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47-year-old Harpeth River dam holds key to water plant 
debate

Studies likely to determine if structure stays or goes
By KEVIN WALTERS • Staff Writer • January 16, 2008
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FRANKLIN — Today you'll find what was virtually an inconceivable sight during last summer's months-
long drought: torrents of water pouring over the city's dam on the Harpeth River.

Though the river's flowing, the dam's future — a crucial part of how the city collects water — faces 
uncertainty. Environmentalists and politicians alike must decide the complicated question of whether it 
should be removed. 

Tearing down the dam means returning the river to a more natural state, where water runs in deep and 
shallow parts and different forms of life can survive in it. Built in 1961, the 7-foot-tall concrete dam backs up 
roughly two miles of water in a deep impoundment from which the city pumps into its nearby reservoir for 
treatment.

"You're going to return a natural flow, you're going to return a natural state to the river," said Pam Davee, 
the Harpeth River Watershed Association's development director. "(Removing the dam) means it's a 
healthy, real-flowing river where the wildlife can actually move the entire length of it."

But removing the dam poses its own questions that scientists have only just begun to answer.

Riverbed begs questions

PHOTOS BY JEANNE REASONOVER / THE TENNESSEAN

Kim Elkin with the Tennessee Wildlife Resources 
Agency pulls measuring tape across the Harpeth 
River at the low-head dam in Franklin on Jan. 4. The 
city is paying $78,000 to complete a study on the 
impact of removing the dam. Environmentalists 
believe removing the dam would help the river, but it 
would make the city water plant obsolete.
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"I don't want to pay for anything that's already going to get paid for," said Alderman Dana McLendon, 
chairman of the city utilities committee.

In addition to drawing water from the Harpeth River, the city buys much of its water from Harpeth Valley 
Utility District.

Contact Kevin Walters at 771-5472 or kewalters@tennessean.com.
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