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Saco Watershed Collaborative Action Plan 
Prepared by members of the Saco Watershed Collaborative Steering Committee 

Released on November 4, 2021 

Update prepared by Emily Greene 

 

 

SECTION I - INTRODUCTION 

 

Sustaining the Saco River Watershed 
Source water protection is a priority of the Saco Watershed Collaborative.  The Collaborative is a dedicated 

group of professionals, community members and scientists working to protect the Saco River Watershed. The 

Saco River currently provides drinking water for over 40,000 people across southern Maine. Nevertheless, the 

Saco River has the capacity to provide drinking water for populations in Southern Maine and the New 

Hampshire Seacoast.  

Forests, shoreland buffers, wetlands, aquifers, small streams, lakes and ponds, and rivers are all part of the 

natural system that collects, filters, and stores water.  Members of the Collaborative have joined together to 

protect the irreplaceable water resources and benefits that come from the Saco Watershed.  

Goals of the Saco Watershed Collaborative 
1. Protect water quality, public health and the ecosystems of the Saco Watershed through coordinated land 

and water conservation, education, research, planning, and management. 

2. Develop and sustain mutually beneficial partnerships to accomplish shared goals for clean water. 

3. Ensure long-term viability and sustainability of the Collaborative. 

 

The Need for the Saco Watershed Collaborative’s Action Plan 
The 1,700 square miles of the Saco River Watershed include an ecologically diverse land area shared by the 

states of Maine and New Hampshire. The river is fed by the White Mountains National Forest, winds through 

North Conway, NH crossing into Fryeburg, ME, collecting tributaries from Ossipee, NH through Cornish and 

Hollis, ME before draining into the Saco Bay, a rich coastal ecosystem of regional and national importance.   

 

Purpose of the Action Plan 
The actions identified in this plan are aimed at addressing the critical challenges that threaten water quality in 

the Saco Watershed now and in the future. The intended purposes of this plan are to: 
• Improve the coordination and effectiveness of a diverse group of organizations that work to protect 

clean water within the Saco River watershed. 

• Identify the best management practices for watershed management. 

• Prioritize the use of technical and financial assistance resources in the most efficient way possible to 

achieve clean water protection goals. 

• Leverage additional private and public investment in water protection actions that provide the greatest 

benefit for current and future generations of watershed residents and ecosystems. 
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SECTION II – ABOUT THE COLLABORATIVE 

 

History of the Saco Watershed Collaborative 
The main priority of the Collaborative is source water protection.  In December 2016, members of fifty-four 

organizations identified potential benefits of collaboration to protect the Saco Watershed.  Collaboration among 

organizations working in the watershed could result in benefits to thousands of people who depend upon the 

Saco River for drinking water, livelihoods and recreation.  Collaboration is not without challenges to face and 

barriers to overcome on the path to strong and effective source water protection.   

 

One of the challenges to holistic watershed protection is inconsistent or insufficient funding devoted to the 

suite of science-based approaches needed to characterize the watershed, identify threats, design and implement 

solutions and monitor success. The Saco Watershed Collaborative Action Plan is a first step to identifying 

shared goals and priorities of a diverse group of stakeholders whose actions contribute to protecting the 

watershed. Key stakeholders volunteered in 2017 to begin this process and the number of stakeholders engaged 

has continued to grow through 2020. The Action Plan guides the work of these stakeholders and provides a 

framework for progress made and efforts in progress. Moving forward, community outreach will promote 

implementation of the Action Plan.  Stakeholder groups identified as important in 2020 include municipal 

officials, recreational users, farmers and private forested landowners, and land trusts.  It is especially important 

to continue to include future generations of watershed stewards, such as the school children and youth groups. 

 

Timeline for the Collaborative 
The University of New England (UNE) has been the convening organization for the Collaborative from 2016 to 

today. During this time, UNE facilitated and planned meetings and events to engage interested stakeholders in 

the development of the Saco Watershed Collaborative.  

