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March 17, 2017 

Paul Orlando 
Chesapeake Bay Regional Coordinator 
ONMS Northeast and Great Lakes Region 
c/o NOAA Chesapeake Bay Office 
410 Severn Ave, Suite 207-A 
Annapolis, MD 21403  

 

Re: Comments on Mallows Bay-Potomac River National Marine Sanctuary; Notice of 
Proposed Rulemaking and Availability of Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) and 
Management Plan 

 

Dear Mr. Orlando: 

On behalf of our over 10,000 members and supporters in the greater Washington, D.C. region, 
the Audubon Naturalist Society (ANS) hereby submits comments on the Mallows Bay National 
Marine Sanctuary (NMS) Proposal. ANS has a history of advocating on behalf of the Potomac 
River and its many tributaries throughout Washington DC, Maryland, and Virginia. We consider 
Mallows Bay, its historic ships, and the river, estuarine, and shoreline habitats that surround it 
to be a valuable and unique historic and natural resource. We strongly support the designation 
of a National Marine Sanctuary at Mallows Bay and its surrounding environment. We support 
Alternative D as the best option to protect the many unique resources of this area for the 
following reasons: 

 The estuaries and shorelines of Nanjemoy and Mattawoman Creeks, Port Tobacco, and 
Chapman State Park all represent valuable ecological, historical, and cultural resources 
whose protection would further the goals of the National Marine Sanctuaries Act.  

 The increased visitation and economic needs of Charles County would best be met by 
providing a direct connection between the Town of Indian Head and the Sanctuary area.  

 NOAA should take advantage of the opportunity now to protect the many ecological, 
historical, and cultural resources that can be found throughout a broad area of the 
Potomac River but whose exact locations are not yet known (i.e., additional sunken 
ships). 

We further describe each of these points below. 

 



 

 

Alternative D includes estuarine habitats, valuable for both their ecological and historical 
significance, that are not protected in the other alternatives 

The fact that Alternative D uniquely includes estuarine habitats along the Nanjemoy and 
Mattawoman Creeks is one of the most important reasons why it should be chosen over the 
other alternatives. Estuaries represent a crucial blend of ecological and historic significance that 
together fulfill the goals of the National Marine Sanctuary Act (NMSA).  

As a mixing zone, estuaries provide a habitat type that can only exist in a narrow band of 
geographic conditions along coastlines and bays, and are the foundation of productivity for 
coastal ecosystems. They are incredibly valuable for their wildlife, economic, recreational, and 
ecosystems services value. And yet, they have been disproportionately threatened throughout 
our history. As written by Linwood Pendleton of the Ocean Foundation in a report partially 
funded by the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA): 

Because much of the American coast is made up of shifting sands or craggy cliffs, our use 
of the coasts historically has been concentrated in estuaries—the bays, coves, and river 
mouths where access is easy and safe harbor can be found. These areas are also special 
because of their biological importance to the nation. These estuaries, where freshwater 
meets the sea, are a fundamental cornerstone of ocean fisheries and aquaculture. 
Estuaries also generate oxygen, sequester carbon dioxide, and provide habitat to plants 
and animals, both marine and terrestrial. 

Unfortunately, we have a poor record of caring for our coasts and oceans… 

Seen by many as bottomless pits where we can dump society’s refuse, estuaries have 
been poisoned across the country. Bays once filled with fish and oysters have become 
dead zones filled with excess nutrients, chemical wastes, and harmful algae. Wetlands, 
especially coastal salt marshes, have faired [sic] no better. When Mark Twain said “land 
was something they aren’t making any more of,” he probably never thought his country 
would begin a systematic program of filling coastal wetlands to create new waterfront 
property. 

But that is exactly what happened. Worse yet, coastal wetlands that were not filled were 
often dredged for harbors and marinas. The result has been a loss of more than half of 
the nations wetlands over the past 200 years.1 

Estuaries have value even beyond their rarity and immense ecological diversity. More 
specifically, estuaries have historical significance as they relate to the U.S. fishing industry, and 
while there are laws in place (i.e. the Clean Water Act Section 404) to protect these estuarine 
habitats because of their rare ecological diversity outside of the NMSA, the NMSA recognizes 
that “these laws cannot in all cases provide a coordinated and comprehensive management 
approach to the conservation and management of marine environment.”2 The goal of the 
NMSA to protect special areas with qualities that give them special national significance is 

                                                           
1 Pendleton, Linwood H. (2008). The Economic and Market Value of Coasts and Estuaries: What’s At Stake? Restore 
America’s Estuaries. P 1-2. Available at 
http://www.habitat.noaa.gov/pdf/economic_and_market_valueofcoasts_and_estuaries.pdf.  
2 16 U.S.C 143(a)(3) 

http://www.habitat.noaa.gov/pdf/economic_and_market_valueofcoasts_and_estuaries.pdf


 

 

furthered when these areas are included in the designation because the area holds maritime 
treasures that tell a story about the earliest days of fishing, one of our Country's earliest 
pastimes and economic drivers.3 

Within the areas covered by D are fish finders, lures, reels, and other clues from colonial days as 
to how fishing technology in our Country has evolved.  

