
Lower Neponset River Ecological Restoration

Citizen Advisory Committee
Draft Meeting Summary

Thursday September 25th, 2008

Attending CAC members: Barbara Baxter, Ian Cooke, Terry Dolan, Rosanne Foley, Wendy Ingram, James Keyes, Cassandra Cato Louis, Martha McDonough, Maura O’Gara, Richard O’Mara, Patrick Paquette, Michele Scott, Gil Solomon, Ellie Spring, Hugh Stringer, Gene Sullivan, Stephen White

Attending agency liaisons: Joan Kimball, Mary Griffin, Paul Locke, Vandana Rao, Rosemary Powers, Tim Purinton, Dan Bertrand

Facilitators:  Pat Field, Sara Cohen

Review of Agenda and Meeting Summary from July

· Summary notes approved; no changes

Presentation by Kristen Ferry from the Division of Marine Fisheries

Contents:

· Fish in the Neponset in early days—what do we know

· Anadromous fish species of concern, how they live, what they need

· Regional significance of herring/shad runs on the Neponset

· Fish passage projects in Mass and the effectiveness of various fish passage methods in general

Presentation is available on project website: http://cbuilding.org/neponset
As the content of the presentation is extensive and can be found on the website, it will not be summarized here.  The following notes, however, capture questions and answers that occurred throughout the presentation.  The slide number marks the point in the presentation at which the question was posed.

SLIDE 14

Q:  Who is the current “herring warden” (per 1797 law)?

A:  Kristen doesn’t think we have one.

SLIDE 15

Q:  Did all the laws on the books requiring fish passage accommodations on dams in the 1600’s, 1700’s, and 1800’s actually result in good fish passage?

A:  We’d have to do historical investigations on each dam to know if the laws were observed?

SLIDE 30

Q:  Can you describe what a “rock ramp blow-out” would be?

A:  This refers to a big flood lifting the rocks and moving them downstream, destroying the design of the ramp.  To avoid this, a rock ramp must be built with very large rocks.  Careful design and engineering is critical.

AT CONCLUSION OF PRESENTATION

Q:  Are there examples of dam removals and fish ladders that are accessible to the public for viewing?

A:  Absolutely.  Fish ladders on the Charles River at the Watertown Dam and the Newton Upper and Lower Falls Dams and on the Ipswich River are great examples of fishways you can look at.  Also, one of [Kristen’s] handouts designates spots to view river herring in Massachusetts: “A Guide to Viewing River Herring in Coastal Massachusetts”

Q:  Can fish be viewed this time of year, as they go back downstream after spawning (or hatching)?

A:  It’s more difficult than watching them swim upstream during the spring migrations when they use the fishways, because they’re probably going over the top of the dam on their way downstream.

Q:  If herring, shad, and smelt populations are in sharp decline since 1999, the cause seems more global in nature.  Is it wise to work on fish passage before knowing what’s causing the decline?

A:  For shad, the Neponset is one of the only places we could restore healthy runs (Massachusetts doesn’t have a lot of shad runs historically), so if they lose access to that spawning ground, efforts to address other factors can’t succeed.  For river herring we’re trying to sort out the different factors leading to decline (historic and current).  Factors known or under investigation include: 

· Harvesting for commercial and recreation (however, we currently have a harvesting ban in place and more states are adopting these along the Atlantic coast)

· By-catch (accidental harvest or fatality associated with other fisheries)

· Obstructions

· Pollution (historically sewage, now more stormwater runoff, lawn chemicals, pharmaceuticals)

· Climate change

· Urbanization

· Water withdrawals (low or no-flow conditions in streams)

It makes sense to work on restoring passage at the same time as we work to figure out and address other potential concerns.  The key in the Neponset is to have a place for these species to spawn, so the other restoration efforts have a chance.  Danger is that we “fish down the food web,” which refers to the phenomenon of depleting the fish at the top of the food chain, then going down to what those fish ate until those are gone, then working all the way down until all that’s left is plankton.  This sounds a little “doom and gloomy” but in many third world countries with less regulation this process is exactly what’s happening.  It’s true we’re not certain what’s going to happen if we provide passage, but right now we’re not giving them any chance at all.