• In 2017, one of the goals for members of the Collaborative was to discover what work was already being 

done in the watershed.  Field trips and meetings (referenced in Appendices I and II), designed to 

demonstrate the different types of stewardship in the watershed, helped to build collective knowledge 

about how the Collaborative could work to accomplish shared goals.  A total of thirty-one organizations 

participated in the field trips and meetings during 2017.  

• In 2018, the Collaborative continued to raise awareness of work within the watershed and build on the 

collective knowledge to achieve shared goals.  Thirty-four organizations participated in the field trips 

and meetings.  A Steering Committee (referenced in Appendix III) was convened to determine the best 

model for sustaining the Collaborative. These discussions continued into 2019, resulting in two staff 

positions created: Outreach Coordinator and Project Manager. 

• In 2019, the Saco Watershed Collaborative grew from thirty-four participating organizations to just over 

fifty in 2019.   The Collaborative established four subcommittees to assist in achieving the goals and 

strategies of the Action Plan.  Priority actions addressed in the Action Plan were identified by partners 

who attended the Annual Meeting. This direct input from participating organizations, in concert with the 

framework the Action Plan provides, continues to guide the staff and the direction for the Collaborative 

each year.  Please view these links for a summary of 2019 SWC Accomplishments and Committee 

updates.   

 

In 2019, the Saco Watershed Collaborative also became a member of the Regional Conservation 

Partnership (RCP) Network.  Led by the Highstead Foundation, the RCP Network is dedicated to 

convening organizations looking to create partnerships in their regions for long-term conservation 

initiatives in New England.  Becoming a part of the RCP Network gives the Collaborative and its 

partners access to hundreds of organizations looking to share conservation knowledge, resources and 

strategies.

 

https://www.sustainthesaco.org/watershed-resources
https://www.sustainthesaco.org/committees
https://rcpnetwork.org/
https://highstead.net/
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Engaging Stakeholders in the Saco Watershed Collaborative 
The Collaborative engages individuals and groups in information exchange and networking by co-hosting field 

trips, committee and subcommittee meetings, workshops, video and conference calls, and hosting an Annual 

Meeting to celebrate the accomplishments that occurred throughout the year.   

 

Committees 

Individuals and organizations whose work is aligned with the principles and goals of the Action Plan are 

welcome to join the Collaborative and its committees: 

 

• Steering Committee (with standing conditions) includes all convening partners, members, stakeholders, 

etc. that uphold the goals of the Collaborative and the purposes of the Action Plan. This Committee is 

synonymous with “the Collaborative.” 

• Data and Analysis Committee provides recommendations for new, and maintain an inventory of 

existing, data sets (GIS, water quality, etc.) to properly inform the Collaborative’s Action Strategies and 

stakeholders. 

• Education and Outreach Committee develops and compiles consistent messages and branding for the 

Saco Watershed and the Collaborative. 

• Sustainability Committee ensures the long-term viability and sustainability of the Collaborative. 

• Stewardship Committee is being launched in 2020 to build a community consciousness within the 

Watershed that supports long-term land conservation and management of important natural resources. 

 

A database of stakeholder groups working in the watershed has been created.  If interested in learning who our 

partners are, please contact Emily Greene at egreene@une.edu or visit our website. This includes government 

organizations, land trusts, watershed groups and NGO’s whose missions relate to clean water.  In order to 

engage and increase stakeholder participation, there are a variety of ways in which the Collaborative 

accomplishes this: 

 

Archived Resources 

UNE maintains a Basecamp site online to archive documents and resources for all partner organizations.  The 

Collaborative uses Basecamp to upload and view important documents, schedule events, and post ongoing 

research in the watershed.  Partners are encouraged to share their own resources that they find helpful to the 

Collaborative.  The continued development of the Collaborative’s Basecamp resources will eventually produce 

a “one stop shop” resource for other organizations looking to build and expand their knowledge about the 

watershed and current stewardship activities.  Examples of resources available on Basecamp include the 

database of water quality monitoring and stakeholder database, as well as minutes of all meetings, summary of 

field trips and photos from Collaborative events. Basecamp is available to all members of the Saco Watershed 

Collaborative. If you are interested becoming a member of the Saco Watershed Collaborative with access to 

Basecamp, please contact Emily Greene at egreene@une.edu.    

