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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
FEDERAL ENERGY REGULATORY COMMISSION 

 
 

AMERICAN WHITEWATER, APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB, AND 
NEW ENGLAND FLOW COMMENTS ON RELICENSING STUDY 31: WHITEWATER 

BOATING FLOW ASSESSMENT FOR THE BELLOWS FALLS AND WILDER 
HYDROELECTIC PROJECTS (FERC PROJECT NOS. 1855 & 1892) 

 
American Whitewater (AW), Appalachian Mountain Club (AMC), and New England FLOW 
(FLOW) submit these comments to FERC in response to Relicensing Study 31: Whitewater 
Boating Flow Assessment -Bellows Falls and Sumner Falls. This study was filed by 
TransCanada on March 1, 2016 in response to the FERC Study Plan Determination for the 
relicensing of the Bellows Falls and Wilder hydroelectric projects. The Licensee conducted this 
study in response to requests filed by FERC, our organizations, and resource agencies requesting 
that the licensee study the impact of its hydroelectric operations on the recreational boating 
opportunities available to non-motorized boaters in and below the project areas.  The study 
addresses the impact of the Licensee’s operations on whitewater boating opportunities in: (1) the 
Sumner Falls section of the Connecticut River located approximately 9 miles below the Wilder 
Dam in Hartland, VT, and, (2) the “bypass reach” located in the natural river channel on the 
Connecticut River below the Bellows Falls Dam. AW, AMC, and FLOW have reviewed the 
results of TransCanada’s Study Report and submit the following comments to assist FERC in 
developing appropriate license conditions that are protective of power and non-power values 
alike. 
 
American Whitewater is a national non-profit 501(c)(3) river conservation and recreation 
organization founded in 1954 whose mission is to protect and restore our nation’s whitewater 
resources and to enhance opportunities to enjoy them safely. Our members are primarily 
conservation-oriented kayakers and canoeists, many of whom live and/or engage in recreational 
boating in Massachusetts. Since 1876, the Appalachian Mountain Club has promoted the 
protection, enjoyment, and understanding of the mountains, forests, waters, and trails of the 
Appalachian region. It is the largest conservation and recreation organization in the Northeast 
with more than 90,000 members. Since 1988 New England FLOW (FLOW) has promoted the 
protection, enjoyment, and understanding of the mountains, forests, waters, and trails of the New 
England region. FLOW is the largest coalition of whitewater boaters in the Northeast. Our 
organizations have been deeply involved with hydropower relicensing for more than 25 years 
and have participated in the design and implementation of numerous controlled-flow whitewater 
boating studies throughout the northeast. 
 
General Comments  
 
AW, AMC, and FLOW actively participated in the design and implementation of the Whitewater 
Boating Flow Assessment through the selection of study participants, development of survey 
instruments, and coordination of logistics for the study at both the Sumner Falls and Bellows 
Falls study sites. During the Sumner Falls boating assessment on June 28 & 29 in 2014, 18 
experienced whitewater boaters evaluated 5 flows ranging from 3,700 to 13,000 cfs. During the 
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Bellows Falls assessment on May 30 & 31 of 2015,1 13 experienced whitewater boaters 
evaluated 9 flows ranging from 1,580 to 9,660 cfs. Given the unique safety challenges at the 
Bellows Falls location, several boaters were assigned as safety either on the water or on the 
shoreline during the study. 
 
At the conclusion of each boating flow, participants completed a flow evaluation survey. While 
not every participant evaluated every test flow due to either scheduling or skill level, participants 
were asked to complete a comparative evaluation form at the conclusion of the study to identify 
minimum boatable and optimal flow levels. While responses varied by craft and skill level, 
participants were able to identify minimum acceptable and optimal boating flows. 
 
Our organizations would like to commend TransCanada and their consultant, the Louis Berger 
Co. for the effort and detail put into developing this report.  We commend the Licensee for the 
manner in which it conducted the on-water evaluation, providing participants with transportation, 
meals, camping, and assistance with the difficult access challenges at the Bellows Falls location. 
The whitewater controlled flow studies were physically demanding on both study participants 
and TransCanada’s employees and consultants, requiring long days and often challenging 
weather conditions and topography to capture an accurate evaluation of river features. The data 
that was gathered represents what we believe is an accurate assessment of the whitewater 
recreational features available at each site that does or could provide whitewater recreation on a 
sustainable basis throughout the paddling season. 
 

• Sumner Falls 
 
The flow operations and management of the Wilder Dam have significant negative recreational 
impacts and related socio-economic impacts.  By changing the operational scenario of the Wilder 
Dam Project, the potential exists to create new tourism products for a region that is primed to 
capitalize on it.  
 
