Recognizing the Need to Protect The cohansey River and its tributaries

Overview

The Cohansey River originates in Salem County and meanders for nearly 35 miles through Cumberland County before reaching the Delaware Bay.  Much of the 105-square-mile watershed is of a very low relief, which results in numerous small tributaries.  The Upper Cohansey River is freshwater and bound by important agricultural land including cultivated fields and orchards. Sunset Lake and Mary Elmer Lake are among 20 major impoundments in this drainage basin.  The tidal head begins just below Sunset Lake in the largely wooded, 1,000-acre Bridgeton City Park.  The Lower Cohansey River corridor is dominated by an immense brackish tidal estuary, bordered by a wildlife-rich mixture of important farmland, woodlands and wetlands. 
A major tributary to the Delaware Estuary, the Cohansey River is one of the South Jersey Bayshore area’s greatest, yet least protected natural treasures.  It is famous for several important anadromous fish runs and large oyster beds at the mouth of the river, as well as outstanding natural, cultural and recreational resources now recognized by many governmental and non-governmental entities. Boating, river-based ecotourism, recreational fishing, and crabbing are growing economic engines for the area, as outlined in the 1996 Cumberland County Ecotourism Plan.  (http://cumberlandctynj.qscend.com/filestorage/173/251/761/Ecotourism_Plan_full.pdf)

The Cohansey is well-known for supporting New Jersey’s largest concentration of active nests for the state-endangered Bald Eagle. (http://www.nj.gov/dep/fgw/ensp/pdf/eglrpt07.pdf)
The river corridor and adjoining uplands also support breeding pairs of state-threatened Osprey, state-special concern Cooper’s hawk, Northern harrier and large numbers of waterfowl, shorebirds, wading birds and songbirds. Other rare species include Black-billed Cuckoo, Bobolink, Merlin, Yellow-crowned night heron, Sandhill crane, Bobwhite quail, Northern pine snake, Southern gray tree frog, and Northern diamondback terrapin.

Threats & Impacts

Tidal sections of the Cohansey support significant populations of oysters. Unfortunately, these shellfish cannot be harvested because of bacterial contamination from septic leachate and runoff from croplands, pasturelands, housing developments, roads and urban surfaces.  Polluted run-off and sediment erosion from certain agricultural practices are growing concerns as more traditional crops give way to larger and more intensive operations such as sod and container-grown nursery production, which require large inputs of water, herbicides and insecticides.  
In addition, the river corridor, like the watershed as a whole, is under increasing development pressure.  New subdivisions and large home development projects being proposed along the shoreline threaten to seriously degrade the ecological integrity of the riparian zone as well as the truly outstanding wild and scenic characteristics of the lower estuary.  The removal of natural vegetation in the riparian zone and remaining woodlands is a serious environmental concern because only 11% of the entire watershed remains forested.  Much of what remains is habitat for endangered species and/or overlays soils which are critical to groundwater recharge, natural stream base-flow, water quality and supply.   

Suburbanization and Water Quality Protection
The Grant F. Walton Center for Remote Sensing & Spatial Analysis of Rutgers University, examined the build-out potential (based on developable land and local zoning) of the Cohansey River Watershed’s municipalities in an effort to understand the impacts of future development on water resources in the Cohansey Watershed. The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) recognizes percent of impervious coverage as an important environmental indicator of the intensity of human land use and closely correlates with water quality degradation.

The results of the 2001 build-out analysis for the watershed estimates up to 20,000 additional housing units from the 1995 baseline used when there were 14,147 residential dwellings.  This suggests that the population in the watershed and impervious surface cover could more than double from 1995 to build-out.  According to the study, changes of this magnitude will have significant impacts on the water resources in the watershed.  In order to avoid serious degradation to the watershed’s water supplies and water quality, the study recommends such growth management tools as: Riparian zone (river corridor) protection, increased land preservation, education, “centers based” development, as well as the need for the development of a water budget for the watershed. (http://crssa.rutgers.edu/projects/lc/download/buildout/CRSSAreport2001_Buildout_Analysis_of_the_Cohansey_Wshed.pdf)
Other threats and issues of concern include overuse of ground and surface water supplies, climate change, sea-level rise, salt-water intrusion, bank erosion at the mouth of the river, changes in salinity, near complete silting over of the riverfront in downtown Bridgeton, pervasive contaminants in sediments and anadromous fishery blockage.
Sea Level Rise

