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The Spicket River Flood Hazard Mitigation Committee (Committee) was formed in early 1998 following major flooding along the Massachusetts and New Hampshire border in October 1996.  The group is a cooperative effort between the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Management (DEM), the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency (MEMA), the New Hampshire Office of State Planning (NHOSP), the New Hampshire Office of Emergency Management (NHOEM), the municipal governments of Methuen, MA; Lawrence, MA and Salem, NH as well as several non-profit groups, such as the Merrimack River Watershed Council.  Several federal agencies have also been involved in the group, such as the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and the National Weather Service (NWS). 

The ongoing purpose of the Committee is to identify and resolve common issues related to flood hazards that impact both Massachusetts and New Hampshire communities along the Spicket River.  After more than three years, the Committee continues to meet to discuss ongoing, cooperative flood mitigation issues across state lines.  The cornerstone of the Committee has been the local and state support resolving flooding issues on a regional, bi-state basis rather than a local basis.  Committee representatives from Salem, NH, Methuen, MA, and Lawrence, MA as well as various state and federal agencies realize that the actions of one community, especially those upstream, greatly affect other communities and, therefore, there must be a regional approach.  Because of the commitment by these officials, as well as local, private citizens (i.e. the Salem, NH Flood Task Force), the Committee has been able to address and follow specific tasks to help reduce future floods.

The Spicket River Watershed, a sub-basin of the Merrimack River Watershed, borders northeastern Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire, and encompasses about 75 square miles.  This sub-watershed is characterized by numerous ponds and reservoirs located in New Hampshire.  Most flood events occur in the lower part of the Spicket basin which is approximately 4 square miles along the southern New Hampshire and northeastern Massachusetts border.  The lower basin area is almost totally urbanized, and includes the communities of Methuen, MA, Lawrence, MA and Salem, NH.   The principal flood problems are caused by snowmelt, heavy rainfall from tropical storms, and backwater effects from several constriction points on the river as well increasing urbanization.  Numerous constriction points exits along the Spicket, but the major ones are located at the Massachusetts/New Hampshire border at I-93 and Hampshire Rd. in Methuen MA, at a railroad bridge in Methuen and at the Daisy Street Bridge in Lawrence MA.  

The October 1996 flood, during which 13 inches of rain fell in less than 36 hours, was a unique event in the lower basin of the Spicket River.  During the October storm, Methuen, Lawrence and Salem suffered hundreds of thousands of dollars in damages to residences and public structures.  Methuen closed two flooded bridges and several flooded roadways for 36 to 48 hours.  Lawrence experienced flooding in the areas of Route 28 near Malden Mills and above the confluence of the Spicket River and the Merrimack River, especially in the Daisy Street area.  Minor flooding also occurred in June 1998 that resulted in flooding in residential areas in Salem as well as minor Street flooding in Methuen and Lawrence.  In late March 2001, the Spicket River flooded again in an event somewhat similar to the October 1996 event with high rainfall in a short time period.  In this event, nearly 6 inches of rain fell within 24 hours on March 22, 2001 on top of a melting snow and ice pack of over one foot in northeastern Massachusetts.   Fortunately, over the following days, the weather turned cold again, causing some of the precipitation to turn to snow and sleet, preventing further flooding.  The colder weather also prevented additional melting of the snow and ice pack further north in New Hampshire and southern Maine.  Based on local National Weather Service forecasts, if there had been a continued fast meltdown of the snowcap with the rain, the results could have been a catastrophic flood.  On April 10, Massachusetts received a Presidential Disaster Declaration for Individual Assistance (IA) only.  An IA Declaration allows Massachusetts homeowners and business owners apply for federal disaster aid.  In addition to these more recent events, other major floods occurred in the Spicket River Watershed in 1993 (high rainfall), 1987 (high rainfall & snowmelt), 1968 (spring floods/ice melt), and 1962 (Hurricane Daisy). 

The first task the Spicket River Flood Mitigation Committee completed after its formation in 1998 was a special report on the October 1996 floods, The Spicket River Flood Hazard Mitigation Meeting Report, completed in June 1998 and this report has become the cornerstone of the Committee.  The Committee has focused on resolving the problems listed and following the recommendations made in the report.  

For example, one of the recommendations report was to make the Spicket River a “more forecastable river” through the installation of several river gauges which would assist communities along the river in forecasting potential flood situations and to assist in making decisions to evacuate low-lying areas.  NHOEM, USGS and Salem, NH have accomplished this particular task through the installation of several gauges along the New Hampshire portion of the river.  The funding for this project involved a joint application in 1999 by NHOEM, New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services (NHDES) and USGS to establish a streamflow gauging network throughout the state under FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (Massachusetts already has such a gaging network).  