Study Participants rated nine characteristics of boating for each flow including: its boatability, 
difficult rapids, large hydraulics, and the availability of playboating, potential instream hazards 
and the overall whitewater challenge. All boaters rated the Sumner Falls site and each flow as 
higher than acceptable across the entire range of flows, and would provide an important regional 
resource throughout the paddling season if water was available on a regularly scheduled basis. 
 
There are many “catch on the fly” waves and the area is an excellent place for training beginning 
boaters and for playboaters. At generational and higher flow levels, this site provides excellent 
surfing and currents for squirt boating. At moderate flows the run provides opportunities to 
complete a wide array of acrobatic tricks called “freestyle” paddling. All manufacturers of 
kayaks design boats for this purpose. 
 
If regularly scheduled flows of varying frequency were provided, the recreational use of the 
resources at this project have the potential to add economic value to the region, given its central 

                                                
1 The flow assessment was conducted in the natural river channel in Walpole, NH, below the 
Bellows Falls Dam. 
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location and its proximity to Dartmouth College, Norwich University, and the communities of 
Bellows Falls, Springfield, and White River Jct., Vermont, as well as Lebanon, New Hampshire.  
Boaters would flock to Sumner Falls when other regional resources dry up after spring runoff if 
predictable flows were provided at Sumner Falls. 
 
The current operation of the project impacts valuable seasonal paddling opportunities for both 
whitewater and flatwater boaters downstream from the Wilder project. At low flows, the CT 
River becomes too shallow to paddle. Some of the economic and recreational opportunities 
eliminated at Sumner Falls by the project could be restored by the development of a release 
schedule that could provide flows of varying volume and could be used at Sumner Falls from the 
late spring through the early fall months. This recreation-flow relationship would need to be 
substantiated through both operational analyses and the whitewater attributes that have been 
identified in the flow study.  
 

• Bellows Falls 
 
The Bellows Falls bypass reach, the natural riverbed of the Connecticut River, has the ability to 
offer paddling opportunities of sufficient quality when sufficient flows are provided. Under 
current operations, this section of the Connecticut River is completely dewatered except for 
times when flows exceed the Licensee’s hydraulic capacity of approximately 10,600 cfs, or due 
to leakage of 125 cfs from damaged dam seals. There are no mandated conservation flows into 
the bypass reach, resulting in severe damage to aquatic habitat below the dam. Approximately 
four-tenths of a mile below the primary dam sits a low-head dam that was constructed in 1982 as 
part of efforts to restore Atlantic Salmon to the Connecticut River. See Appendix A. The purpose 
of the “fish stopper” dam was to divert Atlantic Salmon into the fish ladder in the power canal. 
Notwithstanding these restoration efforts, the restoration program has been largely abandoned. 
The low-head dam no longer serves any purpose and is an impediment to the restoration of 
habitat and recreation opportunity. 
 
The Bellows Falls project eliminates natural flows from the 0.7-mile reach of the Connecticut 
River, with flows above the low-head dam virtually non-existent for most of the year except 
during the spring freshet and after very high rainfall events. The area below the low-head dam is 
unnaturally backwatered by project operations. Public access to the natural river channel is 
severely limited and there is no portage trail around either the primary or low-head dams that 
would enable downstream navigation at the project. Put-in access to the reach for the whitewater 
boating study required descending a steep embankment from TransCanada’s property on NH-RT 
12 in North Walpole and the take-out egress from the east side of the riverbank up a less steep 
embankment to shoulder along NH-RT 12. The current operation of the project virtually 
eliminates any valuable paddling opportunities.   
 
Study participants evaluated 9 different flows over the course of two days that ranged from Class 
II to Class IV, and because of the fish barrier dam at the end of the run, boaters were unable to 
evaluate flows in the lower portion of the bypass reach. While all flows were considered boatable 
by the participants, there was a diversity of opinion regarding which flows were optimal 
depending on skill level and craft. Most participants agreed that the boating public would utilize 
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the resource providing that the Licensee release sufficient flows, create adequate access, and 
remove the fish barrier dam. 
 
The diversion of flows from the natural river channel into the Licensee’s powerhouse has 
significant negative recreational impacts and related socio-economic impacts.  By changing the 
operational scenario of the Bellows Falls Project, providing access, removing the fish barrier 
dam, and exploring the feasibility for constructing a whitewater park, the potential exists to 
create new tourism products for a region that is primed to capitalize on it.  Retail activity and 
food and lodging opportunities can be geared toward non-commercial paddlers and tourists who 
currently travel to the region each year for outdoor adventure activities.  These visitors will 
discover added value to the region. 
 
