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Drink It In 
Appreciating and protecting the Farmington River Watershed.

IN THE SPIRIT

Most of us know the Farmington River best for its compelling scenic beauty. A 14-mile stretch, from Colebrook to Canton,  
was officially designated part of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers system in 1994. But did you know that, for more than 
half a million people in the Greater Hartford and Farmington Valley areas, the Farmington River Watershed is the sole 
source of drinking water? Many thousands of years ago the whole river valley was under ice; when the glacier receded, it left 
the present river valley. 

Written by Katherine Hauswirth
Photography courtesy of the Farmington River Watershed Association

FRWA volunteers receive instruction on how to do a stream survey.
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The Farmington River is a clean water supply that  
contains relatively little industrial contamination. Taking 
the lead on protection of the river and its watershed, the 
Farmington River Watershed Association (FRWA) has a 
busy staff of four who focus on research and dissemination 
of information related to the environmental quality, condi-
tions, and protection of the river and its watershed. Eileen 
Fielding, Ph.D., the nonprofit organization’s Executive 
Director and an expert in ecology, describes the association 
as “the crossroad” for many projects involving government 
agencies, the community at large, and a passionate volun-
teer force (see sidebar). 

“FRWA operates where top-down river stewardship 
mixes with bottom-up energy and concern, and combines 
them in ways that work well to protect our water for all,” 
Fielding says, noting also that she has been impressed with 
the “many sources of energy and dedication” that feed into 
the organization’s efforts. 

The 2012 dismantling of the Spoonville Dam is an 
example of the coordination that’s emblematic of FRWA.  
The project started with the pursuit of an engineering 
study grant; many agencies, as well as community fundrais-
ing, contributed to the effort. This spring marked the first 
time since 1899 that certain species of migratory fish will 
be able to make their way up the river, most famously the 
shad, which will swim upstream to spawn. 

This is just one of the species that call the river and 
its watershed home. The FRWA’s Biodiversity Project 
catalogued and mapped 19 species of salamander, other 
amphibians, and the vernal pools where many species 
breed. One key player in this continuing process is Jeff Bol-
ton, who now heads up FRWA’s Geographical Information 
Systems service, which studies the Farmington Valley with 
an eye toward  
conservation and provides area towns and associations with 
maps showing where natural resources are located.

Alisa Phillips-Griggs, FRWA Water Quality and 
Projects Coordinator since 2006, leads actual water-quality 
monitoring efforts. Her work includes bacterial testing and 
research on macroinvertebrates (spineless creatures seen 
without a  
microscope). Since medications unwanted by consumers 
often find their way into the water, Phillips-Griggs also initi-
ated Connecticut’s first program for gathering these drugs 
for safe disposal. 

The abundance of information can get pretty com-
plex, so communication is another significant aspect of the 

FRWA’s mission. Outreach and Education Coordinator 
Aimee Petras helps ensure that the surrounding community 
understands the many faces of the watershed, amphibian 
and reptilian life, big-picture ecology, and so on. FRWA 
programs include canoe trips and presentations; informa-
tion about watershed ecology is available on its website. 

“One of the major themes of our work is that the  
Farmington River is a hardworking river, furnishing a place 
for recreation and drinking water to more than half a  
million people,” Fielding says. This number would increase  
if a Metropolitan District Commission proposal to provide 
water to the University of Connecticut in Storrs and the 
Town of Mansfield is approved. 

The FRWA staff also works closely with two employees 
of the U.S. National Park Service—Liz Lacy, who coordi-
nates the committee of volunteers who administer the work 
plan for the designated Wild and Scenic section of the 
river, and Joyce Kennedy, who coordinates the Lower Farm-
ington River and Salmon Brook Wild and Scenic Study 

Water Quality and Projects Coordinator Alisa Phillips-Griggs  
records a stream’s vital signs.

IN THE SPIRIT
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Committee. Kennedy helped complete a management 
plan for the lower river in 2011, as one of the require-
ments for legislation to add that section to the Wild and 
Scenic system, which is currently pending a vote in the 
U.S. Congress. 

As you drive along the riverside this summer or 
canoe down the Farmington’s glinting waterway, it’s 
worth remembering that hard work by smart people lies 
just below the surface, a dedicated effort to conserve the 
watershed in all of its beauty.

Katherine Hauswirth writes creative nonfiction and poetry for  
a variety of magazines and journals. Her column on books,  
Reading the Truth, is published at BiblioBuffet.com.

Local River Volunteers

David and Carrie Sinish of Canton have been involved with 
FRWA since 1982. David is a realtor, as well as Lead Instruc-
tor at Collinsville Canoe & Kayak. Carrie is a home day care 
provider. Both help with monthly water monitoring, along 
with other tasks.

David summarizes the motivation that’s kept the couple 
volunteering these many years: “The Farmington River, like 
all rivers, is a fragile resource. The river cannot protect itself. 
The river must be protected by caring people.” 

The couple has enjoyed many fulfilling moments with 
their FRWA work, their favorite aspect being “the ability 
to join with an effective group to preserve and protect the 
resource.” Carrie was involved with an exhibit on FRWA  
history, and one of David’s favorite moments was the  
national designation of the Wild and Scenic River span.

“Everything is connected,” David says, “from tiny 
bottom-dwelling bugs to bald eagles, from drinking water 
to waste assimilation.” He describes with particular delight 
an early morning kayak training trip through very thick fog, 
when he and a bald eagle, only about five feet away, were 
probably equally startled to come face to face. The eagle 
was eating breakfast fish on a log.

“Everything is connected,” David says, “from tiny  
bottom-dwelling bugs to bald eagles, from drinking 
water to waste assimilation.”
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