he

MONDAY, JUNE 30,2025 | PROVIDENCEJOURNAL.COM

rovidence

DISTINGUISHED NEW ENGLAND NEWSPAPER

INSIDE, 2A

Birthright ruling spurs shock,
worry in migrant communities

Journal

PART OF THE USA TODAY NETWORK

2

How restoring river
herring would help
heal the Blackstone

Alex

Providence Jourmsl | USA TODAY NETWORK

LINCOLN - A great blue heron prowls
the west bank of the Blackstone River.

Spooked by kayakers, the bird takes

ight, slow wingbeats carryingit up and
over Lonsdale Marsh.

‘This is the place that supporters of a
planto restore fish passage on the lower
Blackstone are working so hard for mi-
‘gratory river herring to reach.

“It's why we're all here today;” Stefa-
nie Covino says on this May morning,
her kayak bobbing in the sun-speckled
waters of the river.

About two dozen people have piled
into kayaks and canoes and paddled the
half-mile stretch of river from Central
Falls Landing to visit one of the largest
freshwater wetlands in Rhode Island.

See BLACKSTONE, Page 9A

Kayakers on the Blackstone River take a tour
of Lonsdale Marsh in May as part of the third
annual “Fish Migration Parade” to drum up
support for restoring fish passage on the

River herring at the Gilbert Stuar
in North Kingstown.

POLITICAL SCENE

What RI
lawmakers
will study
over break

Flooding, housing stock
among issues to review

USA TODAY NETWORK

PROVIDENCE — Unable: 10 settle all
the problems facing
fore they closed up shop in the early
morning hours of June 21, state law-
makers created five new study com-
missions.

 Progress made since the 2021 pas-
sage of the Act on

«The out-of-reach cost of fixing
Rhode Island’s aging housing stock

» The education of children in state
care or custody

« The next steps required to retum
Central Falls’schools o the city’s con-

ol

Inall, they created three new House
commissions, one Senate commission
and a joint commission with appoin-
tecs by leaders of both chambers

Wil any of them make any head-
‘way? Or will they simply give cover to
lawmakers reluctant to_definitively

5" 0r “no” to proposals that are,
in State House lingo, NGN — not going
nowhere.

Case in point? The “Bottle Bill.”

By now, anyone who thinks Rhode
Island is long overduc for a bottle-de-
posit law — akin to the laws in place in
10 other states, including Maine, Mas-
sachusetts, Connecticut and Vermont
— has already heard the news:

Not this year. Or next year.

Ontheheelsofa13-monthstudy, the
“bottle bill” has once again been con-
signed toa study of what the last study
commission may have possibly missed,
with a report due Dec. 28, 2026.

See POLITICAL SCENE, Page 5A
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Blackstone

Continued from Page 1A

1f a series of projects to bypass the
first four dams on the river is completed,
hering as well asshad and ecls, would
be able toreach this spawning ps
a place that offers calm waters, sheller
and food for their young.

‘The occasion is the third annual Fish
Migration Parade, an event organized
by the Blackstone Watershed Collabora-
tive aimed at generating support for the
fsh pessage pian.

executive director of the col-
IAbolam' v, seestheplan a3 vay of re-
pairing the mistakes of the past. She
says the fling induring the early 7008
of Little River, the channel aror
tucket Falls that herring pmbahly e
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tudes that prioritized industry over ev-
erything else.

"1t was fled because industiaists
argued it was more important-
iver for power than leave it for Pl
men and other everyday ol she says.

In the ensuing 250 years, the
stone was narmow hanmelized,
d and polluted, allin the name of
el development.

‘Mill owners used the river's wetlands
as dumps and its waters as an open-air
sewer into which they discharged cad-
mium, lead, arsenic and other toxins.

across the Blackstone. The river was
said to changeiits color daily, depending
on which dyes the mills were using.
Bythe middle of the ast century, eco-
nomic forces had shut down many of
the Blackstone Valley's mills. But it
wasn't until passage of the Clean Water
Actin1972 that the river started to come
back to life. That same year, 10,000 vol-
unteers worked together to pull hun-
dreds of tires, junked cars and even an
old bus out of the river in what's be-

i the
Street Bridge in downtown Pawtucket, just north of the Slater Mill Dam.

KRIS CRAIG/THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL
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mentalceanup nthe o history.
improvements have continued,
mcludmg e in Lonsdale. Marsh,

meetings on the plan with the state De-
Manage-

down in 2003 and 15 acres of asphalt
were removed to restore the original
wetlands.

‘Waters that were once devoid of liv-
ing things are now home to beavers, riv-
er otter, muskrats, snapping turtes
and wading bi

Butstll o siver er herring.

Curliss, director of the Black-
stone River Woikeshed Gomacl grewup
in Woonsocket and says the river has al-
ways been a part of his life. In his native
Nipmue culture, the river is believed to
be a relative, he says.

“It's not a thing,” Curliss says. “It's a
living, breathing part of who we are.”

