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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The people of coastal Alabama live near and use the waters around Mobile Bay and its tributaries
for many purposes. Coastal waters, quality of life and economic prosperity are inseparable. The
activities that people do on the water and on adjacent lands affect the health of the coastal
environments. Nowhere are effects more evident than in estuaries, where freshwater and
saltwater mix together. Estuaries serve valuable functions for people and the environment.
Residents of coastal Alabama, drawn from many walks of life and vocations, recognized the
essential roles estuaries serve and the need to protect and conserve them. These residents focused
their attention on a unique, shallow water embayment, Weeks Bay. The bay was healthy and
ecologically diverse while still being a place for recreational and other uses. Citizens, coastal
organizations, and local, state and federal agencies worked collaboratively to find a way to
conserve the waters and lands and provide a place for people to learn about the functions and
values of an estuary. In 1986, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
officially designated the Weeks Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve (Reserve). The
Reserve remains, 30 years later, a leader in research, stewardship of conserved land and water
and education of youth and adults in the function and management of vital estuarine
environments.

Mississippi Alabama

Florida

Louisiana

Gulf of Mexico

Location of Weeks Bay Reserve on northern coast of the Gulf of Mexico
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Weeks Bay is an estuarine system, located along the eastern shore of Mobile Bay in Baldwin
County, Alabama, between the major metropolitan areas of Mobile, Alabama, and Pensacola,
Florida. At designation, the Reserve occupied 3,042 acres of land and water bottoms. Currently,
the Reserve boundary includes 6,525 acres of land and water habitat that supports a wide variety
of plant and animal species. The boundary expansion documented herein includes the addition of
(7) tracts acquired by the State of Alabama totaling 962 acres and 1,830 acres of water bottoms
adjacent to the newly acquired land.

The Reserve is a vital part of the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources
(ADCNR), State Lands Division (SLD), Coastal Section and a component of the NOAA
National Estuarine Research Reserve System (Reserve System or NERRS). The NERRS is a
network of twenty-eight (28) areas representing different biogeographic regions and estuarine
types within the United States. Designation as a NERR protects these areas for long-term
research, monitoring, education and coastal stewardship. The Weeks Bay Reserve Management
Plan provides a framework to guide the activities of the Reserve. This plan describes
management approach updates to the 2007 plan to be implemented beginning in 2017.

The Reserve conducts land conservation and stewardship, research, monitoring, education and
training. All tasks seek to add volunteer support, cross-sector collaboration and cooperation
between NERRs. Together, the activities promote a single, clear Vision, “A healthy Weeks Bay
estuary and watershed appreciated by the community.” To attain the vision, the Reserve
endeavors to complete the Mission, “Provide leadership to promote informed management
and stewardship of estuarine habitats through research, partnerships, education, and
training using a placed-based system of protected areas.” Since 2007, the Reserve recorded
many accomplishments in pursuit of its mission including these highlights:

e Participated in more than 37 research projects from which at least 29 peer-reviewed
journal articles or reports were published;

e Contributed approximately 5,000 water quality, nutrient and weather data points per
month to the continuous System-wide Monitoring Program;

e Conducted over 100 Coastal Training Program training events for over 3,300
participants, 2007-2016;

e Acquired a large-capacity, 45 foot pontoon boat in 2008 conducting more than 110
floating education and outreach events for over 3,000 K-12 and adult participants through
2015;

e Opened the 5,000 ft* Arthur C. “Skipper” Tonsmeire Weeks Bay Resource Center
(Resource Center) overlooking Weeks Bay, hosting 15-25 education events and 10-15
advisory and community group meetings per year since 2010 and a 24-bed research
dormitory was added in 2016;

e Acquired 962 acres of ecologically sensitive habitat including the Meadows Tract, the
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largest single land acquisition in Reserve history, and 1,830 acres of adjacent
waterbottoms;

e Accumulated over 5,000 volunteer service hours per year for education and conservation
programming;

e Convened a permanent Restoration Advisory Board and collaborated with The Nature
Conservancy and university teams conducting marsh and alternative shoreline
restoration; and

e Developed the Gulf Guardian award winning Squeaky Sneakers summer program in
partnership with the Eastern Shore Arts Center and served over 500 youth, adult and
underserved participants.