Perhaps the greatest threat to the Cohansey and indeed to New Jersey’s entire coastal region is the vulnerability of its coastal habitats to sea level rise and severe coastal storms.  Sea level rise is a well documented reality that is already impacting New Jersey’s coastline and the Cohansey River.  The recent historical levels of sea level rise along the New Jersey coast is generally thought to be about 3 to 4 millimeters per year, while predicted future rates are expected to increase to 6 millimeters per year.
On July 23, the Center for Integrative Environmental research (University of Maryland) released its study, (Economic Impacts of Climate Change on New Jersey).  According to the report, a 1-foot rise in sea level will translate into an encroachment of 120 feet on land and will seriously impact the coast by the end of the next century.  The rapid inundation of the salt marsh ecosystem in the Delaware Bay Estuary, which includes the entire lower Cohansey River, seriously threatens over a dozen economically important fisheries, as well as hundreds of developed areas within the coastal zone.  In 2007, the American Littoral Society partnered with the Walton Center for Remote Sensing & Spatial Analysis (CRSSA) of Rutgers University to examine six specific issues relating to coastal vulnerability and future adaptability.  To see the overview, full report and accompanying maps, visit (New Jersey’s Vulnerability to Sea Level Rise).
Special Recognition and Designations
Delaware Bay Ramsar Site.  The wetlands of the Delaware Bay Estuary, which includes the lower Cohansey River, are an internationally recognized wetland of importance designated under the RAMSAR Convention on Wetlands, a treaty signed in 1971 for the purpose of wetlands conservation.  The shorebird population that gathers on Delaware Bay each May and June is the second largest in the Western Hemisphere. (http://ramsar.wetlands.org/Database/Searchforsites/tabid/765/Default.aspx)
Delaware Bay Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve.  (1986)  The Delaware Estuary is also recognized as a Hemispheric Reserve and part of an intercontinental network of protected sites known formally as the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network.  The region offers resting and feeding grounds for more than a million migrating birds each spring. Many species utilize the Cohansey river corridor in great numbers as a super-highway during migration.  (http://www.whsrn.org/shorebirds.html)
Atlantic Coast Joint Venture.  A focus area of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan, the lower Cohansey River Watershed Project is a conservation Priority under the this partnership of federal, state, and regional agencies working cooperatively to protect important bird habitat along the Atlantic Flyway from Maine to Puerto Rico.  The project area has received funding under the North American Wetlands Conservation Act for wetlands and acquisition projects.  (http://www.acjv.org/Fact_Sheets/NJ08.pdf)
Nationwide Rivers Inventory.  Seventeen miles of the Lower Cohansey, from the Delaware Bay to Bridgeton City limits at Rocaps Run, was listed in 1982 by the National Parks Service as eligible for National Wild & Scenic River Designation. The NPS listed the Lower Cohansey on its inventory of free-flowing rivers with Outstandingly Remarkable Values.  In the 40 year life of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, 166 rivers have come to form the Wild and Scenic Rivers System.  These rivers have special attributes - scenic vistas, important fish and wildlife habitats, outstanding recreational opportunities, or geologic, historic, or cultural significance - that merit their preservation. (http://www.nps.gov/ncrc/programs/rtca/nri/states/nj.html) To learn more about the American Rivers campaign to identify and designate 40 more river to the nation’s Wild & Scenic River System in celebration of the National Park Services’ 40th Anniversary of the program, please visit: (http://www.americanrivers.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=11943&news_iv_ctrl=-1)
Potential for C-1 Designation.  In 2003, the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection identified the Cohansey River as a candidate for further protection, including the State’s Category One (C-1) Exceptional Water Resource Protection designation, because of its proximity to undeveloped, yet vulnerable open space, significant habitat and wildlife resources.  (http://www.state.nj.us/dep/antisprawl/c1map_dep.html)

