Town of Natick

Charles River Dam in South Natick
Frequently Asked Questions

The following document seeks to answer frequently asked questions regarding the future of the Charles
River Dam in South Natick.
Answers were prepared by Town staff using information collected by the Charles River Dam Advisory
Committee, which is tasked with exploring both options and recommending a path forward.
The Advisory Committee researched issues related to dam repair and river restoration scenarios as part of
a series of 11 public meetings and two public surveys from May 2021 - June 2022. At its meetings, the
Committee received presentations from issue experts on flooding and safety, ecology, history and culture,
community use and recreation, and financial impacts.
This FAQ document is being published on July 15, 2022 and includes questions from the prior, residential
abutter-specific FAQ document (published in November 2021). Where applicable, answers provided in
that FAQ have been updated to reflect new or clarifying information gathered by the Advisory
Committee. New frequently asked questions and answers have also been added, and references to relevant
meetings and materials are included at the beginning of each answer in italics.
The Committee’s meeting recordings, presentations and summaries are available at natickma.gov/crdam,
and residents with general questions are encouraged to visit the project webpage to learn more.

This document does not constitute legal advice. If you have questions about your legal rights, please
contact your own lawyer.
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Q1 (Updated): What is the status of the Charles River Dam in South Natick and what changes are
being considered?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
This question was addressed in detail at the Advisory Committee’s community presentation on May 17,
2021. An update on the dam’s condition rating, which was recently downgraded by the Office of Dam
Safety, was provided at the June 14, 2022 meeting. All Advisory Committee meeting recordings and
materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam

The Charles River Dam in South Natick is owned and maintained by the Town of Natick and is permitted
through the Commonwealth’s Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR).
The dam structure is comprised of an earthen dam with a molded concrete spillway. The dam is a “run of
the river” dam meaning that once the impounded water rises to the spillway elevation, all of the water
flowing into the upstream side of the dam passes over the spillway. The dam does not provide flood
storage of river water or perform any flood control purpose.
The southern portion of the dam is entirely comprised of compacted earthen material. The trapezoidal
shape of the dam has a broad base and narrower crest that provides enough mass to resist the water
pressure created by the river water elevation. The concrete spillway was designed to pass significant
storms without overtopping the earthen dam. The dam has not been overtopped in its years of continuous
operation.
Aerial view of dam with labels, presented on May 17, 2021

The current dam structure was constructed in 1934 and was built by the Town for recreational purposes
and to provide employment during the Great Depression. The current dam is not in the same location, nor
does it reflect the construction techniques of historic dams in this area of South Natick.
DCR has classified the Charles River Dam in South Natick as a high hazard dam under the Massachusetts
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Dam Safety regulation1. The regulation goes on to state “the hazard potential classification for a dam has
no relationship to the current structural integrity, operational status, flood routing capability, or safety
condition of the dam or its appurtenances.” In accordance with this same regulation, the Town of Natick
inspected the Charles River Dam in South Natick every two years.
The Town has regularly contracted with GZA Associates, a geotechnical consulting firm to perform these
required inspections. The reports have all noted the dam is out of compliance with the Office of Dam
Safety’s (ODS) policy regarding trees on dams
(https://www.mass.gov/service-details/policy-on-trees-on-dams), and have consistently included
recommendations to:
● Remove all mature tree growth from the earthen dam,
● Remove all tree stumps and root balls,
● Restore stump holes and compaction of imported soil material,
● Reshape and bolster the upstream and downstream dam faces, where minor erosion has occurred
over the life of the dam, and
● Armor the upstream dam face to prevent future erosion.
In 2019, the Town began the process of designing and permitting a repair of the dam to address these
recommendations. A proposed design was presented at a public forum in November 2019, during which
residents asked the Town to evaluate the possibility of removing the spillway and declassifying the
structure as a dam. In 2020, Natick completed sediment testing and studied the feasibility of removing the
spillway.
---------New or Clarified Information
The November 2021 FAQ noted that the dam was rated as being in “fair” condition. In spring 2022, this
condition was downgraded to “poor” by the Office of Dam Safety. Per CMR 302, this requires more
frequent inspections. The Town will now be required to inspect the dam every six months and monitoring
may be required during anticipated rain/runoff events.
Regarding the feasibility study completed by GZA: As part of this process, GZA developed a Hydraulic
and Hydrologic model and confirmed removing the spillway would allow the trees to remain and
declassify the structure as a dam. In 2022, this work was further explored by Stantec, an engineering firm,
which conducted additional sediment testing and completed a preliminary design analysis of river
restoration.