Weeks Bay and the land areas with rivers and creeks that drain into the bay (watershed) are
compact but complete. The area is representative of larger estuarine systems and a location for
conducting the scientific investigation needed to help resolve management issues. Ecological
stressors experienced in Weeks Bay and its watershed center around two general issues: land use
change and climate change. The stressors manifest as habitat destruction, habitat fragmentation,
spread of invasive species, and water quality degradation. The effects of a changing climate
include alterations in weather patterns, fluctuations in tides and stream flow, rising sea levels and
increasing severity of tropical events. The Reserve Management Plan identifies these stressors as
priorities worthy of research and study. The Reserve uses accumulated science and monitoring
data to manage better property within its boundary. The Reserve develops education and training
to get information to citizens and managers to help them make better decisions on use of coastal
resources. The Management Plan establishes programmatic goals of the Reserve consistent with
completing the mission:

e Protect and improve ecosystem health and biological diversity within the boundary of the
Reserve;

e Inform decisions affecting estuaries and coastal watersheds; and

e Promote education, training, stewardship, and scientific research focusing on estuarine
ecosystems.

Actions to meet mission objectives include research, partnership building, land management,
education, and training. Activities center on protected lands of the Reserve with place-based
facilities, a qualified staff, and administrative support. Over the next management period,
research priorities include in part land use effects on nutrient loading and watershed hydrology
and the effects of wetland loss on the economy and public health. Training priorities include site-
level sediment and erosion control technics, low impact development and alternative shorelines,
and methods to reduce effects of flooding. Completion of a holistic restoration plan, completion
of large-scale restoration on two Reserve tracts, and full implementation of the Climate Change
Sentinel Site are priorities for the stewardship program. Education efforts include development
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of training for student teachers, completion of communications and volunteer plans,
implementation of a Community Action education program and increasing summer
programming. All programs endeavor to work across sectors, increase partnerships and enhance
citizen volunteer participation. Including efforts to utilize the knowledge, skills and resources
embedded in the NERR System, the Reserve strives to accomplish the vision of promoting a
healthy Weeks Bay estuary and watershed. The Reserve will use this successful model to address
climate-related impacts and land use changes in the watershed.

¥
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White-topped pitcher plants in the Weeks Bay Reserve Bog
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WEEKS BAY RESERVE
MANAGEMENT PLAN

[. INTRODUCTION

National Estuarine Research Reserve System
The National Estuarine Research Reserve System (Reserve System or NERRS) was created by

the Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972, as amended, to augment the National Coastal Zone
Management Program which is dedicated to comprehensive, sustainable management of the
nation’s coasts.

The Reserve System is a network of protected areas representative of the various biogeographic
regions and estuarine types in the United States. Reserves are established for long-term research,
education and interpretation to promote informed management of the Nation’s estuaries and
coastal habitats (15 C.F.R. Part 921.1(a)). The Reserve System currently consists of 28 reserves
in 23 states and territories, protecting over one million acres of estuarine lands and waters
(Figure 1). The Reserve System is a partnership program between the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the coastal states. NOAA provides funding, national
guidance and technical assistance. The state partner manages reserve resources on a daily basis
working collaboratively with local and regional partners.
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Figure 1. National Estuarine Research Reserve System Map.
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National Estuarine Research Reserve System Strategic Goals

Estuaries are biologically rich, economically valuable, and highly vulnerable ecosystems. The
vision and mission of the Reserve System reflect the importance of these systems within our
communities.

Vision: Resilient estuaries and coastal watersheds where human and natural
communities thrive.

Mission: To practice and promote stewardship of coasts and estuaries through
innovative research, education, and training using a place-based system of protected
areas.

The program goals, per Federal regulations 15 C.F.R. Part 921.1(b), outline five specific goals
for the Reserve System:

1. Ensure a stable environment for research through long-term protection of
National Estuarine Research Reserve resources;

2. Address coastal management issues identified as significant through
coordinated estuarine research within the Reserve System;

3. Enhance public awareness and understanding of estuarine areas and provide
suitable opportunities for public education and interpretation;

4. Promote Federal, state, public and private use of one or more Reserves within the
Reserve System when such entities conduct estuarine research; and

5. Conduct and coordinate estuarine research within the Reserve System, gathering
and making available information necessary for improved understanding and
management of estuarine areas.

These foundational goals are complemented by those that are systematically set by the
program every five years. Strategic planning has been an integral part of the National
Estuarine Research Reserve System for nearly twenty years. The planning process is designed
to bridge national program direction with local coastal management needs through a
representative and participatory process that supports NOAA’s mission of science, service,
and stewardship. The 2011-2016 Reserve System Strategic Plan focuses reserve core
strengths of research, education, and training on three core issues: climate change, habitat
protection, and water quality. The Reserve System Strategic Plan Goals are