Hopewell Township Environmental Commission.  Based on the comparatively small amount of significant water quality impairments, outstanding natural resources and recreational attributes, the Hopewell Township Environmental Commission has also gone on record stating their belief that the Cohansey River is worthy of C-1 designation.                                                      (http://www.hopewelltwp-nj.com/Environmental%20Commission.htm#ERI)
American Littoral Society.  In 2005 the American Littoral Society launched its Coastal Sanctuaries initiative in an effort to educate local stakeholders and decision-makers about the river’s significance to wildlife, fisheries and recreation, current threats and the wide variety of tools available that can be used to manage growth and balance it with meaningful preservation.  Ongoing efforts include identifying and prioritizing prime parcels of land for preservation by the Society’s land trust partners, as well as promoting such land use planning tools as clustered development, transfer of development rights, and forest and river corridor protection ordinances.  The Society is currently advocating for the development of a county-wide open space and recreation plan, which would provide a mechanism for Cumberland County towns to tap millions in state open space funding which is critical for land acquisition efforts on the Cohansey and elsewhere in the county. (http://www.littoralsociety.org/protecting_delaware_bay.aspx)
NJ Important Bird and Birding Program.  The Cohansey River Watershed was recognized by The New Jersey Audubon Society (NJAS) in 2006 as an Important Bird Area (IBA). The Cohansey River Corridor IBA encompasses 28,500 acres and approximately 26.3 river miles along the river main stem. The IBA overlays a mosaic of natural habitat and farmland important to a wide variety of avian wildlife. (http://njaudubon.org/Tools2.Net/IBBA/SiteDetails.aspx?sk=3029)

NJAS is working with public and private landowners throughout the IBA to improve and restore habitat for wildlife by connecting landowners to incentive programs that provide funding for habitat restoration projects. (http://njaudubon.org/Conservation/Stewardship.html)

NJ Conservation Foundation.  The New Jersey Conservation Foundation is a statewide, non-profit land trust formed in 1960.  Since then, NJCF has preserved about 1,200 acres in the Cohansey River drainage.  In addition to land preservation, NJCF is actively involved in advancing sound environmental and agricultural policy in the Cohansey River area by promoting sustainable land-use planning, programs to promote agricultural viability as well as measures to protect threatened natural resources. (http://www.njconservation.org)

The New Jersey Green Acres Program.  Created in 1961 to meet New Jersey's growing recreation and conservation needs, the State Green Acres Program is administered by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection.  Lands purchased through the Green Acres Program are managed by the DEP’s Division of Fish & Wildlife.

Through the Green Acres Program, roughly 5,000 acres of saltwater marsh, forestlands and fallow fields have been acquired within the Cohansey River watershed over the past few decades creating five State Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs).  These include: Dix WMA, Clark’s Pond WMA, and Buckshutem WMA in Fairfield Township, and the Cohansey WMA in Hopewell.  Each of the WMAs has critical expansion needs necessary to creating an interconnected greenway along the river corridor and to preserving contiguous forest for long-term ecological viability.

In July 2007 the Green Acres Program celebrated a conservation milestone with the acquisition of the long-sought 785-acre property known as Eagle Manor (a.k.a. Brick House Farm) on the Cohansey River in Fairfield Township.  This patchwork of tidal waters, marshes, forests and farm fields is now part of the 3,400-acre Dix Wildlife Management Area.

