
Every five years Casco Bay Estuary Partnership reports on 
the health of Casco Bay and its watershed. Based on the best 
available data, the State of Casco Bay report analyzes indica-
tors of ecological changes in water quality, habitat, and more. 
Presented here are key findings for the Eastern Bay. 

View the full report: 
cascobayestuary.org/state-of-casco-bay

Casco Bay  
State of

EASTERN BAY
 HIGHLIGHTS 

Many tidal marshes have been degraded or converted to freshwater wetlands by roads, 
railways, dams, and dikes. Replacement of undersized culverts in Brunswick and Harpswell 
has restored tidal flow to 115 acres of marsh. See map below.

The marine aquaculture industry in Casco 
Bay is growing rapidly. Long-term leases  
doubled from 19 to 37 since early 2017, and 
Limited Purpose Aquaculture leases rose 
from 137 to 265. See map below.

Casco Bay’s eelgrass beds rebounded in 2018 
following widespread declines documented 
in 2013. The majority of increased bed area 
was between Middle Bay and the Royal River 
estuary, where eelgrass acreage tripled. See 
map below.

Indicator J: EELGRASS Indicator P: ECONOMICS
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Indicator O: COASTAL HABITATS
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EASTERN BAY HIGHLIGHTS S t a t e  o f  C A S C O  B A Y

spotlight

Researchers have looked carefully at the 
likely impacts of sea level rise on tidal 
marshes. Models suggest that many of Casco 
Bay’s larger tidal wetlands will “migrate” into 
adjacent freshwater wetlands and forests. 
Elsewhere, rising seas will squeeze tidal 
marshes against steep slopes or developed 
areas, leading to losses.

Bacteria levels are tracked at some Casco 
Bay beaches and many locations where 
shellfish are harvested. Waters in the 
Eastern Bay tend to have lower bacteria 
levels than waters in the areas of Falmouth, 
Cumberland, and Yarmouth.

Indicator L: SWIMMING BEACHES 
& SHELLFISH BEDS

Indicator E:  
CLIMATE CHANGE

Balancing Diverse Marine Uses
The long, narrow peninsulas and enclosed 
bays of eastern Casco Bay define the charac-
ter of the region. People living, working, and 
playing must share the region's bays, tidal 
flats, and waterways. Patterns of use of coastal 
waters are shifting for many reasons, includ-
ing population growth, coastal development, 
and climate change. Eastern Bay communities 
are already facing challenges balancing the 
evolving needs of disparate users, including 
landowners, waterfront businesses, summer 
visitors, recreational fishers, aquaculture oper-
ators, and commercial harvesters.

Developing Green Alternatives 
In a collaborative project with Maine Coastal 
Program, Maine Geological Survey, The Nature 
Conservancy, Maine Coast Heritage Trust, 
CBEP, Brunswick-Topsham Land Trust, and the 
Town of Brunswick, three pilot "living shore-
line" sites were constructed in Brunswick and 
Yarmouth. The project is evaluating whether 
natural materials such as wood, rocks, shell, 
and plants can be utilized to stabilize eroding 
coastal banks and provide ecosystem benefits 
at suitable locations. Project partners are edu-
cating landowners and other community mem-
bers about options for protecting shorelines.

Designing for Resilience 
Maine Coastal Program and collaborating 
partners are developing a voluntary set of 
science-based, field-tested best practices for 
designing climate-resilient tidal road cross-
ings. CoastWise aims to reverse centuries of 
impacts to marshes and other tidal habitats 
by designing safe, low-maintenance crossings 
scaled to accommodate sea level rise and 
restore natural tidal flow. Training and outreach 
on this approach will target coastal commu-
nities, private road owners, engineers, and 
restoration practitioners.

on the horizon

Conserved Lands and Sub-Watersheds
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A partnership between the Town of Phippsburg, 
Maine Coastal Program, CBEP, and others produced 
conceptual design 
alternatives for 
improved tidal 
exchange beneath 
Small Point Road. 
The low-lying road is 
vulnerable to sea level 
rise, and the existing 
timber crib and stone 
culvert is deteriorating. 
It severely restricts 
tidal exchange into the upstream salt marsh, causing 
changes to the plant and animal communities, and 
leaving the marsh vulnerable to sea level rise.

Tidal Restoration Study

The Town of Harpswell has developed a broad 
community-wide climate resilience program. In 2014, 
the Conservation 
Commission worked 
with Harpswell 
Heritage Land Trust 
and CBEP to identify 
marshes that might 
migrate inland and 
where development 
could be impacted 
by sea level rise. In 
2015, the Commission 
mapped areas of the community vulnerable to sea 
level rise under different scenarios. This was followed 
by a series of CBEP-supported seminars for private 
road associations and owners to present the potential 
impact of sea level rise on their private roads. In 
2018, the Town studied the impacts of sea level 
rise on Basin Point Road. Over time, these activities 
generated support for the creation of a Climate 
Resilience Task Force and vulnerability assessment.

Community Resilience

 

Route 216 Culvert Feasibility Study  
July 8, 2020 - Phippsburg Select Board Meeting & Candidates Night 

Description: The Route 216 Culvert Feasibility 
Study is using data from topographic surveys, 
subsurface mapping, water level monitoring, 
ecological assessments and other sources to 
develop conceptual design alternatives for a 
replacement culvert at Small Point Road.   

Location: Route 216/Small Point Road, where it 
crosses a tidal creek into Hook Rock Preserve, as 
well as the contiguous marsh and freshwater 
wetlands upstream.  The crossing is south of 
Morse Mountain Road. 

Purpose:  The purpose of this exploratory 
feasibility study is assess and learn about 
potential alternatives for a replacement culvert. 
The existing timber crib and stone culvert is 
being regularly monitored by Maine DOT due to its 
deteriorated condition.  It also severely restricts tidal 
exchange into the upstream salt marsh, causing changes to the 
plant and animal communities, sediment characteristics, and 
leaving the marsh vulnerable to sea level rise. Fresh water 
plants grow in former salt marsh, and the marsh itself can start 
to rot and collapse in on itself.  Since salt marshes serve as a 
nursery for fish, serve as the base for marine food webs, 
absorb floods, and provide wildlife habitat, restoring salt 
marshes is a priority for coastal organizations, when it is 
feasible to do so. Maps developed by Maine Geological Survey 
predict flooding from sea level rise scenarios.   

The study was therefore initiated with the hope that a design 
may emerge as a possible solution that restores the adjacent 
marsh, upgrades the road infrastructure, and strengthens 
resilience to flooding and sea level rise.   

Project partners are following CoastWise principles, which are 
a set of voluntary best practices for encouraging safe, climate 
resilient, and ecologically supportive road crossings of tidal 
areas.  Culvert interior, circa 2015. The far end is almost entirely 

blocked with stones. 

The arrow indicates culvert location.  The salt marsh at Hook Rock Preserve 
runs along the east side of Small Point Road. 
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CASCO BAY WATERSHED
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Jerry Monkman, Ecophotography.com


