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Conservation work is challenging, even in the best of times – and as the economy struggles, we’ve taken 
some difficult steps to address these challenges. Earlier in the year, we cut our total budget by 20 
percent, which included some staff layoffs. We also decided not to hire paid seasonal staff during the 

busy summer field season.  

Instead, we ramped up our volunteer program, and what a great summer it turned out to be. We had an 
overwhelming turnout of volunteers who helped us achieve our conservation objectives. They brought new 
perspectives and unique skills, while forging connections to important partners and expanding our limited 
staff capacity – all because they wanted to make a difference. 

From eight to 80 years old, volunteers helped restore clams and scallops, monitor wetlands, survey 
shellfish, monitor piping plovers, pull invasive weeds, plant native grasses, and some helped with office 
and administrative work.

Worldwide, more than 16,000 volunteers help The Nature Conservancy each year. Together, they contribute 
over 200,000 hours – the equivalent of 110 full-time employees, valued at more than $4 million dollars! 

We are truly grateful to you – our wonderful volunteers and supporters – our donors, interns, trustees, partners 
and corporate supporters. Your willingness to help the Conservancy succeed is truly inspirational. Quite simply, 
we would not be able to accomplish our work without you. 

Nancy Kelley
Executive Director
The Nature Conservancy on Long Island
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Volunteers gather to help The Nature Conservancy’s scallop restoration effort at Mashomack Preserve.

Photo by John Pinderhughes

A Letter from the Director
Responding to Challenging Times
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A Sound Investment: Working to Restore
Long Island Sound for People and Nature

Bottlenose Dolphins Seen in Long Island Sound for First Time in 40 Years 

A very special family was spotted frolicking and feeding along the shores of Long Island Sound this 
summer. About 200 bottle-nosed dolphins were seen, following closely behind schools of herring.

“It has been such a long time since dolphins were spotted in the Sound – about 40 years – and many people 
have forgotten about them,” said Jon 
Kachmar, Long Island Sound Program 
Director for The Nature Conservancy. 
“Dolphins are just one of the many 
stunning and amazing species that can 
be found in Long Island Sound, which is 
why keeping this body of water clean and 
healthy is an important part of our work.”

The Nature Conservancy and partners 
are involved in a suite of strategies to 
protect and restore the Sound, including: 
land preservation along the coast, saving 
migratory fish, restoring degraded 
habitats, and managing for projected 
sea level rise.

Restoring native fish populations in the 
watersheds of the Sound, for example, 

will increase the food supply for shorebirds, eagles, seals, whales, sea turtles, porpoises and dolphins, and will 
also revitalize commercially important fisheries. 

Key strategies for achieving The Nature Conservancy’s
vision for Long Island Sound: 

Establish protected areas around the Sound that support the diversity of habitats •	
needed for a healthy functioning system. 

Provide conditions that enable habitats to adapt to projected sea level rise. •	

Establish areas within the Sound best suited for natural and/or human uses. •	

Reconnect the Sound with coastal rivers where fish migrate to spawn or live by •	
removing dams and other barriers that impede natural fish movement.
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In 1938, a hurricane 500-miles wide with 183 
mile-per-hour winds slammed into Long Island 

with an impact that registered on seismographs 
in Alaska.

Named for its sheer force and speed, the “Long 
Island Express” left more than 600 dead, cost the 
modern equivalent of about $5 billion in damage, 
and altered the geographic shape of Long Island: 
12 new inlets were created (including Shinnecock 
Inlet) and Montauk was temporarily an island.

While the Long Island Express remains the worst 
hurricane to ever hit here, scientists warn that 
global warming will bring more intense storms 
and sea level rise to coastal communities. 

Today, Long Island’s coastlines are even more 
vulnerable than they were 70 years ago. As much 
as 80 percent of the wetlands that once occurred 

in New England have been lost to development. Wetlands serve as natural buffers to storms and sea level rise.

In response, The Nature Conservancy is putting tools in place to make our coast more resilient to global warming. We are 
measuring how wetlands respond to rising sea levels and providing decision-makers with the scientific data they need to 
protect our coasts.

“There is a growing awareness of global warming and flooding due to sea level rise and storms, but our collective response 
to this threat has been slow – in part due to the fact that decision-makers can’t picture the impacts on the landscapes they 
manage, or identify solutions for protecting people and nature simultaneously,” said Sarah Newkirk, the Conservancy’s coastal 
team director. “Decision-makers and planners need a clear and compelling case for their constituents and that’s exactly what 
we are working to provide.”