As the primary catalyst for natural open space preservation in the watershed, the Green Acres Program is of vital importance to the success of ongoing efforts to protect the Cohansey River.  Unfortunately, the Garden State Preservation Trust, which funds the Green Acres Program, has all but exhausted its open space dollars.  Currently, only those projects which gain partial non-profit, municipal or county funding support have the chance of moving forward. In the absence of county or municipal partnerships it is likely that new projects will continue to languish until the state Legislature acts to replenish funding for the Garden State Preservation Trust. (http://www.state.nj.us/dep/greenacres)

The Nature Conservancy.  The Nature Conservancy's mission is to preserve the plants, animals and natural communities that represent the diversity of life on Earth by protecting the lands and waters they need to survive.  In the South Jersey Bayshore Region, the Conservancy has safeguarded nearly 13,000 acres at 18 nature preserves.  Its land preservation efforts seek creative conservation strategies that achieve lasting results by finding common ground with local communities.  The Conservancy works with conservation minded-landowners and collaborates with public and private groups to protect natural areas for future generations.  It holds year-round workshops, field trips, and educational programs for local school groups.  In addition to preserving critical lands for shorebirds along the Delaware Bay, the Conservancy’s efforts in Cumberland County also include working to preserve critical lands within the 138,256 acre Cumberland Forest.  In 2007, the results of a comprehensive study by the Conservancy determined the Cumberland Forest to be one of the top-five most biologically diverse, yet threatened forest ecosystems in New Jersey.  Much of the remaining forestlands within the Cohansey Watershed are in Fairfield Township and are part of the Cumberland Forest, where the Conservancy is beginning to expand its 1,300 acre Lummis Ponds Preserve. (www.nature.org)

Cohansey Area River Preservation (CARP).  CARP was founded in 1989 to promote the conservation and protection of the Cohansey River.   At the time, there was a major proposal to barge sand from local mines to terminals in Baltimore and Washington.  Thousands of acres of prime farm land were optioned as mining sites, and permits were sought to establish a bulk handling port in the city of Bridgeton by one of the largest aggregate companies in the world.  CARP, through a series of lawsuits against the Army Corps of Engineers and the City of Bridgeton, was able to halt dredging of the river and prevent construction this major port.  In 1990, CARP members, in conjunction with NJDEP Endangered & Non-Game Species Program personnel, erected eagle nest platforms on the bank of the river, resulting in two productive nests being established within a year.  The incredible re-establishment of the bald eagle to the Cohansey River began with these early efforts – its celebrated recovery here is ongoing as this process continues to realize its full potential.  Cynthia Zirkle, President:  cezirkle@verizon.net
The South Jersey Bayshore Coalition (SJBC) is a group of 21 non-profit organizations, organized by the Association of New Jersey Environmental Commissions (ANJEC), working to protect the natural and cultural resources of the 1,200-square-mile Delaware Bay Watershed.  The SJBC hired Rutgers Center for Remote Sensing and Spatial Analysis to complete the only region-wide environmental resource inventory of the Bayshore, available through an interactive GIS Web site. (http://crssa.rutgers.edu/projects/bayshore)
The coalition is seeking designation of a National Heritage Area from Congress and a Delaware Bayshore Special Resource Area designation from the NJ State Planning Commission. To learn more, visit the SJBC online at (www.sjbayshore.org.)
Studies, Management Plans and Recommendations
New Jersey Wildlife Action Plan, Delaware Bay Landscape Region component.                The Cohansey River has been identified as one of the five conservation zones under the Delaware Bay Landscape chapter of the New Jersey Wildlife Action Plan (WAP).  The comprehensive plan identifies the challenges, needs, goals and strategies for protecting wildlife species of the greatest conservation need in the Cohansey Watershed and elsewhere in the state.  The Cohansey component identifies 13 State threatened and endangered species and 48 species of special concern or regional priority as well as establishes 13 conservation goals as well as 61 actions for achieving them.  NJDEP Division of Fish & Wildlife. (2008). (http://www.njfishandwildlife.com/ensp/waphome.htm)
Delaware Bay National Estuary & Partnership for the Delaware Estuary.  The mission of the Partnership for the Delaware Estuary, one of 28 National Estuary Programs, is to lead collaborative and creative efforts to protect and enhance the Delaware Estuary and its tributaries for current and future generations.  As a National Estuary Program, the Partnership for the Delaware Estuary (Partnership) is charged with implementing the goals of its 1996 "Comprehensive Conservation and Management Plan" (CCMP). . (http://www.delawareestuary.org/pdf/CCMP.pdf) This is a guiding document that includes numerous education, outreach, science, management and policy goals.  (http://www.delawareestuary.org/index.asp)

