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Harpeth’s only dam

set for demolition

Project is hig step in reviving river

By Kevin Walters

The Tennessean

FRANKLIN — For the first
time since 1963, the Harpeth
River will flow freely along
its 125-mile path through
five counties, allowing na-
tive fish to thrive while fish-
ermen and canoers will have
more reason to seek out its
waters,

The only thing standing
in the way is the Harpeth
River’s lone dam.

Builtby the city of Frank-
lin nearly S0 years ago, the
concrete and steel structure

backs up the river to help
supply drinling water to the
city. But the 6-foot-tall, 63-
foot-long dam divides the
river, preventing fish from
swimming upstream to get
more food and limiting spe-
cies, stagnating water down-
stream and posing a poten-
tial danger to unassuming
paddlers who might tumble
over its top.

Now, a plan using approx-
imately $871,000 in federal,
state and city monies will re-
connect the river. It's a sin-
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gle but important step in
resuscitating a river that’s
as blessed with natural
beauty as it is beset by
years of manmade pollu-
tion along its course from
its Rutherford County
headwaters to its conflu-
ence with the Cumberland
in Cheatham County.

“It's a biologist’s dream
to basically remove a
structure that affects wild-
life,” said Dorie Bolze, ex-
ecutive director of the Har-
peth River Watershed As-
sociation. “This is a big
deal.”

Few rivers in state
have no dams

Removal of the dam,
slated for next year, will al-
low the Harpeth to join only
a handful of other Tennes-
see rivers that do not have
dams.

“Dams can often have a
profound impact on the
fisheries and water quality
of a river by blocking fish
passage and causing stag-
nant waters,” said Meg
Lockhart, Tennessee De-
partment of Environment
and Conservation spokes-
woman,

“In smaller streams,
dams can cut off water to
downstream neighbors,”
she said. “Therefore,
TDEC will look for an op-
portunity to remove dams
that are no longer needed.”

The Franklin dam is
known as a “diversion
weir,” or lowhead dam that
impounds a portion of the
river. Water taken from the
river is kept in a reservoir
behind the city’s water
treatment plant off Lewis-
burg Pike before being
treated for use. Franklin
buys most of its water from
the Harpeth Valley Utili-
ties District, which pumps
water south from the Cum-
berland River, but uses the
Harpeth to supplement the
supply.

While the Franklin di-
version weir is one of only
three such dams in Tennes-
see, it is the first one Envi-
ronment and Conservation
officials have directed to
be removed. It is also the
only removal in which state
environmental regulators
are activelv narticinating

Typically, dam removal
is done voluntarily, but
state officials specified

Franklin’s dam be taken:

down as part of the city’s
state water withdrawal
permit, if studies showed it
was feasible,

Bolze projects the riv-
er’s fish population — as
well as a greater diversity
of fish — will be increased
because fish will be able to
swim the length of the riv-
er. That potentially will at-
tract more fishermen to its
shores,

“When you have dams,
you change the biological
makeup of rivers,” Bolze
said. “You change them
into lakes. Lakes typically

- don't have variety.”

Bargain for Franklin

While the dam belongs
to the city of Franklin, a
new financial arrangement
means the city willnot have
to foot the bill for all of the
work.

Franklin will pay only
around $275,781 of the pro-
ject’s $871,000 cost. A U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service
grant will provide
$350,000, and the state will
provide labor and re-
sources amounting to more
than $189,000.

“This was a collabora-
tive  partnership, and
TDEC appreciates the ef-
forts the city and the Har-
peth River Watershed As-
sociation have put forth to
make these improvements,
which will be beneficial to
the overall health of the
Harpeth River,” Environ-
ment and Conservation
Deputy Commissioner Sha-
ri Meghreblian said in a
statement. -

Work on the project has
created more cooperation
between the city and
HRWA. In years past, dis-
cussions about the river
and dam sometimes were
contentious.

Even though the dam
will come down, Franklin
will still be able to draw wa-
ter from the Harpeth to use
for its roughly 17,000 water
customers.

“We still want them to be
able to withdraw water,”

. Bolze said.

All the final costs and
agreements between the
city, HRWA and the state
still must be addressed.
However, it is likely they
will be approved in the fall,
clearing the way for demo-
lition to begin possibly as
early as next summer.

Though there was fric-
tion about the dam’s re-
moval in the past, Franklin
officials today are happy
about the partnership and
the city’s share of the cost,

“This is a way to (im-
prove the river system) at
basically the cost to re-
move the dam,” said Eric
Stuckey, Franklin city ad-
ministrator. “We get all
sorts of other community
benefits, ecological bene-
fits. It's a more sustainable
solution, long term.”

‘A hidden gem’

Demolishing the dam is
only one part of the project,
Crews must create deep
pools in the river from
which Franklin can draw
its water. Logs will be in-
stalled in certain places to
help stabilize riverbanks.

With no dam, kayakers
and boat paddlers will have
better access to areas up-
stream and won’t have to
risk taking a tumble over
the dam.

“Generally, lowhead
dams do present quite a bit
of risk to paddlers and
swimmers,” said Trent
Ganstine, an avid paddler
and president of the Ten-
nessee Scenic Rivers Asso-
ciation, “They’re one of the
most dangerous of any type

of waterway.”

Carrie Drury, owner of
Franklin Canoe and Kayak
Co., sees the dam’s removal
as key to Franklin resi-
dents finally appreciating
a river that once was used
as a dumping ground for
household refuse, frash
and garbage.

“It’s just right here in
our backyard,” Drury said.
“It's kind of a hidden gem.”

Contact Kevin Walters at
615-771-5472,
kewalters@tennessean.com
or on Twitter @Frkwriter,
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