1

Per the 302 Code of Massachusetts Regulations (CMR)
(https://www.mass.gov/doc/302-cmr-10-dam-safety/download), high hazard dams are “located where failure will
likely cause loss of life and serious damage to home(s), industrial or commercial facilities, important public utilities,
main highway(s) or railroad(s)”
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Q2 (Updated): How will the Charles River and the surrounding area change if the dam is repaired
or if the spillway is removed?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
This question was originally addressed in detail at the Charles River Dam Advisory Committee’s meeting
on September 22, 2021. Since that time, further technical analysis has been completed; updates were
provided at the Advisory Committee’s January 25, 2022 and June 27, 2022 meetings. All meeting
recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

If the dam is repaired
If the dam is repaired, no change will occur to the upstream or downstream dimensions or depths of the
Charles River. The river will still rise and fall in response to storm events in the same manner that it does
currently.
Per the 2019 design developed by GZA Associates, the geotechnical consulting firm the Town has
contracted to support engineering related to the dam: repairing the dam will require the removal of all
trees from the earthen dam structure and the earthen dam will be rehabilitated and reshaped to its original
design shape. This will be done by adding and compacting soil material in certain areas on the dam and
preventing erosion of the dam by placement of stone (rip rap) along the entire upstream face of the dam
structure.
---------New or Clarified Information
The November 2021 FAQ noted that the Town received requests from residents to explore alternatives to
the 2019 design that might allow the Town to both repair the dam and keep the trees on the earthen berm
(Grove Park). The FAQ stated that additional information would be available in early 2022.
This was an important question the Advisory Committee sought to answer as part of its work, and it
advised the Town to use funding to study this. In response, the Town contracted with GZA to design two
alternative approaches to repairing the dam with a focus on keeping the trees. The alternative approaches
explored included 1) backfilling the wetland between the dam and Pleasant Street and 2) using sheet
pilings to fortify the dam on the easterly side of the earthen berm.
GZA reviewed designs for these alternative approaches with the Office of Dam Safety (ODS) in January
2022 and was informed that the proposed alternatives would be out of compliance with the agency’s No
Trees on Dams policy. ODS stated that Natick would be required to permanently remove all trees on the
earthen berm as part of any dam repair scenario. If the structure is classified as a dam, based on the
impounded water, there can be no trees on the dam. This information was presented at the Committee’s
January 25, 2022 meeting.
Determination of the earthen berm’s limits would be made by ODS as part of a dam repair permit process.
This determination would be based solely on land elevation and relation to the impoundment. Property
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lines and deeds would not be considered and have no bearing on the determination.
The below renderings were developed by GZA to illustrate the 2019 dam repair design and were
presented at the May 17, 2021 community presentation and September 22, 2021 meeting.

