
Since 2000, the 
Atlantic Salmon 
Federation’s 
Maine Headwaters 
Project has proven 
that reconnecting 
headwater streams 
and rivers to the 
ocean offers the 

best chance for restoring Maine’s 12 
species of sea-run fi sh to abundance. 
In fact, it might be our only hope as 
evidenced by resurgent fi sh populations 
in the Penobscot and Kennebec 
Rivers following dam removals. Today, 
thanks to this work, Maine is one of 
the only states on the East coast with 
rebounding populations of sea-run fi sh. 
To continue this success, ASF needs 
your help. 

The legacy of dam building that began 
in Maine in the early 1700s and lasted 
well into the 1900s led to broken rivers 
disconnected from the Gulf of Maine 
and vastly diminished populations of 
sea-run fi sh. Once abundant fi sh 
such as Atlantic salmon and river 
herring (alewife and blueback herring) 
are now at a fraction of their historic 
population levels. 

Analysis by the National Academy of 
Sciences, the National Marine Fisheries 
Service, and the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service have concluded the primary 
threat to the continued survival of 
Atlantic salmon and other migratory 
fi sh is the presence of dams and 
other barriers. Many of these dams 
no longer serve their original purpose, 

lack fi shways, and are often a liability 
to their owner. As well, the impacts 
of climate change have the potential 
to adversely affect sea-run fi sh. The 
Maine Headwaters Project directly 
addresses these threats by removing 
passage barriers and allowing fi sh 
timely access to critical cold-water 
habitats high in the watershed. 
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Every private dollar is doubled helping us reconnect rivers for 
Atlantic salmon, river herring, and other migratory species

Maine Headwaters Project

Ecologically, alewives are the most important migratory fi sh in Maine’s rivers. 
They serve as a food source to other wildlife, act as a prey buffer to Atlantic salmon 

smolts, and bring important nutrients inland to Maine’s relatively nutrient poor rivers. 
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Solution
The Maine Headwaters 
Project is focused on small 
to mid-size rivers along the 
coast and spawning tributaries 
of larger rivers like the 
Penobscot and Kennebec. 
We work in larger coalitions 
to address the impacts of 
mainstem hydropower dams.  

Our strategy is to focus 
on a small number of 
watersheds and address all 
the issues from the estuary 
to the headwaters. This work 
includes dam removals, 
fi shway constructions, and 
replacing undersized road 
crossings with structures 
spanning the entire width 
of the stream. Individually, 
a single project may not be 
signifi cant but when multiple 
projects are completed in 
a watershed, the biological 
impact to river health is 
large and visible judging by 
exponentially increasing 
fi sh numbers, and post 
project public support of 
the local communities.

Atlantic Salmon Federation 
works collaboratively with 
willing dam owners and local 
communities to come up with 
solutions that not only address 
the fi sheries but also address 
community needs such as 
public access, riverside 
parks, and public safety 
issues. Projects start with 
local outreach and education 
followed by engineering 
designs, permitting, 
construction, and post-project 
monitoring. On average these 
dam projects take two to four 
years and range in costs from 
$125K to $2 million.

Tangible Results
In the past 20 years the 
project has already realized 
tremendous success. 

• 7 dams have 
been removed

• 12 fi sh passes 
have been built

• 22 undersized road 
culverts have been 
replaced with bridges 
or open arch culverts.

In the past 20 years
• 1,000 miles of streams 

have been reconnected 
to mainstem rivers and 
the Gulf of Maine

• 25,000 acres of pond 
and lake spawning 
habitat for overwinter 
Atlantic salmon and for 
sea-run alewives have 
been made accessible.

To continue this success, 
ASF needs your help. 
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Marsh Stream:
Atlantic salmon and American 
shad along with resident brook 
trout and other species all 
benefi ted by restoring access 
to over 85 river miles. 

Sheepscot River:
River herring and Atlantic 
salmon being documented well 
upriver past a total blockage 
removed in 2018.

Blackman Stream:
The alewife run 
has gone from zero 
to over 500,000 
annually with sea 
lampreys, eels, 
and blueback 
herring also being 
documented since 
construction of a 
fi shway in 2009.

Blackstone Brook:
Replacing this 
road crossing 
reconnected over 
9 miles of critical 
salmon habitat to 
the Piscataquis 
River. 

Souadabscook River:
Atlantic salmon redds spawning 
identifi ed above two dams removed 
in 1999 and alewives migrating into 
the headwater pond with a fi shway 
installed in 2014.

Visit: www.asf.ca/maine
to learn about ALL of our projects!

Each yellow dot represents 
a Maine Headwaters 
Project location.
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Blackman Stream:
The alewife run 
has gone from zero 
to over 500,000 
annually with sea 
lampreys, eels, 
and blueback 
herring also being 
documented since 
construction of a 
fi shway in 2009.

Marsh Stream:

Souadabscook River:

Atlantic salmon spawning and rearing habitat is found in the headwaters of 
Maine’s rivers, making them particularly vulnerable to the impacts of dams.
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Uniquely Qualifi ed
With a successful 20-year track record, 
ASF is unique in its capacity to identify 
and implement fi sh passage projects of 
all sizes and varieties. We do the local 
outreach and education, facilitate the 
meetings, hire the required consultants, 
sign all the contracts, assume all the 
liability, secure local, state, and federal 
permits, hire the contractor, oversee 
construction, complete post-project 
monitoring, and then in the case of 
fi shways and river parks, help those 
owners properly steward their new 
assets into the future. 

ASF has been able to increase the 
pace of restoration through the Maine 
Headwaters Project by hiring a full-time 
manager in 2019. We are now in a 
position to open up more river miles 
and habitat per year than ever before.

Fish Response
Sea-run fi sh including Atlantic salmon, 
river herring, American eels, American 
shad, and sea lamprey are recolonizing 
ASF project areas, in some cases for the 
fi rst time in 200 years. Atlantic salmon 
returns are rising as more spawning is 
leading to more juvenile survival. American 
shad are rebounding with anglers now 
targeting them in the Kennebec and 
Penobscot rivers. River herring are a 
keystone species, and their population 
increases are radiating through the 
ecosystem with increased benefi ts to 
river health and all fi sh and wildlife along 
the river corridor including bald eagles 
and ospreys. As populations continue to 
rebound these benefi ts are expected to 
extend out into the marine environment 
to groundfi sh and mammal populations.

Call to Action
Funding is essential to keep pace and 
build on the success these fi sh passage 
projects are having for sea-run fi sheries, 
water quality, and healthy communities. 
Often, the public grant funds come with 
a private match requirement. It is only 
through securing private funds that 
allow these projects to happen. 

ASF has been able to leverage every 
private dollar raised with two dollars of 
state, federal, and mitigation funds. We 
now have 4-6 projects underway at any 
given time across Maine, all with the 
potential to keep our fi sh populations 
returning to abundance.

Please consider a single or multi-year gift 
to help us continue this critical work.

Contact Andy Goode at: agoode@asfmaine.org
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Sea Lamprey are a misunderstood native, sea-run Maine fi sh. Lamprey use their 
sucker-like mouth to build nests in the rivers during spawning in the spring, freshening 
up material for Atlantic salmon to also spawn in the same area come late fall. 
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