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Why care about public support?

The reality is that whether a dam is privately owned or owned 
by a municipality, these projects are very public

• Can have wide-reaching impacts
• Input from a variety of stakeholders (abutters, businesses, 

water suppliers, environmental groups, etc.)
• Divisive – lots of issues

The legacy of human efforts to control our waterways:
• Over 14,000 dams throughout the New England 

region
• Dams are linked with local history and culture
• Conservation of the environment created by dams

The majority of dams in New England are privately owned…
With a willing landowner, why not just take them out?



Why care about public support?
So…why work for buyoff?

Every dam project is different and 
offers its own unique set of 
challenges. But there is one common 
link:

The more support a project has, the 
less resistance it will encounter

Research shows that in general, 
people are in support of dam 
removals. BUT the margins narrow 
when the dam has a real (or 
perceived) function.

How do you talk about these projects in a way 
where you can make sure the margins are in your 

favor?



Translating the Science

?

Hydraulic and hydrologic modelling → How will water levels change? 
Sediment and water quality →What’s behind the dam and where is it going to go?
Infrastructure impacts →Will any buildings, roads, bridges, or public utilities be 
impacted? 
Archaeology assessment →What is the historical significance of the site?



Translating the Science

A good FAQ 
document will 
capture and 
summarize your 
distilling efforts –
but won’t be the 
end all be all

Use clear maps 
and figures to 
tell the story

Detailed renderings will help with one of the most 
common questions – what will it look like?



Translating the Science

Public meetings can be a good opportunity to inform 
and educate – but people need to feel that they’ve 
been heard



Strategies for People
The Sliding scale of “Who Cares?”

Against the project

Disengaged

Engaged

For the Project

How to garner support
1. Who is your audience
2. Figure out the pros to your specific dam removal (not just ecological)
3. Figure out the most popular reasons people would want to keep the dam (even if they’re not based in fact)
4. Start having conversations



9Case Study- Pilchuck River Dam



Habitat Loss

15%

85%

% HISTORICAL TIDAL MARSH

Remaining Disconnected



Climate Change



Declining Populations



Outreach
Public Outreach and Stakeholder Engagement Plan 









































33Case Study – Ipswich Mills Dam



Brief Background
Project History

• 2006 – Initial 
recon

• 2014 – Pre-
feasibility study. 
2015-2019 Full 
feasibility study 

• 2020-2021 
Updates to 
feasibility study

• Named a project 
to watch by 
American Rivers

• 2023 – Filed 
with MEPA



Brief Background

• Ipswich Mills ranks in the 95th percentile for 
restoration value for all coastal dams from Maine to 
Virginia

• 49 miles of habitat and ecosystem restored 

• Water levels above the dam will lower; water levels 
below the dam will remain the same

• New water elevations would vary based on seasonal 
flows and daily tides

• Removal would lead to reduced flooding risk to 
buildings and property upstream of the dam; if dam is 
left in place, downstream infrastructure remains at 
risk

• Enhanced passage for fish, wildlife, and recreators!



Downtown pop-up shop

• Spring 2023 Town Meeting 
Vote – Formal vote on the 
project for the first time

• IRWA rented a downtown 
space and set up a pop-up 
shop

• Allow people to come chat 
face-to-face, view project 
documents, maps, etc

• Host weekly events and 
engagement opportunities
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https://www.instagram.com/reel/Cq-8pRIJSQd/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link


Lessons Learned

• Be clear about decision 
making

• Be strategic about where 
you spend your time

• People love wildlife
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