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Introduction
The creation of the Providence Riverwalk was a state economic development project and the
catalyst for development in downtown Providence. Yet, for twenty years, this scenic location
has seen recommendations for dredging the downtown sections of the Woonasquatucket,
Moshassuck and Providence Rivers go unrealized. Significant sections of the rivers from
Waterplace Park to Point Street Bridge are now impassable for boat traffic 50% of the time, and
mud and debris are exposed at low tide. With the ongoing development of I-195 land and
forthcoming construction of a new riverfront park and pedestrian bridge, dredging the rivers is
a necessary statewide priority for economic development, resilience and environmental health.
The Problem









The longer dredging is put off, the more road sand and silt fills in the rivers, and the
more expensive the dredging becomes.
Without dredging, sediment from roadways and adjacent surfaces will eventually all but
fill in the rivers; already the river bottoms are exposed during low tides. See photos
below.
Sedimentation has had a major impact on WaterFire, a statewide economic generator,
which now can take place only during high tide, with closure of the hurricane barrier
necessary to maintain water depth.
Increasingly shallow depth threatens the rivers’ ecosystem and increases the risk of
flooding.
The rivers are often too shallow for recreational boating or docking.
In 2007, a survey showed that during low tide the deepest point in the rivers was 1 foot
- low tide depth should be at least 3 feet 6 inches (8 feet at high tide). In some areas the
river bottom was completely exposed, and today it is worse.
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Increased sedimentation reduces the total water volume in the riverbed basin available
to buffer and absorb thermal energy, particularly at low tide.

History






The rivers have not been dredged shore to shore since their construction in 1977.
The US Army Corps of Engineers determined that the waterfront did not qualify for their
funding because it is not used for commercial navigation purposes.
Dredging a section of the rivers was to take place during the I-195 relocation but was
eliminated as a cost reduction.
The Army Corps sampled the sediment in 2012 and determined the causes of the
problem are street sanding and riverbank erosion in the watershed.
In 2016, the Governor’s office and the Providence Foundation formed a committee
including representatives of state agencies, city officials, and business leaders to work
on this issue.

Dredging Studies
In 2007, the Maquire Group performed a Dredging Study of the Providence and
Woonasquatucket Rivers. (Exhibit A) The study determined that it is feasible to dredge the
rivers, and evaluated several methods for dredging. Nearly 10,000 cubic yards would have to
be dredged to allow the desired depth of eight feet at high tide. The study, which showed that
the depth of the rivers is less than one foot at low tide, also determined the possible causes of
sedimentation and proposed a process to manage sedimentation over time. Since that time,
the City and the State have taken significant steps to minimize runoff into the rivers.
In 2012, the Army Corps of Engineers evaluated the sedimentation of the rivers and found that
the principal causes were sand from street and erosion of the banks of the rivers in the
watershed. (Exhibit B)
In 2016 the Providence Foundation further elaborated the need for “maintenance dredging” of
the Woonasquatucket, Moshassuck and Providence Rivers from the hurricane barrier at the
Point Street Bridge to beyond the Mall and also, up the Moshassuck River. (Exhibit C) The
photographic evidence starkly demonstrates the fact that significant portions of the rivers
essentially cease to exist at low tide and that the plume of sediment is moving slowly
downstream. The study identifies the method of dredging, the means of disposal of the
dredged materials, and the projected costs.

The Providence Foundation

30 Exchange Terrace, Providence, RI, 02903

(401) 521-3248

The Solution
The solution to these environmental and navigational problems is to dredge the rivers and
establish a program of maintenance and best practices going forward. Dredging is the removal
of sediments and debris from the bottom of the rivers to increase depth, allowing the rivers to
remain navigable for watercraft and aquatic species.
Simultaneously, work is underway to provide a comprehensive approach to address sediment
buildup going forward. This effort includes:








Reducing sand application on roads in the watershed, instead using a sand/salt
combination.
Proper maintenance of storm drains by RIDOT under its stormwater consent decree
with RIDEM/EPA.
Improved stormwater management in the surrounding watershed and introduction of
green infrastructure projects and other best practices in the cities of Providence and
North Providence.
Stabilization of stream bank slopes.
Dredging a sedimentation basin upstream of the Providence Place Mall as part of this
proposal.
Additional studies and practices to address other causes of the sedimentation.

The Cost
The current cost estimate to dredge the downtown section of the rivers is $7,000,000. This is
based on previous studies by CRMC and the Army Corps of Engineers. Concurrently, an
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additional dredging analysis must be completed at an estimated cost of $300,000, including
$40-$50,000 for sedimentation samples and a hydrographic survey, and $250,000 for river wall
inspections. (Exhibit D)
The Benefits
Dredging will provide a number of benefits, including:









Dredging will sustain and enhance the downtown waterfront, which draws visitors from
all over the state and beyond. This, in turn, will attract tourism and conventions. A study
by the National Recreation and Park Association estimated that $118,431,709 in
economic activity was generated by Rhode Island local parks and recreation in 2015
alone; the downtown Providence parks network is central to this activity.
Dredging will encourage continued economic and real estate development and job
generation.
Dredging will allow the rivers to be more readily used for water transportation and
recreational purposes. Projects like the Providence/Newport Ferry and the new
Providence River kayak launch show a clear demand for such purposes.
Dredging will increase the depth and flow of water, which have important impacts on
the environment and resiliency, including greater flood storage capacity, improved
water quality and habitat, and reduction of odor caused by siltation at low tide.
Dredging will allow WaterFire to operate without the expense of closing the hurricane
barrier at low tide, thereby minimizing the warming of the rivers when the barrier is
closed. Waterfire, which presents some 12-15 events in the warmer months, has a
significant annual statewide economic impact of more than $114 million and supports
some 1,300 jobs. (Exhibit E)
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Boundaries of Proposed Downtown River Dredging
Dredging boundaries would be as follows:




Dredging of the Woonasquatucket River from I-95 north of Providence Place to its
confluence with the Providence River; dredging of the Moshassuck from Smith Street to
its confluence with the Providence River; and dredging of the Providence River from
Steeple Street to Point Street.
Dredging a sediment basin upstream of the Providence Place Mall and I-95 for
approximately 600 feet. This will provide a basin to trap sediment before it enters the
rivers to the south. The basin will require periodic maintenance dredging.
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