 

Saco Watershed Collaborative Events 

The Collaborative meets as a large group four times a year, once in each quarter, with the last meeting being the 

Annual Meeting – usually the first week of December each year. The Committees generally meet as needed to 

advance the topic-specific efforts in between the quarterly meetings. At least four Field Trips are organized and 

coordinated at various sites throughout the Watershed each year.  

 

The Collaborative has a social media presence that is connected to the University of New England’s Facebook 

page and independent Instagram account. The Collaborative created a website in 2019 and debuted it in January 

2020, please visit the new website at www.sustainthesaco.org.   

 

mailto:egreene@une.edu
https://www.sustainthesaco.org/
mailto:egreene@une.edu
https://www.facebook.com/UNESacoWatershedCollaborative/
https://www.instagram.com/saco_watershed_collaborative/
http://www.sustainthesaco.org/
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Storymaps to Help Orient Stakeholder to the Saco Watershed 

Stakeholders focusing on one aspect or location within the Saco Watershed can be unfamiliar with the entire 

1,700-acre watershed. To orient stakeholders to the watershed, two “Storymap” were created for the Saco 

Watershed Collaborative. The first Storymap developed by Cassandra Elmer, a recent graduate of UNE, the 

story map uses a Geographic Information Systems (GIS) platform to educate users about the watershed. This 

online resource is user-friendly and provides an excellent orientation to the watershed. This resource includes 

watershed and sub-watersheds boundaries, counties and towns in the watershed and the locations where water 

quality data is being collected. GIS resources will continue to be developed to support the work of the 

Collaborative.  The Storymap may be accessed here. 

 

The second Storymap created by Xander Vitarelli, a student intern from UNE who worked with the 

Collaborative in spring of 2021, tells the story of the Saco River, how it was used historically and how it is 

protected and utilized today.  The Storymap may be accessed here. 

 

  

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=c93060a0e54645d0aa83bc2991a6c4d2
https://une-usa.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=42af24730a164c8fad31aac17ca31b0d
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SECTION III – ABOUT THE WATERSHED 

 

Overview of State Water Quality Assessment Affecting the Waters in the Saco Watershed 
The Clean Water Act (CWA) requires each state to submit two surface water quality documents to the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) every two years.   

 

Section 305(b) of the CWA requires submittal of a report 

called the “303(b) Report” describes the quality of its surface 

waters and an analysis of the extent to which all such waters 

provide for the protection and propagation of a balanced 

population of shellfish, fish, and wildlife, and allow 

recreational activities in and on the water.  

 

The 303(d) List includes surface waters that are impaired (i.e., do not meet water quality standards) or 

threatened by a pollutant or pollutant(s).  The 303(d) list determines which rivers or lakes require a 

comprehensive water quality study (i.e., Total Maximum Daily Load) designed to meet water quality standards.  

 

The data for each assessment unit is evaluated based on a state’s Consolidated Assessment and Listing 

Methodology (CALM).  Surface waters are placed into categories that indicate whether they support certain 

“designated uses” (e.g., fishing, swimming).  These categories range from “Attaining all designated uses” (e.g., 

supports all designated uses and no use is threatened) to “impaired or threatened for one or more designated 

uses”, and require a TMDL.  

 

Assessment Units and Support for Designated Uses 
Assessment Units form the basic unit of record for conducting and reporting water quality assessments for 

surface waters of the state.  Within each unit, surface water quality is classified in terms of whether it supports 

certain “designated uses” (e.g., swimming, fishing, drinking water).  Each assessment unit is assigned one of the 

following categories related to specific designated uses.  

