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Inland Bays Journal

Not being a native son of Delaware, I feel the need to point out 
what most of you (natives or not) already know: Delaware has an 
embarrassment of riches when it comes to waterfowl. 

The diversity of habitats, the amount of protected lands open to waterfowl 
viewing and hunting, the sheer number of ducks and geese found in Delaware 
during migration and wintering months is astounding. 

As a wildlife biologist, one of the more enjoyable aspects of my job is flying aerial 
surveys for waterfowl. Seeing the abundance and distribution of waterfowl along 
the bays change as the fall progresses is really interesting. Early migrants such as 
green-winged teal and northern pintail are found in large numbers in October 
and November, but gradually give way to late season migrants such as mallards, 
black ducks, and Canada geese. 

Spending eight hours a day in a small airplane is not as exciting as it sounds. 
But as I work my way south towards the Inland Bays I always perk up a little bit 
because I’m always treated to something a little different than the average fare. 

The mix of saltmarsh, intertidal flats and open water supports a variety of 
waterfowl not seen in the rest of the state. Sure you can see your pintails, black

Photo by Dennis BartowAtlantic brant
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From the Executive Director
This August at the Inlet, surrounded by members 
of the Legislature and the Center’s Shellfish 
Aquaculture Tiger Team, the Governor signed into 
law House Bill 160 allowing for shellfish farming in 
the Inland Bays.
It was a proud moment for everyone involved. And it is my hope that 
it was the beginning of a renaissance for Delaware’s shellfisheries. 

Delaware was once a prosperous shellfish leviathan that shipped its oysters to markets across 
the globe. Those days are gone, shadowed by the apocalyptic collapse of the world’s oyster 
populations. But now the spirit of that era seems possible again, as restaurants celebrating 
oysters open up, and shellfish restoration efforts including aquaculture show success. 

Even as the legislature considered House Bill 160, groundbreaking new science emerged 
that showed how oyster restoration projects convert barren bay bottom to pollution 
reduction hotspots that are full of aquatic life. And along the coast, demonstrations of 
how oyster reefs and mussels can protect shorelines from erosion are showing success. 
Reviving our depleted shellfish stocks is a key piece of restoring the Bays, and this fall the 
Center continues our work toward that end.

Restoring wetlands is also a priority of the Center; so we experienced a second victory this 
spring when the legislature passed Senate Bill 78. The bill formed a Wetlands Advisory 
Committee to recommend a comprehensive approach for improving non-tidal wetland 
conservation, restoration, and education. Non-tidal wetlands are estimated to provide 
$13,621 of ecosystem goods and services per acre per year. Despite the fact that they 
soak up flood waters and filter waters going to the Bays, they continue to be degraded 
and destroyed. All other states in the Mid-Atlantic region have adopted state programs to 
conserve and restore non-tidal wetlands, and Delaware needs to move in this direction to 
help solve its expensive flooding and water quality problems. 

Well thought out policy is very often at the core of successful environmental protection and 
restoration. This Spring, the legislature truly shined by getting on board with Bays through 
the passage of these and other important pieces of environmental legislation.       

   Executive Director

Photo by Leah Izzett
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At a ceremony on August 28, overlooking the Indian River 
Bay, Governor Jack Markell signed the Shellfish Aquaculture 
bill into law before a crowd of seventy, including eleven state 
legislators and many of our partners on the Aquaculture 
Tiger Team.

As the Governor prepared to sign House Bill 160 he said, 
“Thanks to the great work of so many people across the 
state…we’re about to improve Delaware’s economy and 
we’re about to improve Delaware’s water quality. And for 
that, I am most grateful on behalf of the 900,000 people of 
Delaware. And it is now the law of Delaware.

After passing without dissent in the Delaware House 
of Representatives, in June the Delaware State Senate 
unanimously approved the historic legislation that will allow 
development of a shellfish aquaculture industry in Delaware. 