Additionally, these areas, along with Port Tobacco and Chapman State Park, hold other rich 
archaeological treasures that showcase the long history of human use of the area, from 
archaeological evidence of Native American cultures to Revolutionary War battle sites to 
important fishing and trading towns. 

In sum, the goals of the NMSA are furthered and the NMSA is able to supplement current 
Federal and State laws when the estuaries are looked at beyond their ecological qualities and 
given cultural and historical significance for their ability to serve as “natural classrooms.”4  

 

The proposed Sanctuary would require additional infrastructure to support its use as an 
educational and research facility, which is only available in Alternative D. 

NOAA's preferred option is C, which would result in an expected increase in visitation for 
recreational, educational, and research purposes, but the infrastructure to support this 
additional visitation is only available if the Sanctuary extends near the Town of Indian Head. As 
stated in the DEIS, “A 2012 tourism destination plan study prepared for the Charles County Office of 
Tourism found that there are great opportunities to increase tourism to Charles County by, among other 
things, better marketing and promotion of its water assets, historic sites and outdoor recreational 
facilities including the ghost fleet of Mallows Bay.”5  

Visitation is already increasing as the Sanctuary designation process has generated interest 
around the region. For example, “Charles County elementary and high school groups have 
begun to use Mallows Bay for immersive field excursions, several trash cleanup events have 
taken place, there have been an increase in paddlers coming to experience the ships and 
wildlife, and several universities and organizations have sought partnerships to study the 
unique ecosystem.”6  

Alternative D is the only option that provides the infrastructure needed to further the goals of 
the NMSA while also helping the economy of Charles County. If D is included, then there could 
be actual restrooms (not port-a-potty), additional marinas, and even a Visitor’s Center with 
classrooms. Indian Head, located close to Mallows Bay, is the ideal place to build this 
infrastructure. 

 
                                                           
3 Casey, Jim. (n.d.) A Short History of Commercial Fishing in the Chesapeake Region. Available at 
http://dnr.maryland.gov/fisheries/Documents/history_of_comm_fishing.pdf.  
4 16 U.S.C. 1431 (a)(2), 1433 (a)(2)(A) 
5 DEIS p 96 
6 Hernandez, Kimberly. (Winter 2017) “The Ghost Fleet of Mallows Bay: The nation’s next National Marine 
Sanctuary?” Maryland Natural Resource Magazine. Vol. 20, No. 1. Available at 
http://news.maryland.gov/dnr/2016/12/21/ghost-fleet-of-mallows-bay/.  

http://dnr.maryland.gov/fisheries/Documents/history_of_comm_fishing.pdf
http://news.maryland.gov/dnr/2016/12/21/ghost-fleet-of-mallows-bay/


 

 

NOAA should include the areas covered by Alternative D now because their value means they 
will inevitably need protection in the future. 

NOAA should take advantage of the opportunity to include the additional 48 square miles now 
because of the likelihood that it will inevitably be included in the future. Throughout the DEIS, 
mention is made of having to plan for maritime treasures that are yet to be discovered in the 
area. The DEIS states on pg. 18 that “there may be additional unknown maritime heritage 
resources” and on pg. 30 points to “suspected shipwrecks” and other “areas that are outside of 
the boundary defined…” If Alternative D is chosen, then these yet to be discovered treasures 
will be protected and preserved immediately. Future resources will not be wasted on having to 
protect maritime treasures “tomorrow” that should have been protected “today.”  

Lastly, a goal of the NMSA is to “maintain for future generations the habitat, and ecological 
services, of the natural assemblage of living resources that inhabit these areas”7 so the work of 
Duke University (using fixed wing drones to collect ultra-high resolution imagery of the 
ecological and shipwreck features of Mallows Bay) and UNC Marine Sciences Institute's work in 
locating submerged aquatic vegetation beds should be supported and continued. Alternative D 
gives these schools and other schools more area to explore and furthers the goals of the NMSA. 

 

For the reasons described above, ANS strongly supports sanctuary designation and in particular 
supports Alternative D. Thank you for your consideration of these comments. If you have any 
questions or would like to discuss further, please contact me at any time. 

Sincerely, 

    
Eliza Cava      Vivian Kimi Tozaki 
Director of Conservation    Member and Volunteer 
Eliza.cava@anshome.org 
(301) 652-9188 x22 

                                                           
7 16 U.S.C. 1431 (a)(4)(c) 
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