The Nature Conservancy recently launched 
www.coastalresilience.org, a tool for planners and 
decision-makers that explores future flooding 
scenarios caused by storm surge and sea level rise 
for the south shore. The scenarios are all developed 
from widely accepted climate and hazard models.

Using this information, government agencies and 
officials can determine what lands should be 
preserved, how to best manage coastal land, and 
determine which wetlands should be restored in 
order to best protect our coastal communities.

Wetlands help protect coastal communities against rising waters, in addition to 
cleaning and filtering the water in our harbors and bays; and, wetlands are home 
to hundreds of important fish, shellfish, birds and other wildlife. The loss of wetland 
habitat on Long Island could have devastating effects.

Helping Long Island Adapt to Sea Level Rise

Photo by Kara Jackson/ The Nature Conservancy

Making Our Coast
More Resistant 

to Global Warming
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CAT Scans are Not Just For Physicians Anymore
Technology for Diagnosing Human Patients Being 

Used by Ecologists to Examine Wetlands

They are doctors. They are using CAT scans. But 
the patient is unlike any other – it’s a wetland. Its 
health is being assessed by looking underground to 

see how it is adapting to sea level rise. 

Core samples from below the surface are being extracted by 
scientists at the Environmental Protection Agency, which is 
partnering with The Nature Conservancy to assess wetland 
health throughout New York. 

The samples are scanned at a Rhode Island hospital, pro-
viding a three-dimensional image. “These images are a 
good measure of how healthy the marshes are,” said EPA 
researcher Dr. Cathleen Wigand. “Greater below-ground 
biomass often correlates with healthier marshes.” 

Wetlands are often compared to kidneys. They filter wa-
ter and keep it clean. We rely on healthy functioning salt 
marshes for a variety of reasons: to protect coastal water 
quality, provide food and habitat for many marine species 
and to protect the coastline from the brunt of storms. In 
sum, the loss of healthy salt marshes impairs the health of 
our coastal ecosystems and the recreational and economic 
activities that depend on it. 

The EPA study complements The Nature Conservancy’s own 
ongoing marsh elevation project that focuses on measuring 
whether or not wetlands are keeping up with sea level rise.  

Healthy salt marshes grow vertically to keep up with moderate 
increases in sea level rise by trapping and accumulating sedi-
ment on their surface and bulking up their belowground root 
mass to essentially raise the surface of the marsh. When either 
process fails to keep up, marshes can literally, drown. That 
spells trouble for coastal communities and wildlife alike 
– each of which depends on wetlands.

“With the additional information from this study, we’ll have a 
more complete understanding of the above and below-ground 
processes that influence overall marsh elevation,” said Dr. 
Nicole Maher, wetlands ecologist for The Nature Conservancy. 
“This way, we can work toward coming up with actions to keep 
these vital wetlands healthy.” 

Similar to the functioning of the human body composed of 
different working parts, wetlands are a vital part of a healthy 
living system. Without their proper function, the entire 
ecosystem is at risk. For now, let’s hope the prognosis is good.

At Mashomack Preserve, 
wetlands ecologist Dr. 
Nicole Maher gathers 
data on how wetlands 
are keeping up with sea 
level rise. The Nature 
Conservancy is measur-
ing how wetlands across 
Long Island will fare in 
light of this threat.

Photo by Kara Jackson/ The Nature Conservancy



An enemy is lurking in Long 
Island’s ponds. It’s a quickly-
spreading, invasive plant 

called water chestnut and it threatens 
fresh water habitats throughout the 
United States.

To rid Long Island of this pesky 
invader, this summer volunteers 
armed with fierce determination 
and dozens of canoes and kayaks, 
hand-pulled water chestnut from 
infested ponds in Oyster Bay 
and Wantagh. 

Native to Europe and Asia, water 
chestnut forms dense, floating 
mats on the water’s surface while 
remaining rooted to the bottom. 
It overtakes the native vegetation 
important to area wildlife. Like some 
other invasive plants, water chestnut 
can also limit boating, fishing, and 
swimming and the mature seeds have 
sharp spines that can cause injury. 

 
“A ten-fold increase of water chestnut plants in one year has been documented in other places in the United States,” 
stated Kathy Schwager, invasive species ecologist for the Nature Conservancy on Long Island. “It’s important to act 
now to control and eradicate this plant before it spreads to other freshwater environments on Long Island.” 
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What’s Lurking In The Water?

