














The pﬁncipal use impairments associated with fish and shellfish in ocean (vatérs of
the Bight ha\‘re‘been shellﬁsh closures in the Apex and, to a lesser extent, restrictions on
harvesting around the outfalls of sewage tre#tment plants. Closures in the Apex have been
caused by sewage treatment plant ana CSO discharges into the New York-New Jersey
'-Harbor and deposition of sewage sludge at the 12-mile municipal sludge dump site. A
reduction in such impairment;h#s occurred with the phasing out of the sewage sludge du_mﬁ
site in 1987, which may allo§v reopening of formerly closed areas in federal waters of the
Bight Apex in the near future. Also, year-round disinfectibn of municipal wastewater
discharges into the Harbor was impleménted in 1989, which has allowed the reopgx’ﬁng of
shellfish waters off Rockaway Beach and in Raritén Bay. Further improvements are
expected with. elimination of dry weather discharges (leakgges) from CSOs in the harbor;
~ which are expected to be completed in the mid-1990s, and from CSO treatment, which t_na_'y
be impleniénted in the early 2000s. It is recognized that while fhese actions will greatly." -
reduce concentrations of bacterial indicator orgaﬁisms in the Bight Apex, there is likely to "
be continuing concern over the presence of human-derived viruses in shellfish from these
waters because viruses are less affecied by the disi'nf/ec_tion pfocess and have a higher level
of survival in the marine environment. Closures at the ocean outfalls of sewage treatment
plants are not significantly affecting overall shellﬁsh productibn-in the Bight and, as a matter
of prudehce. are likely to remain in place.

| Overall, it appears that finfish and shellfish populations in the maﬁne waters of the
Bight ué predominantly influenced by fishing effort by both commercial and recreational

fishermen, and by natural perturbations in oceanic or meteorological conditions. Most of
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the major finfish and shellfish species in the Bight are under some form of management by
the various regional fisheries councils, by the _Natioiii\l Marine Fisheries Service, or by the
states individually. However, many of thes.e‘stocks are fully exploited or :ove,rexploited, and
fishing pressure will remain high as worldwide demand for fishery products and local”
demand for recreational fishing opportunities continue to increase. |

The status of ma:rine birds in the Bight is unclear, although some information on
species composition and population size 'is available for the period from: 1978 to 1980. An
update of this information is expectecl to be published in 1991 by investigators at the
Manomet Bird Observatory, which may indicate population trends over the past de;:ade.
Con;ern has been expressed about the presence of toxic chemicals in these bir'cls, since many

| of these species are heavy fish consumers and tem_:l to concentrate pollutants (e.g.,_ PCBs)

'~ from such food sources. | '
Beaches and Baok Bay Areas

The iisli and wildlife populations of the coastal, back bay, and estuarine areas of tho
Bight have undergone mojor fluctuations over the past century, and the factors contributing
to these changes have been quite varied. |

The region's cogstal bird populations were generally dovastated in the latter half of
the 19th century by a'c‘ombination of market and recreational hunting and egg gathering.
Many forinerly abundant species had largely disappoared from the Bight region by the turn
of the contuiiy. Following passage of federal proteotion‘? legislation in the early 19003,
populations gradually became restored. although for some species, significant p0pulat|on

levels were not attamed until the 1940s or even later
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'l;he explosion in growth of the metropolitan New York area following World War
. Il led to the rapid loss of zﬁajor habitats in the Bight. Although much of the region's tidal
wetlands had earlier‘ been altered by mosquito ditching practices, the period from the late
1940s to the late 1960s saw destruction by fill of large acreages of tidai wetlands in Nassau
and western Suffolk Counties on Long Island and unéhoﬂt New‘.'lersey's back bays. In
addition, second home devélopment along the region's. coastal beaches led tc'; the direct and
indirect loss of breeding habitat for Beach ne'sting" birds and to the loss and alteration of
dunes and related beach communities. As a result, some bea nésting Species shifted to
isolafed bay islandysﬁthat were being used for dredged spoil disposal. o

While these extensive habitat losses -were .occurring, DDT and relatgd compo/unds
‘were also being widely used for mosquito“c’ontroi in the regio s wetlands ahd for general
inseét control on farmlands and home gardens. These pesticides bioaccumulated in_. the’
aquatic enviromhent, resulting in high concentrations in plankt , fish, and shellfish, Whic_ll
. were major food sources for many bird species.. "I'hes; chemicals dramatically affected th:e

repfoducfive success of osprey, bald eagle, and various herons. Although use of DDT was

halted in 1972, concentrations of the chemical in peregrine falcon eggs in New Jersey were

still three times greater than in other states as late as 1984, er industrial compounds,
particularly PCBs, have been found in relatively high. concentrations m b_irds in the Bight |
region. Populations of some bird species most affected by these che_mials, particpldrly
osprey, havé gradually recovere&. HOWever, until very recgntly, ere has been no successful

nesting of bald eagles in New Jersey since the mid-1950s.
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By the early 1990s, available habitat areas for birds were largely stabilized, occurring
mainly in the vaﬁous publicly owned refuges, natural afeas and parks, and on the islands
and tidal wetlands remaining in the i)_ack bays and estuaries. Populations of waterfowl in
the region have been generally stamble~ over the past decade, and some species (e.g., Canada
geese) have incfeased substantially, largely due to disp'laicemént, from other areas. Simil#rly,

