Find out how you can impact the future of the
Neponset River’s T&H and Baker Dams; contact
the Neponset River Watershed Association at
781-575-0354 or staff@neponset.org.
This brochure answers some basic questions
about options for modifying the two dams and
offers a sense of what the river would look like
with each option in place.
The MA Dept. of Fish & Game’s Riverways
Programs and the MA Dept. of Conservation &
Recreation are faced with the decision of what to
do with the dams, how to restore fish migration
on the Neponset River, and how to treat polluted
river-bottom sediments behind each dam.
Neither dam powers mills or holds back
floodwaters any longer, but they do block fish
from 17+ miles of upstream spawning habitat.
The dams are also reaching the end of their
design lives and are in need of significant repair.
In 1634, this flow of fish abruptly stopped. Why?
Israel Stoughton had dammed the Neponset
to drive a water-powered gristmill—the first in
the nation. For more than 350 years, this dam
and others have blocked fish and people from
traveling freely up and down the Neponset. Now
only the Baker Dam in Lower Mills and the
Tileston & Hollingsworth Dam in Hyde Park
remain in the Lower Neponset.
he Neponset River once boasted a bounty
of herring, shad and other migratory fish
that swam upstream from Dorchester Bay,
into the Neponset’s tributaries, all the way to
Foxboro. For centuries, Native Americans and
then European colonists relied on these spring
fish runs for their survival and prosperity.
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Dams

on the Neponset River

What To Do With Dams?
All dams deteriorate under the constant pressure
of water and time. In fact, 50 years is the intended
lifespan of most dams, and both the Baker Dam and
the Tileston & Hollingsworth (T&H) Dam on the
Neponset River in Massachusetts are close to this
age. No longer serving any industrial or commercial
purpose, and in significant disrepair, these dams pose
a threat to downstream properties should they fail.
Here we examine how we might work with the dams
to ecologically restore the Neponset River, and answer
some frequently asked questions.
Would flooding become worse without the
dams? No. In fact, there would be less flooding.
How would dam removal change the appearance
of the river? The channel would become narrower
in some parts. Vegetation would green the exposed
banks. Dam removal would restore freshwater
wetlands and shoreline habitat that are now flooded.
How would dam removal affect the fish?

Complete or partial removal of both dams would
restore anadromous sport fish like the American shad
to more than 17 miles of river. The whole Neponset
food web would benefit from these fish. And, whereas
installing fish ladders would enable only a few fish
species to migrate up the river, dam removal would
make way for many fish species.
How do dams affect the overall ecology of
a river? Dams disrupt natural river functions.
They slow water flow and create millponds—like
the reflecting pool at the Baker Dam. The sun
easily warms these ponds, reducing the amount
of oxygen the water can hold. Lower oxygen levels
are a problem for many fish; they rely on oxygen

to breathe. Sediment also drops out of the slower
water, obscuring the gravel river bottom that many
fish require. Eventually the sediments, which often
contain man-made pollutants, start to fill in the
pond, cause algal growth and oxygen depletion, and
endanger the health of river organisms.
Are the sediments behind the Baker and
T&H Dams polluted? Results from a 2002 U.S.
Geological Survey study indicate significant levels of
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in the sediments
behind both the Baker and T&H Dams, as well
as in the surrounding water. PCBs are man-made
chemicals that remain in the environment long
after they have been used. They are absorbed by
people and wildlife, and cause health problems.
Other contaminants found in the Neponset occur at
levels similar to those found in other urban rivers in
Massachusetts.
Won’t dam removal spread the PCBs? Before
dam removal, contaminated sediments would be
removed or capped. In this way, PCBs would not
spread downstream.
Should I avoid the river, since there are PCBs?

While full risk assessments are not yet complete, there
is currently nothing indicating that the PCBs would
endanger people canoeing on the river or walking
along the shores. However, the MA Dept. of Public
Health advises children under age 12 and women of
childbearing age not to eat any Brown bullhead fish
caught between the T&H and the Hollingsworth &
Vose Dams. These fish contain high levels of PCBs.
All other individuals should consume no more than 2
such meals per month.

Who will pay for dealing with the dams? The U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers and the State would share
the cost of dam removal or fish ladder construction.
However, the State would pay the full cost of
rebuilding the dams, if that option were chosen.
Sediment treatment funding has not yet been found.
What’s the cheapest way to deal with the dams?

National experience has shown that removing a dam
is typically 3 to 5 times less expensive than repairing
and maintaining it. The on-going cost of repair,
maintenance, operation, liability and dredging adds
to the cost of rebuilding a dam. And, because the
State owns both the Baker and T&H Dams, local tax
dollars are paying to maintain these structures.
Can’t we leave the dams and PCBs alone?