If the spillway is removed
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If the spillway is removed, the trees on the earthen structure will be allowed to remain. The structure will
no longer be classified as a dam and the earthen dam will be considered part of the river bank. The
upstream impoundment area (pond) will reduce in width. The river will continue to run from west to east
between the two park properties. The depth of the impoundment and the width of the river on the
upstream side of the spillway will both be reduced.
The river downstream of the breached spillway will not change in depth or width. The amount of river
water currently flowing over the spillway will continue to flow through the former spillway area
unimpeded. The depth and the width of the river downstream of the dam will not change.
---------New or Clarified Information
In general, the Advisory Committee has heard from multiple experts that, should the spillway be removed
and the river restored, the area that is currently influenced by the dam would mirror upstream and
downstream conditions. It would change from looking and feeling like a pond, to looking and feeling like
a river. Water would continue to flow through this area, as it does upstream and downstream of the
existing dam, but at different speeds and at a different base depth.
The November 2021 FAQ provided information from the 2020 GZA feasibility study, which noted that
the extent of the river’s width reduction would be visible to approximately half a mile upstream of the
existing dam (near the private footbridge over the Charles). Beyond that, GZA estimated that the effects
of removing the spillway would not be visible to the eye.
The Advisory Committee sought to further explore questions that were unanswered in GZA’s feasibility
study (such as how water levels might change) and, in early 2022, the Town was awarded a technical
assistance grant from the MA Division of Ecological Restoration (DER). As part of this grant, DER hired
Stantec, a geotechnical engineering firm, to complete a preliminary design analysis of spillway removal.
Stantec’s work fleshed out some of the original findings presented by GZA. Stantec’s work also
determined that the influence of the dam structure (i.e. the limit of impounded water) extended further
upstream than the private footbridge, as originally presented. Stantec designated these areas the ‘Northern
Impoundment’ (from the private footbridge to the dam) and ‘Southern Impoundment’ (from the
footbridge to the Farm Rd bridge).
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Stantec’s presentation on June 27, 2022 noted that the Northern Impoundment and Southern
Impoundment areas will be affected differently because of the different characteristics of the river bottom
and the slopes of the river bottom in these two areas.
If the spillway is removed, it is anticipated that the greatest observable impact on the river will occur in
the Northern Impoundment. This area has a steep topography, and natural riffles (where water flows over
rocks) may redevelop leading up to the spillway, as the river returns to and reshapes its natural flow
channel. River level changes in the Northern Impoundment, between the footbridge and dam, are
estimated to drop between 3 to 6 feet vertically. During periods of low flow (i.e. during a drought), water
levels may not be deep enough to paddle on. Flow speed in the area just upstream of the current dam is
estimated to be between 2 and 3 feet per second.
River level changes in the Southern Impoundment area are estimated to be less (approximately 1 to 1.5
feet vertically). This is because the river topography in this area is flatter and the influence of the dam is
reduced. The graph of the estimated river levels is available on page 21 of the presentation for the
Advisory Committee’s June 27, 2022 meeting.
In both areas (the ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ sections of the river), the river would also narrow and
vegetation would grow on exposed land. This would be much more noticeable in the Northern
Impoundment.
Regarding changes in depth: the Committee has been informed by GZA, Stantec and the Division of
Ecological Restoration that designing a channel in the river that ensures depth levels to support kayaking
and canoeing is possible, and that the design and implementation of such features have been part of other
river restoration projects. Costs associated with this concept have not been factored in the removal
scenario at this time.
The below renderings were developed by GZA to illustrate dam removal and were presented at the May
17, 2021 community presentation and September 22, 2021 meeting.
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Q3 (Updated): What would the construction of each option entail? How long would it take? What
will construction impacts be to nearby property owners?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
This question was addressed at the Advisory Committee’s meetings on September 22, 2021, October 14,
2021 and June 27, 2022. All meeting recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

If the dam is repaired
The estimated construction time for the 2019 GZA-designed repair is 6 - 8 weeks. Including mobilization
and clean up time, the entire duration of the project would be 3 - 3.5 months.
Potential impacts include those typically associated with heavy construction, including noise and
construction traffic. Permit conditions would be included to minimize impacts such as dust or
siltation/sedimentation impacts to the river itself.
If this option is chosen, the design will be updated, and these time frames may change. These time
frames are active construction only, and do not include required permitting, site preparation, or
post-construction review and approvals.
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---------New or Clarified Information
The above response was provided in the November 2021 FAQ and only addresses the first phase of
construction necessary to repair the dam which primarily includes tree removal and reinforcement of the
upstream face of the earthen embankment. The second phase would primarily focus on reconstructing the
upstream training walls, replacing the low-level outlet gate and more.
Based on updated information from GZA, dam repair is expected to take approximately 18 months to
fully design and permit, followed by 18 months of construction. This information was provided at the
Committee’s June 27, 2022 meeting.

If the spillway is removed
Specific spillway removal parameters have not been designed. This estimate is based on typical concrete
dam removal to the full extent of the river. The estimated construction time for spillway removal would
also include gradually lowering the impoundment water level and building a ramp for the excavator to
access the spillway. Estimated time to remove the concrete spillway and construction debris is
approximately 8 - 10 weeks. Adding mobilization, dewatering and clean-up, the project would likely
require 4 - 4.5 months to complete.
Potential construction impacts would be similar to the repair alternative. These time frames do not include
the required permitting process.
---------New or Clarified Information
The above response was provided in the November 2021 FAQ. Since that time, Stantec completed a
preliminary spillway removal design analysis, which was presented at the Committee’s June 27, 2022
meeting.
Based on updated information from Stantec, spillway removal is expected to take approximately 27
months to fully design and permit, followed by 9 months of construction.

Q4: Who will make the decision about the future of the dam and what is the timeline for the
decision-making process?

A: Provided by Jon Marshall, Natick Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
The answer below was reiterated at the June 27, 2022 meeting. Meeting recordings and materials are
available at natickma.gov/crdam.
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The decision on how to proceed with the dam will ultimately rest with the Natick Select Board, with
funding voted on by Town Meeting or secured through grants.
To help inform the decision(s), Town Administration is seeking broad consultation and deliberation within
the community. In February 2021, the Town Administrator appointed a 19 member Charles River Dam
Advisory Committee to review, discuss and evaluate the options of what to do with the dam. The
Committee is in the process of learning about the Town’s options and is scheduled to present a
recommendation to the Select Board in the late summer/early fall of 2022.
The Select Board will consider the Advisory Committee’s recommendation and then decide on a path
forward. The timing of the Select Board’s decision has not been determined at this point.