Q:  I live on a lake that herring come into every year.  Currently eutrophication (algae blooms and poor water quality resulting from high levels of nutrients) is a big problem.  Could it be that the water quality upstream of the existing dams is so poor that dam removal or fish ladders couldn’t support fish restoration anyway?

A:  It’s true that we need to look at whole-system restoration approaches that deal with water quality, other obstructions, etc. 

Q:  Where would I find the flooding information associated with our fish passage options on the Neponset?

A:  The Malone and MacBroom study goes into this analysis (available in local libraries – due to size it’s been difficult to get this study posted online).

Q:  You’ve mentioned that the rock ramp interferes with smelt habitat.  Is this taking into consideration the option to lower the height of the dam and thereby shorten the required length of the rock ramp?  Could this approach be used to avoid destroying the smelt habitat?

A:  Unfortunately not.  Smelt need spawning habitat with gravel and sand, not rocks.  Currently the smelt spawning ground is right at the base of the dam (and constrained by the head-of-tide on the downstream end).

Q:  Is it right that the denil fish ladder, which is good for herring, less good for shad, but possibly protective of smelt habitat, might be the best overall option of those that would protect the historic integrity of the dam?

A:  Difficult to say.  One thing you need to consider with the denil ladder is the flooding concern, as it blocks one of the bays.  The other factor is the aesthetic.  Is this large cement structure compatible with the historic character of what you’re trying to preserve?

Q:  Is it right that the denil ladder would take up about 8 feet of the dam, which is about 90 feet wide, so it would alter less than 10% of the current dam structure?

A:  At the top, that’s correct, but the ladder may need to be quite long, and the dam would need to be in good shape to support such a ladder.

Q:  Am I clearly hearing that dam removal is the best option for the fish and also the least expensive option for the taxpayer?

A:  Yes, that’s correct.

Q:  I’m trying to give legitimate consideration to the claims of the historic value of the dams, but I grew up in Boston and look at them as representing everything bad that we’ve ever done to this river.  Can you give us the historical picture of the fish in the river?  How long have they been there historically?

A:  Fish evolved over tens of thousands and more of years.  They were here during the Native American civilizations and probably long before that.  I would need to look at some evolutionary history and get back to you if you are interested in the details.

Q:  But we know they were around at the time the country was established?  

A:  Yes, we certainly know there were active fisheries in the 1600’s.

Comment:  From the historical perspective, I want to point out that fish have been here orders of magnitude longer than the dams.

Q:  Are the river herring rebounding?

A:  Yes, it seems they are a little in the last few years (population increased by appr. 20,000)

Q:  Is this due to the harvesting ban?

A:  We don’t know.  The ban may take 4-5 years to show an effect because the age class hatched during the ban will wait 4-5 years before they return for spawning.

Q:  What effect would listing the river herring as threatened/endangered have on this restoration project?

A:  Restoration is already a priority, but I imagine a listing would increase the priority of project completion.  Currently, river herring are listed by the National Marine Fisheries Service as a “species of concern,” which is a proactive stand aimed at avoiding having to list them as an endangered species.  Shad and smelt are not yet listed.

Q:  If the dam were removed, would the riffles that are currently smelt habitat be redistributed?

A:  They could continue to spawn in the existing areas but also could go further upstream.

Q:  Have you learned anything about fish life cycles from European records and historical trends of development there that would apply here?

A:  That is part of what fisheries scientists do.  However, there is no real equivalent for our river herring in Europe.  We are looking to the west coast salmon collapse and how they’ve chosen to close whole fisheries out there.

Q:  Do the smelt imprint on a given river?

A:  Yes, they come back to their native spawning grounds.

Q:  If fish passage structures are expensive and ineffective, why are they ever considered?

