
Neponset River Watershed Association

Strategic Plan Overview 2020 to 2025

Mission
The mission of the Neponset River Watershed Association (NepRWA) is to protect and restore
the natural resources of the Neponset River, its tributaries and surrounding watershed lands for
the benefit of present and future generations.

Organizational Context
NepRWA is a grassroots nonprofit organization that has been working since 1967 to clean up
and protect land and water resources across the 14-community Neponset River Watershed
area. Over this time, the river has progressed from being a fenced-off open sewer, to a
waterway that now meets water quality standards most of the time, with rebounding fish and
wildlife populations, and attractive public access improvements in some areas.

The organization has grown steadily in recent years, and now has nine staff (eight full time
equivalents or “FTE”) and some 500 active volunteers annually. Support comes from our base of
almost 700 individual and small business members, as well as several foundations, occasional
government grants and municipal contracts.

Even with this progress, much more needs to be done to realize the vision of a clean, healthy
watershed that serves as a valued amenity for all watershed residents. The challenges to be
addressed are substantial and will require engaging a wide variety of partners.

NepRWA’s strategic plan lays out six key goals we will work to achieve over the next five years,
and identifies the strategies, objectives and tasks to be pursued in each area, as well as
expected resource requirements and internal capacity building objectives.

NepRWA’s Strengths
● As a place-based organization with a grassroots perspective, we have deep connection

to, and knowledge of, the communities we serve and the challenges they face.
● Our regional “watershed” perspective drives comprehensive approaches to

interconnected land and water resource issues that do not conform to municipal
boundaries.

● We have a long track record of success in facilitating partnerships among diverse
stakeholders.

● We have a committed base of donors and volunteers with the potential for substantial
growth given the population of our watershed.

● We have a stable and committed volunteer leadership and staff with cross-disciplinary
expertise in science, policy, education, organizing and hands on implementation.
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Summary of Strategic Goals
NepRWA has identified six long term strategic goals to guide our work. They are highly
interconnected such that progress on one will drive and is dependent upon progress on others.

1. Make our waterways, water supplies, communities, and habitats resilient to climate
change

2. Stop water pollution and restore swimmable water quality
3. Conserve water, reduce flooding and restore natural stream flows
4. Protect and restore habitats for native fish and wildlife
5. Open-up recreational access and facilitate protection of open spaces
6. Build a diverse and lasting constituency through education and advocacy

Goal 1: Climate Resilience
Make our Waterways, Water Supplies, Communities, and Habitats Resilient to Climate
Change

Climate Resilience Background
Many if not most local impacts of climate change will be water related. Coastal flooding. More
intense downpours and more frequent inland flood damage. More algae blooms and water
quality problems. More frequent droughts that affect wildlife, recreation and drinking water.

Every dollar spent on modernizing our infrastructure to avoid and minimize climate impacts
saves five dollars in the long run. If pursued thoughtfully using “green infrastructure” approaches
that mimic nature, our climate adaptation investments will also provide very substantial
short-term benefits in the form of cleaner water, more reliable water supplies, wildlife habitat
improvements and recreational enhancements. Conversely, poorly planned climate adaptation
measures, undertaken without an understanding of regional considerations, could cause
substantial environmental damage.

As with most watershed issues, policies set at the state and federal level establish a baseline for
climate resilience, but on-the-ground change is planned and implemented at the municipal level,
making cities and towns critical to successful outcomes.

Climate Resilience Objectives
● Facilitate and support regional collaboration among municipalities on climate resilience,

stormwater management and water conservation
● Retrofit private properties and municipal infrastructure to reduce stormwater pollution

and flooding
● Restore floodplains and inland flood storage capacity
● Reduce net water withdrawals to sustainable levels during the summer
● Save the Neponset’s trout and its salt marshes
● Advocate for policies and funding at the federal, state and local levels that support

municipal climate adaptation efforts
● Oppose expansion of infrastructure in the Neponset Watershed that increases or

perpetuates greenhouse gas emissions and support responsible development that
meaningfully reduces emissions
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Goal 2: Clean Water
Stop Water Pollution and Restore Swimmable Water Quality

