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Summer is here and with it comes recreation and renewal on the beautiful coastal ponds and barrier 

beaches that distinguish Rhode Island’s coastline.  And beneath the quiet, serene waters is a busy and 

vibrant ecosystem that makes southern New England one of the most productive marine areas in the 

Atlantic.  Winter flounder use the ponds as “nursery” grounds, where tiny juvenile flounder hide from 

predators in eel grass meadows.  Shellfish clean and purify the waters at an amazing rate – 100,000 

quahog clams can clean and filter nearly a million gallons of pond water a day, equivalent to the entire 

daily water consumption of the Town of Charlestown.  These shellfish create reefs that serve as homes 

for other animals such as anemones and small fish.  All of these animals migrate in and out of the ponds 

at various stages of their lives, contributing to the incredible diversity of the Atlantic Ocean. 

 

Recognizing the importance of these unique ecosystems, The Nature Conservancy is providing 

leadership in the application of science-driven strategies to protect and restore these fragile habitats. 
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Eelgrass meadows once covered most of Rhode Island’s coastal ponds with growth thick enough for 

coastal residents to consider it a nuisance as it fouled propellers and washed ashore after storms.  But 
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these unique plants provide 

irreplaceable habitats for thousands of 

species during their life-cycles.  

Today, eelgrass meadows are largely 

gone.  Like a forest deprived of trees, 

our coastal ponds are missing their 

most important plants.  The main 

culprit is a common and often-

beneficial chemical:  nitrogen.  

Nitrogen-rich runoff from cesspools, 

septic systems, and agriculture 

pollutes both the coastal ponds and 

Little Narragansett Bay causing 

periods of low oxygen, a condition known as “eutrophication.”  Eutrophication literally chokes the life 

out of the ponds, reducing water quality and clarity, and leading to explosive algal blooms and loss of 

eelgrass.  Marine and brackish water organisms are particularly vulnerable to excessive nitrogen in 

surface waters.  In addition, poor circulation in the shallow ponds stresses eelgrass meadows even 

further.  And, drastic declines in shellfish due to historic overharvesting have reduced the water 

purification function once provided by these species.  Without these once abundant shellfish 

populations, the pond is unable to purify itself. 

 

Climate change may cause further threats.  Scientists around the world are concerned about the impacts 

climate change may have on our coastal systems.  Sea level rise, temperature increases, and changes in 

alkalinity are all potential sources of stress on Rhode Island’s coastal ponds.   

 

Due to these complex and interrelated reasons, few coastal ponds in our region are currently in peak 

ecological condition.  But the potential for restoration and revitalization is tremendous.  And The 

Nature Conservancy is now investing heavily to protect this productive habitat. 
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To address the threats that have increased in recent decades, The Nature Conservancy is working with 

partners to build a comprehensive program of conserving and restoring the shellfish ecosystems that are 

key to saving our coastal bays and estuaries and the many forms of life that depend on them.  We are 

using shellfish restoration as a catalyst for large-scale estuarine restoration and conservation.  Since 

2001, The Conservancy and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) have 
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been engaged in a national partnership to restore marine, estuarine and coastal river habitats throughout 

the United States.  To date, we have leveraged more than $4.7 million from NOAA, funding 70 

community-based restoration projects in 18 states, including Rhode Island.  

    

·  The Nature Conservancy isThe Nature Conservancy isThe Nature Conservancy isThe Nature Conservancy is    leadleadleadleading theing theing theing the    NOAANOAANOAANOAA----funded funded funded funded quahog quahog quahog quahog and eel grass restoration in and eel grass restoration in and eel grass restoration in and eel grass restoration in 

Quonnie and NinigretQuonnie and NinigretQuonnie and NinigretQuonnie and Ninigret ponds ponds ponds ponds in partnership with Save The Bay and  the Salt Ponds Coalition.  

Staff and volunteers planted over 400,000 clams in the two ponds and Jules Opton-Himmel 

and Mary Horrigan are on the ponds this summer monitoring results.   

·  We are securing We are securing We are securing We are securing federal funds for federal funds for federal funds for federal funds for Light Detection and Ranging (Light Detection and Ranging (Light Detection and Ranging (Light Detection and Ranging (LIDLIDLIDLIDARARARAR)))), a remote sensing 

system that will create detailed mapping of sea level rise impacts along RI’s ocean shores, 

Narragansett Bay and Little Narragansett Bay.  Local, state and federal government agencies will 

need to coordinate their data and response to sea level rise.  LIDAR assists this effort by 

collecting topographic data and producing fine-scale models of sea level rise.  Analysis of these 

models will aid in identifying the most vulnerable sites and predicting marsh migration patterns. 

·  With With With With partners, we partners, we partners, we partners, we are continuingare continuingare continuingare continuing    our long history of our long history of our long history of our long history of strategic strategic strategic strategic land land land land acquisitionacquisitionacquisitionacquisition to protect 

the health of the ponds and to accommodate marsh migration along Rhode Island’s coast. 

·  We are conducting researchWe are conducting researchWe are conducting researchWe are conducting research on nitrogen sources and  on nitrogen sources and  on nitrogen sources and  on nitrogen sources and ““““hot spotshot spotshot spotshot spots”””” to help us prioritize our 

land acquisition projects in coastal watersheds with the goal of reducing nitrogen in estuaries 

downstream. 

·  In addition to shellfish restoration, In addition to shellfish restoration, In addition to shellfish restoration, In addition to shellfish restoration, wwwwe are evaluating a suite of habitat restoration e are evaluating a suite of habitat restoration e are evaluating a suite of habitat restoration e are evaluating a suite of habitat restoration 

strategiesstrategiesstrategiesstrategies such as coastal wetland restoration and dredging of breachways to prioritize actions. 

·  We are convening stakeholdersWe are convening stakeholdersWe are convening stakeholdersWe are convening stakeholders    

to build decisionto build decisionto build decisionto build decision----support toolssupport toolssupport toolssupport tools 

to aid community understanding 

of the projected impacts of sea-

level rise on the natural and built 

environment.  For example, local 

decisions around shoreline 

hardening may lead to unintended 

consequences, when other 

alternatives may provide greater 

benefits. 
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Through improved planning and innovative conservation strategies, these fragile habitats can become 

resilient places for wildlife that will continue to provide important benefits for generations to come. But 

we cannot do this alone. Together, with your support and the great work of our partners, we have an 

opportunity to do something special for our lifetime and for our children’s lifetimes. 

 

·  Sign up todaySign up todaySign up todaySign up today to receive the next RI Coastal Ponds Newsletter via email by sending a message 

to RICoastalPonds@tnc.org 

·  Sponsor aSponsor aSponsor aSponsor a    Coastal Ponds Education Roundtable this summer for neighbors, boating partners or 

other local groups.  If you provide the coffee, The Nature Conservancy will provide the rest.  

Contact Maureen Sheridan at 401-331-7110 ext. 20, or email:  msheridan@tnc.org. 

·  Consider a gift Consider a gift Consider a gift Consider a gift to supportto supportto supportto support    our science-based habitat protection and restoration.  Contact 

Maureen Sheridan at 401-331-7110 ext. 20. 

·  BecBecBecBecome a Coastal Pondome a Coastal Pondome a Coastal Pondome a Coastal Pond Volunteer Volunteer Volunteer Volunteer and help with our science and outreach work.  Contact 

Chris Littlefield at 401-466-2129, or email:  clittlefield@tnc.org. 

·  Join your Join your Join your Join your neighborsneighborsneighborsneighbors and become involved with one of the excellent conservation associations 

that serve your community. 


