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Growing
We begin in Annapolis.
As a movement, Save the Bay swelled in 

size, scope and appetite.
The Annapolis-based Chesapeake Bay 

Foundation formed in 1967. It had a payroll 
of three by 1970. Today it employs about 180 
people, has offices in three states, and last 
fiscal year spent $24 million. It’s also open-
ing a $20 million facility in Virginia Beach.

The Chesapeake Bay Program formed in 
1983 as a partnership of nonprofits, state 
and federal agencies. It’s managed by the 
Environmental Protection Agency. The 
program’s first budget was $4.6 million. It 
reached $57 million last year.

Like vagaries of crab season, results vary.
The foundation published its first report 

card of bay health in 1998.
From 1998 to 2012, bay health increased 27 

to 32. That’s on a scale of 100 and according 
to foundation report cards.

Rockfish increased tenfold since the 1980s. 
Sewage plants were upgraded. Awareness 
spread.

Water quality, overall, improved slightly 
since 1985. But about two-thirds of the bay 
still fails standards for clarity, oxygen, grass 
and algae as set by the Chesapeake Bay Pro-
gram. Clarity, in fact, plunged in 2011 to the 
lowest level ever recorded by the program.

Modest results haven’t slowed this ex-
panding movement.

About 90 full-time staffers now work for 
the program, based in a waterfront com-
plex in Annapolis. They’re helped by more 
than 400 others, from scientists to gover-
nors, composing the bay-wide partnership. 
It sprawls across six states and Washington, 
D.C.; some 18 federal agencies; 25 academic 
institutions; more than 30 nonprofits, busi-
nesses and municipalities.

Partners include the Chesapeake Bay 
Commission (policy coordinator among 
states), the Chesapeake Bay Trust (think 
bay license plates), the Chesapeake Conser-
vancy (public-access promoter), the Alliance 
for the Chesapeake Bay (grassroots orga-
nizer).

Got it?
“We can’t even get our own people to fig-

ure it out,” said Tom Wenz, spokesman for 
the EPA’s Chesapeake office.

Add the others affecting bay water: farm-
ers, watermen, developers, homeowners. 
It’s a collective both proficient and cumber-
some; a model of partnership — and finger 
pointing; a cause propelled by best inten-
tions — but stifled by bureaucracy.

In a way, the effort has grown to mirror 
the object: a massive, tangled heart of wa-
ter, known simply as the bay.

still studying
In 1977, the Army Corps of Engineers pub-

lished the first study of bay health. It filled 
19 volumes, cost $15 million, and predicted 
water conditions through 2020.

Within six years, the EPA published its 
own study for $27 million.

Critics soon warned of repetitive research.
There was the massive model of the Ches-

apeake, built by the corps in the late 1970s 
and housed within a 9-acre Kent Island 
warehouse.

It was designed for the study of mixing 
fresh and salt water. It wasn’t designed to 
compete with computer modeling, and soon 
grew obsolete.

Then, the bay was already called the 
world’s most studied estuary.

“Money should not go for more studies,” 
said Severn Riverkeeper Fred Kelly. “We’ve 
studied the — out of it.”

But this is a movement draped in aca-
demia and, occasionally, marked by irony.

The Severn Riverkeeper got a federal 
grant to repair an Annapolis creek but 
waited a year — and is still waiting — for 
federal approval of the work.

Such plans must be sent to The Delaware 
Nation American Indians in case sacred 
sites are disturbed. Thousands of Delaware 
people once roamed Chesapeake shores, 
though the tribe is now in Oklahoma.

tangled tentacles
Maryland and Uncle Sam spent nearly 

$40 million restoring oyster sanctuaries and 
fisheries from 1994 to 2007, says a state Oys-
ter Advisory Commission report. But the 
Chesapeake Bay Program website offers this 
analysis of those years: “There is no statis-
tically discernible trend (from 1994). Oyster 
abundance remains at a very low level.”

