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Nature and Well-Being

After a summer spent outside on 
my favorite trails, rivers, ponds 
and beaches, it’s clearer than ever 
that nature is central to our health 
and well-being, as well as that of 
the planet. I’m sure many of you 
feel similarly after what I hope 
were many sunny days in nature.

The challenges we face 
together are great, from climate 
change to biodiversity loss 
to pollution. But thanks to 
science and innovation, we are 
already making a difference in 
Massachusetts and around the 
world, as you’ll see here. 

It’s inspiring to see the positive 
impacts of our work. I hope 
you feel as encouraged by our 
progress as I do. Thank you for 
your support! 

Deb Markowitz
Massachusetts State Director
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On a sunny May morning, a crane maneuvers an enhanced Innovative/Alternative (I/A) 
limestone- and woodchip-based septic system into a dirt hole in a small Barnstable 
front yard. This system will remove nitrogen from wastewater before it flows to 
groundwater, something traditional septic systems weren’t originally designed to do. 

Homeowners in one neighborhood in the Town of Barnstable are participating in 
a pilot project to understand how these systems can be a cost-effective, long-term 
solution to pollution challenges that have plagued Cape Cod waters for decades. High 
levels of nutrients like nitrogen in our waterways can fuel algal blooms, contaminate 
groundwater, threaten critical ecosystems and coastal economies, and make our waters 
hostile to marine and human life. 

TNC, Barnstable Clean Water Coalition (BCWC), Barnstable County, and the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) are collaborating on nature-based water 
quality solutions and innovative, long-term funding sources for them. Together, we 
identified two nitrogen-reduction alternatives through research and community input. 
In addition to piloting newer I/A septic systems to catch nitrogen at the source, we are 
restoring cranberry bogs to natural wetland ecosystems which help filter nitrogen from 
the surface water and groundwater that flows through. 

This spring, 15 homeowners in the Shubael Pond neighborhood had their septic 
systems upgraded. A network of groundwater monitoring wells installed around the 
systems will be monitored by EPA and the U.S. Geological Survey to track the resulting 
changes in groundwater nitrogen concentration for three years. 

“Proving out these nature-based solutions will allow for wider spread adoption and 
faster water quality improvements, not just in Barnstable but across the region and for 
other coastal communities,” says Casey Chatelain, deputy director of BCWC. 

“Nutrient pollution is complicated and widespread, and the tools we need include 
wastewater treatment, stormwater management and wetland restoration,” says Emma 
Gildesgame, climate adaptation scientist for TNC in Massachusetts. “Together, they 
form a comprehensive approach to restore and protect drinking water, ponds and 
coastal ecosystems on the Cape and beyond.” 

Learn more at nature.org/MACleanCoastalWaters

Healthy & Clean Coastal Waters

WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
Email us at: massachusetts@tnc.org  
or tweet us at: @Conserve_MA

SUPPORT OUR WORK  
Make a donation with the  
enclosed envelope or online at  
nature.org/mass

An Innovative/Alternative septic system that uses wood chips and limestone to filter nitrogen from wastewater © Emma Gildesgame/
TNC; Shubael Pond is one of many Cape Cod waterways facing pollution challenges from excess nitrogen. © Loren Dowd/TNC
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Right Trees, Right Place
Conservation and tackling climate change go hand in hand: protecting forests as well 
as trees in cities helps pull carbon from the atmosphere. Creating new forests is also 
important. Massachusetts has tens of thousands of acres that could be reforested—
through tree planting or enabling natural reforestation—without competing with other 
important land uses such as productive farms and recreation fields.

Last year, The Nature Conservancy developed a Reforestation Hub 
(reforestationhub.org), a dataset and mapping tool that shows users which lands are 
optimal opportunities for reforestation. This knowledge helps the state, municipalities, 
environmental organizations, land trusts, individuals and other landowners to 
prioritize reforestation efforts.

Planting trees along rivers and streams is one no-regrets strategy that also has water 
quality, habitat and carbon benefits. The State of Massachusetts plans to launch a 
streambank reforestation program next year, an initiative that TNC’s leadership and 
advocacy helped encourage by ensuring its inclusion in the state’s Clean Energy and 
Climate Plan. 

Recognizing that there’s a gap between identifying areas that could be reforested and 
convincing landowners to apply for funding to put trees in the ground, TNC pursued 
further GIS analysis to show additional layers of benefits. This was possible thanks 
to Rebecca Budd, a former AmeriCorps member with TNC, and Hannah Crawford, a 
Northeastern University graduate student who interned with TNC this spring.

“After working on the analysis, I created a letter and infographic to show landowners 
how much good they can do by reforesting what is often only a small part of their land,” 
says Crawford. “Imagine the impact if every landowner chose to act.” 

“In the future, we can build on this analysis to look at other values like increasing 
green space in areas with less of it, and improving drinking water quality for the 
largest number of people,” says Laura Marx, climate solutions scientist for TNC in 
Massachusetts. “We will also encourage the state to use U.S. Forest Service guidance 
showing which trees, when planted now, are most likely to do well under future climate 
conditions.”

Trees are planted along a streambank at the South River Meadow in Conway, Massachusetts during a volunteer day in May, part of a 
pilot project ahead of the state’s forthcoming streambank reforestation program. © Lisa Hayden/New England Forestry Foundation

Modernizing Fisheries Data
In New England, fishing is a part 
of our culture, whether for food, 
livelihood or recreation. Since 
thousands of people fish, the 
government carefully manages how 
much is collectively caught to ensure 
there are the same or more fish to 
catch next year.

To reduce catch uncertainty for 
commercial fishing trips, in April the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration approved a rule 
change that requires monitoring on 
100 percent of groundfishing trips. It 
also approved two types of electronic 
monitoring—using cameras on board 
vessels instead of human observers—
to meet that requirement.

“TNC worked closely with 
fishermen across New England for 
years to develop the use of camera 
systems that verify catch information 
at a fraction of the cost of sending 
an observer out to sea,” says Chris 
McGuire, director of the ocean 
program for TNC in Massachusetts. 
“This new rule is significant and 
should help fish populations 
rebound—which is good for the fish 
and in turn the fishermen who bring 
sustainably caught fish to our tables.”

A deckhand on a groundfish vessel measures 
flounder using electronic monitoring technology 

that helps collect catch data. © David Hills