Q5 (Updated): How would each option impact flooding of properties along the river?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
These answers are supported by the Hydraulic and Hydrologic (H&H) calculations performed by GZA,
the Town’s geotechnical consultant, and were presented at the Charles River Dam Advisory Committee’s
meeting on September 22, 2021 and were supported by Stantec’s analysis, which was presented on June
27, 2022. Recordings and slides are available at natickma.gov/crdam. (The GZA feasibility study is
presented at 00:22:30.)

If the dam is repaired
Repairing the dam would have no effect on the current probability or extent of flooding either upstream or
downstream of the dam.

If the spillway is removed
Removing the spillway would lower the water level and decrease the width of the river.
Because the dam is a “run of the river” dam, removing the spillway would not impact the probability of
flooding for larger storm events. (i.e. a hundred-year storm event’s probability of occurring is 0.01 in any
given year). Removing the spillway would not impact the probability or extent of flooding downstream of
the dam.
---------New or Clarified Information
Flooding associated with the 100 year FEMA floodplain is separate and distinct from the flooding
associated with dam failure scenarios.
The below maps were developed by GZA using the Hydraulic and Hydrologic (H&H) calculations
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completed during the feasibility study. The first map shows the current floodplain (in pink), with the dam
in place. The second map shows what the floodplain would be if the spillway is removed (in blue),
overlaid on the current floodplain (in pink). It shows that the floodplain would be slightly reduced
upstream of the dam and remain the same downstream of the dam.
These were presented at the September 22, 2021 meeting on safety and flooding, and were reiterated at
the Committee’s June 14, 2022 meeting.

Q6 (Updated): What will happen to the parks and conservation land surrounding the dam? Would
river restoration and parkland construction happen in conjunction with the repair of the
dam/removal of the spillway?

A: Provided by Karen Partanen, former Natick Director of Recreation and Parks, updated by Jon
Marshall, Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
These questions were addressed at many Advisory Committee meetings, in presentations or comments
from the Advisory Committee and/or members of the public. The bulk of conversations about park areas
occurred during the Committee’s January 25, 2022 meeting on community use and recreation and at its
June 14, 2022 meeting on park concepts. All meeting recordings and materials are available at
natickma.gov/crdam.

There will be changes to area parks and conservation land if the dam is repaired or if the spillway is
removed. As currently designed, if the dam is repaired, the earthen berm (known as Grove Park) will lose
60 trees and will be reinforced by stone (riprap) in the river. In planning for changes and park
improvements, the Town will seek public input. It will also leverage past community feedback and plans,
such as the 2016 Master Plan for Parks and Fields
(https://www.natickma.gov/1310/Park-and-Field-Master-Plan, pgs. 65-67, 70-72) and 2020 Open Space
and Recreation Plan (https://www.natickma.gov/1692/2020-Open-Space-Recreation-Plan-Update) to
inform a comprehensive plan for these properties.
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The Town envisions the Advisory Committee’s work and the Select Board’s decision regarding the future
of the Charles River Dam in South Natick as phase one of a multiphase process. The final details and
timeline of this process are to be determined, but are expected to include:

Phase I:

Decide on a path forward (dam repair or spillway removal) and pursue additional
funding as required.

Phase 2:

Begin the process of gathering public input and designing for public park creation based
on the outcome of Phase 1. The Town anticipates this work would be a collaborative
effort of the Recreation and Parks Commission, Conservation Commission and Select
Board.

Phase 3:

Implement dam repair or spillway removal and construct park and open space
improvements.

---------New or Clarified Information
Since the publication of the November 2021 FAQ, the Advisory Committee completed a community use
and recreation survey that received more than 900 responses. The survey identified a number of park
features that the public is interested in maintaining or enhancing, and a number of features it would like to
add or improve (e.g., accessibility).
The Committee then sought guidance from a landscape architecture firm, Halvorson | Tighe & Bond
Studio, on how these features could be considered in future parks, in both dam repair and spillway
removal scenarios. Halvorson’s concepts were presented to the Advisory Committee at their meeting on
June 14, 2022.
Conceptual elements are intended to be broad based examples of what could be possible. They provide an
opportunity to get people thinking. The conceptual elements shared were intended to help Committee
members better visualize the possibilities.
It has been identified that park enhancements would be warranted in either scenario. Funding has not yet
been secured for this work. If the Committee recommends enhancements, a separate park planning and
design process would be the next step. This would be a similar process to how the Town recently
completed park improvements at the East and Navy Yard Parks. This involved community input in the
design process leading to the ultimate plans for the parks. It is reasonable to assume that the construction
for the repair or removal of the daml and park improvements can happen at the same time.
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Q7 (Updated): How would the recreational value of the river change for residents under either
option, especially related to navigability for kayaks and canoes?