 

• Fully Supporting:  A use is “fully supporting” if there is 

sufficient data or evidence for the core indicators to 

determine that the use is fully supporting and there is no 

other data or evidence indicating an impaired or threatened 

status.  

• Not Supporting: A use is not supporting (i.e., impaired) if 

there is sufficient data or evidence to indicate impairment.  

• Insufficient Information:  This option is assigned to any 

use that has some, but not enough usable data or 

information to make a final assessment decision. 

• Not Assessed:  This option is assigned to any use which 

does not have any usable data or information to make the 

assessment a decision.   

 

Thatcher Brook Restoration Work in the Saco Watershed 
In the Saco Watershed, there is a small tributary in Biddeford with a seven square mile subwatershed called the 

Thatcher Brook Watershed.  The watershed, located within both Biddeford and Arundel, Maine, is on Maine’s 

303(d) list designated as an “urban impaired stream” by the Maine Department of Environmental Protection 

(DEP) Chapter 502.  A stream is considered urban impaired if it fails to meet state and federal water quality 

The Clean Water Act requires states to identify rivers, 
lakes, and streams that are too polluted to support 
safe fishing, swimming, drinking water, harvesting 

shellfish, and habitat for aquatic life and what 
pollutants are responsible.  States must then develop 

and implement strategies to fix these pollution 
problems and restore clean water. 

WATER QUALITY ASSESSMENT 

For more details concerning state water quality 
assessment methodology and supported use 

determinations see New Hampshire’s Consolidated 
Assessment and Listing Methodology (CALM) 

https://www.des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/wate
r/wmb/swqa/index.htm  

 
or the companion report in Maine (Integrated Water 

Quality Monitoring and Assessment Report) 
http://www.maine.gov/dep/water/monitoring/305b/

index.htm 

https://www.des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wmb/swqa/index.htm
https://www.des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wmb/swqa/index.htm
http://www.maine.gov/dep/water/monitoring/305b/index.htm
http://www.maine.gov/dep/water/monitoring/305b/index.htm


6 

 

classifications due to the effects of stormwater runoff from impervious surfaces such as rooftops, parking lots 

and roads (Thatcher Brook Watershed Management Plan 2015). Stream habitat and biomonitoring assessments 

completed by DEP in 2004 found that Thatcher Brook did not support the aquatic macroinvertebrates that 

should be found in a Class B stream.     

 

The City of Biddeford, Biddeford Conservation Commission (BCC), the York County Soil and Water 

Conservation District, and many other partners are currently implementing conservation and water quality 

improvement goals in the DEP-approved Thatcher Brook Watershed Management Plan.  The implementation of 

these goals is guided by the USEPA’s Clean Water Act, Section 319.  Between 2017 and 2021, the Thatcher 

Brook Watershed Working Group held a series of working group meetings to plan further implementation of 

goals, present updates on City development, and carry out the education and outreach of conservation in 

Thatcher Brook Watershed.  Through this continuing Working Group, people are helping to restore water 

quality through implementation of the plan and its structural and non-structural best management practices.   

 

Several projects were completed within the Phase I grant from DEP’s Non-Point Source (NPS) Program, 

including habitat restoration projects near Kohl’s and Southern Maine Healthcare and a soil filter installation on 

Morin Street in the Biddeford Industrial Park. The BCC also developed an educational program with high 

school students where they taught sampling protocols within Thatcher Brook and worked with UNE students to 

build knowledge and information about the watershed within the Biddeford community. All work performed 

within Phase I is summarized in the Final Project Report available on the City of Biddeford’s website.  

 

Phase II work is focused on the installation of three soil filters along Morin Street in the Biddeford Industrial 

Park in 2020. After the installation of the soil filters, a field trip with the Saco Watershed Collaborative was 

planned for 2021 in Industrial Park to highlight the results.  