Because of their deterioration, the dams cannot be
ignored. Even if the dams were in excellent condition,
the PCB-laden sediment could not be left as-is, to
continually threaten the health of river-users. No
matter the option chosen, the PCBs must be isolated.
Who decides what to do about the dams?

The ACOE will make a recommendation, and
the State will decide whether or not to take that
recommendation, or which alternative to implement.
How can I have my say in this decision, and
when will the decision be made? You can share
your opinion with the MA Dept. of Fish & Game, the
Dept. of Conservation & Recreation, the Governor,
your legislators, or your city or town officials. All of
these people will have a role in the State’s decision.
The timing of a final decision will depend on the
completion of an assessment of river restoration
options. No date has been set for the final decision.

River Restoration Options
Baker and T&H Dams

for the

Cons. Aquatic wildlife movement would
continue to be limited. Spread of aquatic
wildlife disease and invasive, exotic species
would no longer be hindered within the
River system. Periods of low water flow in
the River would obstruct human movement
over the submerged dam remnant. Shortterm cost would be relatively high.

Pros. Aquatic wildlife would have greater
access to 17+ miles of the River system—
including upstream fish spawning grounds,
benefiting the Neponset foodweb. Now able
to interbreed, aquatic wildlife populations
would become stronger. During high water
flow, canoers and kayakers could float past
the dam. Water quality would improve,
supporting a more diverse array of wildlife.

The exposed portion of the dam would be
removed, and a rock ramp would be built
across the width of the river to help fish swim
over the submerged dam. Contaminated
sediment remediation would be needed.

Partially Remove Dam
& Build Rock Ramp

Option 3

Cons. Aquatic wildlife movement would
continue to be restricted, and anadromous
fish would still be blocked from 17+ miles
of the River system, including upstream
spawning grounds. Populations of wildlife
would continue to be blocked from
interbreeding, resulting in weaker, new
generations. People would still be required
to remove their canoes and kayaks from
the River at each dam and carry the craft
over land, to re-enter the water beyond the
dam. Water quality and the diversity of river
fish species would remain low. Tax money
would continue to pay for the management,
repair and possible replacement of the dam,
yielding a high long-term cost.

Pros. Would reduce the probability of
dam failure. Could slow the spread of exotic,
invasive species or wildlife disease within
the River.

The dam would be repaired and rebuilt, as
needed. Contaminated sediment remediation
would be needed.

Repair or Rebuild Dam

Conceptual Hand-drawn Rendering:
Full Removal of Baker Dam

Conceptual Hand-drawn Rendering:
Fish Ladder at Baker Dam

Tileston & Hollingsworth (T&H) Dam. The Neponset River’s Tileston & Hollingsworth (T&H) Dam in Hyde Park could also be modified as described
above. However, just as there are contaminated sediments behind the Walter Baker Dam in Lower Mills, pollutants also occur behind the T&H Dam. This polluted, submerged soil is continually stirred-up by the passage of water, wildlife and debris along the bottom of the river. Because of this, pollutants continually enter the water, affecting
organisms like fish, crustaceans and insects, and the animals that feed on them. Isolating contaminated sediments from the water will make the River safer for all to use.

Conceptual Digital Rendering:
Partial Removal of Baker Dam
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Cons. Spread of aquatic wildlife disease and
invasive, exotic species would no longer be
hindered within the River system. Short-term
cost to remove the dam would be high.

Pros. Fish and other aquatic wildlife
would gain easy access 17+ miles of the
River system, including upstream fish
spawning grounds, and thereby benefitng the
Neponset food web. Now able to interbreed,
aquatic wildlife populations would become
stronger. Canoers and kayakers would more
easily travel the River. Water quality would
improve, supporting a more diverse array of
wildlife and riverine fish species. There would
be no long-term dam maintenance cost.

The dam would be completely removed.
Contaminated sediment remediation would be
needed.

Completely
Remove Dam

Option 4

Cons. Aquatic wildlife movement would
continue to be restricted, and many fish and
other aquatic wildlife would not use the fish
ladder. Populations of wildlife would not
be able to interbreed, resulting in weaker,
new generations. People would still have to
remove their canoes from the water at each
dam. Water quality and the diversity of river
species would remain low. Tax money would
continue to pay for the management, repair
and possible replacement of the dam and the
fish ladder, yielding a high long-term cost.

Pros. Some species of fish might swim
along the fish ladder and over the dam. The
probability of dam failure would be reduced.
Could slow the spread of exotic, invasive
species or wildlife disease within the River.

The dam would be repaired and rebuilt, as
needed, and a fish ladder would be installed.
Contaminated sediment remediation would be
needed.

Repair or Rebuild Dam
& Install Fish Ladder

Option 2

