for putting up signs;
· DEP trying to help local BOHs and DCR to post fish advisories.

· One member expressed the hope that the CAC would help identify effective locations for signage.

· Fishermen should be considered an important constituency to help get resources for river clean up efforts.  They are not just a target for outreach on consumption warnings.

· The DCR sign staff is very small.  They will need help if the signage/posting effort is to be successful.

· Rosemary Powers, of DCR, pledged to get the signs up once the language and locations were determined by DEP, DPH, and DCR.

· Some expressed strong concern that kids are eating the fish now and delay is dangerous.

· The Riverways Program said that there is currently an interagency group working to identify sites that contaminated fish have access to and focus signs there.  It is the belief of this group that some of the areas where people fish, including the site of concern just mentioned, are actually inaccessible to fish that are exposed to the contaminated sediment, so are less likely to contain contaminated fish.  

Final Comments, Logistics, and Adjournment
Next meeting to be held Thursday June 5th.  More information will be forthcoming shortly!

The meeting was adjourned at 9:05.
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