Oysters fell victim to disease, dirty water 
and harvesting; though state populations 
grew the past two years.

Maryland plans to spend billions of tax 
dollars to lessen pollution from its shores. 
The state, however, won’t be spending on 
the cheapest methods.

It’s cheaper to reduce pollution from 
farms than septic systems. But Maryland 
money will spread among all polluters in a 
plan “... based on equity (fairness) rather 
than efficiency (cost),” according to the 
plan.

And consider the challenge of coordinat-
ing laws among watershed states.

When crab populations plunged in 1994, 
Virginia expanded spawning sanctuaries 
and shortened its crab-pot season.

Maryland answered in 1995 by banning 
commercial harvests one day a week. Vir-
ginia watermen continued that year and, 
well, someone forgot to tell the crabs to 
obey state lines.

Or look to BWI Thurgood Marshall Air-
port.

Crews spray antifreeze to thaw airplane 
wings, about 164,000 gallons a year. It’s cap-
tured before reaching bay tributaries, as re-
quired by Maryland law.

That’s not the practice in Pennsylvania.
About 30,000 gallons is sprayed annually 

at Harrisburg International Airport, near 
the Susquehanna River. That river supplies 
about half the bay’s freshwater. An airport 
stream is tested twice a year. Officials insist 
aquatic life is safe.

Blame abounds.
Developers point to farmers; farmers 

point to developers. Sometimes both blame 
the aging Conowingo Dam near the mouth 
of the Susquehanna, which supplies nearly 
half the bay’s annual nitrogen pollution, the 
Chesapeake Bay Program says.

And report cards abound.
Bay health last year earned 47 percent 

from the University of Maryland Center for 
Environmental Science.

When we were students, this was an “F” 
but in their school it’s a “C.”

Professor Bill Dennison wrote that adjust-
ed grading scales were needed, or else: 

• “All of the Chesapeake Bay scores 
would be an F.”

• “It is unlikely that this grade of F using 
a (standard) scale would change for years to 
decades.”

• “Comparisons between regions would be 
impossible.”

Bloated bay
Capt. John Smith wrote that bay oysters 

“lay as thick as stones” in the 1600s. Euro-
pean explorers found more sturgeon “than 
could be devoured by dog or man,” Smith 
wrote.

Today, sturgeon have been wiped out. 
Less than 1 percent of the historic oyster 
beds remain to filter water.

After centuries of dumping, the Chesa-
peake sometimes sickens swimmers. Locals 
are cautioned to avoid water after a rainfall 
— that’s swim time for bacteria.

Water quality eludes us from boats and 
shores. So we rely on statistics to under-
stand.

Scientists estimate nearly 200,000 acres 
of bay grass sheltered crabs and fish in the 
1930s. Today, about one-quarter of those 
aquatic meadows remain, having survived 
storms, pollution-clouded water and rising 
temperatures.

Blue crabs averaged 581 million a year in 
the 1990s. That annual average decreased 28 
percent in the past decade.

Billions of pollution pounds bloat the 
Chesapeake each year. Annual nitrogen pol-
lution, in fact, outweighs the Navy’s newest 
aircraft carrier.

Sediment runoff, at 8.2 billion pounds last 
year, tips the scale against 30 of that air-
craft carrier.

Health will rebound if pollution slows and 
the bay slims, says the EPA. It says current 
nitrogen must decrease 22 percent a year; 
phosphorus, 19 percent; sediment, 11 percent 
before widespread recovery begins.

“This is an ecological disaster that has 
unfolded slow-motion over time,” said How-
ard Ernst, a bay researcher and political 
science professor at the Naval Academy. 
“To me, the bay is a metaphor for human 
existence.

“If we can’t do it here, where are we go-
ing to do it?”

understand the feat
That famous 1983 agreement proved 

the first nod by bay states and the EPA of 
shared responsibility to clean the Chesa-
peake.

In 1980, the watershed was home to 12.7 
million people. Some 17.7 million people 
settled here by 2012, an increase of nearly 
40 percent. All those people taking showers, 
washing cars, flushing toilets.

