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Gallery: Researchers Get Dirty To Clean Up Chesapeake

EPA Drafts Chesapeake Bay Cleanup Strategy
by RICHARD HARRIS

November 9, 2009 

Monday, the Federal government announced the 

outlines of a new effort to help restore the seafood 

and wildlife in the nation's largest estuary: the 

Chesapeake Bay. 

The plan injects the federal government into an 

issue that was largely left up to the states that 

surround the bay, such as Maryland and Virginia. 

And it targets the root causes of the trouble: 

runoff.

Healing The Bay

The bay is being overwhelmed with nitrogen, 

phosphorus and sediments from agriculture runoff 

as well as from the 17 million people who live in the bay's watershed. 

One of the biggest victims of this has been the bay's once-thriving oysters. 

Peyton Robertson from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

said restoring the oysters is key to the new bay recovery effort.

"We want to coordinate with Maryland, Virginia and the Potomac River Fisheries commission, to 

recover historical oyster bars and establish self-sustaining oyster-reef sanctuaries and 20 key 

tributaries throughout the bay, by the year 2020," Robertson said Monday in a telephone news briefing. 

Reducing Runoff

Ultimately, the states and federal government will need to figure out how to reduce runoff into the bay. 

That means paying more attention to farms, which are the single biggest sources of nutrient-laden 

water. 
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The Chesapeake Bay region, as seen in this composite 

satellite image, is getting the attention of the Obama 

administration.
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But better farm practices alone won't do the job. In fact, EPA official Chuck Fox says, the impact from 

agricultural runoff is not as bad as it once was.

"This is contrary to urban and suburban runoff loads, which are in fact increasing in the Chesapeake 

Bay watershed," Fox said.

So an effective strategy means getting states and local governments to pay more attention to new or 

rebuilt subdivisions and other development. 

Federal Involvement

Until now, most of the bay's restoration plans have been largely voluntary — loosely coordinated by 

Maryland, Virginia, Delaware, Pennsylvania, New York, West Virginia and the city of Washington D.C., 

which are all in the bay's watershed. 

The new plan, ordered this spring by President Obama, will give the federal government a much bigger 

role. Some in the region have worried this could amount to a federal takeover of the effort.

"I would respectfully disagree with that characterization completely," Fox said. "It is our view that this is 

a new era of federal leadership, but it is also our view that we have to do this in close partnership with 

state and local governments, as well as those in the private sector."

 



Recent First

States are expected to come up with new regulations and measures to heal the bay, but if those fall 

short, the federal government will step in with new rules. 

This plan, still in draft form, is a big step from the volunteer efforts of the past two decades. And Bill 

Dennison at the University of Maryland's Center for Environmental Science says it's a welcome one, 

saying these are "exciting times" for the bay.

"It's kind of a super-sized restoration program," Dennison said. "And I think it represents an opportunity 

to take the best-studied bay in the world into the best-managed bay in the world."

Manageable Goals

One feature of the plan is that the states and federal government will review their progress every two 

years, and not simply wait until the restoration deadline of 2025 draws near.

"We have defined goals and measurable progress and realistic time fames," Dennison said. "We're not 

talking about what we're going to do in five or 10 years, outside the political life cycle of any particular 

politician, but we're talking about what we can do in a couple of years."

The Chesapeake Bay Foundation has been the region's leading advocate for restoring the bay. Roy 

Hoagland at the foundation says the newly unveiled plan neatly lays out all the things that need to be 

done, but he's not entirely happy.

"What was disappointing about this federal strategy is the lack of specificity," Hoagland said in an 

interview. "For example, it talks about developing new regulations for managing urban and suburban 

storm water. It doesn't have any details about what better management might or might not be."

Those all-important details still need to be worked out.

 

Bob H (scienceguy) wrote: 

This problem is all too familiar from my grad school days in the DC area in the 1980s, just 

more serious now. 

 

If our politicians had been living underwater in the Chesapeake Bay, this specific problem 

would have been addressed YEARS ago. For most people, that complex ecosystem under 

the surface of the water is a black box where the fish they eat come from. For its residents, it 

is the only home they have and when we fill it with trash or chemical/microbial contaminants, 
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they have nowhere to go and nothing to do but die (unseen until scientists tell us there is a 

problem). 

 

As we continue to stress the entire planet through overpopulation (the most fundamental 

problem) and related environmental insults, this is EXACTLY the type of failure we can expect 

to see more often. In this particular case (as for the Gulf of Mexico and Mediterranean dead 

zones) the problem is that we are still treating our estuaries and oceans like a sink into which 

we can just dump our wastes with impunity. While this was done in the past without obviously 

causing problems, we now have too many people, too much industry, and too many chemical 

toxins made in million-ton quantities for it to continue without causing obvious and serious 

degradation.

