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Impact of dams weighs on Blackstone 

 
Eugene N. Bernat, owner of Fisherville Redevelopment Corp., stands at the top of the Fisherville 
Pond dam in South Grafton. The dam, which is part of the Blackstone Canal Historic District, is 
adjacent to the former site of the Fisherville Mill, which burned in 1999. (T&G Staff/PAUL KAPTEYN) 
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Just a few miles below the point where the region's major sewage treatment plant pours 
treated wastewater into the Blackstone River, the broken remains of an unwanted dam stretch 
across the waterway in Millbury.  
 
Engineers, regulators and even its owner, National Grid, want the Millbury Dam to come down 
so the Blackstone can once again run free through its channel.  
 
Yet the dam — reportedly built in 1828 — remains, and a key reason lies buried under the 
water next to it.  



 
“The hard nut to crack there, which is typical of any dam on the Blackstone, is the sediment 
behind the dam,” said Christopher Hatfield, a project manager for the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, which recently revived studies of what it would take to remove the Millbury Dam. 
“These dams have captured a lot of contaminated soils over the years. The river is challenging 
as it is, and a lot of the contaminated stuff has been covered up over the years by cleaner 
stuff. You can't expose that.”  
 
The impact of dams weighs on the river as the Upper Blackstone Water Pollution Abatement 
District is contemplating costly upgrades to its sewage treatment plant in Millbury. The U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency wants the facility to reduce levels of phosphorus and 
nitrogen in treated water discharged to the Blackstone River. The district's officials from 
Worcester and surrounding towns argue their efforts could cost $208 million and do nothing to 
improve a river blocked by multiple dams that trap the troublesome nutrients.  
 
Yet the cost of dredging and removing sediments loaded with arsenic, metals and other 
contaminants from the river's industrial past complicates any calculation. A 2007 study by the 
firm Fuss & O'Neill of West Springfield estimated it could cost $2.2 million to $4.8 million to 
remove the Millbury Dam.  
 
In addition, many of the 18 major dams stretching from Millbury to Pawtucket, R.I., sit in 
districts listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  
 
At least four dams — in Northbridge, Blackstone, Woonsocket, R.I., and Cumberland/Central 
Falls, R.I. — are federally licensed hydropower facilities. Four more in Rhode Island are 
seeking to start hydropower operations.  
 
Fisherville Dam in Grafton holds back a pond that has become a wildlife habitat for migrating 
birds.  
 
“Each dam is its own story, and yes, a lot of the dams are not going to go away because 
people are invested in that pond, that resource,” said Peter G. Coffin, coordinator for the 
Blackstone River Coalition in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. Yet, he added, “if it can't be 
taken down, you have to manage the dam.”  
 
The Blackstone River's modern history and health are inextricably intertwined with its dams.  
 
Entrepreneurs built dams on the river as early as the 18th century to harness water power for 
mills. Their enterprises turned a tumbling waterway stretching about 48 miles from Worcester 
to estuaries in Rhode Island into a slower river dotted with ponds and watery areas called 
impoundments. At the peak of dam construction, the river contained about one dam for every 
mile it flowed.  
 
Factories dumped waste into the river, which became so foul-smelling that mill owners 
eliminated windows from their riverside buildings.  
 
“There are horror stories that parents would tell their kids: 'Don't fall in the river. Your skin will 
fall off,' ” said Chuck Arning, a National Park Service ranger with the John H. Chafee 
Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor.  
 
The Blackstone River is far cleaner today, yet the dams grip the sediments of the industrial 
past. They also trap sediments loaded with phosphorus, which feeds plants in freshwater. As 



plants decompose, microbes rob the river of dissolved oxygen that fish need to survive.  
 
“Those are the effects that dams have on river quality,” said Beth Lambert, manager of the 
river restoration program for the Massachusetts Division of Ecological Restoration. “In urban 
environments, because rivers are already stressed, those impacts become magnified.”  
 
Robert L. Moylan Jr., Worcester's commissioner of public works and chairman of the Upper 
Blackstone district, has called the structures the “damn dams.” When groups proposed adding 
hydropower facilities to several Blackstone River dams in Rhode Island, the district tried to 
intervene in the permitting process last year, arguing “the dams are the single most important 
factor regarding — and primary impediment to — the attainment of water quality standards on 
the Blackstone River.” The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission rejected the argument, 
saying the district missed the deadline to seek a rehearing.  
 
Although funding for dam removal and cleanup is difficult to assemble, state officials have 
learned how to manage expenses by participating in 20 dam removals since 2007, according 
to Tim Purinton, director of the state's Division of Ecological Resources. Massachusetts is on 
pace to remove nine dams this year and six to seven dams next year, he said.  
 
“We're doing more and more projects in these urban areas,” Mr. Purinton said. “What's neat is 
those costs are being driven down.”  
 
At the Fisherville Dam area in South Grafton, multiple studies have uncovered contaminants 
ranging from metals to hazardous chemicals called polychlorinated biphenyls, or PCBs. 
Fisherville Redevelopment Corp., which controls about 32 acres of land and the pond's water 
rights, has spent close to $2 million cleaning up pollutants since it acquired the property in 
2004.  
 
Its tactics include an “Eco-Machine” that uses fungi and other natural elements in multiple 
tanks to filter and cleanse contaminated river water.  
 
“I think we need to figure out long-term solutions that are incremental and do continuous 
improvement in the environment,” said Eugene N. Bernat, vice president of Fisherville 
Redevelopment. “It took us 200 years to get to this point. For us to expect we can do this in six 
months, two years, two decades even, given a limited pot of money, is naive.”  
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