He believes that until migratory fish
come back, the testoratlon o the rver
will be incomplete. elebrating
Thapeouaes §0 6, hassywes Tochln'
speech at the Fish Migration Parade. So
does Nancy Brown-Garcia, chief deputy
historical preservation officer fo the
Narragansett Indian Tri
“There are ivers all over the country
that have been abused, but this one has
been abused the longest,” Brown-Garcia
says. I think its time now for us to give
it another birth.”

Why can't the dams
just be removed?

Butjustasin the past, there are com-
peting demands on the river as a source
gy
Private companies have repurposed
some of the centuries-old dams on the
Blackstone to generate hydropower to

partment of
ment and other groups.

1t's at Elizabeth Webbing Mills Dam
‘where things get more complicated. The
DEM owns the dam and the defunct hy-
dro system there and has no plans to
start producing power again. In fact, the
agency wants to lower the dam by 2 feet
1o slow the river’s flow.

rivate company called One
Drop Hydro wants to revive the opera-
tion over the DEM's objections and is
working on an application that it plans.
to submit to the Federal Energy Regula-
Commission that, if approved, may
grant it eminent domain rights. The
company would build a nature-like fish-
way similar to what the DEM is plan-
ning, but alongside a new hydro facility,
‘says mg evJu tin Bristol.

"Lt wil be just ae lfocive au the
taia's pruposal e srgase: “And wa
‘would pay for

But Jnsun McNamee, deputy director

of the DEM, believes the purported
benefts ot generating what he de-
as a minimal amount of power

Wwould be outwelghed by the potential

migration of herring.

Coastwide declines in
river herring numbers

‘The river herring fishery was once
the largest on the Atlantic Coast.

But the damage wrought by dams

ipounded by habitat degrada-
tion, pollution, overfishing and bycatel
losses. Climate change is a more recent
threat, with warming waters potentially
throwing off the timing of migration.

‘The combined effect has been a dra-
matic_depletion in herring numbers.
Annual commercial landings of river
herring collapsed from 137 million
pounds in 1969 to a historic low of 1.4
million pounds in 1997, according to the
Alantic States Marine Fisheries Com-
‘mission, a staggering drop of 99%.

‘The steep decline prompted a hand-
ful of states to ban harvests or severely
curtail them. Rhode Island putastop to
all comeral and recrsational taking

e prohibition is
«nnmmm today, e noexpec-
tation that it will be lifted anytime soon,
says Patrick McGee, principal fisheries

counts of more than 10,000 herring a
year since the consmmnon of fish lad-
ders a couple of decades

e probably the closest river fo the
Blackstone in Rhode Island in terms of

qua.llty has improved enough for river

“Theres no doubt;”
“they're tough little

ey e iodal for the
Bickstane, fes the Wood-Pawcaruck

100, was heavly impacted by human
awelopmem and it, too, has huge
amounts of spawning habitat in its up-
per reaches. Since the final piece of a
decades-long project torestore fish pas-

sage was ted i

" says MeGee,

completed in 2017, herring
countsonthe nverhaves teadily risen to
the highest on record.

The Blackstone, the second-largest
source of freshwater o Narragansett
Bay, has similar capaci

Yoo talking humareds of thou-
sands of fish, bigger than most of the
systems we have in the state,” McGee
says. “The potential is huge.”

Fish still want to return
to the

On a June day in 1993, Rhode Island
state biologists trucked 3,000 river her-
ring from the Charles River near Boston
and released them into the Blackstone

River.

Tt was atest tossee if the river was fit
once again for herring. The fish not only
survived, hey spawned - the st te
ing had done soin the Blackstone in
more. nmn acentury.

In 2008 and again in 2012, the DEM

re herring to the river from

other perts of Rhode Island, as well a5

m Massachusetts and Connecticut,
anol.hex 2,750 fish in.

Each spring, their descendants re-
waters below Pawtucket

imal signal that tells
them the Blackstone is their parent
home. Failing to ascend the falls, some
‘may find nooks in the Seekonk River to
3pen. Others may hewd downtivr to
the fish ladder at Omega Dam, the en-
rance to the Ten Mile River in Fast
Providence.

They embody what conservation bi-
ologist John Waldman calls “ghost fish-
es,” keystone species of fish whose ab-
sences have left voids in the natural
world. The herring trying to reach the
Blackstone are an annual reminder of
the diflnted counection betwe: the
river and the Atlantj . What was

that empty into oceans. These nutrients
Toel the growth of microscopic. plnms
knownas phytoplankton that feed orga-
nisms such as krill, copepods and fish
larvae thatare in turn eaten by river her-
ring.

In rivers free of manmade impedi-
ments, the retum of spawning herring
each spring carries huge amounts of nu-
trients back to the freshwater environ-
ments from which they originate.
Through their bodily waste or by dying

drawbacks. The flow of water through  biologist with the DEM. after spawning or getting picked off
the hydro plant’s tailrace could confuse crackdown may have helped to along the way by predators, migratory
fish and impede thele pogress o, stabilize of herring, but i itutear gy that
he says. Oth including i sustains all manner of lfe.

foderal fisherics expets, agiee e
ing to MeNamee.

