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Funding OK'd to demolish 2 dams on Shawsheen River

By Bill Kirk 
bkirk@eagletribune.com

---- — A federal grant of about $864,000 has given new life to a 7-year-old plan to demolish two dams on the
Shawsheen River.

The Coastal Resiliency Grant announced late last month comes from the U.S. Department of Interior and will be
administered through the Massachusetts Department of Fish and Game.

“We were excited to learn that the Coastal Resiliency Grant had been awarded,” said Town Manager Reginald
“Buzz” Stapczynski. “The restoration and removal of two dams on the Shawsheen River has been a goal for the
town for many years and we are excited to begin the process.”

On June 23, Gov. Deval Patrick announced that the Interior Department had approved $4.74 million in “coastal
resilience funding ... for dam removal and shoreline protection projects” in Massachusetts.

According to a press release, “the grant funds will support the removal of the Balmoral Dam and the Stevens
Street Dam, the first and second dam from the ocean on the Shawsheen River. Both dams are aging and
removing the dams will eliminate a safety hazard and open up habitat for migratory and resident fish.”

The organizations that applied for the grant said a third dam at Ballardvale should also be removed but that the
owners don’t want it removed. For now, the Ballardvale dam removal is on hold.

Tom Ardito, director of the Center for Ecosystem Restoration, a Rhode Island non-profit that has spearheaded
the dam removal effort, said his organization, along with the state division of Fisheries and Wildlife, made the
grant request. He said the federal government cut about 10 percent from the original request.

“The grant was less than the request,” he said. “We may have to do some more fundraising. But we are full speed
ahead to take these dams down in 2015.”

Nick Wildman, Priority Projects Coordinator for the state Fish and Wildlife department, agreed.

“The majority of the project costs will be accommodated by matching funds,” he said. “This project looks to be
well-funded. ... It’s under negotiation to determine the exact scope and budget. We were not awarded our entire
ask. We have to negotiate with grantors on how to accommodate the cuts.”

Dismantling historic dams is not an easy — or inexpensive — task, which is why it has taken so long for the
project to get going.

According to Townsman records, the idea of removing all three Shawsheen River dams was first proposed
around 2007. Since then, Ardito’s group, working with state and local officials, have conducted scores of studies,



including sampling the sediment that has built up behind the dams to determine if it is toxic.

Ardito said the silt behind the Stevens Street dam did have some hotspots of contamination, meaning it has to be
excavated and removed before the dam can be taken down.

“Any urban river is going to have some low levels of contamination in the sediment,” he said. “You couldn’t find
any urban river that didn’t have that. It has to be managed. In the case of Stevens Street, several thousand cubic
yards of sediment we will be removed rather than be released downstream.”

According to Robert Douglas, the Conservation Commission agent for Andover, a mill at the site of the Stevens
Street dam was once used to make gunpowder used by the troops under Gen. George Washington’s command
during the Revolutionary War.

“It will be interesting to see what we find under there,” Douglas said during a recent walking tour of the Stevens
Street dam.

Douglas said the dam removal will improve conditions for migrating fish and other species that use the river
habitat. However, they will only be able to go as far as the Ballardvale dam, which will remain in place.

The headwaters of the river are at the Hanscom Field airport in Bedford. The river is 25 miles long and flows
generally northward through the towns of Bedford, Billerica, Wilmington, Tewksbury, Andover, North Andover
and Lawrence, where it meets up with the Merrimack River, according to the Shawsheen River Watershed
Association website.

The proposal to remove the dams has met with some opposition in the past, and remains controversial to some
residents who live on or near the river.

Suzanne Roberts, who lives on Stevens Street, a block or so from the river, said the river is legally considered an
“impaired waterway,” that has no real hope of bouncing back from hundreds of years of environmental
degradation.

“That, coupled with dramatic low flows due to many permitted and unpermitted withdrawals along the river,
leads me to conclude this is an experiment that is doomed to fail,” said Roberts, who is a hydrogeologist with the
Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection. “They are trying to reintroduce a species of fish that
require clean water to reproduce. The water quality is not that great and the dam removal will be at the expense
of established mill ponds and wetlands that will turn into stinking mudflats filled with invasive species.”

Indeed, a highly aggressive form of invasive species — Japanese knotweed — is already growing so thick along
the bank of the river that it has obscured a kayak and canoe launch that was built several years ago as part of the
Post Office expansion project on Stevens Street.

While the Stevens Street dam removal may be contentious, the removal of the Balmoral dam seems to be of little
concern.

Don Robb, a Shawsheen historian, said the dam was built by William Wood as part of Wood’s Shawsheen Village
project.

“Mr. Wood dammed the river, and changed the course of it and lined the bottom and banks with granite,” Robb
said. “What he did was change something that had been there for centuries. Taking the dam out is putting the
river back the way it was.”



Legend has it that Wood, once the richest man in America, liked to listen to the babbling sound of the water
going over the dam while he sat in his top-floor office of the American Woolen Co. headquarters, built adjacent
to the river and the location of the dam. That building is now occupied by Balmoral condominiums.