Lawn fertilizer washes away after rain-
falls to fuel algae growth. Pharmaceuticals 
slips through sewage treatment plants to 
mutate smallmouth bass.

The poultry industry tripled since the late 
1950s. Delmarva farms now produce 558 mil-
lion chickens a year. That’s about 30 chick-
ens per person living in the watershed.

Tropical Storm Lee lingered overhead in 
2011. It swept in millions of pounds of pol-
lution, gorging the shallow estuary, cloud-
ing water, choking grass. How can you stop 
hurricanes, superstorms, floods?

“It’s remarkable things are in as good a 
shape as they are given everything that’s 
transpired,” said Nicholas DiPasquale, di-
rector of the Chesapeake Bay Program.

In fact, some signs blossom with hope.
Algae once grew so thick on the Potomac 

River in Southern Maryland it seemed you 
could stand atop the muck. Today, bass-fish-
ing tournaments are held.

Trout streams are restored in central 
Pennsylvania. Grasses burst forth at the 
mouth of the Susquehanna in fields so dense 
they’re visible from space.

Now, states must build pollution-reduc-
tion systems by 2025. A federal judge reject-
ed a lawsuit challenging this mandate. Prog-
ress must be proved every two years, and 
the EPA promises penalties for inaction.

Two voluntary cleanup agreements fell 
short, so this plan may be the last hope be-
cause, “You only get three swings,” says 
Donald Boesch, president of the University 
of Maryland Center for Environmental Sci-
ence.

“Come 2025, if we miss it badly,” he says, 
“I think it’s never going to be achieved.”
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dnR biologist Mark Matsche holds a rockfish with skin lesions, evidence of mycobacteriosis, a bacterial disease.

1967
The nonprofit Chesapeake Bay Foundation is created 

and prints its first run of “Save the Bay” bumper stickers. 
Today the organization counts at least 226,000 members 
and has a $24 million budget.

1970
The Environmental Protection Agency is formed to 

answer “growing public demand for cleaner water, air and 
land,” according to the agency.

1970s
Several counties in Southern Maryland, led by 

then-Calvert County Commissioner Bernie Fowler, file a 
lawsuit over pollution in the Patuxent River. This leads 
to sewage plant upgrades and the establishment of the 
state’s Patuxent River Commission.

1972
Congress passes the Clean Water Act, requiring all 

of the nation’s waters to be “fishable and swimmable” by 
1983.

1973
U.S. Sen. Charles “Mac” Mathias takes a five-day tour 

of the Chesapeake Bay to understand its problems. This 
helps raise awareness of the bay’s declining health.

1977-1983
The EPA conducts an intensive study of bay problems, 

establishing for the first time the pollution sources that 
harm the bay the most.

1983
A three-day conference about the Chesapeake Bay 

held in Fairfax, Va., concludes with the signing of the 
first Chesapeake Bay Agreement on Dec. 9. The brief 
document establishes a joint state-federal cleanup effort.

Mid-1980s
Maryland lawmakers, under the leadership of Gov. 

Harry R. Hughes, pass significant environmental laws, 
such as the Critical Area laws, which limit development 
on shorelines, and a ban on phosphorus in detergent.

1987
The second Chesapeake Bay Agreement is signed by 

government leaders in Baltimore.

1988
Calvert County’s Bernie Fowler, now a state senator, 

holds the first of his now-famous “wade ins” to test water 
clarity. Now held around the bay each June, it’s a simple 
test to see how deep one can go into the water before 
losing sight of one’s shoes. Clarity increased in recent 
years, but remains below levels measured by Fowler in 
the late 1990s.

1997
The toxic organism Pfiesteria piscicida sickens 

watermen on the Eastern Shore, leading to the infamous 
“Pfiesteria hysteria.” As a result, farmers are required 
to submit nutrient-management plans to the state to 
document their use of nutrients from sources such as 
fertilizer and manure.

