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Social Studies/Mathematics

Sustaining the Chesapeake  

From The Last Waterman by Glenn Lawson
Maintaining the Balance

      “Much as I hate to admit it, the Department of Natural Resources is the only hope I have of ever catchin’ another oyster.  If we don’t see a better spawn this year, and if they don’t have a better survival rate, we’re out of business.  Just about any action the Tidewater Fisheries Division takes to improve either the spawn or the survival rate, though, is goin’ to end up bein’ a restriction on us watermen, and we’ll fight it.  Doesn’t matter whether we win that fight or not, we’ll lose out in the end, because whatever they do is certain to fail anyway unless the water quality improves, and they don’t have the power to do anything about that.  We’ve got to look somewhere else for help, ‘cause we’re not bein’ killed by what’s happenin’ on the Bay.  Our problems are comin’ from what’s happenin’ on the land.

     “That’s the responsibility of the other divisions of the Department of Natural Resources, but they haven’t been given either the authority or the muscle to do what needs to be done. And they aren’t likely to in the near future, either, ‘cause the people ashore are fightin’ them just the way we’ve been fightin’ the Tidewater Fisheries. 

     “Some day, when there’s no ground water left to drink and the beaches are so saturated with toxins they’re not safe to walk on, then people will be screamin’ for the government to do somethin’ about it, whatever the cost.  But that’s not goin’ to happen soon enough to help me, so I might as well make my plans to stay ashore.  Hate to do it, but my art business is pickin’ up pretty good.  People like pictures of ducks and geese and bugeyes and skipjacks, and most every one they buy from me to get a frame.  I believe I can make enough money to get by, that’s all I need.”

     He raised his head and stared toward the crimson ball of a winter sun that was sinking into the Bay.  

     “Looks like this day has come to an end,” he said.  “ Tomorrow, he said, “ought to be a fine day for oysterin.”   

      And maybe, someday, it will.  The choice is ours to make.

Postscript. . . 

     The Chesapeake Bay is a huge laboratory, the site of a massive experiment to determine if people can continue to live along the shores of a desirable estuary without destroying the life within it.  One conclusion has already become obvious. Without controls, they cannot.

     In the state of Maryland, the Department of Natural Resources has been given the responsibility for protecting the Bay, which means they are the agency of the government that must control the people who live and work around it.  At one time or another, almost every one of us will come to resent them because of that.  We do not like for them to interfere with our supposedly God given rights to catch oysters, and kill ducks, and use our land as we choose, and save money by pouring our wastes into our rivers.

     Many regulations recommended by the Department of Natural Resources have been approved by the legislature, and a majority of the industries and sewage treatment plants in the Bay’s watershed are conscientiously abiding by them.  Others, however, continue to reap short-term profits by ignoring necessary control packages, and the political power of certain groups has weakened some regulations with loopholes that allow offenders’ to legally continue to avoid their share of the responsibility.  Therefore, restoration programs to date have failed to reverse declining water quality trends.

     After all arguments have been expressed, however, the fact will still remain that the marine life once so abundant in the Bay is rapidly 

disappearing and will never be able to replenish itself in spite of all our hatcheries and our restrictions on fishing, unless the water quality improves.

     Those of us who are concerned about the deteriorating water quality can follow one of two courses of action.  We can remain passive, allowing the claims and the pressures of the polluters to go uncontested, and watch conditions worsen to the point that we all begin to suffer along with the watermen, or we can become involved and join forces with other concerned citizens to bring the problems to light and force corrective action. 
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