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Blackstone 
Watershed

•48 miles long

•Drops 438’

•475 square miles

•39 communities

•2 states



Indigenous Lands
• Hassanamisco Band of Nipmuc

• Pokanoket

• Wampanoag

• Narragansett

Centuries of careful land stewardship 
through hunting & gathering with 
close ties to the river

Needs Assessment Report Figure 6: Blackstone 
Region Indigenous Lands (Native Land Digital, 2021)

Linked!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=morPl5sxtTc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2_b5eyxwRxM


“America’s hardest working river”
Modified hydrology & floodplain



Modified, Impacted, Ignored -> Abused

Modified -> Impacted -> Ignored -> Abused



municipal services

transportation

built infrastructure

physical & mental 
health

recreation & 
tourism

warmer   
waters

flashy systems
& flooding

nutrients

drinking water 
shortages

Healthy communities depend on a healthy watershed



• Fill in capacity gaps

• Provide technical assistance

• Support critical projects

• Unified messaging

• Centralized place to 
advocate & celebrate

Working together to achieve more



A Shared Watershed with Shared Goals

Maintenance of waterways

Expanding the bikeway

Water chestnut management

Equitable access to waterways

Creating fish passage over dams



Five things everyone 
should know about 

floodplains

(and no, they don’t 
currently)



1a. What do we mean by “floodplain?”

“Flood zones in Worcester” 
(X is a zone, right?)

“Reported Flood Events” “Projected Flood Events” This one. 
And usually, just the blue part.



1a. What do we mean by “floodplain?”
✓ Federally regulated area determined by FEMA

✓ “100 year” / Base Flood Elevation (BFE)

X based on statistics from an 
extraordinarily limited and old dataset

X statistically, there’s ~30% chance of 
that happening in a 30yr mortgage

X realistically, every 25 years or so, and 
becoming more frequent

✓ Does not cover everywhere it has or will flood



1b. Floodplains are based on elevations

(not area, not proximity to water, 
not because the federal govt says so)



1b. Floodplains are based on elevations 
(+impact)

They’re also based on how we’ve 
impacted our watersheds

• waterway channelization
• low capacity stormwater pipes
• undersized culverts
• combinations of these



Defined by 310 CMR 10.57(4)(a)1
(MA Wetlands Protection Act)

If you add fill
(building, dirt, 
footings…), you have 
to add new floodplain 
at every 1’ elevation.

2. What’s compensatory storage?

https://www.mass.gov/doc/310-cmr-1000-the-wetlands-protection-act/download


2. What’s compensatory storage?

If the entire parcel is in the floodplain, there is no 
opportunity for compensatory storage and you 

can’t build there.

Not at every elevation.(FILL) (FILL)



3. What’s an elevation certificate?
• Survey of a building and surrounding land at 
specific points (door ways, openings, critical 
equipment) to the .01”

• Required to determine relation to the known 
floodplain elevation

• Says if a building is in or out of the floodplain (if 
BFE known)



3. What’s an elevation certificate?
• Homebuyers should always request an EC before purchasing a home near a known mapped 
floodplain

• Homeowners can request an EC if they think their structure is outside of the floodplain 
(LOMA & LOMR)

• Municipal floodplain manager determines whether a EC is required or not for work

• To determine whether building is or out

• To determine substantial improvement



4. What’s substantial improvement?
(Also called the “50% rule”)

Repairs meet or exceed 50% of the structure’s value.

Reconstruction, rehabilitation, 
addition, or other improvement of 

a structure, including built in 
appliances, HVAC, roofing, 

electrical, labor costs (incl. value 
of volunteer work), etc. (see here)

Value is based on fair 
market value. Typically 
uses tax assessment, 

but owners can 
provide their own 

appraisal, which must 
be accepted by the 

municipality.

Structure only, not 
the land value

You can’t do the 
work

You need to make the building 
meet current floodplain 

regulations (1’ freeboard)

If yes…

Regardless of 
the reason

OR

https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/fema_p213_08232018.pdf


4. What’s substantial improvement?

The federal government doesn’t want to allow bad investments 
with public payout for private, flood-prone homes.

WHAT? 
I can’t improve my 

own home?!

What about historic 
structures?

SI is not triggered by alterations to “historic 
structures,” provided that the alterations will not 

preclude the structure’s continued designation.

What if I’m required to 
fix violations?

SI is not triggered by improvements to correct existing, 
documented health/safety/sanitary violations (minimum 
necessary to ensure safe living conditions)



5. Basic land-water interaction

• Water needs a place to go. If you remove its 
ability to infiltrate, it will find a new place to 
go. So be intentional, create a place or it’ll 
find its own way

•Plan for more than the 1 year storm in a 
construction project – that happens too often 
& TSBs will be overwhelmed

•Planners and permitting authorities can ask 
for more! Stormwater standards require true 
the consideration of LID



5 Things To Know About Floodplains
1. What is a floodplain

• FEMA 100 year, based on elevations & impact

2. What is compensatory storage
• fill requires =/> cuts for new floodplain

3. What is an elevation certificate
• determines in or out, homebuyers should get it

4. What is substantial improvement
• can’t invest =/> 50% of structure’s value

5. Basic land-water interaction
• water will find a way; give it good options
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Thank you!
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