Royal River and Surrounding Area

Royal River Fish Passage Studies Summary
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Royal River Watershed Information
The Royal River starts at the outlet of Sabbathday Lake in New Gloucester and flows
to Casco Bay in the Town of Yarmouth. It has two primary man-made barriers to
sea-run fish who attempt to swim upstream to spawn: The Bridge Street Dam and
the East Elm Street Dam. Middle Falls is located between the dams and may be an
additional barrier due to either natural configuration or historical alteration.
The Royal River was dammed beginning in 1674. Grain, paper, textiles, lumber,
tanneries, poultry processing, and iron forging industries were all associated with at
least 8 man-made dams spanning the river. By 2005 only the Bridge Street Dam and
East Elm Street Dam remained in the lower portion of the river.
There are reports of Atlantic salmon spawning in the Royal River in the 1800s;
however, by 1887, a report by the United States Commission of Fish and Fisheries
indicated that there were no economically valuable fisheries remaining due to the
dams restricting access upstream.

Local Organizations Working in the Royal River Watershed:
Casco Bay Estuary Partnership, First Parish Church of Yarmouth, Friends of Casco Bay,
Maine Rivers, Royal River Conservation Trust, The Nature Conservancy, Town of Yarmouth,
Trout Unlimited Sebago Chapter

The River is suitable for sea-run as well as sport fish populations. Several studies
have identified brook trout habitat, and Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and
Wildlife currently stocks brown trout. The fish passage barriers at the Bridge Street
and East Elm Street dams restrict the runs of striped bass, sea-run trout, alewife,
shad, rainbow smelt, American eel, and sea lamprey.

FMI Contact Maine Rivers
http://www.mainerivers.org

Historical Fisheries

Royal River Restoration Progress

• There was an 1821 citizen-led petition to the Maine State Legislature to protest
the lack of fish passage at the Royal River dams because of their impact on shad,
salmon, and river herring.

Habitat Quality

• In the 1880s, there were small shad, alewife, and eel fisheries on the river. In an
1887 report, the Royal River was noted to have had a large Atlantic salmon
population in the early 1800s that had disappeared by the 1850s.
• Maine Inland Fisheries & Wildlife did not identify any salmon or other sea-run
fish in the Royal in their 1958 study.
• Fishways were constructed on the Bridge Street and East Elm Street Dams in the
1970s, and Maine Department of Marine Resources began stocking shad and
alewives in the river. However, after growing the alewife run to an estimated
50,000 fish, the effort was deemed to be unsuccessful, and stopped in 1981.
• There has been no comprehensive study of sea-run fish or their habitats in the
Royal River to date.

Hydropower Activity and Management
• The Sparhawk Mill hydropower facility was developed in the 1980s under a
subsidized hydropower program.

• The geology of the watershed has provided
gravel and sandy riffles suitable for trout and
salmon spawning and nursery areas.
• Portions of the river historically provided
spawning habitat for Atlantic salmon.
• Small spring-fed brooks provide cool water to
help support resident trout populations.

• Currently there are brown trout and brook
trout populations within the river.
• It is unknown what potential habitat may be
under the current dam impoundments.
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• In the lower watershed, the dams have converted portions of the river into lakelike systems rather than riverine systems. They restrict the natural erosion and
deposition that one would expect in a natural river system.
• The Elm Street Dam alters habitat for nearly 9 miles upstream.

1958
• To
date there has been little economically-viable power generation due to the low
flows in the river.

Water Quality

• In 2016, the Town received inquiries from a local entrepreneur to gauge interest
in redevelopment of the hydropower facilities at Sparhawk Mill. The Town
signaled interest, and is awaiting more information about potential to increase
electricity generation.

• Volunteer monitoring in the 1990s engaged the community within the
watershed. The monitoring identified areas where water quality has been
degraded, but showed little variability over the monitoring duration.

• In 2017 Royal River Conservation Trust provided comments to US Fish and Wildlife
Service regarding a Federal Energy Regulatory Commission filing for the Sparhawk
Mill that reiterates RRCT’s commitment to restoring fish passage.

• Increased future development in the watershed could result in poor water
quality from polluted runoff.

• According to Maine DEP, the river currently meets water quality standards.

• Limited development in the upper watershed has protected water quality.

Sediment Conditions
• Currently the dams do not capture much sediment moving downstream. It is
anticipated that removing the Elm Street Dam would result in increased
sediment loads until stored sediments in the impoundment reach an equilibrium,
after which sediment loading to the harbor would stabilize.
• Dam removal would cause the current impoundments to revert to river-like
habitat conditions with natural sediment transport and deposition.
• There is an estimated 110,000 cubic yards of potentially mobile sediment behind
the East Elm Street Dam and approximately 6,000 cubic yards of sediment behind
the Bridge Street Dam.
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• Project consultants and Maine DEP have concluded that the Bridge Street Dam’s
impounded sediments do not pose a risk to human health or the environment.