 

Following Phase II work into 2021, to increase awareness of the Brook and the ongoing water quality 

improvement efforts, the project team also intends to distribute educational brochures that address ordinance 

changes taking place in Biddeford as a result of this work, collaborate with UNE environmental students to 

create a video project promoting the work, and make a presentation at an upcoming Biddeford Planning Board 

meeting. A Phase III grant application was submitted and approved to DEP’s NPS Program in 2021. 

 

Assessment of Current Water Quality Monitoring in the Saco Watershed 
As part of the work of the Collaborative for 2017, a watershed-wide assessment identified all of the water 

quality monitoring currently being conducted in the Saco Watershed.  This information was synthesized into a 

data base posted as a web-enabled Storymap resource on Basecamp, and more recently on the Collaborative’s 

website. Basecamp is a web-based platform used to archive resources for the Saco Watershed Collaborative.  

Members of the Collaborative have access to all of the collected resources stored on Basecamp, and much of 

this data is also available on the website under the RESOURCES tab.  

 

Working with the Data and Analysis Committee using the information from 2017, USEPA dedicated hundreds 

of hours merging available water quality data from Maine and New Hampshire.  Over ninety thousand lines of 

data have been compiled to create a comprehensive database of water quality monitoring locations, as well as 

parameters from these monitored sites in Maine and New Hampshire. Please contact Emily Greene for more 

information on this water quality database at egreene@une.edu.  

 

 

  

https://www.biddefordmaine.org/DocumentCenter/View/1068/Thatcher-Brook-Watershed-Management-Plan---January-7-2015-PDF
https://www.biddefordmaine.org/2334/Thatcher-Brook-Watershed-Management-Plan
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=c93060a0e54645d0aa83bc2991a6c4d2
mailto:egreene@une.edu


7 

 

SECTION IV – ABOUT THE ACTION PLAN 

 

Four Action Strategies for the Saco Watershed Collaborative  
The last section of the Action Plan contains four actions strategies that are used to organize and track the work 

of the Collaborative. This section is an adaptable living document that organizes the work of the partner 

organizations, the framework that guide that work and metrics that will be used to track progress on goals. As 

new organizations join the Collaborative and as projects receive funding, these strategies are easily adapted and 

can be prioritized to reflect initiatives important to members. 

 

The activities of the Saco Watershed Collaborative are organized within four Action Strategies: 

 
1. Engage and inspire governments, organizations and citizens to take action to sustain water in the Saco 

Watershed. 

2. Protect water quality through pollution prevention and restoration of degraded waters in the Saco 

Watershed. 

3. Support land conservation and stewardship to protect water quality in the Saco Watershed. 

4. Promote and enforce Low Impact Development (LID) strategies, stormwater and wastewater best 

management practices (BMPs), and land use development that protects water. 

 

Action strategies include issues being addressed, lead organizations, partners, funding, guiding documents, 

activities, and mechanisms for measuring progress.  

 

New members to the Collaborative can use these four strategies to identify ways that the work of their 

organization contributes to the strategies. New members may also identify ways that the work of their 

organization brings new approaches that helps the Saco Watershed Collaborative accomplish goals for clean 

water.  The Saco Watershed Collaborative welcomes new partner organizations. If you would like to learn more 

about the Collaborative and how you can become part of the stewardship network active in the watershed 

contact: 

 
Project Manager 

Robyn Saunders 

Principal / Owner 

ATTAINING: sustainable solutions 

robyn@attaining.me  

207-233-6305 

 

Program Managers 

Drs. Christine Feurt & Pam Morgan  

Dept. of Environmental Studies 

University of New England 

cfeurt@une.edu 207-602-2834 

pmorgan@une.edu 207-602-2227 

 

Outreach Coordinator 

Emily Greene  

University of New England 

egreene@une.edu 

207-330-0604 

 

mailto:robyn@attaining.me
mailto:cfeurt@une.edu
mailto:pmorgan@une.edu
mailto:egreene@une.edu
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APPENDIX I – FIELD TRIPS 
 
Stakeholder Engagement Field Trips in 2021 
*Field trips were mostly located in southern Maine due to COVID travel restrictions and staff availability. 
 