As part of this successful grant application, two USGS gages were installed on the Spicket River in October 2000 with Salem, NH and USGS sharing the annual operation and maintenance costs.  In addition, the Spicket River gage at the New Hampshire and Massachusetts border (at Interstate 93) was established as a National Weather Service forecasting site. These gages may now be viewed in “real time” on the internet at http://nh.water.usge.gov/homepage.htm.

In addition to these new gages, the following tasks have also been accomplished:

(1) Development and implementation of an interstate Flood Watch & Warning Notification Procedures between the dam operators at Big Island Pond Dam, at the headwaters of the Spicket River, and the Arlington Pond Dam operated by the City of Salem, NH and the emergency management departments in Salem NH, Methuen MA and Lawrence MA as well as NHOEM and MEMA in the event of a potential or actual flood.   Prior to the formation of the Committee, there was little or no communication between the operators of the Big Island Pond dam and the downstream communities.  These procedures have been successfully implemented at least three times, including the most recent March flood. 

(2) Successfully applied for a $100,000 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Floodplain Management Study (FPMS) of the Spicket River sub-basin in both New Hampshire and Massachusetts.  The study was completed in June 2000. 

(3) Staged a drawdown exercise in October 2000 between the dams in New Hampshire at Big Island Pond, Wheeler Dam on Arlington Pond, and the Canobie Lake Dam in Salem, and the Massachusetts dams at Lowell St. in Methuen and Malden Mills in Lawrence.  This exercise demonstrated that the Spicket River sub-basin takes more than 72 hours to drawdown from Big Island Pond NH down to the confluence with the Merrimack River in Lawrence, MA and that the dams within the basin are not really suited to be used solely as flood control structures.

(4) The individual communities have secured additional hazard mitigation funds as a result of the collaboration of the Spicket River Hazard Mitigation Committee.  This includes the City of Salem’s designation as a Project Impact Community in 1999 with the award of nearly $300,000 for hazard mitigation projects; a HUD/CDBG award of $450,000 to the City of Salem for the acquisition of a 19 unit mobile home park; a $11,000 Flood Mitigation Assistance (FMA) Program Planning grant to the City of Salem to develop a Flood Mitigation Plan; a 1998 Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) grant of $127,500 to Methuen to repair the floodways of the City’s two dams along the Spicket; a 2000 FMA Planning Grant of $8,000 to Methuen to develop a Flood Hazard Mitigation Plan.

In addition to these grants, the City of Lawrence is continuing work on the largest acquisition project in Massachusetts of flood-prone properties (up to 14) along the Spicket River.  Following the October 1996 floods, Lawrence received $1 million in HMGP funds and $667,000 in federal Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds to purchase repetitive flood loss properties in a highly urbanized area along the Spicket River.  These grants were matched by $333,000 in local CDBG funds

Despite these accomplishments, the Spicket River Hazard Mitigation Committee realizes that there is more work to be done.  For instance, the October 2000 drawdown exercise demonstrated the high degree of cooperation and coordination across state lines.  The exercise, however, made the group realize that the dams along the Spicket River weren’t really designed to be a reliable flood control system due the “nature” or purpose of the dams, i.e. a recreational dam (Big Island Pond) vs. a municipal dam for a water supply (Canobie Lake Dam).  Although some coordination of dam drawdowns is certainly one way of reducing flooding, this method cannot be the only flood reduction method used.  Therefore, the Committee needs to examine several other actions over the next six months: development of a dam breech/inundation study ; developing a bi-state, basin-wide flood mitigation plan, including GIS mapping of all critical facilities, across state lines (which must take into account differing state laws for environmental and emergency management procedures); examination of land use regulations in the two states and within the affected communities; developing ways to increase citizen awareness and involvement in flood mitigation in both states and working on debris cleanup of the entire Spicket River. 

The bottom line on creating and maintaining interstate cooperation – there MUST be local citizen and government officials involvement in the process as well as dedicated state officials willing to facilitate, organize and support the group by providing resources and potential funding opportunities. 

For copies of the Spicket River reports and more information about the Spicket River in Massachusetts, please contact Donna Nelson, MA Hazard Mitigation Planner, at 617-626-1386.  For more information about the Spicket River in New Hampshire, please contact John Shaughnessy, NH Hazard Mitigation Officer, at 603-223-3637. 