A: Provided by Karen Partanen, former Natick Director of Recreation and Parks, updated by Jon
Marshall, Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
This question was addressed at the Advisory Committee’s January 25, 2022, June 14, 2022 and June 27,
2022 meetings. All meeting recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

If the dam is repaired
Per GZA, the Town’s geotechnical consultant, if the dam is repaired, approximately 60 trees will need to
be removed from the earthen berm and the Town will not be permitted to replant them.
---------New or Clarified Information
If the dam were repaired, it would continue to be a barrier in the river for paddlers and require portage.
The dam was also identified as a safety concern for paddlers in the presentation by Paddle Boston on
January 25, 2022.

If the spillway is removed
If the spillway is removed, the river will run freely and reconnect more than 109 miles of upstream
tributary and main stem river, and expand opportunities for local recreation.
In the Charles River Dam Advisory Committee’s October 22 meeting, Nick Wildman of the MA Division
of Ecological Restoration further explained that when a dam is removed the impoundment area typically
changes to look and feel like the river further upstream and downstream of the dam. He also confirmed
that designing a channel in the river that supports kayaking and canoeing is possible, and that the design
and implementation of such features have been part of other dam removal projects.
The Town could add a kayak or canoe launch to the earthen berm, which would require permitting
beginning with the Notice of Intent process under the Wetlands Protection Act, as part of either scenario.
–
New or Clarified Information
Navigability depends on a number of factors such as: hydraulic characteristics (e.g., depth and flow
speed); vessel type; amount of gear/weight; and paddling approach. Paddling conditions are anticipated to
be similar to areas upstream and downstream that are beyond the influence of the dam.
The November 2021 FAQ, which was based on the initial feasibility study performed by GZA, noted that
the dam’s inundation would shrink and the upstream river would narrow to similar widths as the
downstream area of the dam. There would be no change downstream.
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Additional details on estimated changes to the river are answered in question 2 above.

Q8: If the spillway is removed, who will own the newly exposed land upstream of the dam?

A: Provided by Karis North, Town Counsel and Eric Henderson, Natick Director of Assessing
This question was addressed at the Advisory Committee’s December 14, 2021 meeting. Meeting
recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam

The language of existing deeds will not change if the spillway is removed. Consistent with Massachusetts
law, abutters with property deeds that are “by the river” typically have rights to land to the centerline of
the adjacent river, including land that is underwater. If the spillway is removed and land is
accreted/exposed, it would remain in possession of the current property owner.
Individual property deeds are specific to the individual property, and as such may have special
circumstances, stipulations (such as easements), or other conditions that may be unique and/or impact an
individual property owner’s rights. Please note that Town Counsel is not able to provide legal advice or
formal guidance to private property owners per state law. If individual property owners have questions
about their deeds, they are responsible for seeking such guidance from their own counsel.

Q9: Will my property’s tax assessment change if the dam is repaired or if the spillway is removed?

A: Provided by Eric Henderson, Natick Director of Assessing
This question was addressed at the Advisory Committee’s December 2021 meeting. Meeting recordings
and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam

Property tax assessments are not expected to change in a meaningful way for downstream or upstream
abutters in either scenario.

Downstream Properties
Downstream properties are not expected to change if the dam is repaired or if the spillway is removed.

Upstream Properties
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Per the response to Q8, property owners with deeds “by the river” typically have rights to the center of the
river. As such, these property owners should expect no change to their tax assessment as a result of
spillway removal.

Q10: I live upstream of the dam. If the spillway is removed, what, if any, restrictions would exist on
newly exposed land?

A: Provided by Claire Rundelli, Natick Conservation Agent
This question was addressed at the Advisory Committee’s December 14, 2021 meeting. Meeting
recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam

Any lot that borders the Charles River currently falls within the 200’ Riverfront Area afforded to that
resource so, consistent with the state Wetlands Protection Act, limitations on the lot for homeowners
would not change in any significant manner.
Should the spillway be removed, the land exposed will likely mimic properties seen in Bordering
Vegetated Wetlands (BVW), in both vegetation present and soil properties. This may change over time
depending on the precipitation rates and where the river channel that is carved falls, but these areas would
likely qualify as BVW. This means that, in addition to falling within the Riverfront Area, land exposed by
the drawdown of the inundation area could fall under the state Wetlands Protection Act regulations
regarding BVW and its associated 100’ Buffer Zone, and that work in these areas would need to be
reviewed and approved by the Conservation Office and/or Conservation Commission.
Docks and walkways to access the river would also still be allowed, and would have to go through the
permitting process that currently applies to any permanent or temporary dock installations in navigable
waterways (i.e., Chapter 91, Section 10a, and/or wetlands permitting).