1998
The American Canoe Association and the American 

Littoral Society sue the EPA over the failed bay cleanup 
effort. A 1999 court settlement paves the way for a new 
round of bay promises to be signed in 2000.

2000
Chesapeake 2000 is signed at Herrington Harbour 

South, setting 2010 as the new deadline for getting the 
bay off the list of the nation’s “impaired waters.”

eARly 2000s
Local watershed groups begin hiring “riverkeepers,” 

who are dedicated to patrolling the water, reporting 
environmental violators, monitoring water quality and 
educating the public.

2004
Under the leadership of Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich Jr., 

Maryland lawmakers establish the “flush fee,” a $30 per 
year tax that goes into the Bay Restoration Fund to pay 
for sewage plant upgrades, septic system upgrades and 
cover crops.

2005
The Government Accountability Office blasts the 

EPA’s Chesapeake Bay Program for not having a 
workable bay cleanup plan and for overstating progress. 
Progress reports are “not credible” and paint “a rosier 
view of the health of the bay than may have been 
warranted,” the GAO says.

2008
Government officials begin to acknowledge that 

the 2010 goals will not be met. The Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation sues the federal government for failing to 
meet the requirements of the Clean Water Act, though 
the lawsuit is later put on hold.

2009
In May, officials gathered at Mount Vernon to 

announce it will take until at least 2025 to get the bay 
off the impaired waters list. At the same time, President 
Barack Obama issues an executive order requiring 
federal agencies to do more to improve the bay.

As a legal consequence for not meeting the 
Chesapeake 2000 goals, the feds and states start crafting 
a “pollution diet” that will set limits on how much pollution 
can enter the bay.

2010
The EPA completes its “pollution diet” and assigns 

allocations for nitrogen, phosphorus and sediment to 
the six watershed states and Washington, D.C. These 
jurisdictions draft Watershed Implementation Plans 
showing how they will reduce pollutants to meet the 
“pollution diet.”

2012
In March, states and counties submit final Phase II 

Watershed Implementation Plans. In April, the Maryland 
General Assembly passes a bill requiring nine counties 
and the City of Baltimore to establish stormwater fees to 
pay for systems that will reduce pollution in order to meet 
the “pollution diet.”

2013
Anne Arundel County begins charging most property 

owners a stormwater fee of $85 a year. Businesses 
pay based on their amount of impervious surface. In 
September, a federal judge rejects a legal challenge 
to the “pollution diet,” ruling the EPA did not unlawfully 
infringe on states’ rights because the Clean Water Act 
envisions a strong federal role in ensuring pollution 
reduction.

2025
States are supposed to have all pollution-reduction 

systems in place that will eventually get the bay off the 
impaired waters list.

Sources: Environmental Protection Agency, Capital-
Gazette archives, Chesapeake Bay Foundation.

RestoRAtion tiMeline

The definition of a clean Chesapeake 
Bay depends on who you ask. Here’s a 
look at how leading organizations de-
fine clean:

• The Chesapeake Bay Foundation 
says a restored bay will score 70 in the 
nonprofit’s annual report card of bay 
health. This score combines 12 indi-
cators, everything from nitrogen and 
oxygen to shad and oysters. Bay health 
scored 32 in the most recent report

• The Chesapeake Bay Program, the 
lead agency behind the cleanup, set 
goals for seven signs of bay health: 
crabs, rockfish, grasses, bottom habitat, 
oxygen, algae and clarity. These mea-
sures are charted annually in the pro-
gram’s ”Bay Barometer” The only goal 
achieved so far is rockfish. A 1980s fish-
ing moratorium restored that species.

• State and federal agencies say the 
bay will recover if the annual volume 
of pollution decreases. For decades, 
this pollution — nitrogen, phosphorus 
and sediment — proved too much for 
the Chesapeake to process. Officials are 
working to meet reductions established 
in a federally mandated “pollution 
diet.”

What is clean?Bay
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