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Questions Regarding the Flexible Flow Management Plan 
 
The Partnership for the Delaware Estuary (PDE) appreciates the opportunity to provide a list of 
questions and concerns regarding the Flexible Flow Management Plan (FFMP) for the mainstem 
Delaware River.  As the National Estuary Program charged with implementing the Comprehensive 
Conservation Management Plan for the 6,827 square mile NEP study area, PDE has an obligation to 
work towards best management practices that help to sustain the balanced needs of both people and 
the region’s natural ecosystem.  To help us fulfill this mandate and ensure these practices are rooted 
in strong science, PDE maintains a Science and Technical Advisory Committee (STAC) comprised of 
scientists and managers from academia, industry, state and federal agencies, and other 
environmental non-profit organizations.  
 
To date, neither PDE nor its STAC have been directly engaged in discussions regarding the FFMP, 
although a few members of the STAC represent agencies that have been party to FFMP 
development.  Prior to FFMP development, the PDE Science Director had been invited to attend a few 
“ecological flows” meetings to consider whether habitats or organisms living in the tidal estuary 
might be affected by adjustment on freshwater inflow. At that time (late 2005 – early 2006), PDE 
suggested that potential effects on estuary fauna and flora were possible and further study was 
warranted. 
 
Freshwater tidal wetlands were listed as a PDE concern because the vegetation cannot tolerate saline 
conditions. Furthermore, these marshes are rare nationally and are imperiled in the Delaware 
Estuary where perhaps only 5% of their historic acreage remains. Oysters are a concern because 
higher salinities would likely increase the frequency of disease outbreaks since the disease agents 
prefer saltier conditions.  More recently, additional concerns have been brought to our attention. For 
example, short-nose sturgeon (ESA listed) and American sturgeon (candidate for listing) require 
freshwater tidal habitats for spawning and nurseries for larvae and juveniles.  These are examples of 
natural resource concerns regarding changes in freshwater inflow and overall salt balance in the tidal 
estuary.  Ensuring an adequate supply of safe drinking water for people is an example of a societal 
concern.   
 
To our knowledge, insufficient data exists to address the following questions: 
 
1.  How does the FFMP ensure continued maintenance of sufficient freshwater flow to hold back the 
salt line to protect drinking water for people living in the Philadelphia area?  
   
2.  How does the FFMP ensure continued maintenance of flows to hold back the salt line to protect 
signature natural resources in the tidal estuary, such as freshwater tidal marsh communities (which 
cannot tolerate saline conditions), sturgeon-spawning habitats (dependant on freshwater tidal 
habitats) and oysters (more sensitive to oyster diseases at higher salinities)?  [note: it appears that 
the FFMP gives significant attention to maintenance of ecological flows for coldwater fisheries in the 
upper river, and so this question is concerned with living resources in the tidal estuary.] 
   
3.  Does the new plan proactively consider projected future challenges and water budget changes 
associated with climate change?  Sea level rise?   Seasonal precipitation?  Other future withdrawal 
pressures and groundwater availability? 
   
4.  Besides the public comment period, will PDE or its STAC have an opportunity participate in future 
FFMP discussions?   
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