Q11 (New): What are the ecological impacts of dam repair and spillway removal?

A: Provided by Claire Rundelli, Natick Conservation Agent
This question was addressed at the Advisory Committee’s October 14, 2021 meeting. Meeting recordings
and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam

If the dam is repaired
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Repairing the dam would require the permanent removal of approximately 60 trees on the earthen berm
known as Grove Park due to safety requirements set by the Massachusetts Office of Dam Safety.
The removal of the trees would result in the loss of habitat for threatened species, including the Northern
Long-Eared Bat, which was identified as an impacted species during the 2019 permitting process for dam
repair. Tree removal would also result in the loss of other environmental benefits.
There are several considerations regarding riverine health to consider with dam repair. Repairing the dam
would continue the current conditions of sediment holding on the upstream side of the dam, which
depletes downstream areas of sediment of necessary nutrients and impacts the temperature and dissolved
oxygen within the dam’s impoundment. The increased levels of nutrients associated with the sediment
held back by the dam increases the likelihood of algal blooms in the impoundment area.

If the spillway is removed
Removing the spillway and restoring the river to its natural state has been cited as the best environmental
outcome by a variety of experts. The Advisory Committee received presentations on the ecological
impacts of river restoration from Nick Wildman, of the Massachusetts Division of Ecological Restoration
(DER), and Dr. Allison Roy of the US Geological Survey Massachusetts Cooperative Fish and Wildlife
Research Unit, at its meeting on October 14, 2021. The Committee also received letters from
environmental groups, and met with members of the Andover Conservation Commission as part of its
field trip to dam removal sites on the Shawsheen River on October 2, 2022.
The Committee was presented with historical data and information demonstrating how dams alter water
temperatures and oxygen levels, and can create conditions that result in increased stress and death to fish,
insects, aquatic vegetation, and other aquatic organisms that live in the impoundment (pond area behind
the dam). Spillway removal will improve the health of the river’s ecosystem by: improving water quality;
strengthening native habitat; reducing algae blooms; and restoring fish passage. These improvements are
expected to enhance the habitat and conditions for existing wildlife.
The Committee also learned that the ecological restoration potential for the South Natick section of the
Charles River is high (90th percentile in the state), as studied by DER, which uses a Restoration Model to
consistently estimate how dam removal across the state may positively affect the surrounding watershed
and unique biological habitats (e.g., BioMap2, coldwater and headwater streams, and coastal stream
habitats). The removal of the spillway would connect two natural cold water fisheries (Trout Brook and
Noanet Brook) with approximately 19.5 miles of main stem river and tributaries.

Q12 (New): What letters/information did the Advisory Committee receive from
groups/organizations?

A: Provided by Jon Marshall, Natick Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
The Advisory Committee has accepted comments throughout its process. All received written and verbal
comments are included in the meeting summaries posted on natickma.gov/crdam.
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The Advisory Committee received letters/information from the below groups/organizations in support of
spillway removal and river restoration. These are shared and available on the project website.
-

Mass Audubon Broadmoor Wildlife Sanctuary

-

Charles River Watershed Association, on 10/12/21 and 1/24/22

-

Sierra Club Massachusetts

-

Massachusetts Rivers Alliance

-

Greater Boston Chapter of Trout Unlimited

-

Natick Religious Leaders Association

-

Natick Middle School Students

-

Natick Nipmuc Tribe and Natick Nipmuc Indian Council (at 11/9/ 22 meeting)

To date, the Advisory Committee has not received any letters from groups/organizations regarding
support for dam repair. However, the Committee is aware of an ongoing citizen petition regarding the
support for dam repair.

Q13 (New): How do the costs of removing the spillway compare to the costs of repairing the dam?
How would the Town pay for either project?

A: Provided by Jon Marshall, Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
This information was presented at the June 27, 2022 Advisory Committee meeting, which builds on
information presented at the May 17, 2021, September 22, 2021 and January 25, 2022 meetings.

In summary, dam repair would cost approximately $1,000,000 more in upfront capital costs and would
require ongoing operations and maintenance. The cost of park improvements, which the public has
expressed interest in completing as part of either scenario, were not included in the analysis.

