A BI-PARTISAN APPROACH
in the 1980s to advise the General Assemblies of Maryland, Pennsylvania and
Virginia on matters of Baywide concern. Twenty-one members (seven from each
state) define the Commission’s identity, determine its direction and share its
workload. Fifteen are state legislators, three are cabinet-level secretaries representing their
governors, and three are citizen representatives.
Despite its political composition, the Commission is bi-partisan and consensus-based.
Its mandate is to address a broad range of issues, taking into account the pollution sources,
land uses, living resources and human impacts that threaten the health of the Bay and its
watershed, a 64,000-square-mile area encompassing six states, our nation’s capital and 1,800
local governments.
The full range of urban, suburban and rural life enjoyed in the watershed is represented,
with each member contributing his or her unique perspective and expertise. Knowledge is
gained at quarterly Commission meetings and in the field through dialogue with constituents,
stakeholders and scientists.
Strategically, the Commission focuses on the activities and actions of the General
Assemblies of the three core Bay states of Maryland, Pennsylvania and Virginia. This
targeting of effort reflects the reality that these three states constitute over 80 percent of the
land area of the watershed and contribute nearly 90 percent of the nutrient loads.
Commission members, with the assistance of full-time staff in each state, craft, coordinate
and secure passage of laws and policies within and across the states, setting the bar for
legislative leadership in the watershed and balancing the complex ecological, social and
economic concerns that face the Bay’s future. By law, the Commission also serves as a liaison
to the U.S. Congress on all matters — legislative and budgetary — of Baywide concern.
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THE WORK OF THE DELEGATIONS IN 2016
IN MARYLAND

IN PENNSYLVANIA

IN VIRGINIA

ith Maryland on-track to meet its 2017 water
quality goals under the TMDL, Commission
members focused on maintaining that
progress by supporting land conservation.
Maryland’s Program Open Space (POS)
preserves natural areas, protects historic places,
and develops parks. Full funding of POS and other
land conservation programs is critical to achieving
the Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement goal
to preserve an additional 2 million acres by 2025.
Unfortunately, recent state budgets have diverted
funding from POS to Maryland’s General Fund.
After working with a broad group of stakeholders,
Commission members effectively sponsored
legislation to repay $90 million in previous POS
diversions. The bill also requires repayment of any
future diversions.
In other budget-related matters, the Commission
worked to fully fund the state Chesapeake Bay Trust
Fund, which supports agricultural and other nonpoint source best management practices, a first in
the Fund’s ten-year history. The legislature also
commissioned a study to determine whether Soil
Conservation Districts, which help farmers install
pollution reduction practices, are adequately funded.
Commission members were also successful with
the passage of a study to determine sustainable
harvest rates and management strategies for the
public oyster fishery.

ith mounting evidence that Pennsylvania
would not meet its 2017 TMDL goals,
Commission members turned their attention
to obtaining the necessary resources to get the
Commonwealth back on track.
Throughout the year, the Commission worked with
members of Congress to secure an additional $28
million in federal and state dollars for Pennsylvania’s
Bay efforts.
In August, Commission members hosted a wellattended meeting for Pennsylvania legislative leaders
and staff at the Smithsonian Environmental Research
Center in Maryland. For many in attendance, it was
their first encounter with the Chesapeake.
The meeting helped generate a renewed focus,
and the Senate Agriculture & Rural Affairs and
Environmental Resources & Energy Committees held
a joint hearing, on the multi-billion-dollar funding
gap. Commission members introduced four pieces
of legislation designed to provide new funding to
help fill the gap. While none passed, conversation
galvanized around a new statewide Clean Water Fund
that would receive revenue from a new water use fee.
In December, Commission members met personally
with Governor Wolf on this concept.
In parallel, negotiations continued with the
Department of Agriculture and stakeholders on
legislation sponsored by the Commission to reduce
the nitrogen and phosphorus in lawn fertilizer.

ith implementation of the TMDL continuing
to highlight the role of local governments,
Commission members championed
legislation in 2016 to assist local partners in keeping
Virginia on-track for clean water.
Intended to reduce the cost of compliance,
legislation authorized public-private partnerships
(P3s) for stormwater management. P3s allow private
firms to provide traditional government services to
maximize the efficiencies of the public and private
sectors.
Water quality credit trading can also reduce
compliance costs. Some Virginia municipalities have
purchased low-cost nitrogen or phosphorus credits
from another municipality rather than implement
high-cost technology to achieve water quality goals.
As a result of Commission leadership, municipalities
can now use the Stormwater Local Assistance Fund
to purchase nutrient credits. Commission leadership
also yielded sediment credit trading.
Legislation introduced by Commission members
addressed an unintended consequence of Virginia’s
Conflict of Interest Act; Bay farmers can now serve
in a leadership role at their local Soil and Water
Conservation District.
Finally, Commission members assisted with
the passage of historic funding of $72 million
for agricultural best management practices and
technical assistance.