Wednesday, November 11, 2009 1:39:09 PM

 

david bockoven (davy_B) wrote: 

Old news which was not attended to by the bad stewards of our nation, otherwise known as 

"Conservative" elected officials (and even "centrist" ones like Bill Clinton). That's why it seems 

like new news now. Please put it in historical context.  

 

We have already begun reaping the harvest of pathological denial and neglect, and they're 

called dead zones.

Tuesday, November 10, 2009 2:59:15 AM

 

david bockoven (davy_B) wrote: 

Your report made a vague allusion which might have been interpreted to remind us that these 

problems had been recognized, and an EPA response begun, before the George W. Bush 

regime. It was then denied and ignored for eight years. 

 

What you failed to even hint at is the history that many of these problems had been identified 

decades before. It wasn't for no reason that the EPA was created under Pres. Nixon. During 

the Ford and Carter administrations, many of these problems were recognized. Research was 

begun. Provisional solutions began to be examined. Students learned about problems such as 

eutrophication of water. 

 

Then came Reagan. He assured us that the future would take care of itself, and that in any 

case we certainly shouldn't pay for it. He determined that the national infrastructure, which 

had been designed and engineered with specifications calling for regular maintenance, didn't 

really need that maintenance, and in any case we shouldn't pay for it. Pretty soon, only a few 

fringe eggheads were worrying about things like dead zones in the Chesapeake Bay. 

 

This is good news - that is, it is good that you tell this news. There certainly is new news in it, 

inasmuch as new details are told. Please also say that it's old news

Tuesday, November 10, 2009 2:55:53 AM

 

david jenson (Yahoo4ever) wrote: 

There are too many government workers in that area. We need to relocate 50 percent of the 

gov. agencies out of the Va/DC area to different parts of the USA. The area is just over 

populated.

Tuesday, November 10, 2009 1:14:41 AM

 

Debra Curtis (adogslife) wrote: 

Quote from artile: The plan injects the federal government into an issue that was largely left 

up to the states that surround the bay, such as Maryland and Virginia. And it targets the root 

causes of the trouble: runoff." The problem is the STATES! They don't enforce their own 
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environmenal laws. Domestic runoff (subdivisions)is the number 1 polluter in the U.S. If you 

would like to see how the State of Arkansas deals with environmental problems check out 

www.shameonarkansas.com 

 

ADEQ the head agency for the state "waived its right" to make a decision regarding a 401 

permit under the Clean Water Act after ADEQ's staff wrote negative reports about the project.  

 

The project: A man built an earthen dam across a Creek (waters of the United States)and 

destroyed wetlands. He totally impounded the flow of the Creek; he also built his lake over 

abandoned septic fields (cyanobacteria blooms have occured). The dam has failed and 

flooded downstream properties. Arkansas receives federal monies to support this agency. 

Why? Please read the link its a hoot.

Monday, November 09, 2009 11:00:09 PM

 

Wolf Pack (ThisIsMyBoomstick) wrote: 

What about the Mississippi and the Gulf?

Monday, November 09, 2009 9:12:44 PM

 

Elsa Peterson (EveT) wrote: 

To Mark_O: If the environment goes to h--- in a handbasket, nothing else will matter. I for one 

am glad to hear a report about an environmental initiative, especially when it mentions that the 

program still falls short of specifics that would actually put some teeth into it.

Monday, November 09, 2009 8:24:40 PM

 

MarkO Hammontree (Mark_O) wrote: 

Thank you for dedicating part of your program to this important issue, instead of just filling the 

entire show with the same old boring topics of war and suicide bombs and murder and rape 

(where the only things new in that news are the names and numbers and locations).  

 

Monday, November 09, 2009 7:05:33 PM

 

Hungry Joe (heapbigphotographer) wrote: 

@perryb: 

 

It sounds like you're saying that the recovery of the Chesapeake will require a major sacrifice 

of economic growth in the Bay watershed. 

 

Well...there will be economic costs to a lot of people, it's true. But one of the things that was 

interesting to me about this article was the statement that agricultural runoff was already 

coming down. This suggests that the people with the most to lose (the farmers) are already 

getting their collective acts together ('bout time!). If the suburbanites can be persuaded to 

curtail their fertilizer use, another piece of the puzzle will fall into place. 

 

Commercial fishing interests will probably not feel new regulation--they've been cut back so 

far due to past environmental degradation and overfishing that there's not much more to be 

cut. 

 

As for lamenting a loss of population growth--have you driven in NorRichWashiMore lately? 

There are way, way too many people in the Bay Watershed. The more who get driven out, the 

better.

Monday, November 09, 2009 7:04:36 PM
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Perry Bezanis (perryb) wrote: 

i said it on today's 'morning edition' and i say it again now: 

"not even close to 'resurrection' without a concentrated _attrition_ of 'economic growth' _and 

population growth_ for miles around the chesapeake bay". 

~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

perryb@condition.org

Monday, November 09, 2009 6:26:57 PM
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