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After decades of progress in 
eliminating water pollution from the 
Neponset River and its watershed, 
polluted runoff from roads and 
parking lots remains our biggest 
challenge. As a result, it’s also 
a major program focus for the 
Watershed Association, and we have 
been busier than ever in this area 
over the last few months.

This summer, we partnered with 
seven watershed communities to 
develop an integrated set of outreach 
materials for residents about 
preventing polluted runoff.

The materials range from postcards 

to bill stuffers, bookmarks, street 
signs, posters, storm drain markers 
and a prototype website. The 
underlying message is a bit different 
than most stormwater education 
campaigns. It emphasizes the fact 
that any kind of pollution that gets 
left on or near pavement ends up in 
our river, streams and even drinking 
water. The campaign is called “Clean 
Streets Clean Water.”

Several communities are already 
printing up materials from the 
campaign, and all of them seemed 
to welcome the opportunity to 
work together on a coordinated 
effort with their counterparts across 
the region. Over the coming year, 
we hope to expand this project to 
address additional target audiences 

We have been working for many 
years to remove or bypass the two 
most downstream dams on the 
Neponset. Doing so would reopen 
17 miles of the River to migratory 
herring and other species, providing 
an extraordinary ecological benefit. 

We have made great strides, but 
dealing with these large, complex 
structures is slow going. As we 
continue working on these big dams, 
we are also turning our attention to 

some lower hanging fruit, specifically 
the smallest of the 100+ other 
dams which clog and fragment our 
streams, making it impossible for our 
native freshwater species to survive 
in many areas. 

We were thrilled this spring when so 
many individuals and families came 
together with generous donations to 
help us launch our new Small Dams 
Program. Before we even launched 
our fund raising for the Small Dams 

Program we had picked out two 
dams to get started with: one on 
Ponkapoag Brook in Canton, the 
other on Mill Brook in Westwood. 
We even had permission lined up 
from the landowners at both sites.

We have spent the last several 
months working with the landowners 
at each site to get their final approval 
to begin permitting work, but have 
run into some unexpected challenges. 

Polluted runoff remains 
the Neponset’s biggest 
challenge.
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Small Dams Program: Working with Landowners and Formulating “Plan B”

Continued, page 2

Continued, page 3

Fertilizers, gasoline, oil, and dog waste get 
washed into storm drains, and create polluted 

runoff, also known as “stormwater.”

Confronting Stormwater RunoffOn August 24th, a group of 115 volunteers gathered at 
the Martini Shell in Hyde Park to remove debris of all 
types from the bed of the Neponset River.

Chief organizer Martha McDonough observed, “It took 
years of mischief and idiocy to deposit this material in 
the river, and it was all out before lunchtime. It was 
the third go-round at these locations and we are begin-
ning to think we have turned the corner.” 

Some of the items recovered include: 49 large logs/
planks, 73 shopping carts, 3 engine blocks, 3 tires, 2 
engine motors, 2 tire rims, 1 radiator, 1 fence pipe, 1 
sink, 8 bikes, 1 car battery, 1 plastic chair, 1 air condi-
tioner, 1 ladder, 1 chain-link gate, 3 steel drums, 1 car 
seat, 1 sink, and various motorcycle parts.

See the pictures at www.neponset.org.

Volunteers Making a Difference!

Volunteers included Pile Drivers Local 56, Carpenters Local 26, Carpenters 
Local 535, Wood Framers Local 723, James G. Grant Company, Fairmount 

Neighborhood Association, Hyde Park Neighborhood Association and
Readville Neighborhood Association

Equipment and services were donated by MA Dept of Conservation and
Recreation (DCR), James G. Grant Company (including three indispensable 

dumpsters), Parkway Towing, Home Depot, West Roxbury; Walgreens, 
Stop & Shop, Charles River Canoe and Kayak Company, Musto Construction, 

and R. Zoppo Construction



such as industrial and commercial 
properties, and to formalize a long-
term partnership among the towns in 
the watershed.

In addition to the outreach materials, 
we also helped four towns apply for 
more than $770,000 in grant funds 
to retrofit some 
of their existing 
pavement with 
measures to 
cleanup polluted 
runoff. The 
projects grew 
out of our past 
work to survey 
area towns and 
identify promising 
pavement retrofit 
opportunities. 
With luck, 
construction on 
some or all of 
these sites will 
begin in the 
spring.

We also completed 
two projects on 
the policy front: the development of 
model language for local stormwater 
bylaws and regulations needed 
to comply with special bacteria 
pollution requirements that apply  
to the Neponset; and a review of 
zoning and other rules in most of 
our watershed communities that 
inadvertently prohibit developers 
from using some of the most effective 
methods for treating polluted runoff.

Both of these policies are being 
delivered to towns across the 
watershed, and we will be working 
closely with communities to 
encourage them to implement needed 
rule changes over the coming year.

Finally, we’re excited to begin a new 
pilot project in Westwood, working 
with the DPW, to conduct extensive 
outreach to local property owners 
about managing polluted runoff using 
rain gardens.

We’ll be looking to find as many 
property owners as possible that 
would be willing to consider adding 

a rain garden to their landscape, 
and we’ll be building at least three 
demonstration gardens. This will be 
the first time that we have tried to 
find places to treat polluted runoff on 
private property, and if it succeeds, 
we hope to replicate this approach 
across the watershed.

Managing the amount of water in the Neponset—so the 
river can be a viable habitat, so that families can enjoy 
the river, and so the sustainability of our drinking water 
sources is assured—is no small task. Over the summer the 
Watershed Association has been busy trying to restore 
natural streamflows.