The Governor commented on the large turnout for a 
bill-signing and expressed his appreciation for all of the 
legislators who took time to attend and show their support 
for this initiative. 

“Due to the hard work of Speaker Schwartzkopf, 
the Center for Inland Bays and its partners, 
we are establishing shellfish aquaculture in a 
responsible and beneficial way that respects 
the other activities in our bays. Supporting this 
industry represents another example of how we 
can enact policies that boost our economy and 
generate millions of dollars for our state, while 
also better protecting our environment.”

The many sponsors of House Bill 160 and especially its 
original sponsor, House Speaker Pete Schwartzkopf, of 
Rehoboth Beach, agreed that the time had come for 
Delaware to partake in the bounty of a potential multi-
million dollar industry that will also have real benefits to  
the water quality of the Inland Bays. 

“That’s the beauty of this venture,” he said. 
“This will create jobs, produce a local product 
for our restaurants and clean our Inland Bays. 
It will create a new multi-million dollar industry 
in Sussex County. When was the last time that 
happened?”

The ceremony marks the culmination of a 15-month effort 
by a team of experts and interested citizens tasked with 

examining all of the issues associated with assigning leasing 
rights in the Inland Bays. Called the Shellfish Aquaculture 
Tiger Team, it included representation from the CIB, DNREC, 
the DE Department of Agriculture, University of Delaware 
Sea Grant, the Sussex County Economic Development 
Office, recreational fishing and boating interests, commercial 
clammers, the University of Maryland Extension Service, 
the Delaware Shellfish Advisory Council, and potential 
participants in the shellfish aquaculture industry in Delaware. 
It was chaired by E.J. Chalabala, Aquatic Restoration 
Coordinator at the CIB. 

The Tiger Team identified through an extensive public 
process up to 261 acres in Rehoboth Bay that have 
potential for leasing (2.8% of the total acreage of 
Rehoboth Bay) and 125 acres in Indian River Bay (1.3% 
of Indian River Bay) and 227 acres of Little Assawoman 
Bay (10%). The Tiger Team, in its selection of potential 
aquaculture areas gave careful consideration to avoiding 
interference with recreational boating corridors, prime 
commercial clamming areas, shorelines, or other areas 
popular with recreational users. In addition, any lease site 
issued must be in an area already approved for year-round 
shellfish harvest. The bill sets differential fees for resident 
and non-resident applicants so that residents enjoy the 
advantage of lower fees for annual renewals of leases.

HB 160, authorizes DNREC to direct and control the shellfish 
aquaculture activities within the Inland Bays and to set criteria 
for the approval of lease sites and applications for leasing. At 
the bill signing, Dave Saveikis, Director of the DNREC Division 
of Fish & Wildlife announced the appointment of Zina Hense, 
to head up the program and said that he anticipates that it 
will be up and running by July 2014. 

Initially DNREC will accept lease applications for rearing 
native oysters using staked or suspended cages in Rehoboth 
and Indian River Bays, and for native oysters and hard clams 
in Little Assawoman Bay. 

Based on the experiences of neighboring states, the industry 
will likely start small and gradually expand based on the 
success of the participants and on the market demand for a 
high-quality, locally-produced shellfish product. Stay tuned; 
one day in the not too distant future, you will be able to go 
to your favorite shellfish retailer or sea food restaurant and 
order Inland Bays oysters on the half shell.

For more information on House Bill 160 and the report of 
the Tiger Team go to inlandbays.org.

Governor Signs Shellfish 
Aquaculture into Law
By Roy Miller, Environmental Policy Coordinator
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The “value” of land has different meanings 
to people. To some, it is the cash value 
the land is worth on the open market; to 
others, the beauty of the fall foliage or 
spring wildflowers. Other values could be 
standing timber or the minerals locked 
just below the surface, or the protection it 
affords, providing a buffer from encroaching 
development or from icy winter winds. 
There are also less understood values such as the ecological 
value of the services the land provides. The forests can use 
nutrients and carbon and in return provide us with oxygen. 
Wetlands can filter water, reduce a flood’s impact, and serve 
as home for a host of plants and animals. 