A:  Passage structures have been installed since the 1600’s and we’re only finding out now, through improved fisheries science, about some of their problems with efficiency.  But fish passage structures are also used when the dam is valued for other reasons – power, reservoir, flood control, etc.

Q:  If fish can’t get up the river, will they breed at all?

A:  The river has been dammed for so long, there are probably not current populations of river herring that are imprinted on this river (so they’re going elsewhere to spawn).  There are smelt populations imprinted on this river, as we’ve discussed. 

Comment: NYT article on whether stream restoration is currently being done right.

Q:  Have state officials read and confirmed the NYT article?

A:  Fluvial geomorphologist at Riverways has read and responded to article with comments.

Note:  The article will be scanned and sent around as a PDF, along with Riverways comments.

Q:  Is the sensitivity you described in shad due to the factors other than passage structures?  Water quality, temperature, etc.?

A:  Each species is sensitive to different factors, based on life-history characteristics.  For example, shad are very sensitive to handling – if you catch them, they’re pretty much dead – but [Kristen] would need to go back and look at the literature to know what factors shad are most susceptible to.  Smelt are very dependent on near-shore habitat so what’s happening along the coast is very critical for that species.  Herring move further off shore during their life cycle, so what’s happening in the ocean is more critical for them.

Q:  Have there been any successful herring restoration effects from the projects you’ve been working on?

A:  We have been seeing a slight increase in the runs, but as mentioned earlier we haven’t completed a single life cycle of the river herring yet, so most of our restoration projects are not old enough to know for sure the impact they’re having.  We’re working on improving video counting systems to record and analyze migration. 

Short Answers to Questions Raised at July Meeting

Concerns about pilings under Baker Square Condominiums

Tim Purinton, Riverways:  There was a complete infrastructural analysis in the Malone and MacBroom study.  There are not wooden piles under the Baker condos.  This can be seen visually and is confirmed by the Wynn Corporation.  The foundation is on bedrock.  Therefore, there are no structural concerns about lowering mill pond levels.
Nutrient studies/data for this section of the Neponset

Bill Gunther, NepRWA:   There is not a lot of information on nutrients in the sediment.  There is some data from DEP from a 1994 Resource Assessment Report.  Within the sediments, phosphorous levels are reported to be above the “no effects” level and below the “significant effects” level.  Within the water column, out of 49 sampling locations 2 were found to be impaired for phosphorous and both are upstream of the area impacted by the dams.  As far as more recent data, NepRWA monitors 41 sampling sites in the watershed, which tends to show either similar or improved water quality compared to DEP’s 1994 assessment.
Q:  Do these water quality problems impact the fish that are of concern to this project?

A:  Any water quality impacts would need to be assessed prior to removing the dams.  However, we do know that the current water quality does support smelt.

Q:  Wasn’t there concern recently about pollution off Granite Avenue?

A:  There was concern about bacterial pollution (not nutrients), which is worse in wet weather.   In addition, in the last 2 years illicit sewer connections to storm drains have been found that contribute pollution in dry weather.  NepRWA has found at least a dozen of these connections in the area affected by the dams.  They are working with Boston Water and Sewer Commission (BWSC) to track these down and remove them. 

Q:  What about in Milton?

A:  NepRWA is working to track down illicit connections in Milton, too, but most of the sewage issues seem to be associated with the BWSC.

There was a general discussion about whether the Neponset is high enough priority at BWSC.  Pat Field pointed out that group could write a letter jointly on their water quality concerns, but this is somewhat out of scope for Committee.  Further discussion included the observation that currently there are good working relationships in place between river advocates and the BWSC.  Additionally, Rosemary Powers at DCR said she would call Jim Hunt (City of Boston Dept. of Env. – member of CAC) and Ellie Spring said she would talk to John Sullivan (Chief of BWSC).

Comment: One member reiterated that the water quality issue of greatest concern to the Committee and to questions about fish restoration and dam alteration or removal was that of PCBs in the sediment behind the impoundments.

