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What is a dam in NH?
• RSA 482:2(II)(a) " Dam " means any artificial barrier, including appurtenant 

works, which impounds or diverts water and which has a height of 6 feet 
or more, or is located at the outlet of a great pond.

• High Hazard Dam –failure of the dam would result in probable loss of 
human life

• Significant Hazard Dam – failure would likely not result in loss of human 
life but would cause major economic damage (i.e. loss of State road)

• Low Hazard Dam – failure would likely not result in loss of human life but 
would cause minor economic damage (i.e. loss of town road)

• Non-Menace Dam – failure would not cause life loss or damages
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Dam Safety and 
Inspection Section 
• Works directly with NH Homeland 

Security and Emergency Management 
on dam related emergency response

• Responds to public inquiries into 
flood related issues and dam failure 
incidents 
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Operations and 
Maintenance Section
• Performs operations such as 

opening gates, pulling stoplogs 
and repairing flashboards. 

• Along with routine maintenance 
such as mowing and brush cutting.
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Operations and 
Maintenance Section
• Coordinates with private dam 

owners, communities and 
members of the public to 
reduce flooding impacts during 
high water events

• Manages 9 leases and 26 water 
user agreements with 
hydropower developers for the 
use of State-owned facilities for 
hydropower and water usage
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Dam Bureau 
Challenges
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Age of State-owned dams
• The average age of the 

State-owned dams is 
over 100 years 

• Numerous hydropower 
and State-owned dams 
have not seen major 
retrofits or rehabilitation 
in 40 to 50 years.
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Rehabilitation cost of State-owned dams
• 61 High Hazard Dams

• $300 million

• 32 Significant Hazard Dams

• $54 million

• 90 Low Hazard Dams

• $54 million

• 92 Non-Menace Hazard and Exempt Dams

• $6 million

• Total Approximate Cost = $414 million
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Change of Use
• Regardless of their 
original purpose, State-
owned dams maintain 
impoundments 
providing recreational, 
flood control, water 
supply, and ecological 
benefits to residents, 
tourists, and waterfront 
property tax bases for 
municipalities. 
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Hazard Creep
• 32 of the 61 State-owned high-hazard dams have been reclassified as such 

since 2004
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• Development has 
increased the 
number of homes 
located in 
floodplains

• Creating hazard 
creep where dams 
built as low hazard 
are now high hazard

Ossipee Lake Dam 



Staffing Challenges
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• The NHDES Dam Bureau has 45 employees with 9 vacancies (20%), which 
creates difficulties in addressing expected operations at 213 dams, the 
repair needs at 275 dams and public safety at over 2,600 dams. 



Dam Bureau 
Solutions
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Basin wide approach
• Continue conducting 

hydrologic and hydraulic 
studies in NH watersheds 
to inform downstream 
planning, risk assessment, 
rehabilitation design, flood 
control and operations.

• Currently being done on 
the Merrymeeting, 
Suncook, Salmon Falls, and 
Winnipesaukee Rivers. 
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NHDES Dam Bureau
• Continue ensuring public safety 

around and downstream of all 
dams in New Hampshire

• Continue ensuring that State-
owned dams are managed to 
protect the recreational and 
natural resources upstream and 
downstream of the dams

• Continue seeking new sources 
of revenue to ensure State-
owned dams remain sustainable
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