Specific Comments 
 

• 2.0 Whitewater Recreation Opportunities in the Region 
 

TransCanada provides a map which identifies other whitewater opportunities available in New 
England that are within a two-hour drive to Sumner Falls and Bellows Falls.  The report, 
however, fails to recognize that, with the exception of the Deerfield River in Massachusetts and 
several projects located in the mountains of western Maine that have dam releases as a result of 
FERC license articles, all identified resources are only seasonal in nature. 
 
The map below identifies locations where there are scheduled whitewater boating releases. With 
the exception of the Deerfield, the rivers shown have no scheduled releases during the summer 
months and have releases on as few as 1 or days annually, which makes the comparison to the 
Connecticut River largely irrelevant. 
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• 3.0 Study Area 
 
Due to the presence of the fish barrier dam in the natural river channel at Bellows Falls, the study 
area was necessarily limited to the 0.4-mile section of the reach between the primary dam and 
the 9-foot high fish barrier dam. The barrier dam also had an impact on the presence of rapids 
hidden beneath the barrier dam pool. Once the barrier dam is removed as a condition of any new 
license for the project, these rapids will be revealed along with rapids between the barrier dam 
and the tailrace. In addition, the removal of the barrier dam will address major safety and some 
access concerns that are raised in the Whitewater Boating Flow Evaluation. Along with removal 
of the barrier dam, AW, AMC, and FLOW seek a post-license evaluation of flows in the lower 
portion of the natural river channel from the barrier dam pool to the tailrace. When combined 
with the results from the Whitewater Boating Flow Evaluation, we will be able to identify 
minimum acceptable and optimal flows that should be provided in order to mitigate the 
Licensee’s impact on recreational resources.  
 

• 4.0 Controlled Flow Study 
 
At Sumner Falls, the Licensee selected target flows, after consultation with stakeholders, that 
were within the capacity of its generating units and operating procedures at Wilder Dam. 
Relicensing provides an opportunity to explore alternatives to current operating procedures, and 
any new license may be conditioned on a change in operations or require PM&E measures that 
would mandate flows different from those evaluated during the boating study. It is within the 
Licensee’s operational ability to provide all flows evaluated during the boating study through 
either generational flows or spillage, limited by seasonal inflows and other operational 
constraints. 
 
Additionally, measuring flows at Sumner Falls, and to a lesser extent at Bellows Falls, was 
challenging due to the lack of a USGS gage in the study area. The lack of a gage was particularly 
challenging at Sumners due to inflows from the Mascoma and Ottauquechee rivers that added 
significantly to the flows measured on the West Lebanon gage.2 As a condition of any new 
license, we will seek accurate and readily available gage information so that recreational users 
can determine when flows are appropriate for particular recreational activities. 
 

• 5.0 Results 
 
At Sumner Falls and Bellows Falls, all of the flows evaluated during the study had recreational 
value, although participant responses varied according to craft and skill level. While there was no 
single flow that provided an optimal boating experience for everyone at either location, the study 
demonstrated that several flows at each location produced optimal flows for a majority of 
participants. 
 
At Sumner Falls, the unusual geological feature provided an optimal boating experience at 
various flows, as features such as Main Wave and Sign Wave produced whitewater boating 

                                                
2 The USGS-01144500 West Lebanon gage measures flows released from the Wilder Dam plus 
flows from the White River. 
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features in certain flow ranges. For example, Main Wave was optimal at flows between 3,800 to 
5,000 cfs and boatable at all levels, while Sign wave was present only at higher flows ranging 
from 11,500 to 13,000 cfs. These flow ranges roughly correspond to the Licensee’s generating 
capacity of either 1 or 2 Wilder units, although optimal flows for Sign Wave would require 
higher inflows or spillage.3 
 
We agree with the study results showing that “the Sumner Falls complex has broad appeal across 
a wide range of flows and boater types.” We believe that, as a condition of any project license, 
the Licensee should provide a range of flows that allow an optimal boating experience over the 
range of flows evaluated, perhaps varying over the course of a single day to provide something 
for everyone. We are also seeking flows with sufficient frequency to enable the recreation use of 
Sumner Falls throughout the boating season, particularly during the summer months when other 
regional boating opportunities are unavailable. These boating opportunities should be made 
available earlier in the day than would otherwise be available under the Licensee’s typical 
generating regime, as well as later on work days. Daytime flows would also benefit summer 
camps such as the Keeywaydin Camp in Salisbury, VT that periodically utilize this section of the 
Connecticut River. Unfortunately, under current operations, flows at Sumner Falls are 
unpredictable, and as a result, reduce opportunities for recreational use. We are seeking 
guaranteed boating flows under any new project license. 
 