“populations of colonial waterbirds have been somewhat stable in recent years, but this‘has

been the; result, in part, of concerted efforts to protéct colonies during the ne;ﬁng season

by posting, patrolling, fenéiﬁg, and other active protection methods. Least tern, black

skimméf, énd roseate tern colonieé ahd piping plovér nesting sites are being protected by

these means. However, it is not clear that all major colonies or nesting site§ are receiving

adéquate protection. For example, on Long Island, 6.3 percent of wading bird 'colonies, 21

percent of least tern colonies, and 24 percent of piping plover nesting areas receive no

management (Downer and Liebelt, 1990). In New Jersey, some férm of protection was in _
place in 1987 for most least terri, black skimmer, and piﬁing plover nesting sites (New Jersey

Department of Environmental Protection, ‘1989). o

Information 'on fish and shellfish habitats in the back bays Qnd estuaries prior to
World Wér II is generally lacking. However; it is known that water quality has limited the
extent of éhellﬁﬁh harvesting since the early pari of the century. As early as 1914, most of

-Hempstead Bay and inshore portions of Great South Bay and Moriches Bay were classified
b} the New York State Department of Health as "seriously pdllu'ted" and unsafe for’
harvesting. Even earlier, the duck farming industry had caused water quality problems in

Moriches Bay. In New Jersey, shellfish closures or harvesting restrictions began to be
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imposed in the 1920s and, by 1938, affected the Manasquan and Metedeconk Rivers, inshore
‘portions of Barnegat Bay, and most of the bays from Ocean City to Cape May. In addition;
on Long Island, major changes in the shellfish resource base occurred with the opening of
the Moriches Inlet in 1931. This action altered the salin.ity regime in the bay and resulted
in conditions more favorable to hard clams, which shortly replaced oysters in abundance.
Following World War II, the wetlands losses an& alterations described abeve directly |
anfl indirectly afieeted fish and shellfish habitats in the bays. In addition, aquatic areas were
. afffcted by shoreline modifications (e.g., bulkheading and marina construction) and
desrtruction qf naturally vegetated buffers; extensive dredgiﬁg and dredge spoil ac;ivities.;' .
upand develepment, which altered hydrologic regimes and led to elevated loadings of
nu‘trienfs, y.sedir‘n.ents, and bacterial indicaior organisms from nonpqint sOUtees; and direct
. poi nt soui'ce discixarges. The net effects of tﬂese aeﬁviﬁes on fish a;ld shellfish pOpplaﬁons
. are|not known, and much of the long-term water quality information for the bgys is limited
to bacterial indie‘ator data collected for the purpose of classifying shellfish waters. |

On Long Island, shellfish closures are still in effect for most of Hempstead Bay, and

the jextent of closed or restricted areas in Great South Bay is somewhat greater than in the
early 1970s. Hard clam production in the bay has been affected mainly by overfishing and.
 flucjuations m clam spawning success. In Moriches Bay, the impact of ‘the commercial ducle
_fanng industry peaked in the late 1950s, and most waste discharges have been stopped,
' ,'although large quantmes of organic sludge remain m many of the bay's tnbutanes Hard
clanﬁ stock sizes in Moriches Bay are not known, and production has been relat:vely low,

app+rently the result of lack of setting. In Shinnecock Bay, closure areas are a very small
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proportion of the bay, but successfui clam sets have been sporédic and production is also
relatively low.

Information on finfish and blue crab abundance in the Long.lsl.and bays is fpot
available. It is known that these areas provide nursery and feeding areas for marine ﬂsﬁés
(e.g., winter flounder, fluke) and receive heavy recreational fishing for flounder, scup,
weMsh, and white perch.-‘ . | .

| Sbme concern has beeﬂ exﬁressed about accelerated ﬁends in eutrophication,
particularly in Great South Bay, with the recent decline | in tﬁe ba§'§ popplation of
submerged aquatic vegetation. However, the causal factors for this decliné.:'gré' not cli_:ai',
although algal blooms over the period 1985-88 are thought to be a contributirjé factor.

In the Newv._lersey bays, water quality information is also dominated by data collected

- for shellfish classification purposes. In this regard, areas open to year-round or seasonal

harvesting appear to be greater in extent in 1991 than has been the case for many decades.

