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During the 1990s, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts began to change the manner in which it viewed the concept of community.  A first step in this change was the creation of the Watershed Initiative which divided the state into 27 watersheds along geographic boundaries rather than political boundaries.  The purpose of the Watershed Initiative was to guide and coordinate most environmental activities in the state on a watershed basis rather than by individual political jurisdictions.  During this same period, the Massachusetts Executive Office of Environmental Affairs (EOEA) made a concerted effort to demonstrate and use the alternative dispute resolution (ADR) tools of mediation and facilitation, to resolve public, multi-party conflicts involving the environment.  The creation of the Upper Mystic River Watershed Board is an example of both the changing definition of community and the use of ADR in the area of hazard mitigation.
The Mystic River Watershed, located in eastern Massachusetts, is composed of all or part of 21 cities and towns.  It is defined as part of the Boston Harbor Watershed by the Watershed Initiative.  The river flows southeast from the headwaters in the town of Reading, through the Upper and Lower Mystic Lakes, and out into Boston Harbor.  The communities in the upper basin (Aberjona sub-watershed) are primarily suburban with areas of open space remaining.  The lower basin is densely developed with some communities having little or no remaining open space.  As with many New England towns settled in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these communities were established along the rivers and brooks within the watershed.  With the coming of the Industrial Revolution, many of the communities in the watershed rapidly changed from agricultural villages to industrial cities.  

Historically, flooding in the Mystic River Watershed has been the result of heavy rainfall associated with either tropical storms or snowmelt and ice jams.  However, as the percentage of developed land in the watershed has increased, the amount of runoff from impervious surfaces has increased the frequency and magnitude of flooding.  Annual peak flows at the USGS gauge in Winchester averaged 246.2 cfs between 1940 and 1949.  By the 1990’s, annual peak flows averaged 571 cfs, an increase of 132%.  As a result of the increase in storm runoff and overburdened nineteenth-century storm drainage systems, communities have begun to suffer damage outside of floodplains originally mapped in the 1970’s and 1980’s.  Since 1990, the communities in the Upper Mystic River Watershed have suffered three floods which have resulted in Presidential Disaster Declarations:  October 1996; June 1998; and March 2001.  

In response to the severe flooding of October 1996, the town of Winchester and the adjacent communities of Arlington, Medford and Woburn, attempted to determine a course of action to prevent a reoccurrence of the disaster.  After communication between them reached impasse, the communities requested assistance from the Commonwealth.  The State Hazard Mitigation Team sponsored jointly by Department of Environmental Management (DEM) and Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency (MEMA) responded by convening and facilitating a meeting in December 1997 to review the events of October 1996 and to develop a process for reducing flooding in the Mystic River Watershed.  The meeting produced the Final Report on the Aberjona-Mystic Rivers Hazard Mitigation Workshop (Workshop Report) which included a list of action items developed by the participants.  One suggested action was the creation of a working group composed of community representatives and other interested individuals and groups.  The purpose of the Working Group was to collect information, set priorities and plan flood mitigation activities on a watershed basis.  

The Aberjona-Mystic River Hazard Mitigation Working Group began meeting in July 1998 on a monthly basis with representatives from the communities of Arlington, Medford, Winchester and Woburn, as well as the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) and the Metropolitan District Commission (MDC).  The meetings were facilitated by EOEA/DEM with assistance from MEMA, and in coordination with the Boston Harbor Watershed team leader.  The Working Group grew to include the communities of Reading and Stoneham as well representatives from the Mystic River Watershed Association, Tufts University and Kraft Atlantic Gelatin, a major employer in the watershed.   

Between 1998 and 2000, the expanded Working Group supported several flood mitigation actions, such as: the development and implementation of the Proposed Addendum to Local Emergency Action Plans Regarding the Potential Flooding of the Mystic Lake:  An Interim Interagency Plan (EAP) to coordinate the release of water from Horn Pond Dam (Woburn), Central Falls Dam (Winchester) and the Upper Mystic Lake Dam (MDC) in anticipation of a large rain storm events.  Additional work included: the repair of the gate valves at the Upper Mystic Lake Dam; and the completion of limited hydrologic and hydraulic studies in three communities. 