We may not always agree on which is the most important 
value, but I think we can agree on one thing; land has value.

In Delaware’s Inland Bays watershed, we are very fortunate 
that private groups, government agencies, and forward-
thinking individuals have worked hard to conserve land. I’m 
not here to argue that we don’t need stores, subdivisions, or 
roads, I’m here to say that to balance things out, we need 
farmland, we need forests, we need wetlands, and we need 
open space. 

Typically lands that are preserved have a specific ecological 
value or serve a variety of ecological functions. Land 
conservation can come in many shapes and forms, 

depending on the interests of the owner and the interests  
of the organization or agency they are working with to 
preserve the land. 

In some cases, the land is purchased from the owner by 
an agency or non-profit and is left as is. A good example 
would be the Bull’s Eye Landing Nature Preserve, 557 acres 
along the Indian River in Millsboro, donated by Sussex 
County native, Austin (Pete) Oakie, and preserved ‘as is’ by 
the Delaware Nature Conservancy. The mature woods and 
river frontage of Bullseye-Ferry Landing provide a valuable 
feeding, resting, and nesting habitat for more than 65 
species of migratory songbirds.

In other cases, the owner puts a conservation easement on 
the land that serves to protect certain values or functions 
agreed to by both parties, as is done with agricultural land 
through Delaware’s Farmland Preservation Program. This 
may seem like a “hands-off” approach but that doesn’t 
mean that the property is not working for us. It’s still serving 
as habitat, making fresh air, or providing open space. By 
the close of 2012, 109 farms in Sussex County totaling 
20,869 acres had been permanently protected through this 
program. 

The Gift  of Place
Preserving land  
around the Inland Bays
By Eric Buehl, Land Protection and  
Restoration Coordinator

The beach on Indian River at the Marian R. Oakie Wildlife 
Preserve at Poplar Thicket. Photos by Sally Boswell
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Sometimes land is conserved to protect the plants, animals 
and ecosystems, shoreline or views. Other times, the 
land has served many functions over time, and there is an 
opportunity to secure open space for the community and 
restore habitat. This was the case with the James Farm 
Ecological Preserve on Cedar Neck Road in Ocean View 
which was donated by another Sussex County native, Mary 
Lighthipe, to Sussex County in the early 1990’s, and is 
managed by the Center for the Inland Bays. 

When Mary Lighthipe donated her family farm 
to the County, Cedar Neck was still mostly 
rural. Today, the 150-acre farm is an oasis of 
open field and forest on a road now busy with 
supermarkets, vacation communities and the 
traffic that goes with it. 

The James Farm Ecological Preserve will always stand as 
a quiet refuge of sandy beach, salt marshes and wooded 
paths. It hosts school children, birdwatchers, dog walkers 
and beachcombers.

Over the years we’ve done tree plantings, established a 
warm-season native grass meadow, and done wetland 
enhancement and creation projects. The old farm field by 
the road is now growing into a young forest with willow 
oaks, shadbush, red maple, American holly, and many 
shrubs, grasses and plants native to south coastal Delaware. 
It is a favorite stop for migrating song birds and home to 
nesting ospreys.

Recently, Mr. Oakie, set aside another tract of land as a 
gift to the people of Delaware. In memory of his daughter, 
the Marian R. Oakie Memorial Wildlife Preserve at Poplar 
Thicket, is located near the end of Long Neck Road near 
Millsboro. It’s a mix of farmland, some forest, and tidal 
marsh on the north shore of the Indian River and is managed 
by the Delaware Department of Natural Resources and 
Environmental Control (DNREC) Division of Fish and Wildlife. 

One of the conservation agreements with Mr. Oakie stated 
that part of the land be maintained as a bird sanctuary. The 
CIB is planning habitat restoration to attract and support a 
variety of bird species. Over the coming months and years, 
we will plant trees, shrubs, and grasses, enhance degraded 
wetlands, and control invasive plants.