How did we get here?
Talk of bringing migratory fish back

to the Blackstone goes back at least to
the early 1980s. In 1997, the U.S. Army

help meet Rhode

ergy goals.

They are low-head dams that are

nothin e the towerng structures on

lsewhere in the cow but

thnugh |he|1 capacities are small
they're ice power

tently. and wnhnut pcllunnn.

‘While removing dams is the most ef-
fective way to restore fish passage, the
dams onthe lower Blackstonc aren't go-

ing anywhere.

The Slater Mill Dam is no longer in
use, but it's protected as part of a na-
tional historical park. The dam at Paw-
tucket Falls isn't suitable for removal ei-
ther. Taking it down wouldn't make it
any easier for herring to get up the river.
‘The Blackstone is much narrower than
itused to be, and the natural falls across
the present-day channel are too high for

Gravity Hycro, the owner of the dam,
nansﬁed the its federal

Corps of

store fish passage. Five years later, the
Narragansett Bay Estuary Program
sued another restoration plan. Five
years after that, the DEM and other
stakeholders came up with a design for
two separate fish ladders around the

Main Street and Slater Mill dams.

But after putting the project out to
bid, the constru
higher than projectcd. Amid_doubts
about the effectiveness of building dual
ladders so close together, the plan was
dropped.

Stakeholders reconvened in 2019 to
start work on the current plan. But it
Hasn' gone a3 smoothly us hoped e
ther. The federal

ery in numbers.

Colonial records suggest that there
were once 45 rivers and streams in
Rhode Island with herring runs. Today,
‘there are just 21. Numbers tend to fluc-
tuate from year to year and river to iver,
but, just as in neighboring states, most
runs in Rhode Island have been suffer-
ing lately.

Nonguit Pond in Tiverton and Gilbert
Stuart Stream in North Kingstown typi-
cally have the strongest rune in Rhods
Island, with annual numbers at eac
site opping 100,000 fish from 2009 o
2021. But starting in 2022,
dipped 1 loss than 20,000 Nonquit
and about 5,000 at Gilbert Stuart. Initial
data for this year have been promising,
but the counts aren't what they were.

It's hard to pinpoint why. Some ex-
perts argue that trawlers targeting other
oceangoing species are inadvertently
scooping up river herring. They point
spectfcaly to o-called miduwater traw-
lers that goaf

“They complete acyclethat onncts
these rivers and estuaries with the
Jantic: says John Torgan, executive e
rector of The Nature Conservancy in
s
he lower Blackstone plan goes
ahead it would bring this energy up the
river to Lonsdale Marsh for the great
it herons, egrets, ospreye and other
inhabitants of the waters|
For supporters of the plan like Tor-
gan, Covino, Curliss, McNamee and
‘many others, the impact would go be-
yond the ecological benefits. There'
symbolic value, 100, because of the lega-
cy of abuse of the Blackstone and the
drers geogmghis plce, couning
through the beart of urban Rhode ls-
e iy the daegn fr the fish chan-
il gt and Slater
Vil s intuden & viewing window
for peaple to he able ta catch a glimpse
of the herring if and when they make

their

= X application to fund e latest
proposal last year.

The DEM submitted new applica-
tions this past spring for two different
gEants from the National Oceanic and

e to_cooperate on fish passage
it helped fund.a previous, unredr.
ized plan for a fish ladder at the falls.
Blackstone Hydro ~ Associates —
which operates the power plant at Val-
ley Falls Dam, the final obstacle on the
way to Lonsdale Marsh - is obligated by
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion to build a ladder if the earlier pieces
of the fish passage plan fall into place.
The company takes part in monthly

the
ragansett Indian Tribe has avphed
forn third,

with them in the ocean. Groups have
been trying for years to tighten restric-
tions on the trawlers.

‘There have been other attempts to
strengthen protections for river herring.
In 201, the Natural Resources Defense

ural phenomenon occuing up here in
what is the most densely populated
place in the country” McNamee ex-
plains.

In his book “Running Silver,” Wald-
‘man charts Ihense&nd fall DfAmencns

ing. The state is also seeking another $2
milion from Co»

The designs for the project are 60%
comples, fer enough slong that the
partners can start permitingif funding
comes could

list the Endangered Spe-
cies Act. But twice, most recently in
2019, the government has turned down

nt effrts to revive herting
popelations have:foaused an flh pas:

start a year from now, in Augu:l mzs

umented results. He points to the Woo-

and
Just in time, perhaps, for me spnng

River, a historically pol-
’s had

river herri
blo future for these most easontial of
fish, one in which humans can right past
wrongs and make them more than mere
ghosts but vital parts once again of
coastal ecosystems.

“But tomuster the whemmwtha, thaic
fates need to matter,” Wal
“In our minds, they need to pass lmm
poorly remembered specters to living

in need of a fair chance.”



