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Partnership for the Delaware Estuary
The Partnership for the Delaware Estuary is a nonprofit organization 
established in 1996 to take a leadership role in protecting and enhancing the 
Delaware Estuary, where fresh water from the Delaware River mixes with 
salt water from the Atlantic Ocean. It is one of 28 Congressionally designated 
National Estuary Programs throughout the coastal United States working 
to improve the environmental health of the nation’s estuaries. Its staff 
works with partners in three states to increase awareness, understanding, 
and scientific knowledge about the Delaware Estuary, the region’s most 
important cultural, economic, and recreational resource.

Mission
The mission of the Partnership for the Delaware Estuary is to lead 
collaborative and creative efforts to protect and enhance the Delaware 
Estuary and its tributaries for current and future generations.

Although the Technical Report on the State of the Delaware 
Estuary and Basin focuses on past and current conditions, it also 
dicusses future status and trends of indicators where possible. 
For example, human population in the watershed is expected 
to increase by 80% by 2100.  This is likely to increasingly tax 
natural resources, especially with regard to water withdrawals, 
forest cutting, wetland loss, and development. These challenges 
will be exacerbated by a shifting climate, especially increasing 
temperature, precipitation, sea level, and salinity.  

Continued careful monitoring of the indicators reported here 
will be critical so that environmental managers can make 
adaptive decisions to sustain crucial life-sustaining ecosystem 
services, worth billions of dollars per year.  To address future 
environmental challenges while preserving prosperity in the 
region, agencies, scientists, and others must also work together 
to sustain and strengthen the effectiveness of monitoring, 
protection and restoration efforts by focusing on a set of shared, 
strategic priorities.

Executive Summary Continued...

A companion State of the Estuary Report was developed from 
the technical report, which summarized some of the scientific 
findings for the public. When taken all together, the contents of 
these reports suggest that overall environmental conditions are 
fair, with some improvements since our last State of the Estuary 
Report in 2008, and some conditions apparently declining. 

To obtain the full 255 page report, go to the website listed on 
the back of this brochure. The report is organized into eight 
chapters inlcuding: watershed and landscapes, water quantity, 
water quality, sediments, aquatic habitats, living resources, 
climate change, and restoration progress.  Each section includes a 
number of different indicators and was written by a different set 
of authors with science and management expertise relevant to 
the topic.
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Executive Summary 

The Delaware Estuary and River Basin is a large and complex 
watershed, encompassing more than 35,000 square kilometers 
(>13,500 square miles) and extending from headwater streams 
and mountains in New York State to the coastal plain and ocean 
near Cape May, NJ, and 
Cape Henlopen, DE.  The 
watershed spans four 
ecoregions, is home to 
about 9 million people, 
and supplies drinking 
water to this populace 
plus another 7 million 
living outside the basin. 
Hundreds of plant and 
animal species live in 
balance with people in 
diverse habitats, including 
many ecological treasures. 

The region also has a 
storied history, starting 
with Native American and 
extending through the 
birth of the United States, 
and Industrial Revolution, 
up to the present day 
where it continues to 
function as a nationally 
important economic 
center and strategic port. 

The Technical Report for the Delaware Estuary and Basin compiled 
scientific information on environmental conditions in the basin. 
The approach used was to gather, analyze and interpret the best, 
most recent data for a broad suite of more than 50 indicators that 
represent different facets of the natural ecosystem, such as water 
quality, living resources, and habitats. 

When considered together, this indicator-based report provides a 
comprehensive picture of the status and trends in environmental 
health of the Delaware Estuary & River Basin, showing that some 
conditions are good, and others are not so good; some indicators 
appear to be improving, while others appear to be worsening.  

  Ten Negatives

  Indicator   Condition

  Forest Cover Declined almost 50 square 
miles (127 km2) 1996-2006

  Consumptive 
Water Use 
(Industry)

Increased about 20% 
between 1994-2008

  Nutrient 
Pollution

Nitrogen remained high 
relative to other estuaries

Contaminants
Exceeded risk-thresholds 
for consumption of many 
fish

  Sediment 
Budget

Sediment removal 
exceeded inputs, possibly 
impairing estuary habitats

  Tidal 
Wetlands

Acreage decreased >2% 
1996-2006, mainly from 
salt marsh loss

  Atlantic 
Sturgeon

Listed as federally 
endangered in 2011

  Freshwater 
Mussels

Abundance and range 
continued to decline

  Precipitation
Increased, especially in 
past 30 years, increasing 
flooding

  Funding
Investment remained low 
compared to other large 
estuaries

  Ten Positives

  Indicator   Condition

  Ecosystem 
Services

 Worth >$12 billion 
annually

 Consumptive 
Use (Public)

Declined per capita 1990-
2008

  Dissolved 
Oxygen

Increased dramatically 
1960s to present 

  pH Increased slightly despite 
global acidification risk

  Total Organic 
Carbon

Decreased, suggesting 
lower organic pollution

  Fish Passage 
(Rivers)

>160 km made accessible 
on Lehigh and Schuylkill 
Rivers, since 1990

  Horseshoe 
Crabs

Male spawning activity 
increased 1999-2010

  Striped Bass
Population increased to 
become a major spawning 
stock

  Ice Jams Decreased over period of 
record

  Habitat Type
Restoration and 
conservation have 
addressed priorities


