
 
 

 
Update on the Muddy River Restoration Project 
By Fran Gershwin, Chair, Muddy River Maintenance and Management Oversight Committee  

 

The Muddy River Restoration Project is an essential part of the on-going effort to rehabilitate 
the Emerald Necklace park system in Boston and Brookline, Massachusetts designed by 
Frederick Law Olmsted.  This project is a comprehensive flood control and environmental 
restoration project.  This rehabilitation is guided by The Emerald Necklace Environmental 
Improvements Master Plan and the Muddy River Flood Control, Water Quality, Habitat 
Enhancement and Historic Preservation Project.  The Project, which is jointly funded by federal, 
state and local governments, will not only help to preserve the historic landscape through 
which the Muddy River flows, but will reduce the risk of flood damage by improving storm 
flow; will improve water quality, and enhance habitat.  The Project includes improvements at 
Charlesgate (completed in 2005), as well as the Back Bay Fens, Riverway Park, and Leverett, 
Willow and Wards Ponds in Olmsted Park.  
 
In the late 1950s, a portion of the park through which the Muddy River flowed was sold and 
privatized for a parking lot, with the river forced into undersized culverts.  The undersized 
culverts coupled with the cumulative effect of expanding urban development and deferred 
maintenance has compromised the Muddy River’s capacity to provide effective flood 
protection. In 1996, flooding shut down the Green Line of the Massachusetts Bay Transit 
Authority for a week and caused close to $70m in damage to public infrastructure.  Since then, 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts has been working with the City of Boston, the Town of 
Brookline, and the Army Corp of Engineers (ACOE) along with a coalition of private 
institutions, organizations and citizens to plan, design, and construct a comprehensive 
solution to the flooding problem.  
 
Phase I of the Project has involved daylighting the filled in sections of the Muddy River to 
regain Olmsted’s intended riverine park landscape; creating new river crossings with granite-
faced bridges, and planting the recreated river’s edge appropriately for beauty, habitat and 
bank retention, guided by the historic Olmsted planting plans.  The rendering anticipates the 
view of the reestablished river and planted riverbanks of what will become the Justine Mee 
Liff Park  (in memory of a dynamic park commissioner who got this project started).   
 
In contrast to the good news about the successful completion of Phase I of this project is the 
uncertainty concerning Phase II.  From the outset, the two phases of the Muddy River Project, 
as designed by the New England District of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, was conceived 
and permitted in Massachusetts as a comprehensive Project having both flood damage 
reduction and environmental improvement aspects.  Phase II of the Muddy River Project, is 
comprised almost entirely environmental of restoration work, critical to the flood control 



goals of the Project.  Phase II was to include full bank to bank dredging of the river and ponds 
upstream and the river downstream (all the way to the Charles River) of the Phase I area, to 
remove the extensive stands of invasive reeds which block the water flow, followed by 
replanting the water’s edge with appropriate species to restore landscape. 
 
To date, the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Civil Works has approved only the flood 
control portion of the project without the environmental restoration work, citing the high unit 
cost of such work in an urban environment. Thus the limited dredging would not remove all 
the invasive phragmites; nor would the banks be replanted. 
 
Climate change and the lessons learned in the post Hurricane Katrina and Sandy era, has 
dramatically affected the way in which flood damage reduction is now analyzed.  Rising sea 
levels, stronger winds, higher tides, and more frequent and more severe storms all point to 
the importance of environmental restoration to ensure the most robust flood damage 
reduction in urban environments like the Muddy River Project area. 
 
The Muddy River Project can be a national model for urban green stormwater infrastructure 
improvement.  We are working now to effect the necessary direction to the Corps to 
implement the environmental restoration aspects of the Project. 
 
For more information, please contact the Muddy River Restoration Project Maintenance and 
Management Oversight Committee (the MMOC) at info@muddyrivermmoc.org, or visit its 
website, www.muddyrivermmoc.org. 
 
The Muddy River Maintenance and Management Committee (MMOC) is a committee 
established by the Secretary of the Massachusetts Executive Office of Environmental Affairs to 
serve as the formal vehicle for public participation in the Project.  The volunteers and staff of 
the MMOC help ensure ongoing public accountability by monitoring the Project proponents’ 
progress on all environmental requirements, including the required high level of long-term 
maintenance, and fostering strong stewardship of the restored area for future generations.   
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