Also see the National Estuary Program’s “2008 State of the Estuary Report,” a five-year assessment that recently summarized scientists’ appraisals of the mixed health of the estuary and many of its signature species.
Charting a Course.  In 1997, NJCF published Charting a Course for the Delaware Bay Watershed, a comprehensive planning guide designed to help communities better protect the unique and globally significant resources of the 1,200-square-mile watershed.  Charting a Course identified the Cohansey River corridor as an area rich in biodiversity and important habitat in need of preservation and sustainable growth planning.  This priority designation was supported by extensive wildlife and habitat inventories conducted by the New Jersey Audubon Society on behalf of NJCF. (https://www.njconservation.org/html/gfa-farm.htm)
1993 Lower Cohansey Area of Special Significance.  The Cumberland County Department of Planning and Economic Development designated the Lower Cohansey as an Area of Special Significance in their 1993 Delaware Estuary Study, referring to the lower portion of the river as a “particularly outstanding example of the CAFRA zone, due to its vast wildlife habitat and rare species.”  Three important recommendations the study makes for the bayside/lower Cohansey are as follows:

· Continuous woodlands, including forested watersheds are essential habitats.  Large areas of undisturbed woodland have rapidly disappeared in the Delaware Bayshore area.  Fragmentation of these woodlands should be minimized.  Areas such as Sheppard’s Mill should remain intact.  Any clearing within these woodlands should be limited by the local jurisdictions and with a goal of maintaining the contiguity of these woodlands.
· Recommends implementation of ecologically sensitive farming practices. 
· River Corridors, greenbelts, and open water areas should be preserved and provide habitat and recreation.  Among them are the Cohansey River, Back Creek, and Mill Creek.  Appropriate vegetated buffers should be maintained as part of future use and/or development. (www.co.cumberland.nj.us/filestorage/173/251/761/del_estuary_study.pdf)

1998 Lower Cohansey River Management Plan.  The municipalities of Hopewell, Fairfield, Greenwich, and Bridgeton formed the Cohansey River Planning Committee and prepared the 1998 Cohansey River Management Plan, which made recommendations for managing land use along the Lower Cohansey River.  The plan recommended that stream corridors and river view sheds be protected in their natural vegetated state.  In order to accomplish these important goals, the plan recommended both height and building setback standards to prevent storm water run-off and septic pollution from flowing into the river and to prevent buildings from being constructed near flood banks and erosion areas.  Unfortunately, almost eleven years later none of these recommendations has been implemented on the ground despite increasing development pressure and the hazards posed by sea level rise. (www.co.cumberland.nj.us/filestorage/173/251/761/land_use_lower_cohansey_with_maps.pdf)
Upper Cohansey River Watershed Restoration Plan.  Currently, the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection is working with Rutgers Cooperative Extension Water Resources Program and Cumberland/Salem Soil Conservation District to develop an Upper Cohansey River Watershed Restoration Plan. A report released in March of 2007 by Rutgers Cooperative Extension assessing the chemical and biological condition of the watershed represents the most current data on the water quality of the Upper Cohansey River and its tributaries.  The final management plan will map land use impairment and recommend conservation and management activities to improve water quality by reducing fecal coliform and phosphorous through the installation of riparian buffers and water recovery systems that prevent herbicide and pesticide laden waters from entering the estuary.  Two glaring shortcomings of this initiative are that it does not assess the water supply needs necessary to sustain a healthy river system or include the lower Cohansey River watershed in its study area, where more traditional and less intensive agricultural practices are giving way to large scale commercial agricultural practices.  (http://www.state.nj.us/dep/watershedmgt/wma17_info.htm)
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