USGS gage information for the Connecticut River at West Lebanon for the period from 1911 to 
2014 shows that mean daily flows on the Connecticut River are within boatable ranges on every 
day of the year, with the lowest mean daily flows of 2,500 to 3,000 cfs occurring during the late 
August to early September period. It is unlikely that there are any flows at Sumner Falls that are 
unboatable given the wide river bank, although certain features that are available at the optimal 
flows identified in the study will certainly wash out at higher flows. While there are no “natural” 
flows at Sumner Falls due to hydropower operations at Moore, Comerford, Macindoes, and 
Wilder dams, there are sufficient flows from tributaries to support recreational boating 
throughout the boating season. In addition, the Licensee’s hydropeaking operations produce 
flows throughout even the driest months that are sufficient to provide an optimal boating 
experience if timed to maximize recreational use. There are no comparable locations to Sumner 
Falls within a 2-hour driving distance from Hartland, VT, and the closest location is Wave-o-
Saurus, approximately 100 miles away in Holyoke, MA, is only available on a few days each 
year and rarely available outside of the early spring freshet. 
 
At Bellows Falls, recreational use of the natural river channel is completely eliminated by the 
lack of flows, the lack of access, and the presence of the fish barrier dam. These obstructions do 
not alter the fact that the Connecticut River is a navigable waterway that is capable of supporting 
a variety of uses including recreational boating. In 1941, the Supreme Court of New Hampshire 

                                                
3 Although the study asserts that flows as low as 700 cfs are boatable, the lowest estimated flow 
at Sumner Falls was 4,700 cfs. There is no basis for concluding that flows at the 700 cfs level 
provide a minimally acceptable boating experience and are outside of the optimal ranges 
identified in the boating flow evaluation. Furthermore, as downriver boaters with experience on 
the Connecticut River below Sumner Falls can attest, flows at this very low level have a 
significant negative impact on recreational use. 
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affirmed the trial court's ruling that “it is not questioned that the [Connecticut River] all the way 
from its source is a public water way.” St. Regis Paper Co. v. New Hampshire Water Resources 
Board, 26 A.2d 832, 840, 92 N.H. 164, 173 (1942). The State of New Hampshire holds in trust 
all the public waters, including navigable rivers, for the use and benefit of the people of the state. 
Public waters can be used for a variety of uses, including boating, fishing, swimming, and other 
lawful and useful purposes. In New Hampshire, one of the key provisions of public trust doctrine 
as it applies to water resources is the “reasonable use” of those resources. The Licensee cannot 
unreasonably interfere with the water use of the public under New Hampshire law. 
 
In its present state there is currently no formal public put-in access or parking for whitewater 
boaters or canoeists. While TransCanada contends they own no real estate along the river, their 
office and parking area located at the site of the whitewater boating study and could provide an 
adequate put-in location.  In order to develop a put-in for access to the whitewater rapids, boaters 
would still need to descend a steep slope. There are many examples of licensees developing 
successful access points regardless of steep grades to reach riverbeds, including at Harris Dam 
(FERC Project P-23229-ME) on the Kennebec River. Similarly, the Licensee should construct 
stairs to facilitate access to the natural river channel near neat top of the whitewater run below 
the primary dam. With the removal of the fish barrier dam, the run could end at the boating 
access location below the bypass reach where flows from the powerhouse rejoin the mainstem of 
the Connecticut River along the east side of the river on NH-RT 12.   
 
During the 2-day boating evaluation at Bellows Falls, participants evaluated 9 boating flows, all 
of which provided at least a minimum acceptable rating, although the lowest flow of 1,580 cfs 
was closer to marginal. As at Sumner Falls, ratings varied by craft and skill level; however, the 
length of the run and access difficulties were more desirable for those in kayaks than open 
boaters. In addition, the presence of the fish barrier dam and the inability of participants to 
evaluate rapids in the barrier dam pool or between the barrier dam and the tailrace will likely 
impact on optimal flow levels for the entire reach. In addition, the possibility of developing a 
whitewater park in the natural river channel will also need to be considered when designing 
features for particular flow levels. 
 
The Bellows Falls flow evaluation did, however, produce useful information regarding optimal 
boating flows in the upper portion of the study area. The highest participant responses showed a 
double peak, as was the case at Sumner Falls, with flows in the areas of 2,500 cfs and 5,000 cfs 
generally producing the highest overall satisfaction for the majority of participants. We agree 
with the study results suggesting that there is potential for this area to provide whitewater 
opportunities.  
 