Our water conservation program, which aims to help 
communities reduce the amount of water withdrawn from 
the watershed in the first place, is continuing to make 
strides. We are working with Sharon, Canton, Dedham-
Westwood, and Milton, reaching out to more than a 
thousand students with our school education program, 
and other public outreach efforts. We have also been 
working to encourage more communities to start water 
conservation programs and hope to have some positive 
news to announce on this by the spring.

Our streamflow program has also involved spending 
considerable time doing policy research and advocacy 
with the state agencies who are in the process of revising 
rules for water withdrawal permitting. The Neponset 
Watershed Association has become one of the lead 
advocates working to craft a strong, science-based 
streamflow protection policy for the Commonwealth, 
along with our colleagues as the Massachusetts Rivers 
Alliance. This will continue to be an important effort over 
the coming year as the state is expected to release draft 
water withdrawal regulations for formal public comment 
in early 2014.

Perhaps our newest and most significant effort over 
recent months has been the completion of the Neponset 
Water Management Act Planning Project, in conjunction 
with our colleagues from the Metropolitan Area Planning 
Council, and Weston and Sampson Engineers. This 
project involved working with all the communities in 
the watershed who supply their own drinking water, 

to analyze how they will be affected by the new water 
withdrawal rules, and to prepare an in-depth analysis of 
what steps the communities might take to respond to the 
rules and reduce their impact on the environment.

The conclusion was that communities can comply with 
the proposed rules and greatly enhance the health of the 
Neponset by making a number of incremental changes. 
This includes measures such as better water conservation 
policies, smarter rules for cleaning and recharging 
polluted stormwater runoff, adjustments in which water 
sources are used in the summer, and reducing the amount 
of groundwater that leaks into aging sewers. 

Contrary to what some high-profile critics of the new 
water withdrawal rules have claimed, our review found 
that the cost of making needed changes should be 
modest, especially if the changes are integrated into each 
community’s ongoing efforts to upgrade and repair their 
water infrastructure over time. Over the coming months, 
Association staff plan to meet individually with each 
community to review the study’s findings and encourage 
them to begin implementing recommended changes.
A copy of the study is available at neponset.org.

Confronting Stormwater Runoff
Continued from page 1 Restoring Streamflows 

for Habitat, Drinking Water & Recreation

20 Good Years
It’s hard for me to believe, but this 
fall marks 20 years for me as Execu-
tive Director at the Neponset River 
Watershed Association. 

Cleaning up a river is an extraordi-
narily complex challenge. It spans the 
disciplines of science, law, politics, 
engineering, finance, communica-
tions, and community organizing. 
It’s this complexity that has kept my 
work with the Association fresh and 
rewarding every day.

It has also been the opportunity to 
work with so many people who care 
deeply about their river and their 
community, from one-time matriarchs 
of the organization like Elizabeth 
Houghton, who helped stop the south-
west corridor highway plan, to the 
volunteers, members and donors who 
bring that same passion to today’s 
river cleanups, pollution monitoring, 
and habitat restoration projects.

Our successes have always come 
from getting people—usually lots of 
them—working together, whether 
that’s finding members to fund a 
project, or volunteers to carry it out, 
or partnering with like-minded com-
munity groups, government agen-
cies, and municipal staff. Working 
together, we have transformed the 
Neponset in more ways that I can 
mention in this small space, but the 
proof of our success is the tremen-
dous growth in the number of people 
and wildlife who are enjoying the 
Neponset every day.

Thank you for making this change 
happen. As we discuss in this news-
letter, we still have much more 
to accomplish together and many 
partner-based projects to get that 
work done. With any luck, I’ll get to 
continue being a part of this difficult, 
but exciting work for many years to 
come.

Ian Cooke
Executive Director

Director’s 
Corner

At one site, the landowner was initially enthusiastic but 
is now unsure. At the other, the landowner is extremely 
enthusiastic, but it turns out there is an additional 
landowner of whom we were not originally aware, and 
who is not quite so enthusiastic. While we have not 
given up on either site, we have not been able to make 
the kind of progress we had hoped for by this point.

As we continue working to resolve the landowner 
issues at our two original sites, we have begun to 
work on “plan B”, also known as sizing up restoration 
opportunities at other small dam sites. We hope to 
have our evaluation finished by this winter, and get 
underway on some of the new sites early next year. 

It’s not just dams that cause trouble. Badly designed culverts that carry 
streams under roads, can also block fish and cause flooding. The small 

drop on this “perched” culvert blocks fish and wildlife movement.

Update on Small Dams Project
Continued from page 1

Outreach materials, such as this postcard, can be used by towns to
educate their residents about preventing polluted runoff.

Your Neponset 
Headlines Are Waiting! 
Our news doesn’t all fit in our news-
letter anymore, but you can keep
up-to-date on all the latest water-
shed news and projects by visiting 
our blogs at neponset.org.

If you are not already signed up for 
our free e-newsletter, you can get 
it by clicking the link at the top of 
every page on our website. Here are 
some of our latest online headlines...

• 115 Volunteers Join Neponset 
Cleanup

• Latest Water Testing Results 
Posted

• Governor Pledges Funding to 
Finish DCR Neponset Greenway

• Funding Approved for NepRWA to 
Complete Quincy RiverWalk Trail

• NepRWA Submits Milton Mews 
Petition with 1.328 Signatures

• Who Has the Best Public Restroom 
in the Watershed?

• Trouble on the Beach at Lake 
Massapoag


