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The Role of Dams in the Energy Transition
New England has more than 7,000 small dams that are old or aging. Many of these dams are powered and
coming up for Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) relicensing within the decade. Energy
companies are beginning to look at non-powered infrastructure and thinking creatively about how to use
these structures for renewable electricity generation.

What are the costs?

We spoke with dam owners and decision makers
around New England to get a sense of what
information needs we can meet with this work,
and both project costing and power plant
performance information are in high demand.
Unfortunately, available cost data for small
hydropower are limited, and the models used to
assess potential costs are typically aimed at
siting new dams, rather than expanding capacity
or installing turbines on existing dam
infrastructure. In short, even dam owners may
not be fully informed about the costs of different
hydropower project options. We attempt to
address this information gap in our work.

What decision maker support are
we generating?

We reviewed small hydropower costing
estimation models, noting the potential
application and limits of each. We built upon this
review and designed our own cash flow model
to help scope potential upgrades and retrofits to
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existing small dams. We gathered information
about dams in Maine’s Penobscot River and
Union River in a short series of Dam Factsheets.
Now, we are compiling publicly available data on
New England dams from Army Corps, FERC
licenses, and the Maine Hydropower Study. We
use these data to compare with our cash flow
model outputs. We use these data to compare
with our cash flow model outputs to provide a

set of recommendations for dam owners,
developers, and other stakeholders interested in
hydropower project option cost comparison.
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