
Restoring and Protecting the Great Bay Estuary 
Great Bay 2030 marshals the combined power of the local conservation community to protect and 
steward the eco-engine of the Seacoast.

It’s a clear summer day on the New Hampshire Seacoast, and you’ve decided to walk a trail along the 
Great Bay. As you scan across the bright blue horizon line, you notice an osprey hovering about 40 

feet above the water before it darts down into the water to snap up an unsuspecting fish. Luckily, you 
happened to have your phone out and you snapped a photo just in time. You take a look; not bad!

In the fraction of a second it took you to take the photo, your phone focused the lens, the aperture 
determined the amount of light that reaches the sensor, the shutter calculates how long the sensor 
is exposed to light, the sensor then captures the image, the phone’s hardware processes the image by 
placing each pixel’s readings in the correct spot and interpolating the missing values between the pixels. 
Voila - a cool photo of an osprey to share with your friends. 

All those machinations under the hood are rarely considered, and the workings of modern-day 
technology can easily be taken for granted. On a far more analog level - but no less complex - is the 
ecology of Great Bay estuary itself, an infinitely sophisticated environment that features an intricate 
lattice of interdependent forces of nature (there’s a saying in the conservation world: “Ecology, it ain't 
rocket science, it’s a whole lot harder than that.”) 

The Great Bay estuary is one of the largest on the Atlantic Coast, and includes the Great Bay, Little 
Bay, the Piscataqua River, and many other bodies of water along the Seacoast. An estuary is where the 
salt water of the ocean meets the fresh water of rivers and streams, and the Great Bay watershed - the 
surrounding land where runoff water travels and eventually flows into the Bay, and ultimately, the 
Atlantic. This massive watershed covers 1,000 square miles in New Hampshire and Maine, and over 
400,000 people reside in 48 cities and towns within the watershed. 

“The Great Bay estuary is the whole package of social and ecological services,” says Trevor Mattera, 
Habitat Program Manager for the Piscataqua Region Estuaries Partnership. “It is home to important 
habitats like eelgrass meadows, mud flats, and salt marshes, provides critical coastal resilience 
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protection, houses many species of birds and wildlife, and 
supports fisheries that we rely on. These are the kinds of 
resources that you may not notice until they’re gone.”  

Which is why Great Bay 2030 was born. This broad, 
collaborative initiative is powered by $12 million in 
philanthropic giving through the New Hampshire Charitable 
Foundation’s Great Bay Watershed Fund.  

The vision of Great Bay 2030 (see side bar) represents a full-
court press of local conservation and coastal organizations to 
protect and steward the estuary. The pillars of the project are 
five-fold: foster a culture of stewardship, restore critical habitats, 
enhance water quality and quantity, adapt to climate change, and 
protect priority lands.  

“Great Bay 2030 is an absolutely huge opportunity to move 
the needle on estuarine health for the ecosystems and the people 
residing in the watershed,” Trevor says.   

As a member of the Great Bay Resource Protection 
Partnership (Great Bay Partnership), SELT is a key partner in 
the Great Bay 2030 collaborative. In fact, a new position, funded 
in part by Great Bay 2030, will be joining the SELT team this 
year; that person’s focus will be on the pro-active critical land 
conservation work within the estuary’s watershed.  

“In this watershed, SELT is the biggest regional land trust and 
one of the most important players out there,” Trevor says. “The 
person who takes this position will work with all the partners 
to protect the priority parcels that help water resources, marsh 
migration, habitat continuity, and water quality.”

“Although employed at SELT, the new land conservation 
position will really take their priorities and direction from the 

nine-member Great Bay Resource Protection Partnership,” says 
Duane Hyde, SELT’s Land Conservation Director.  “This is 
based on a model that was successfully employed in the early 
2000’s when hundreds of acres of critical Great Bay estuary 
watershed land were conserved through a concerted effort of the 
Partnership.  We wouldn’t be able to reboot this effort without 
the support of Great Bay 2030 through the New Hampshire 
Charitable Foundation, The Nature Conservancy, and the 
Piscataqua Region Estuaries Partnership.”  

Keeping the estuary’s watershed quality intact prevents a 
cascade of catastrophes that can eventually eradicate important 
habitats like eelgrass, which provide the foundation for 
thriving plants and wildlife, scenic character, and economic 
opportunities. 

Trevor says: “When it comes to what you can do to increase 
the health of your watershed and estuaries, land conservation not 
only protects critical terrestrial habitats, but it really is your best 
bang for your buck to protect water quality. That is why we need 
SELT at the table.” 

And so, the work begins. The science has been done, the goals 
are on paper, and the partners have been assembled. The major 
players of coastal protection have convened with a common goal: 
to protect one the region’s most important natural resources, a 
circuit board of advanced ecological systems all working together 
- sometimes out of sight and often out of mind - but always in 
service of the health of valuable coastal lands.

“Great Bay 2030 is not top-down focused,” Trevor says. “It is 
built from all partners around the table. We know each other. We 
partner together. And now it’s time to get the work done.”  
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Eel grass is a critical estuarine habitat and a conservation 
priority.  Above, L to R: A paddle worm peaks out from the floor 
of the Piscataqua River. A jelly-bodied nudibranch traverses the 
depths of the Piscataqua River. MATT WILLS

The Vision of Great Bay 2030 Great Bay 2030 is a collaborative partnership focused initiative to promote clean water, accessible lands for recreation and education, habitat for fish and wildlife, climate resilience, and engaged communities that are committed to supporting the Great Bay estuary and its watershed.   The underlying vision was developed and proposed by five partners –Conservation Law Foundation, Great Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve, The Nature Conservancy in New Hampshire, New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services, and the Piscataqua Region Estuaries Partnership – that have been working with the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation on shared goals for investment and action in Great Bay since 2015. The goal of Great Bay 2030 is to bring more resources to address five focal areas where collaboration and investment can make a big difference for the future of the watershed. These include:  

Foster a Culture of Stewardship 
Restore Critical Habitats 

Enhance Water Quality and Quantity 
Adapt to Climate Change  

Protect Priority Lands
Through the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation’s Great Bay Watershed Fund, a generous donor has agreed to make a $12 million investment over the next five years that will boost these efforts.  SELT is deeply grateful for this continued investment in Great Bay and the Coastal Watershed.
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