If you are considering conservation of land that you hold, 
talk to experts about the many conservation options and 
find out what is best for your individual situation and your 
long-term goals. 

In the coming months, the Center will be partnering with 
other groups to help promote land conservation in the 
Inland Bays. So whether you calculate the value of your land 
in dollars, beauty, or as part of the legacy you wish to leave 
behind for future generations, know that the gift of land is 
the gift that keeps on giving.

Looking toward Pasture Point at the James Farm 
Ecological Preserve. Photo by Dennis Bartow

For more information:

Delaware’s Farmland  
Preservation Program:  
dda.delaware.gov/aglands

Sussex Land Trust: sclandtrust.org

Delaware’s Nature Conservancy: 
nature.org/ourinitiatives/regions/
northamerica/unitedstates/delaware

Delaware Wildlands: dewildlands.org
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(Waterfowl continued from page 1)

I N L A N D  B AY S  J O U R N A L

ducks and whatnot, but where else can you also see 
seaducks (scoters and long-tailed ducks), divers 
(canvasback, mergansers, buffleheads), and three species 
of geese (Canada, Snow, and Brant) all in the same 
afternoon? All told, more than 26 species of waterfowl can 
regularly be found in the Inland Bays and their watersheds!

The mix of saltmarsh, intertidal flats and open 
water supports a variety of waterfowl not seen in 
the rest of the state. 

But without question, Atlantic brant is my favorite waterfowl 
species to see in the Inland Bays. Typically, we have fewer 
than 1,000 individuals in the state at any one time. At a 
casual glance, you could be forgiven for mistaking them for 
Canada geese. Like Canada geese they have a black head, 
bill, and neck, as well as, similar coloration along their backs, 
but that is where the similarities end. 

Most notably different is their size—brant are much smaller 
than Canada geese, actually closer in size to a mallard. They 
also lack the distinguishing white cheek patch of Canada 
geese and instead have a thin white patch below the head, 
referred to as a ‘necklace.’ In flight, brant can be easily 
separated from Canada geese by the white band of tail 
coverts that covers most of their black tail. Oh, and brant 
don’t honk as much as emit a more guttural, rolling cronk  
(it sounds prettier than it reads, trust me). 

Euphemistically referred to as ‘sea geese,’ Atlantic brant 
breed in the eastern Arctic area of Foxe Basin, in the 

Northwest Territories of Canada. In early September they 
begin their fall migration, spending several weeks resting 
and refueling in James Bay on the southern end of Hudson 
Bay before completing their migration to the Atlantic coast 
in early November. In winter, brant can be found from 
Massachusetts to North Carolina, with approximately 87% of 
the wintering population found in New Jersey and the south 
shore of Long Island, NY. The most recent 3-year population 
estimate (2011-2013) for Atlantic brant was 136,598 birds. 

Unfortunately, brant populations are more susceptible 
to annual variation in nest success than other waterfowl 
species because of the harsh conditions of the Arctic where 
they breed. Spring weather and predators such as Arctic 
foxes can all contribute to bust years of poor production 
that strongly influence population size. Such population 
dynamics are challenging for waterfowl managers who  
seek to maintain abundant, sustainable populations of 
waterfowl while managing for some level of harvest  
through waterfowl hunting. 

So, if brant don’t spend time in harvested corn or winter 
wheat fields, what do they eat? Historically, a brant’s diet 
would have consisted of sea grasses and marine algae. 

If you consider that the Inland Bays used to be full of 
eelgrass and sea lettuce, you can imagine the appeal this 
area would have for brant. But through time many of the 
eelgrass beds along the Atlantic coast, including the Inland 
Bays, were eliminated either by Eelgrass Wasting Disease in 
the 1930s, or subsequent pollution associated with human 
waterfront development and agriculture. Concurrent with 

 …there’s just something about a bird that’ll 
fly 2,000 miles to eat ‘salad’ all winter.