Clean Water Background
In spite of the extraordinary progress we have made on cleaning up water pollution, too much of
the Neponset Watershed still falls short of meeting fishable swimmable water quality standards.
The main driver of water pollution in our region is contaminated rain runoff from roads and
parking lots that is collected by storm drains and discharged to nearby waterways with no
treatment. Stormwater from developed areas also increases flooding and reduces groundwater
and drinking water reserves by blocking rain from soaking into the ground. The other important
contributor to water pollution is aging and inadequately maintained sewer infrastructure which
allows sewage to discharge via leaks or overflows. In the absence of action to reduce current
pollution problems, climate change will increase water quality problems such as water
temperature exceedances, fish kills, algae blooms and sewage overflows.

Clean Water Objectives
● Continue to monitor the health of our waters to track progress and guide cleanup efforts
● Expand and strengthen the 11-town Neponset Stormwater Partnership as a means to

help municipalities increase the effectiveness of their stormwater programs
● Advocate for adequate funding of drain and sewer infrastructure and adoption of

municipal best practices by all Neponset cities and towns (stormwater utilities, strong
bylaws, etc)

● Advocate for policy change and funding at the state and federal level that will support
strong municipal stormwater programs

● Retrofit private properties and municipal infrastructure to reduce stormwater pollution
and flooding, and increase groundwater recharge

Goal 3: Flooding & Drought
Conserve Water, Reduce Flooding and Restore Natural Stream Flows

Flooding and Drought Background
Some 120,000 people get their drinking water from groundwater sources in the Neponset
Watershed. Once withdrawn, very little of this water is returned. Instead it is lost as evaporation
when used to water lawns or is shipped to wastewater treatment plants in other watersheds as
sewage. This results in reduced instream flows needed to sustain wildlife, recreation, and water
quality, particularly in the summer when flows are lowest and withdrawals highest. Adding to the
problem is the tremendous volume of water that leaks into inadequately maintained sewer pipes
in a process known as “sewer inflow and infiltration.” Finally, paved surfaces across the
watershed prevent rain from soaking naturally into the ground, further reducing recharge of the
underground water reserves that keep the river flowing through the dry summer months.

The paved surfaces that prevent groundwater recharge also dramatically speed up the process
of rain running off to rivers and streams, which has caused a significant and growing increase in
flood levels and stream erosion across the watershed.

These problems of reduced river flows when it is dry and increased flows when it rains occur
every day but are most noticeable during periods of natural drought or heavy rainfall. In the
absence of action to reduce existing problems, climate change will substantially increase the
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frequency and intensity of both drought and flooding, causing increased impacts to wildlife,
recreation, and water quality but also challenging the reliability and purity of local drinking water
supplies and contributing to increasingly frequent and expensive flood damage.

Flooding and Drought Objectives
● Create a collaborative among municipalities to advance water conservation and

efficiency and continue the work of the Neponset Stormwater Partnership
● Reduce water withdrawals to sustainable levels during the summer through water

conservation, seasonal use of MWRA water, reduction of sewer system infiltration, and
decentralized wastewater management

● Retrofit private properties and municipal infrastructure to increase groundwater recharge
● Restore floodplains and inland flood storage capacity
● Advocate for policies and funding at the federal, state and local levels that support

municipal efforts to reduce flooding and drought

Goal 4: Habitat
Protect and Restore Habitats for Native Fish and Wildlife

Habitat Background
Even after almost 400 years of industrialization and development, the Neponset Watershed still
supports significant fish and wildlife habitats, including the largest native brook trout population
in Greater Boston, the largest intact salt marsh complex in the City of Boston, and the most
significant opportunity for restoring historic herring and shad runs in Massachusetts.
Nonetheless, these resources are impacted by a host of challenges, including development,
habitat loss, water pollution, flooding, drought, dams, road crossing culverts, invasive species,
contaminated river bottom sediments, wetlands alteration, and loss of riverside vegetation.

