NITROGEN MANAGEMENT
For over a decade, the Buzzards Bay National Estuary Program (BBNEP) has been a leader in helping municipalities manage the cumulative inputs of nitrogen from septic systems, agricultural lands, and point sources by helping them map, remediate, and regulate polluted discharges in their communities.
Progress is evident in some areas of Buzzards Bay despite having no legal mechanism in place for towns and cities to enforce limits on non-point source
pollution discharges. For example, while new nitrogen limits proposed by the BBNEP carried no legal weight, some municipalities responded and Buzzards Bay saw some improvements in zoning and wastewater facility upgrades to meet recommended goals. However, soon the entire region will have to act. Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) are on the
horizon (TMDLs specify the maximum amount of a pollutant a water body can receive and still meet water quality standards) and municipalities will be required to comply. Adhering to the framework of Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act, the Massachusetts Estuaries Project adopted the BBNEP’s nitrogen loading modeling approach but linked this data
to water quality and ecosystem response models to develop site-specific TMDLs planned for 89 Massachusetts embayments.
This time, compliance with the new standards goes well beyond the sewer treatment plant upgrades of the 1980s and ‘90s. In fact, managing non-point sources of nitrogen discharges through watershed level TMDLs presents one of the most challenging and costly responsibilities facing coastal managers today and has left some local officials worried
about how they will implement and fund measures to meet the new standard.
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River estuary.
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The NEP: Implementing the Clean Water Act in ways that are Effective, Efficient, Adaptive, and Collaborative.
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