Atlantic brant feeding on sea lettuce.  
Photo by Dennis Bartow
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By E.J. Chalabala, Aquatic Restoration Coordinator

Eelgrass and widgeon grass meadows  
once covered a majority of Rehoboth Bay 
and much of Indian River Bay.
Unfortunately, almost none remain; disease and eutrophic 
(low oxygen caused by organic nutrients) conditions caused 
their decline and demise. A concerted restoration initiative 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s was successful in restoring 
one known acre of eelgrass in Indian River Bay. 

The CIB is working to restore eelgrass to the Inland Bays. 
Water quality data now suggests that the Bays could 
support these species again. We have installed data 
loggers that sample light intensity and temperatures to 
identify areas most likely to support eelgrass restoration. 
In the past three years, we have harvested 300,000 seeds 
from healthy eelgrass beds in Maryland waters and are 
seeding and transplanting.

Submerged vascular plant (SVP) meadows are keystone 
species of coastal lagoons like the Inland Bays and are 
signature habitats for fin fish and shellfish. They also provide 
food for the waterfowl that migrate to our bays. Our goal 
is to restore eelgrass in our Bays to not only help with 
sediment stability and nutrient uptake, but to provide food 
and habitat for the many species that depend on it. 

The Total Maximum Daily Loads and the Pollution  
Control Strategy for the Inland Bays were developed in  
part to achieve conditions that allow for the growth and  
re-establishment of SVPs, so important is this ecosystem  
to the restoration of the Bays.

this shift in food availability, brant transitioned to a diet 
comprised primarily of sea lettuce. More recently, brant 
have adapted to also feeding in more human dominated 
environments such as golf courses, parks, etc. where lawn 
grasses can provide a nutritious source of forage. 

Birding for Brant
Have I piqued your interest in brant, yet? If so, finding them 
in the Inland Bays won’t require too much effort. Here are a 
few places I would recommend: 

•  Campground at Indian River Inlet at Delaware  
Seashore State Park (DSSP)

•  Burton Island trail at DSSP

•  Beach at the James Farm Ecological Preserve in  
Ocean View

•  The Point at Cape Henlopen State Park (looking  
out towards the lighthouse). 

I’m sure everyone has their favorite species of waterfowl or 
other bird to see while touring the Inland Bays, but for me, 
there’s just something about a bird that’ll fly 2,000 miles to 
eat ‘salad’ all winter (better him than me!).

Matthew DiBona is the waterfowl and upland gamebird 
biologist for the Delaware Division of Fish and Wildlife. 
Though he originally hails from Massachusetts, he has been 
fortunate to call Delaware home for the last ten years.

How many are there?
One of the most important aerial surveys that the 
Delaware Division of Fish and Wildlife participates in 
is the Mid-winter Waterfowl Survey (MWS). This annual 
survey was first conducted in 1935 and typically occurs 
during the first week in January in the Atlantic Flyway. 
By completing this survey in all the Atlantic Flyway 
states during this compressed one week window, it 
provides an excellent snapshot of winter distribution 
and abundance and provides a good index of 
population size for many species of waterfowl. 

This past winter, a total of 33,931 ducks were counted 
in Delaware, and 4,409 (13%) were found in the 
survey region that includes the Inland Bays. The most 
numerous species observed was American black 
duck (1,050) followed by the bufflehead (842). And 
likely there were many more bufflehead present but 
undetected because we only fly the perimeter of 
Inland Bays and rivers due to flight safety concerns. 
Other species detected included gadwall, American 
wigeon, common goldeneye…and the list goes on.  
As I said, an embarrassment of riches!

Return of 
the Eelgrass?
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Want to learn more  
about the Bays?
To schedule a presentation 
about the Inland Bays and  
the work of the CIB for  
your club or association, 
contact Sally Boswell at  
outreach@inlandbays.org  
or call 226-8105. We’ll 
schedule a speaker to 
present our latest projects 
and answer your questions 
about the Bays.


