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30 Years Later 

2013 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the signing of the first Chesapeake Bay Agreement which in 1983 

established the Chesapeake Bay Program.  

 

Early history and formation of the Bay Program 

It all began in the late 1970s, U.S. Senator Charles “Mac” Mathias (R-Md.) sponsored a Congressionally 

funded $27 million, five-year study to analyze the Bay’s rapid loss of wildlife and aquatic life. The study, 

which was published in the early 1980s, identified excess nutrient pollution as the main source of the 

Bay's degradation. These initial research findings led to the formation of the Chesapeake Bay Program as 

the means to restore the Bay. 

 

1983 Agreement 

The original Chesapeake Bay Agreement was a simple, one-page pledge signed in 1983. The agreement 

recognized that a cooperative approach was necessary to address the Bay’s pollution problems. It also 

established a Chesapeake Bay liaison office in Annapolis, Maryland. The signatories of the Chesapeake 

Bay Agreement of 1983 became the Chesapeake Executive Council and included: the governors of 

Maryland, Pennsylvania and Virginia, the mayor of the District of Columbia, the administrator of the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and the chair of the Chesapeake Bay Commission. 

 

1987 Agreement 

The 1987 Chesapeake Bay Agreement set the first numeric goals to reduce pollution and restore the Bay 

ecosystem. Among other goals, the agreement aimed to reduce nitrogen and phosphorus entering the 

Bay by 40 percent by 2000. Agreeing to numeric goals with specific deadlines was unprecedented in 

1987, but the practice has become a hallmark of the Bay Program.  In amendments added in 1992, Bay 

Program partners agreed to attack nutrients at the source: upstream in the Bay's rivers.  
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Chesapeake 2000 

In 2000, Bay Program partners signed Chesapeake 2000 a comprehensive agreement that set a clear 

vision and strategy to guide restoration efforts through 2010. Chesapeake 2000 established 102 goals to 

reduce pollution, restore habitats, protect living resources, promote sound land use practices and 

engage the public in Bay restoration. It was also the first Bay agreement to emphasize ecosystem-based 

fisheries management. 

 

Chesapeake 2000 marked the first time that the Bay’s “headwater states” – Delaware, New York and 

West Virginia – officially joined the Bay Program’s restoration efforts. The governors of New York and 

Delaware committed to Chesapeake 2000’s water quality goals through a memorandum of 

understanding signed in 2000. The governor of West Virginia added his signature in 2002. Chesapeake 

2000’s success was mixed. The agreement laid the groundwork for restoration efforts in the 2000s and 

beyond. Bay Program partners achieved significant restoration gains in certain areas, such as land 

conservation, forest buffer restoration and reopening fish passage. However, limited progress was made 

toward many other health and restoration measures, including oyster abundance and reducing nutrient 

pollution from agriculture and urban areas. 

 

Two Year Milestones 

By 2009, it was clear that Bay Program partners needed to dramatically accelerate the pace of Bay 

restoration. That year, the Executive Council decided to focus on short-term restoration goals called 

milestones.  In addition to pursuing long-term deadlines like in past agreements, the seven Bay 

jurisdictions would set and meet goals every two years. By achieving their two-year milestones 

jurisdictions will put in place all restoration measures necessary for a restored Bay no later than 2025. 
 

 
Chesapeake Bay TMDL and Watershed Implementation Plans 

In 2010, the EPA established the landmark Chesapeake Bay Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL). The 

Chesapeake Bay TMDL is a federal “pollution diet” that sets limits on the amount of nutrients and 

sediment that can enter the Bay and its tidal rivers to meet water quality goals.   

 

Each of the seven Bay jurisdictions is creating a Watershed Implementation Plan (WIP) that spells out 

detailed, specific steps the jurisdiction will take to meet these pollution reductions by 2025. Federal, 

state and local governments are coordinating through the Bay Program partnership to develop the 

WIPs.  The WIPs will guide local and state Bay restoration efforts through the next decade and beyond. 



The Bay jurisdictions will use their two-year milestones to track and assess progress toward completing 

the restoration actions in their WIPs. 
 

 

Executive Order 2009 

On May 12, 2009, President Barack Obama signed an Executive Order that recognizes the Chesapeake 

Bay as a national treasure and calls on the federal government to lead a renewed effort to restore and 

protect the nation’s largest estuary and its watershed.  The Chesapeake Bay Protection and Restoration 

Executive Order established a Federal Leadership Committee that will oversee the development and 

coordination of reporting, data management and other activities by agencies involved in Bay 

restoration. The committee will be chaired by the Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency 

and include senior representatives from the departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Defense, Homeland 

Security, Interior, Transportation and others.  

 

The Executive Order required that these agencies prepare and submit by September 9, 2009 draft 

reports that make recommendations to:  
 Define the next generation of tools and actions to restore water quality in the Bay and 

describe the changes to be made to regulations, programs and policies to implement these 
actions. (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency) 

 Target resources to better protect the Bay and its rivers, particularly in agricultural 
conservation practices. (U.S. Dept. of Agriculture) 

 Strengthen storm water management practices for federal facilities and federal land within 
the Bay watershed and develop a best practices guide for reducing polluted runoff. (EPA, 
Dept. of Defense) 

 Assess the impacts of climate change on the Bay and develop a strategy for adapting 
programs and infrastructure to these impacts. (Dept. of Interior, Dept. of Commerce) 

 Expand public access to the Bay and its rivers from federal lands and conserve landscapes of 
the watershed. (Dept. of Interior) 

 Expand environmental research, monitoring and observation to strengthen scientific support 
for decision-making on Bay restoration issues. (Dept. of Interior, Dept. of Commerce) 

 Develop focused and coordinated habitat and research activities that protect and restore 
living resources and water quality. (Dept. of Interior, Dept. of Commerce)  

 

Moving the Partnership Forward 

The Chesapeake Bay Program has accomplished a great deal since the signing of the first Chesapeake 

Bay Agreement in 1983, but there is still much left to be done. Three decades later, Bay Program 

partners are working to guide the continued evolution of the Bay ecosystem restoration and 

stewardship effort with the creation of a new Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement. 

This new plan for collaboration across the Bay’s political boundaries will clarify our vision, mission and 

values and establish shared goals and outcomes for the protection, restoration and stewardship of the 



Bay, its tributaries and the lands that surround them. The agreement, now being drafted, is intended to 

encourage a forward-looking approach to conservation and restoration, focusing on immediate results 

and recognizing our long-term effort must be sustained by and for future generations. 

 

For more information on the Chesapeake Bay Program Partnership and to track the progress in the 

restoration of the Chesapeake Bay watershed visit www.chesapeakebay.net 
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