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Notice of Certification Application Filing


Mechanicsville Hydroelectric Project (FERC No. 9611) 
Portland, Maine (January 27, 2011) – The Low Impact Hydropower Institute (LIHI) announced today that Saywatt Hydroelectric, LLC. (“Applicant”) has submitted an application for certification of the Mechanicsville Hydroelectric Project (“Project”). The Project is located on the French River in the Town of Thompson, Windham County, Connecticut. The Project is 1000 feet upstream from the confluence of the French River into the Quinebaug River. The French River joins the Quinebaug River, which eventually joins with the Shetucket and forms the Thames River. The Thames River flows into Long Island Sound in New London, Connecticut. 

The Mechanicsville dam was originally constructed in the mid 1800’s. It was upgraded by the Putnam Light and Power Company in 1922 when the hydroelectric powerhouse and civil works were originally constructed. Initially, the Project diverted flows from the Quinebaug River into the Mechanicsville Dam impoundment on the French River. This tripled the flow of water in the Project area used to produce power. The original Project included three hydroelectric turbines, with a combined capacity of approximately 750 kW. 

Following a devastating hurricane in 1936, the powerhouse was flooded and the Project was abandoned. Following two more hurricanes in 1938 and 1955, the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) constructed a flood control dam and reservoir on the Quinebaug River and terminated the Quinebaug’s flow from entering the Project area. Two more flood control dams were built upstream of the Project. One USACE flood control dam is located at Buffumville on the Little River, a tributary to the French, in Oxford, Massachusetts and one at Hodges Village on the French River in the same town. Approximately 50% of the Project flows are regulated by these USACE dams so future threats of flooding have been virtually eliminated.

The major Project works consist of a dam and impoundment, an intake structure and a powerhouse.  The Project has virtually no by-pass reach. The powerhouse is located adjacent to the dam. The plunge pool at the base of the dam is in constant communication with the tailrace and downstream river flow. If you were to define the plunge pool as a by-pass reach, it would measure less than 35 feet from the toe of the dam to the tailrace. 
The Mechanicsville Project is semi automated and operates in a run-of-river mode for the protection of water quality, aquatic resources, and aesthetic values in the French River. The operation at all times maintains discharges from the Project so that the flow in the French River, downstream of the Mechanicsville powerhouse, approximates the instantaneous flow in the French River upstream of the Mechanicsville dam.

More specifically, the Project is operated by an operator that lives next to the Project or by the Project owner. When there is enough flow in the French River to satisfy the 86 cfs minimum flow requirement as set forth and stated in the FERC Exemption, an operator manually inspects the area and if the operator deems the area to be in a safe condition, starts the hydroelectric turbine to a minimum setting. If everything operates smoothly, the operator then transfers control of the Project from manual mode to automatic mode, which then slowly ramps power up to an appropriate level over the course of one to two hours.

The Project is controlled via an Allen Bradley SLC-503 Programmable Logic Controller (PLC). The PLC continuously monitors pond elevation in the impoundment. The pond elevation is selected to be at the top of the flashboards or approximately 303.5 above msl. If pond elevation increases or decreases by a fraction of an inch, the PLC will adjust the opening of the Kaplan turbine runner to use more or less water. This is how pond elevation and run-of-river flows are maintained, which has worked effectively for over 20 years.

If the PLC senses that the pond elevation has changed above or below the standard operational settings, an emergency text message is sent to both operators. Typically an operator can be on site within minutes. Or the owner can access the PLC via the internet, through his personal computer or by mobile phone to make operational decisions real time. In case no operator responds, the PLC will gently shut down the turbine if the pond level continue to operate outside an acceptable range.

If there is a shutdown caused by any circumstance, including a power outage, the turbine’s cylinder gate will slowly close and water will flow over the flashboards almost instantaneously. Leakage through the cylinder gate and the 22 cfs minimum flow through the dam, assure that sufficient water continues to flow downstream through both the bypass reach and the tailrace. Within several minutes, run-of-river flows resume in the downstream river.

The Mechanicsville Hydroelectric Project is located about nine miles downstream from another hydroelectric project on the French River in Webster, MA. Two other projects are located about three miles downstream on the Quinebaug River in Putnam, CT. One of the Putnam projects, Putnam Hydro, has received LIHI certification.

Public Comments

We encourage public comments on this application. Specifically, we are interested in knowing whether you think the Mechanicsville Project meets our LIHI criteria. Review the program and criteria in greater detail and then review the Mechanicsville Project’s application. Comments that are directly tied to specific LIHI criteria (flows, water quality, fish passage, etc) will be most helpful, but all comments will be considered.

Comments may be submitted to the Institute by e-mail at info@lowimpacthydro.org  with " Mechanicsville Project comments" in the subject line; by fax at (206) – 984-3086; or by mail addressed to LIHI, 34 Providence Street, Portland, ME, 04103. Comments must be received at the Institute on or before 5 pm Eastern time on March 27, 2011 to be considered. All comments will be posted to the web site and the applicant will have an opportunity to respond. Any response will also be posted.