Determining how Bellows Falls would compare to other regional boating opportunities is 
difficult at this stage, as issues such as flow levels, access, removal of the fish barrier dam, and 
the possibility of developing a whitewater park will all impact on the desirability of the boating 
opportunity. There are very few scheduled boating releases in the region, particularly during the 
summer months. Providing seasonally appropriate guaranteed flows into the natural river channel 
would provide a highly valuable regional boating opportunity throughout the late-spring to fall 
boating season.  
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Furthermore, restoring flows and removing the fish barrier dam will have a positive impact on 
aquatic habitat, and we support requiring an appropriate Aquatic Base Flow in the natural river 
channel and the construction of fish passage facilities. AW, AMC, and FLOW request (i) 
boatable flows in the natural river channel, or bypass reach, such as the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s minimum Aquatic Base Flows (ABF) minimum  (2,607 cfs or inflow when less, based 
on 0.5 csm and a drainage area of 5,414 mi2), and (ii) scheduled seasonal pulse flows in 
sufficient frequency, magnitude, and timing, which will restore aquatic habitat and provide the 
opportunity for whitewater boating in the natural river channel below the Bellows Falls Dam. 
AW, AMC, and FLOW support completion of the remaining aquatic studies to further refine 
appropriate bypass flows in order to restore the aquatic habitat in the natural river channel that 
has been so damaged by the Licensee’s operation. 
 
USGS gage information for the Connecticut River at North Walpole (USGS-01154500) for the 
period from 1946 to 2014 shows that the Licensee has the ability to release flows into the natural 
river channel that are within the range of flows evaluated in the boating study throughout the 
year except during the spring freshet when spillage exceeds the Licensee’s hydraulic capacity by 
more than 10,000 cfs, or the highest flow evaluated during the study. It is unknown at what level 
the natural reach can be boated once the fish barrier dam is removed. Other than during the 
spring freshet, mean daily flows in the range of those evaluated during the boating study occur 
daily at Bellows Falls, including the driest month from mid-August to mid-September when 
inflows are still sufficient to provide an optimal boating opportunity if flows were restored to the 
natural river channel. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In making a public interest decision, FERC must weigh the value of water in the river against the 
restriction of flows held only for power generation.  A comprehensive plan for the management 
of flows should strike the appropriate balance.  In this case, because of the potential for increased 
recreational usage with scheduled variable flows, we believe FERC should also weigh the 
predicted economic value associated with the recreational use when looking at various 
alternatives. 
 
Our organizations appreciate the time and effort that was put into the TransCanada Whitewater 
Boating Flow Evaluation, and the data presented will be helpful in developing predictable and 
stable river-based recreation for the region. We look forward to working with the applicant and 
other stakeholders to develop PM&E measures that will balance power generation with all other 
non-power values. 
 
American Whitewater, Appalachian Mountain Club, and New England FLOW respectfully 
request that FERC consider these comments in evaluating the impact of the Licensee’s 
operations on recreation and other resources. 
 
Respectfully submitted this 2nd day of May, 2016. 
 

Bob Nasdor 
Northeast Stewardship Director 
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American Whitewater 
65 Blueberry Hill Lane 
Sudbury, MA 01776 

 
Dr. Ken Kimball 
Director of Research AMC 
P. O. Box 298 
Gorham, NH 03581 
 
Dr. Norman Sims 
AMC 
77 Back Ashuelot Road 
Winchester, NH 03470 
 
Thomas J. Christopher, Secretary/Director 
New England FLOW 
252 Fort Pond Inn Road 
Lancaster, Massachusetts 01523 
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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 
BEFORE THE 

FEDERAL ENERGY REGULATORY COMMISSION 
 
 

 
Bellows Falls and Wilder  

Hydroelectric Projects 
TransCanada 

 

 
FERC Project No. 1855 & 1892 
 

 
 

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 
 

Pursuant to Rule 2010 of the Commission’s Rules of Practice and Procedure, I hereby 

certify that I have this day caused the foregoing American Whitewater, Appalachian 

Mountain Club and New England FLOW’s Comments on TransCanada’s Relicensing 

Study for the Bellows Falls and Wilder Hydroelectric Projects (P-1855 and 1892) to be 

served upon each person designated on the official service list compiled by the Secretary in this 

proceeding. 

Dated this 2nd day of May 2016. 
 

 
 
 
 

Megan Hooker 
American Whitewater 
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