Field trips are conducted to demonstrate the types of conservation work that is being done throughout the 
Saco River Watershed.  From wildlife conservation, habitat restoration, drinking water and stormwater 
management,  managing recreation, ecological education, and more, people are encouraged to join the field 
trips to learn about what is happening and how they can be a part of these efforts. 
 
The Ecology School Tour at River Bend Farm in Saco, ME 
The newly finished campus of the Ecology school. The Ecology 
School has been working to achieve the Living Community 
Standards.  Fore more information on how they accomplished 
their goal, please visit their website.  
 
 
 
 
Saco Estuary Boat Tour in Biddeford and Saco, ME 
Every year, the University of New England hosts a boat tour that travels the five-
mile estuary starting at UNE, reaching Cataract Dam in Biddeford and Saco, and 
ending back at UNE. Guest speakers typically range from anadromous fish 
restoration, stormwater management and current research that is going on at 
UNE with students and professors.  
   
 
 
Thatcher Brook Watershed: Site Walk to Morin Street Soil Filters in Biddeford, 
ME 
Earlier in 2020 and 2021, soil filters were installed in Industrial Park of Biddeford, 
Maine.  These soil filters are meant to help maintain and increase water quality of 
Thatcher Brook Watershed, a smaller tributary of the Saco River Watershed, by 
catching stormwater runoff that might contain contaminants or chemicals. 
 
 
 
 
Maine Water Company Tour in Biddeford, ME 
Though this tour is offered periodically, new members, UNE professors, and 
folks from the Saco Salmon Restoration Alliance and Hatchery toured the 
facility.  The main purpose of this tour was to see if the old (current) treatment 
facility would be a good fit for a larger hatchery operation in addition to having 
projects that UNE students and professors could station at the facility.  The 
construction of the new drinking water treatment facility should be finished and 
fully operational by 2023.  

https://theecologyschool.org/river-bend-farm-the-buildings
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Saco River Community Walk in Saco, ME 
Community members from the Saco Watershed were encouraged to learn 
how the City of Biddeford and Saco have been working together to bridge 
efforts in sustainable economic development (affordable housing, creating the 
Saco River Walk for residents, demonstrating the benefits of responsible 
recreation on the Saco River, and more).     
 
 
 
 
Saco Lake in North Conway, NH 
After the Steering Committee Meeting in September in the White 
Mountains, attendees were able to go on a field trip to the headwaters 
at Saco Lake.  Folks learned about the trail maintenance and how the US 
Forest Service managed over-recreation during the pandemic.    
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APPENDIX II – STEERING COMMITTEE MEETINGS 
 
Steering Committee Meetings in 2021 
To see a full list of virtual Steering Committee meetings and minutes in 2021, please visit our website and 
scroll down until you see: 
 
 
 

  

https://www.sustainthesaco.org/meeting-minutes
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APPENDIX III - MEMBERSHIP 
 
Membership of the Saco Watershed Collaborative Steering Committee (2019) 
Steering Committee membership of the Saco Watershed Collaborative is based on organizations that attend 
two out of three quarterly Steering Committee meetings.  Organizations are allowed an alternate to attend if 
the primary representative is unable to attend all three meetings.   
 
ATTAINING: sustainable solutions 
City of Biddeford 
Maine CDC Drinking Water Program 
Maine Department of Environmental Protection 
Maine Water Company 
Poland Spring 
Residents of Biddeford and Saco 
Retired Head of Drinking Water Program 

University of New England 
US EPA – Region 1 
US Forest Service 
US Senator Angus King’s Office 
USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve 
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APPENDIX IV – ANNUAL PRIORITIES 
 
Annual Priorities Determined by Partners at Annual Meeting December 3, 2021 
 
 


