
                            

Buttonwood Brook & Apponagansett Bay Restoration      

      Funding Opportunity: 2021 SNEP Pilot Watershed Initiative  

 
 

                                                                 

                                                                                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

 

 

 
 

Buttonwood Brook is a nitrogen and bacteria-impaired, highly modified, urban stream that runs from its headwaters in New Bedford, 

MA to it mouth at Apponagansett Bay in Dartmouth, MA where water quality consistently ranks in the bottom 10% of all 30 major 

harbors and coves in the Buzzards Bay watershed.  Combined, the Buttonwood Brook-Apponagansett Bay system exhibits high 

nitrogen and bacteria levels (Figures 1-4), loss of stream function through channelization, flow alterations, and obstructions in the 

brook (Figures 5 & 6), with related loss of eelgrass beds, closed shellfish beds (Figure 7), low dissolved oxygen, excessive algae, and 

reduced water clarity in the bay.                                  
 

Fig. 1. Baywatchers Buttonwood                     Fig. 2. Buttonwood Park Pond – BWB4                Fig. 3. Buttonwood Brook at Russells Mills – BWB1             
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                                                                    Fig. 4. Signage along Buttonwood Park Pond         Fig. 5. & 6. Channelized, armored & obstructed brook      
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The Buzzards Bay Coalition’s Bay Health Index for Inner Apponagansett Bay (Figure 8)                     Fig. 7. Apponagansett Shellfish Status  

consistently scores in the 30’s, or less as in 2020, and is considered to be in poor health.  A July 

2019 fish kill of several thousand fish in the bay due to low oxygen illustrates the need for 

improved water quality within this watershed to support viable coastal habitats.  Numerous past 

efforts have documented the persistent water quality impairments in Buttonwood Brook and 

Inner Apponagansett Bay, but a comprehensive restoration plan has yet to be developed for this 

watershed where environmental, economic, and recreational opportunities continue to decline. 
 

Figure 8. 2020 Apponagansett Bay Bay Health Index Score                    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The 2021 EPA Southern New England Program (SNEP) Pilot Watershed Initiative, with its five-year funding opportunity, is precisely 

the funding commitment needed to launch a collaborative and long-term effort to begin addressing all of the impairments within 

the Buttonwood Brook-Apponagansett Bay system.  With $150,000 per year in grant funding, the Buzzards Bay Coalition seeks to 

coordinate a broad Watershed Partnership among local government, non-profit, scientific, private, and neighborhood organizations to 

develop a holistic restoration plan with measurable and achievable implementation goals.  The project will produce a complete 

Apponagansett Bay Nutrient Threshold Report toward the establishment of a total maximum daily load (TMDL), a Buttonwood Brook 

Restoration and Pollution Reduction Action Plan, and conceptual design plans for selected priority remediation projetcs.  Specific tasks 

address shared water quality, stream function, and habitat improvement goals including: 
 

1. Data collection to update the Massachusetts Estuaries Project (MEP) modeling in the brook and bay for a nutrient threshold 
report in support of a TMDL to reduce nitrogen pollution to restore water clarity and living resources; 

2. Wet & dry weather sampling to identify and quantify all watershed pollution sources including bacteria in order to reduce 
these sources and work toward a safer Buttonwood Pond and Brook and reopened shellfish beds in Apponagansett Bay; 

3. Installation of instrumentation for flow & conductivity in the brook and dissolved oxygen in the harbor; 

4. Engaging a consulting engineering firm to assess physical stream impairments and develop 10 conceptual designs for actions 
such as streambank and floodplain restoration, stormwater treatment, stream daylighting, Buttonwood Zoo animal waste 
management, and identifying new restoration opportunities as data becomes available; 

5. Advancing 3 conceptual restoration designs to implementation phase including one design for the Zoo, a second on a 
stormwater runoff fix, and the third to restore natural streambank/floodplain function on the brook; and 

6. Supporting ongoing City and Town efforts including illicit discharge detection and elimination programs, New Bedford’s 
stormwater and nutrient reduction plans for Buttonwood Pond and Brook, Dartmouth’s Padanaram Harbor Management 
Plan, NOAA Economic Evaluation of Apponagansett Bay, among others. 

 

Assessing current water quality and physical stream impairments will allow project partners to prioritize sources of highest pollutant 

load as well as the most adverse stream alterations for targeted restoration.  Addressing these restoration priorities will allow the 

Watershed Partnership to commence bringing Apponagansett Bay back to its highest and best use, as a Class SA waterbody that 

supports excellent habitat for fish, shellfish, aquatic life and wildlife, shellfish harvesting, primary and secondary contact recreation, as 

well as aesthetic value.  This project will develop solutions to the following SNEP funding priorities:  1) reducing nutrient pollution 

impacts, including algae blooms, in surface waters; 2) fostering environmental equity and the restoration of an urban stream with 

social as well as economic improvements to an urban community; and 3) restoring natural system function and habitat connectivity in 

both Buttonwood Brook and Apponagansett Bay.  In addition, this project will seek to build upon and expand existing partnerships by 

making them more sustainable, effective, and efficient at solving watershed pollution problems.  The Watershed Partnership will 

leverage existing water quality data, sampling efforts, and plans for the Pilot Watershed Initiative and other future funding 

opportunities.  Through this project, Buttonwood Brook and Apponagansett Bay will become a cleaner, healthier, and more 

sustainable ecosystem that will greatly benefit the communities of New Bedford and Dartmouth.  
 

Contact Mark Rasmussen, Coalition President, for more information at 508-999-6363 x. 201 or rasmussen@savebuzzardsbay.org  

mailto:rasmussen@savebuzzardsbay.org