If the dam is repaired
The opinion of probable costs for engineering and construction for dam repair is $2,640,000, and was
provided by GZA, the Town’s geotechnical consultants for dam repair. An additional $830,000 in
anticipated operating costs over 30 years were identified by GZA (costs were not estimated beyond this
time period).
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The liability associated with dam failure was not included in the cost analysis.

If the spillway is removed
The opinion of probable costs for engineering and construction for removing the spillway were estimated
at $1,511,000 by Stantec, the engineers that completed the preliminary spillway removal design analysis.

Funding sources
Ultimately, the Town of Natick is responsible for funding either scenario. Some funding has been secured
at prior Town Meetings, however, with rising costs there currently is not enough funding to complete the
work in either scenario.
The Town of Natick will actively apply for grants to reduce the impact on Town resources. There are
numerous grants available and staff are currently working to learn more about the specifics of each grant.
As presented on June 27, 2022, below is a list of known grants for each option.

Q14 (New): What state agency is the authority on flood zones? Is there an opinion regarding either
approach?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
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Floodplains were discussed at the Advisory Committee’s September 22, 2021 and June 14, 2022 meetings.
Meeting recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

Riverine Floodplains are estimated by delineated by the United States Geological Survey (USGS). Their
findings are published by the Federal Emergency Management Agency. These are the authoritative
documents regarding floodplains in the United States and determine requirements for Federal Flood
insurance programs. The state follows the Federal determinations.
As noted in Questions 1 and 5, the Charles River Dam in South Natick does not provide flood control and
spillway removal would not increase flood risk.

Q15 (New): What new information has been learned regarding permitting or regulations? Are there
additional costs/requirements needed because of this?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
This question was addressed at the June 27, 2022 Advisory Committee meetings. Meeting recordings and
materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

The Division of Ecological Restoration has provided information regarding the permits required for a
typical dam removal. They also note that each site is different and a ‘typical dam removal’ is a somewhat
deceptive term. Both GZA and Stantec have provided their Opinions of Probable Costs, as well as time
requirements for permitting both alternatives.

Q16 (New): Are there any additional requirements needed for dam repair other than what was
originally contemplated? What about spillway removal?

A: Provided by Bill McDowell, Natick Town Engineer
This question was addressed at the June 14, 2022 and June 27, 2022 Advisory Committee meetings.
Meeting recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

The Town has been advised by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency (NOAA) that dam repair
would likely require the Town to undertake Fish Ladder improvements. The current fish ladder was cast at
the same time the dam was created (1934) and was built to accommodate different species of fish than
currently inhabit or migrate through this reach of the river. The Advisory Committee asked GZA to
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provide options for fish ladder rehabilitation. In the case of the existing dam, because the fish ladder is
integral to the spillway structure, the ladder would likely remain, however the Town would be required to
provide some form of supplementary access means for the endemic migratory fish population to pass
through the spillway area.
In a repair scenario, Natick may be required to comply with MGL Part 1, Title XIX, Chp. 130, Sec. 19,
regarding fish passage. This means a new, more suitable, fish ladder would need to be included in the
design. This would increase costs both upfront and over the long-term, as monitoring during fish
migration seasons may be required.
In a river restoration scenario, the existing impediment to migratory fish would be removed. The Town
would likely be required by MWRA to investigate potential impacts to the sewer main under the existing
impoundment area to ensure that appropriate mitigation or additional armoring is included in a final
design.

Q17 (New): Is the dam historic? How has the local Historic District Commission been involved?

A: Provided by Jon Marshall, Natick Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
This question was addressed by the Advisory Committee’s Historic District Representative at the June 27,
2022 meeting. The meeting’s recording and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.

The current dam is not in the same location, nor does it reflect the construction techniques of historic
dams in this area of South Natick.
The Natick Historic District Commission was contacted by the Town when it originally sought to repair
the dam in 2019. It has continued to remain engaged in this process and has a representative serving on
the Charles River Dam Advisory Committee.
Per the Advisory Committee’s Historic District Representative, the John Eliot Historic District includes
the parks on either side of the spillway, including the earthen dam (Grove Park) and South Natick Dam
Park. Any changes to these areas, such as the addition of boardwalks or accessibility features, would need
to be reviewed by the Historic District Commission. The spillway is not considered a feature of the
historic district.