' Thisis attribli_table to a state policy, adopted in the 1970s, of closing sewage treatment plant

| discharges into the bays and directing the effluents to the major oceanfront treatment

facilities. For example, this policy enabled the réclassiﬁcation of about 3,000 acres of
shellfish-growing waters in the southern bays in 1991 as a result of a new regional
wastewater treatment facility coming on-line in Cape May Coﬁnty. In general, the extent
of closed areas in most of the state's back bays now appears to be associated with nonpoint
pollution sources, including marinas and other areas of boat concentration. Nevertheless,
these sources have resulted in increasing harvest restriction§ in certain areas (e.g., the

Metedeconk and Toms Rivers). Moreover, ’acc,'elerated residential and commercial
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development is occurring in the drainage areas of many of the bays, which mety lead to
greater loadings 6f bacterial indicators in the future. |

As in Great South Bay on Long Island, concern has been raxsed in New Jersey about
the effect of nutrient additions to the bays, partncularly Barnegat Bay. Bamegat has been
‘described as currently in a moderately eutrophic state, and turbidity levels are such that light
levels on the bay bottom are very low. Howetfer, no information is available on recent
trends in nutrient concentrations or in populations of eelgrass and other submerged anuatic
vegetation that are sensitive to the low light levels observed. In the future, a 40 percent
increase in nitrogen loading to the bay is possible if the watershed area_is built out to
’present zoning densities.

Shellfish production in New Jersey's bays has been relatively stable over the past
decade, and thns may be attributable, in part, to the dommant state role in shellﬁsh
management in comparison with the Long Island_ﬁshery.

Recreational fishing in the bays is'intensive, and effort is focused nn blue crabs,

~ weakﬁsh, flounders, and white perch. Winter flounder, white perch, American eel, and blue
crab are the predominant commercial species harvested'.' Ne information is available on
trends in abundance for these species. Itis knqwn that most of historic anadromous fish
spawning streams continue to support spawning.runs of aletvife and blueback herring.
CONCLUSIONS |
As a heavily developedvurban region, the New York Bight presents problems that

differ from those of the more pristine areas where resource protection measures have been
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adopted in advance of, or in concert with, intensive shoreline and inland development.

Much of the development and destruction of the coastal habitats of the Bight occurred prior
to passage of modern state and federal enVi;onmental and water qualits' re_gulations and_
programs. The extent and condition of fhg remaining habitats are largely thé result of the |
public acquisition and management of key area#, and of the implementation of protgction
regulations in the early 19‘70sf Although coastal habitats have been destroyed and degraded,
and ocean waters are receiving'large quaﬁtities of municipal and industrial discharges, the
ecological and economic values of the fish and wildlife resources of tﬁe éight are enormous.
Commercial and recreational fishing, ‘hunting, and passive reéreation contribute hundr:eds
of millions of dollars annually to the region's economy. Populations of breeding birds (e.g.,
p:pmg plover, roseate and least tern, black sklmmer) and waterfowl (e g., brant, black duck)
.4 are of regional and national sngmﬁcance The contmued existence of these populatlons and
‘thelr habitats also contributes in important ways to enhancmg the “quality of life" of
" metropolitan atfea residents. By any measure, maintaining and improving natural habitat -
values is an imﬁortant reg:ional and natidnal objective. To accomplish this purpose, the
following recommendations are proposed:
Ocean Waters
. Determine the extent to which anthropogenic nutrient loadings to the Bight .
Apex have in the past, or ﬁay in the future, significantly jcont’ribute to
periodic anoxic e&ents in these waters, pgriiculérly' those along the New Jerséy

coast. v N
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Address the public health issues associated with reductions in bacteri'aI
indicator loadings that may be expected from correcting CSO leakages and
treatiﬂg CSO discharges, and which will enable shellfish harvesting in
presently closed waters in the Bight Apex.

Continu‘é ongoing reseai'éh to deveiop a human-specific indic.ator that more
closely appréximgtes the survival of viruses in the marine environment.
Maintain or strengﬂlen the managément of impt;rtant finfish and shellfish
stocks so that a balanced and stable fishery can be sustain‘e.d in the future.
Assess soon-to-be published information on marine bird distribution and

abundance in the Bight region to determine any significant trends over the

past decade.

Bays, Estuaries,‘ and Beaches

Determine the adequacy of existing protection efforts for colonial ‘nesting

waterbirds and piping p]overs. If such measures are inadequate, develop.a

~ strategy for instituting more effective programs, -including any additional

funding necessary to accomplish this purpose.

Define and implement a "no-net-loss” policy for the region's tidal .and :

_freshwater wetlands programs.

Ensure that key habitat areas (e.g., bird nestmg and overwintering sites,
threaiehed and endangered species habitats, shellfish beds, areas of

submerged aquatic vegetation, fish spawning areas) are explicitly protected in
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the coastal planning and regulatbry précesses; adopta "no-net-loé" policy for
such areas.

. Iniprove mapping efforts so thai all significant habitat areas are identified for
planning and regulatory purposes.

. Iin‘pr&ve monitoring efforts, particularly:in the bays and estuaries, so ihat
trends in key watér quality parﬁmeters are more reidily available.

. Assess tﬁe .potential impacts of future inland development on the water
qualiﬁ of the Ehys and estuaries; develop strategies for limiting, or mitigating
the‘ impacts of, such development.

. Determine the feasibility of retrofitting already developed areas to address -

_existing nonpoint source pollution problems.
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