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NOAA’s National Estuarine 
Research Reserve System 
Coastal communities are home to over 126 million people, support 58.8 million 
jobs, and account for 46 percent of the nation’s economic output. Congress 
created the National Estuarine Research Reserve System to protect and enhance 
estuaries and coastal communities through research, stewardship, education, 
and training. The program is implemented through a voluntary partnership 
between NOAA and coastal states and territories. The 29 research reserves cover 
over 1.3 million acres. 

In fiscal year 2019, NOAA invested more than $27 million, allocated through the 
Coastal Zone Management Act, in this program. Federal funding was matched by 
more than $9.5 million from state and university partners. Another bright spot: 
the new Margaret A. Davidson Fellowship program, which is building the next 
generation of coastal leaders. 
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Education and Training 
($7.4 million federal and state) 

Provides a living classroom for educators and students,  
community education for people interested in protecting 
estuaries, and training that provides up-to date science and 
skill building for local decision-makers. 

Research and Monitoring 
($12.8 million federal and 
state) 

Research: addresses national and 
local coastal management issues. 
Monitoring: focused on short-term 
variability and long-term changes 
in water quality, biological systems, 
and land use. 

Management 
($8.8 million federal 
and state) 

Reserves take proactive 
leadership roles in local and 
national coastal issues and 
provide the information, services, 
and support needed to improve 
community resilience. 

NEW Margaret A. Davidson 
Fellowship ($2.1 million 
federal and state) 

These investments are laying the 
groundwork for the frst cohort of 
fellows.  

Facility Operations 
($2.2 million federal 
and state) 

Providing a place for education, 
science, and stewardship, 
and a forum for bringing 
stakeholders together. 

Stewardship ($3.2 
million federal and state 

Habitat conservation, 
protection, and restoration 
projects preserve ecosystem 
functions and services. 
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National Estuarine Research Reserve System
The Year in Review: Building Resilient Communities 
In response to a changing coast, research reserves are expanding their programs to provide more of 
the data, science, and technical assistance needed by coastal communities. 

Preparing for Coastal Hazards and Protecting Lives 
• Restored Marsh Beds Save Shoreline from Devastating Hurricane. Thanks in large part to 

marsh grass planted by fifh-grade students working with the Apalachicola Research Reserve 
(Florida), Hurricane Michael lef this planted stretch of shoreline untouched. The living shoreline 
not only lessens storm damage, but also supports the area’s ecosystem and its multimillion-
dollar ocean economy. 

• Award-Winning Training Prepares Rhode Island for Rising Hazards. A local course, aided 
by the Narragansett Bay Research Reserve (Rhode Island), is helping coastal oficials consider 
resilience planning and check of state-mandated adaptation training. The project team is also 
holding public meetings focused on local hazards and adaptation strategies. 

• Research Reserve Plays Key Role in Disaster Prevention and Response. The Padilla Bay 
Research Reserve (Washington) is providing the data, infrastructure, and expertise needed to 
push local oil spill response capabilities to a higher level. Eforts include a digitized map that 
helps responders navigate the bay’s many channels. 

Understanding Natural Resilience 
• Advances in Marsh Health Science. This research tested markers that scientists use to 

understand which tidal marsh is likely to stay in place, and which is likely to degrade. Knowing 
this information makes conservation and restoration eforts more successful. 

• Canada Adopts Research Reserve Resilience Monitoring. The British Columbia Estuary 
Resilience Monitoring and Restoration Project is implementing a research reserve approach 
(marsh resilience to sea-level rise, or MARS) for assessing estuarine resilience. 

Reducing Marine Debris 
• Historic Pollution Settlement Awards $1 Million to Nurdle Patrol. Volunteers from the 

Mission-Aransas Research Reserve (Texas) documented the shoreline’s plastic pellet pollution. 
This evidence was used to reach an unprecedented $50 million settlement of a Clean Water Act 
lawsuit. (The pellets have been found to attract and absorb bacteria and harmful chemicals, 
including cancer-causing PCBs.) 
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