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Massachusetts Bays Program Estuarine Delineation and Assessment
The Massachusetts Bays Program (MBP) is one of 28 National Estuary Programs established under the federal Clean Water Act. Through partnership with local, state, and federal governments, as well as citizens, scientists, businesses, and educators, MBP strives to preserve and enhance the estuarine resources of the 50 municipalities situated along the coast of Massachusetts Bay and Cape Cod Bay.
A hallmark of each National Estuary Program is its Comprehensive Conservation and Management Plan (CCMP). The CCMP lays out a framework for addressing the most pressing environmental issues facing the estuary of concern, such as poor water quality, habitat degradation, or land use planning. MBP last updated its CCMP in 2003, and times have changed. While many if not all the issues addressed in the older Management Plan persist, new issues have come to the forefront, such as climate change and sea level rise. This time around, MBP took a new approach to comprehensive planning, focusing much of this effort on identifying local and regional needs – issues specific to each estuary within the MBP planning area. To kick-off this effort, MBP worked with a contractor to delineate 47 major estuaries and embayments within the MBP region (see figure). The project collected baseline environmental information on each of these systems and lay the groundwork for assessing their ecological health over the long-term.
As part of the Estuary Delineation and Assessment project, data were compiled for seven resource and fifteen stressor indicators. These resource and stressor indicators allow MBP to assess the current condition of each estuary as well as help MBP to evaluate progress toward three programmatic management goals: 1. Reduce bacterial contamination and minimize the risk of eutrophication; 2. Protect and restore estuarine habitat; and 3. Improve the continuity of estuarine habitat. Environmental stressors include factors that cause or indicate impairment of the watershed, such as high intensity land use, population density, and impervious surface. Resource metrics indicate the presence of important ecological resources such as eelgrass, shellfish beds, anadromous fish, and salt marsh. The indicators were selected based on data quality and reliability, availability of data for the entire MBP region, availability of data in the future, and cost effectiveness.
The Interim Estuary Delineation and Assessment report was completed this fall. This report in conjunction with stakeholder input will serve as the backbone of the CCMP Update and MBP moving forward.
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