Our trout and saltmarshes are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Trout
require clean, cool water. In the absence of efforts to address existing stresses on our trout
population, higher temperatures that come with climate change may cause our trout to
disappear. Our salt marshes and estuary already face a number of man-made impacts, and are
increasingly threatened by sea level rise which, if left unaddressed, will cause them to erode
and become mud flats over time.

Habitat Objectives
● Save the Neponset’s trout
● Save the Neponset’s salt marshes
● Restore the Neponset’s herring and shad runs and remediate contaminated sediments

on the lower Neponset IMilton and Boston)
● Restore floodplains and inland flood storage capacity
● Identify and preserve remaining significant areas of unprotected upland and wetland

habitats
● Reduce water withdrawals to sustainable levels during the summer
● Retrofit private properties and municipal infrastructure to reduce stormwater pollution

and flooding
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Goal 5: Public Access
Open-up Recreational Access and Facilitate Protection of Open Spaces

Public Access Background
In many areas, historical pollution of the Neponset and its tributaries resulted in communities
orienting themselves away from their Neponset “waterfront,” making local waterways difficult for
the public to discover and enjoy.

With the development of recreational improvements such as the Neponset Greenway and the
Quincy Riverwalk in recent years, there has been a resurgence of recreational use in certain
sections of the river, but many areas remain inaccessible to the public. Even the Neponset
Greenway remains incomplete, with dead ends both upstream and downstream. Lack of access
to enjoy the river is often most acute in our environmental justice target communities.

Unlike other rivers in eastern Massachusetts, since the closure of the Boston Natural Areas
Network, the Neponset no longer has a staffed nonprofit dedicated to creating public access and
protecting key parcels along our river. While NepRWA has always undertaken a significant
amount of public access work, the lack of dedicated staff has historically constrained progress in
this area.

Public Access Objectives
● Establish a staffed greenways program to accelerate the opening up and protection of

land along the river and its tributaries to the public
● Provide staff support to the Neponset Greenways Council and build their effectiveness

as advocates for green space along the Lower Neponset
● Ensure that the Neponset Greenway is connected to the Boston Harborwalk downstream

and the Blue Hills upstream
● Reestablish the Warner Trail as a walking route along the river and an unpaved

extension of the Neponset Greenway through Canton, Sharon and beyond
● Support efforts by the Edgewater Drive, Doyle Playground, and South Norwood

neighborhoods to improve their access to the Neponset
● Ensure that climate adaptation measures address and enhance public access needs

rather than blocking access to the river.

Goal 6: People Power
Build a Diverse and Lasting Constituency through Education and Advocacy

People Power Background
Because of historical land development patterns, the Neponset River is hidden and inaccessible
in many areas, limiting its potential constituency. Similarly, the Watershed Association as an
organization is completely unknown to the vast majority of watershed residents and potential
supporters. All of our objectives depend on developing and mobilizing an informed constituency,
who reflect the full diversity of our 14 watershed communities, know about the river, understand
its challenges and opportunities, and are willing to work to realize its potential.

People Power Objectives
● Double participation in volunteer activities and river cleanups to 1,000+ people annually
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● Double participation in public programming that introduces people to the river and
watershed to 2,500+ people annually

● Visit every 5th grader in the watershed twice a year with our watershed curriculum
● Strengthen our basic outreach with renewed website, online presence and publications
● Finish the Neponset Greenway and ensure all neighborhoods have recreational access

to waterways and natural areas, including our under-served and environmental justice
target communities

Required Resources and Internal Capacity Building
Achieving NepRWA’s goals and objectives will require a strong organization with robust
volunteer leadership, skilled staff, and adequate financial capacity to advance our agenda
effectively.

Capacity Building Objectives
● Modernize board governance and increase diversity across all levels of the organization
● Attract, develop and retain effective staff, fellows, and interns
● Expand office space and update management systems to allow continued growth
● Grow the individual member base and major donors to support core program activities
● Leverage foundation and government grants to support specific project work
● Grow staff from 8 to 12 FTE
● Grow budget from about $575k to $915k
● Budget growth to be split about equally between new project grants and increased

member / donor support.
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