Q18 (New): How would sediment be managed if the spillway is removed? Should we be concerned
about sediment contamination?
A: Provided by Claire Rundelli, Natick Conservation Agent
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Sediment testing and management was noted in the May 17, 2021 community presentation and discussed
further as part of GZA and Stantec’s presentations to the Advisory Committee on September 22, 2021 and
June 27, 2022. Meeting recordings and materials are available at natickma.gov/crdam.
The first step to evaluate the feasibility of a spillway removal project is to analyze the depth and
constituency of sediment and to determine if there is anything that would preclude the Town from
allowing that sediment to travel downstream. In December 2019, in response to residents’ interest in
exploring river restoration, Natick hired GZA to perform sediment testing upstream and downstream of
the spillway. GZA selected four locations upstream and two locations downstream at various distances
from the spillway. GZA compared the results of sediment quality analytical testing to standards and
guidance values developed by the Division of Ecological Restoration (DER) for evaluation of
contaminants in sediment. Based on the laboratory results of the sediment samples collected and
comparison to the standards and guidance values, GZA concluded that contaminant levels of the sediment
would not be an impediment to dam removal.
Stantec, the geotechnical engineering firm hired by DER to complete a preliminary spillway removal
design analysis, completed two additional sediment tests in spring 2022. Stantec’s results were consistent
with the samples taken by GZA and were presented at the Advisory Committee’s June 27, 2022 meeting.
Stantec also recommended the Town complete additional hydraulic analyses, including sediment transport
modeling, as part of the design process.
Ultimately, sediment management would be an important part of a spillway removal project. River
restoration projects require review by the Natick Conservation Commission, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, and the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection, and any other applicable
federal, state, and local agencies. These permits would require the Town to demonstrate compliance with
all applicable federal, state and local regulations regarding wetlands and waterways.

Q19 (New): How was the public engaged as part of the Advisory Committee’s process?
A: Provided by Jillian Wilson-Martin , Natick Sustainability Director
Public engagement has occurred throughout the Advisory Committee’s year-long process. Visit
natickma.gov/crdam to read community engagement reports from surveys completed in May - June 2021
and December 2021 - January 2022.
The Charles River Dam Advisory Committee has sought to engage the public throughout its process and
to ensure transparency in its analysis and final recommendation. This effort began with a community
outreach campaign in May 2021 to raise awareness about the dam’s condition, options for the future and
the Committee’s process. This included a community presentation about the issues, two virtual
community input sessions and a community-wide survey. The community presentation was attended by
151 members of the Natick community; more than 140 residents attended the community input sessions;
and 455 people responded to the survey.
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Efforts to engage the community continued throughout the Committee’s process. The public was invited
to provide written comments, and, in response to feedback, the Committee began accepting verbal public
comments. All written and verbal public comments are reflected in the meeting summaries posted on
natickma.gov/crdam.
The Committee also sought to collect feedback from the public regarding priorities for community use
and recreation in December 2021 - January 2021. In total, 980 individuals engaged at least partially with
this survey.
In promoting these input opportunities, the Advisory Committee worked with Town staff to distribute
flyers directly to approximately 400 homes in close proximity to the dam (spanning the area within Glen
Rd, Farm Hill Rd, Morse Lane, and the Natick/Wellesley Town line). A large street banner was posted at
the intersection of Union, Eliot and Washington in early May; and then hung in the South Natick Dam
park through mid-July. In Natick Center, a large sign was posted on the Parks & Recreation bulletin board
at the intersection of Central and Main St.
At the start of and throughout the process, theTown proactively reached out to local news outlets and
received coverage about the public engagement process, including mentions of meeting dates and times in
The Boston Globe, MetroWest Daily News, and Natick Report. Town social media accounts, including
Town of Natick, Natick Public Works, Natick GIS, Natick Recreation and Parks, and Sustainable Natick
posted about public information and input meetings multiple times throughout the process. The posts were
widely shared on popular Facebook pages/groups such as Natick Community and Government Chat,
Natick Talks, Natick Moms, and Natick Dads. Opportunities for engagement were also featured in
Sustainability and Recreation and Parks e-newsletters on a regular basis.
In addition to these efforts, the Town worked with Natick Public Schools to connect with local science
teachers and students. Advisory Committee members participated in virtual Q&A sessions with students
and student feedback was included in the Advisory Committee’s meeting summaries.

Q20 (New): What is the next step after the Advisory Committee submits its recommendation to the
Select Board?
A: Provided by Jon Marshall, Natick Deputy Town Administrator of Operations
This question was addressed at the June 14, 2022 and June 27, 2022 Advisory Committee meetings.
Per Question 4, the Select Board will review the Advisory Committee’s findings and determine a path
forward.
The June 27, 2022 presentation identified estimated timelines for dam repair and spillway removal. In
both scenarios, additional design work and permitting from federal, state and local agencies would be
necessary. The process - from design to permitting to finished construction - is expected to last a
minimum of three years.
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