Volunteers “Pull Together”
In Nassau County 

Close-up of water chestnut Trapa natans an invasive plant from Asia that is clogging up 
waterways in Nassau County. The Nature Conservancy and its partners are removing this and 
other invasive plants from natural areas. The plants - whose seeds resemble sharp, spiky barbs 
- multiply quickly and can easily overtake waterbodies and native vegetation.
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Nassau County Executive Tom Suozzi and Nassau County
Legislator Dave Denenberg help The Nature Conservancy’s
invasive species ecologist, Kathy Schwager remove water
chestnut from Mill Pond, Wantagh.

Volunteers paddled out in the calm water in Mill Pond, Oyster Bay to get a 
handle on the growing problem of invasive plants. 
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Following the recommendation of the 
Bluepoints Bottomlands Council, 
Brookhaven Town declared The Nature 

Conservancy’s underwater lands in Great South 
Bay a “Shellfish Management Area” this 
summer. At 13,400 acres, this is the largest 
town-designated shellfish conservation zone 
in New York State and represents a big step 
towards the recovery of the Great South Bay.

The designation will help protect the hard clam 
populations the Conservancy has been working 
to replenish since 2004 by allowing the town to 
actively enforce the shellfishing prohibitions on 
the property.

This is particularly good for the health of the bay, as shellfish, and in particular hard clams, play an important role 
in maintaining water quality by filtering tiny plants and particles from the water as they feed. As shellfish numbers 
have declined, Great South Bay has been increasingly susceptible to algal blooms that have cascading negative 
ecological impacts.

The Nature Conservancy thanks its generous supporters in the shellfish restoration effort: Suffolk County, 
New York State, NOAA Community-Based Restoration Program, Brookhaven, Islip and Babylon Townships, 
Knapp/Swezey Foundation, Lowe’s Companies, Inc., National Grid Foundation, Pall Corporation, Morris and 
Alma Schapiro Fund, the Joseph and Sylvia Slifka Foundation, and the Wildlife Forever Fund.

Brookhaven Councilman Timothy Mazzei with TNC’s Nate Woiwode and 
Supervisor Mark Lesko endorse town “shellfish management area” designation 
over the Nature Conservancy’s 13,400-acre underwater preserve this summer.

Restoring clam populations is a year-round job requiring work both in and out of the water. Here, volunteers and staff are on a shellfish
survey barge in which workers sort through bottom sediments to find baby clams which will be counted, sorted and measured. Before they
can be counted, the mud and sediment must first be rinsed off.

Making the Great South Bay Even Greater
Nature Conservancy’s Underwater Lands Declared “Shellfish Management Area”
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Heavy bags of baby scallops are taken from the safety of the waters surrounding Mashomack Preserve. The scallops will 
be measured and transported to live their adult lives in Peconic and Shinnecock Bays.

You’ve cared for them, nurtured them, and 
watched them grow. When they got big 
enough, you let them go out into the wide 

world. Of course, we’re talking about children of 
a different sort. These are the baby scallops being 
reared at The Nature Conservancy’s Mashomack 
Preserve and they’ve grown big enough to be safely 
transplanted into larger water bodies.

The baby scallops, which were about the size of a 
single peanut, spent their juvenile lives in the pure 
and pristine waters of Mashomack’s Log Cabin Creek, 
in special mesh bags to keep predators away. 

By late November, the scallops are nearly six months 
old and are big enough to avoid most predators, such 
as spider crabs. Soon, they will be transported to 
Shinnecock and Peconic Bays as part of a multi- 
agency, Island-wide effort to restore depleted shell-
fish populations.

The blue-eyed scallop was once a force in Long Island’s 
fishing industry. But now, scallops, clams and other 
shellfish that keep our waters clean, are on the decline.

Back in the 1980’s brown tide was held responsible for 
declining shellfish populations. An algae, brown tide 
makes it hard for shellfish to feed and it turns water a 
murky brown, robbing marine plants of the light they 
need. Other factors contributing to the decline include 
over-harvesting and poor water quality.

“Historically the bay scallop harvest in the Peconic 
and Shinnecock Bays was one quarter of the entire 
national harvest,” said Wayne Grothe, Marine Program 
Director for The Nature Conservancy. “The average 
harvest was about 400,000 pounds.”

The restoration project, now in its fourth year, is funded 
by NOAA, The Nature Conservancy and the Town 
of Southampton.

My How You’ve Grown!
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