Pat Field reminded group that the October meeting will focus on issues of PCBs.

Fish Advisory Postings

Rosemary Powers, DCR:  Fish advisory signs were posted at Kennedy and Ryan playground at the beginning of the summer and then posted at Paul’s Bridge and the Night St. (?) Dam in early August, in response to CAC discussions.  The signs are designed by the Department of Public Health and just this summer, DCR worked to have some signs translated into other languages.  Rosemary would like ideas about what languages are appropriate for the Neponset postings.  Currently they are just posted in English.  She will push for languages needed in this area, although the pictures on the current signs are designed to be universal.
Vietnamese, Spanish, Haitian and Creole were mentioned.  Suggestion that census tracts could help ID appropriate languages.  Additionally, the County Hospital could help identify area languages and possibly provide translation assistance.
Q:  One member was concerned that she had not seen any signs at Ryan’s Playground between the entrance all the way down to the canoe launch (about 3-4 weeks ago). 

A:  Rosemary said DCR would conduct a walk-through next spring to make sure all signs are posted in visible locations at the various sites.  This will also help identify any signs lost over the winter.

Q:  There is a lot of development next to the river.  Is there any river protection needed for these developments to mitigate stormwater?  How do we protect the river from Hyde Park development?

A:  Paul Locke, DEP:  Stormwater controls both during and post-construction are the charge of the local Conservation Commissions.  If there are resource protection concerns, Conservation Commission rulings can be appealed to DEP.

Renderings of Fishways at Baker and T&H Dams and Removal of the Baker Dam
Slides presented by Tim Purinton, Riverways .  Available on project website: http://cbuilding.org/neponset
Pat Field asked residents of the Baker Square Condos what they value about the dam.

One resident described the residents’ appreciation of the combination of the tranquil mill pond above the dam and the sound of the water flowing over the dam.  She also expressed concern about whether the artists’ renditions were necessarily realistic, or would the riverbed be dominated by muddy banks under summer low flow conditions.

Tim Purinton (Riverways) commented that very low flows would be more of a concern at T&H, but that backwater resulting from the tidal influence at the Baker site would probably lessen or ameliorate concern that the river would look like a trickle.  Studies showed that high tide influence would come almost up to the railroad bridge.

Ian Cooke suggested that the restored area would likely look very much like the stretch between the Baker Dam and Adams St. at low tide.  It will likely be more stony/rocky than muddy.

Chapter 91 Licensing Concerns

Tim Purinton, Riverways:  Chapter 91 licensing is typically not applicable for dam removals.  There is a section that deals with dredging and in some past dam removal projects Riverways has filed under Chapter 91 for the dredging aspect of their project, to insure that the water body is navigable.  If there is a licensed structure (such as a dock) above the dam, and removal would take away the use of that structure, then a Chapter 91 license would be required, but the license would consider the total balance of loss against improved navigation.
Q:  If there is newly exposed bank after removal project, is there going to be a public access issue?

A:  It’s hard to resolve some of these questions.  Because the land currently under the river belongs to the Commonwealth, which has mandates governing public access, there may be questions that need to be resolved around this.

A:  Rosemary Powers (DCR):  These are definitely important questions.  Who will own the banks and who would be responsible for maintenance and cleaning? We can’t answer all these questions tonight, but our agency is certainly looking at these issues.  Cleanup and maintenance need to be settled before public access can be supported.

A:  Tim Purinton:  If Riverways were the project proponent, initial clean-up would be the responsibility of Riverways under the project.  Long-term maintenance would be the responsibility of the owner.

A:  Joan Kimball (Riverways):  Riverways would never do a project that did not leave a site in better condition than prior to the project.

Next Steps

Pat Field distributed the Committee’s evaluation criteria.

Next couple of meetings will focus on PCB questions and on DCR-related questions (recreation, public access, dam operations).

Next meeting will be held on October 30th.

The meeting was adjourned at 9:00.
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