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The River and the Restoration

Branch Brook drains an area of 15 square miles 
in the towns of Wells, Kennebunk, and Sanford. 
It begins near the Sanford Airport and ends at its 
confluence with the Merriland River, forming the 
Little River estuary. 

The brook includes 21 miles of perennial stream 
habitat and is situated over significant sand-and-
gravel aquifers. It is a drinking water supply for 
seven towns. With its clean, cold water, Branch 
Brook supports a wild brook trout population and 
at least nine other freshwater fish species. Twenty-
six species have been documented in the estuary.

In 1954, the Water District constructed a fish 
ladder at its treatment plant. While the concrete 
components remained in good condition, its 
wooden weirs decayed over the years and the 
ladder ceased to function. Repairs in the mid-
1990s revived the ladder for a brief period, but it 
fell into disrepair again a short time later.

In 2013, the Wells Reserve collaborated with the 
Water District to fully restore the fish ladder. After 
hydrologic, engineering, fish use, and aquatic 
habitat studies were completed, the ladder was 
rebuilt last fall.

The new fish ladder reconnects the estuarine and 
freshwater sections of Branch Brook, reopening  
1.5 miles of stream habitat to sea-run fish such 
as brook trout and river herring. The restoration 
creates a healthier river ecosystem, while the 
brook continues to provide clean and reliable 
drinking water for area residents and visitors.
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