The communities working with the facilitation team were quickly able to improve communication, overcome animosity and obstacles, and institute-coordinated actions, which protected their respective communities.  The EAP was activated for seven storm events, between January 1999 and March 2001 resulting in the avoidance of some flooding.  It has also reduced the level of friction between the communities resulting from high flow events by allowing the communities to have some measure of influence over the severity of low level flooding along the Mystic River. 

In October 1999, the Upper Mystic River Watershed, which is comprised of all or part of nine communities (Arlington, Burlington, Lexington, Medford, Reading, Stoneham, Wilmington, Winchester and Woburn), was designated a Project Impact Community by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  FEMA’s designation of the Upper Mystic River Watershed as a Project Impact Community continued the shift away from a definition of community as a political unit towards a more geographic based or natural definition.  Of the over 150 Project Impact designations made by FEMA nationwide, this was one of the first which recognized a multi-community watershed.  The nomination of this watershed or natural boundary community by the Commonwealth and the acceptance by FEMA represented a further change in each entity’s approach to flood mitigation and the definition of community.  

The designation as a Project Impact Community required the participating municipalities to formalize their relationship.  Massachusetts does not have county government or other regional governmental institutions.  Therefore the communities needed to form a fiscally responsible entity with an administrative structure within which they could work.  Mass. Gen. L. c. 21A, §20 enables the formation of Environmental Joint Powers Agreements (EJPA).  The purpose of an EJPA is to establish a board to facilitate intergovernmental actions related to the management, protection and enhancement of a natural resource and the environment.

The five communities of Arlington, Burlington, Medford, Winchester and Woburn were the first in the Commonwealth to utilize the provisions of this recently enacted legislation.  The stated purpose of the Upper Mystic River Watershed Board is to work jointly and cooperatively to reduce or eliminate flooding and other hazards in the Upper Mystic River Watershed.  While the Board’s formal decisions are made by a vote by the designated member from each participating municipality; the Working Group continues to meet in an advisory capacity on a monthly basis.  The EJPA has been a mechanism for strengthening the effectiveness of the natural boundary community of the Mystic River. 


The success of the Upper Mystic River Watershed Board has been the result of the individual communities ability to see themselves as part of a greater community; one which encompasses not only the cities and towns in the watershed, but also other entities such as non-profit environmental groups, the business sector and state and federal agencies.  This expanded definition of community has allowed the numerous groups to form a more focused goal for the watershed and to speak in a single voice.  This has resulted in the Project Impact designation, the potential coordinated implementation of Phase II storm water regulations, a basin-wide review of proposed flood mitigation projects, a basin-wide review and analysis of land-use and zoning bylaws and coordination between the private and public sectors. 

Similar natural boundary communities are being recognized as the model for planning throughout the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  Additional facilitated watershed based flood hazard mitigation planning is taking place in the Ten Mile River Watershed in southeastern Massachusetts, the Muddy River Basin in the Boston metropolitan area and the Spicket River Watershed, where the collaboration is between communities from both Massachusetts and New Hampshire.  Each of these collaborative efforts has produced an EAP, all of which have been successfully activated several times.


In conclusion, our experiences in the Mystic River Watershed have resulted in three main lessons.  First, the need for a neutral facilitator must be recognized.  The facilitator must be acceptable to all the parties and while very strong process skills are necessary, knowledge of flood hazard mitigation, wetland laws and environmental concerns are also needed.  The facilitator’s role must be to bring the parties to the negotiating table, focus their energies on their shared interests and help them explore possible solutions to their situation.  Second, if an emergency action plan is implemented, it must be informal enough to be easily updated with event driven experience.  And third, the natural boundary of a watershed is the best basis for flood hazard mitigation planning.  By using legislation like the Environmental Joint Powers Agreement (Mass. Gen. L. c. 21A, §20), natural watershed based communities can be formed enabling floodplain management and hazard mitigation to consider the entire watershed not just the areas directly affected by flooding.
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