AUTHOR TOM HORTON (BACK CENTER) WITH REP. GARTH EVERETT, SEN. GENE YAW,
SEN. RICH ALLOWAY, WARREN ELLIOTT AND REP. KEITH GILLESPIE

HONORING BERNIE FOWLER
erhaps no individual has done more to inspire
generations of Bay stewards than retired
Maryland Senator Bernie Fowler, the longest
serving Commission member with 32 years of
service. Fowler is best known for making complicated
restoration science understandable to the general
public through his annual “Wade-In” to gauge water
clarity on the Patuxent River.
In 2016, all three state delegations presented
Fowler with honorary proclamations and championed
legislation to establish “Chesapeake Bay Awareness
Week” in their states. To be held every year in the
second week of June, Chesapeake Bay Awareness
Week will coincide with the Wade-In and encourage
local special events like kayak trips, tree plantings,
trash clean-ups, and nature walks that will engage
the public in Bay restoration.
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show reduced loads, especially in the Susquehanna
watershed, which provides 50 percent of the Bay’s
freshwater. Measured in pounds of nutrient or
sediment runoff per acre of watershed, these trends
indicate that wastewater treatment upgrades and
best management practices on the land are having
their intended effect of reducing water pollution.
Excess nutrients in the water contribute to rapid
growth of algae, a process that ultimately results in
low levels of dissolved oxygen. In the Bay, many areas
have oxygen levels so low that no fish can survive,
a condition known as hypoxia. Dissolved oxygen is
further reduced by warm temperatures, meaning the
hypoxic zone has historically been larger during the
summer. While a record-hot summer of 2016 did see
an expected increase in the area with hypoxia, there
were no areas that saw a complete lack of oxygen
(anoxia), a first in the 30 years of monitoring.
Another benefit of reducing nutrients and
sediment is increased water clarity. The clearer
the water, the greater the amount of sunlight for
underwater grasses — important habitat for fish
and crabs and a filter of sediment. The acreage of
grasses in the Bay has been steadily increasing, and
between 2014 and 2015 the coverage
increased over 20 percent to the highest
Late summer anoxic volume (cubic kilometers)
level in 30 years. Some areas, like the
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onditions in the Chesapeake Bay and its
tributaries are showing noticeable signs of
improvement. After more than 30 years of
restoration, and half-way through implementation of
a Clean Water Act Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL),
experts are speculating that the Bay may be nearing a
“tipping point” to good health.
In a highly complex ecosystem such as the
Chesapeake Bay, biological processes can withstand
a certain amount of pollution. But upon reaching a
threshold, the pollution overwhelms the ecosystem
and degradation occurs rapidly. Similarly, restoration
can
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modeling tools, scientists know that decreases
in nitrogen, phosphorus and sediment loads
will improve Bay health over time. In 2016, that
improvement is evident.
Water quality monitoring data compiled from
117 sites across the watershed by the United States
Geological Survey (USGS) indicate a significant
decrease in nutrients and sediment since 1985. In the
most recent decade, over half of the monitoring sites
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HEADQUARTERS AND MARYLAND OFFICE
60 West Street, Suite 406
Annapolis, MD 21401
410-263-3420
VIRGINIA OFFICE
General Assembly Building
201 N. 9th Street, Room 270
Richmond, VA 23219
804-786-4849
PENNSYLVANIA OFFICE
c/o Senate of Pennsylvania
Room G-05 North Office Building
Harrisburg, PA 17120
717-772-3651
www.chesbay.us
Ann Pesiri Swanson
Executive Director
aswanson@chesbay.us

Mark Hoffman
Maryland Director
mhoffman@chesbay.us

Ann F. Jennings
Virginia Director
ajennings@ chesbay.us

Marel King
Pennsylvania Director
mking@chesbay.us

Jennifer Donnelly
Administrative Officer
jdonnelly@chesbay.us
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