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Advisory Committee on the Environment 
Springbank Dam 

by Mike Bloxam 
 
 
It is the responsibility of the Advisory Committee on the Environment (ACE) 
to research and form recommendations on environmental issues that affect 
our city.  It is our duty to advise our City Council, through the Planning and 
Environment Committee (PEC), when they make decisions related to 
environmental matters. 
 
The issue of whether to repair or decommission the Springbank Dam has 
become a discussion point in the community lately.  Public opinion appears to 
support decommissioning the dam, including backing by groups such as First 
Nations1, anglers2, and citizens living near the river.   
 
It must also be noted that there are three flood-control dams farther 
upstream on the north branch.  The Springbank Dam is not designated to 
provide any flood control. 
 
Decisions such as these must be looked at through the lens of sustainability, 
to ensure the environmental, economic, and community impacts are all taken 
into account. 
 
 
Environment 
 
a) Surface water quality in the main branch of the Thames has increased 
since the dam was left open in 2006.  The next five charts show the results 
for the surface water quality, as can be found on the City’s Web site, at the 
five measuring sites: Wharncliffe, Springbank, Byron, Komoka, and Giles. 
 
http://www.london.ca/residents/Environment/Rivers-Creeks/Pages/Water-
Quality.aspx 
 
The eight-year trend from 2006 to 2014 is generally for decrease in 
pollutants such as total coliforms, E. coli, and phosphorous.  Not only are 
these harmful to creatures depended on the river for survival, but they are 
also harmful to human health.  The water in the Thames eventually ends up 
in Lake Erie, and therefore in the source for one of London’s supplies of 
drinking water. 
 

                                                 
1 The London Free Press – “Ditch dam repair, chief, WWF argue”, January 20, 2016 
http://www.lfpress.com/2016/01/20/ditch-dam-repair-chief-wwf-argue  
 
2 The London Free Press – “A watershed moment”, January 21, 2016 
http://www.lfpress.com/2016/01/21/a-watershed-moment  
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b) Biological (benthic) quality is also measured, as can be seen in reports 
on the City’s Web site: 
 
http://www.london.ca/residents/Environment/Rivers-Creeks/Pages/Benthic-
Quality.aspx 
 
Page 2 of the 2014 report on the Thames River (PARISH-2014-Thames 
River.pdf) states the following about the conditions surrounding the 
Springbank Dam: 
 

In 2006, the poorest water quality was noted above and below Springbank Dam, 
which  is  composed  of  stations  T5  to  T7.  The  BioMAP  index  indicated  these 
stations were  impaired  (<7), and  the  FBI  scores  fell within  the  “poor”  to  “very 
poor” category  (ZEAS 2008). These areas were said  to be affected by combined 
storm/sewer overflows  (ZEAS 2008). Station T6,  in particular, had  two potential 
sources of contamination that included Greenway PCP (800 m upstream) and the 
mouth of the Mud Creek (400 m upstream; ZEAS 2008). 
 
… 
 
The  2012  results mimic many  of  the  baseline  results  in  2006;  however,  some 
improvements were also noted. Stations T5, T6, and T7 went  from  impaired  in 
2006 to transitional (7 to 9) at stations T5 and T6 and unimpaired (>9) at T7 (ZEAS 
2012). These results are generally supported by the FBI except in the case of T5, 
which  received  a  “very  poor”  water  quality  score.  Stations  T11  and  T14  also 
experienced  water  quality  improvements  with  both  sites  moving  from  the 
transitional zone (7 to 9) to the unimpaired zone (>9) and receiving FBI scores of 
“fair” to good”(ZEAS 2012). 

 
 
In order to support a robust ecosystem that supports many forms of aquatic 
life – including some that may be at risk – attention must be paid to the 
scientific data from these reports. 
 
Economy 
 
The money spent on repairing the Springbank Dam could be put to better use 
to improve the water quality of our river, recreational access, and the health 
of its inhabitants.  Examples include: 
 

- fish passes to allow aquatic life to traverse areas of the river 
currently restricted, such as the sewer pipe on the south branch 
near the bridge that terminates Richmond Street 

- enhancements to pollution-control plants to reduce the risk of 
overflow of raw sewage into the river during extreme precipitation 
events 

- canoe/kayak launch points along north and south branches 
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Community 
 
An operational Springbank Dam does have at least one positive: there could 
be increased recreational use of the main branch, which would bring 
enjoyment to citizens.  The river is currently traversable by canoe or kayak 
certain times of the year, and having the dam up would extend the season 
for many more months each year. 
 
The downside to the community would be the return of a polluted stretch of 
the river, including the smell that accompanied the stagnant water.  
Residents would also not want to see motorized craft on the river that would 
result in an increase of noise pollution and fossil-fuel emissions. 
 
We must also be good neighbours to those who live downstream from us.  
For those who rely on the river for their livelihoods, damming up the river will 
have a very negative impact. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The environmental and economic impacts of reinstating the dam are too 
damaging, and far outweigh the recreational possibilities.  Canoe and kayak 
use of the main and north branches is currently possible, albeit during 
constrained times of the year, while the south branch and Fanshawe Lake 
can accommodate as viable alternatives. 
 
Instead of allocating funds to re-commission the Springbank Dam, the money 
should be directed towards increasing the health of the river, and community 
access where appropriate and permissible by nature. 


