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New Hampshire Coastal Marine Natural Resources and Environment Commission 
NHDES Portsmouth Regional Office 

Pease International Tradeport  
222 International Drive, Suite 175 

Portsmouth, NH 03801  
9:00am to 11:00am 

March 18, 2019 
 

1. Introductions and Announcements 

Members in attendance:  

Erik Chapman, Chair (NH Sea Grant), Sen. David Watters, Melissa Paly (Conservation Law Foundation), 
Steve Couture (NH Department of Environmental Services), Sabrina Stanwood (NH Department of 
Natural and Cultural Resources), Jenn Dijkstra (UNH School of Marine Science and Ocean Engineering), 
Alix Laferriere (The Nature Conservancy, New Hampshire), Rep. Renny Cushing (Town of Hampton), Rep 
Judith Spang (Town of Durham), Doug Grout (NH Fish and Game). 

Others in attendance:  

Chris Williams (NH Department of Environmental Services), Vidya Balasubramanyam (New Hampshire 
Department of Environmental Services), Bonnie Brown (UNH Department of Biological Sciences), Mindi 
Messmer. 

Chair Chapman opened the meeting. 

Announcements: 

• Vidya Balasubramanyam is moving to the Illinois Coastal Management Program to start a new full 
time permanent position. The Commission wishes her all the best in her future endeavors.  

• Steve Couture announced that the New Hampshire Coastal Program and its partners received a 
$250,000 grant as part of NOAA’s Project of Special Merit which will allow them to further explore 
stormwater management solutions in addition to a variety of other topics as part of the Coastal Shift 
project. 

• Melissa Paly announced that the Conservation Law Foundation and the NH Safe Water Alliance are 
trying to generate engagement on PFAS issues and NHDES water quality standards. They’re 
organizing a series of screenings of the film “The Devil We Know” throughout the seacoast. More 
information can be found here https://www.eventbrite.com/e/free-screening-the-devil-we-know-
documentary-registration-56116134870. 

• Melissa Paly also announced the Sagamore Creek awareness event which includes a presentation 
about how to be stewards of the creek followed by a moonlight hike on Thursday, March 21st at 6 
PM at the Urban Forestry Center in Portsmouth, NH. 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/free-screening-the-devil-we-know-documentary-registration-56116134870
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/free-screening-the-devil-we-know-documentary-registration-56116134870
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• Vidya Balasubramanyam will be presenting on her work on the living shoreline site suitability 
assessment at the NH Coastal Adaptation Workgroup meeting on March 28th, 9:30 AM. Commission 
members are welcome to attend. The presentation will last for an hour followed by other NH CAW 
agenda items. 

• The NOAA Marine Debris conference is being held in Gloucester, MA this week.  The Gulf of Maine 
Marine Debris Action Plan workshop will be held towards the end of April/ beginning of May. Steve 
Couture will send out an end an email about this workshop. 

• Sen. Watters announced that the SNH Senate passed SB 76 to prohibit offshore oil and natural gas 
exploration. 

• Chris Williams and Steve Couture shared updates on New Hampshire’s offshore renewable energy  
task force. A meeting planned later this month will provide direction on how to move forward with 
this issue and use lessons learned from other states. Since NH does not have renewable energy as 
part of its coastal policies, it may be challenging for the state to provide input on offshore renewable 
energy activities using the CZMA’s federal consistency process. More research and thought needs to 
go into how to fill this policy gap. However, the state is able to provide input into the location of the 
cables if it comes to shore. Doug Grout said that the New England  Fishery Management Council is 
working on a recommendation regarding the spacing between wind platforms so as not to disrupt 
scientific fishery survey sampling procedures in the Atlantic Coast. He said large commercial fishing 
organizations are concerned because wind farm siting eliminates the ability to harvest in species rich 
areas. One recommendation from the 2014 legislative study committee was to have a joint ME-NH 
or NH-MA group working on offshore wind. Steve Couture said that there is a good chance that 
BOEM will initiate a regional working group.  Erik Chapman proposed that the commission study this 
topic in future meetings to think about what recommendations the commission could make to be 
better prepared for offshore wind farm siting. 
 

2. Approve notes from January 28, 2019 meeting 

Motion to approve from Sen. Watters, seconded by Sabrina Stanwood. All in favor. None opposed.  
Notes passed. 

3. Plastics and NH Presentations 

Marine and Estuarine Microplastics: Knowns, Unknowns, Actions - Dr. Bonnie Brown, UNH Dept. of 
Biological Sciences Chair 

Bonnie Brown started off with a disclaimer that she is not an expert, but has been dabbling in marine 
plastics research since 2017. Key points from her presentation are as follows: 

• 8 million tons of plastic are dumped in the ocean every year. 90% is discarded and not recycled. 
Plastic is the most abundant form of marine debris.  Lots of plastics end up in beaches. Other 
plastics end up in rivers by making their way there. 

• Macroplastics are >5mm in size, microplastics are 350 mm to 5 mm in size.  Usually, debris starts off 
as macroplastics. 20% of plastics comes from derelict ocean gear, 80% comes from terrestrial 
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sources. These become abraded, end up on beaches, and become microplastics and microfibers. 
Microfibers are the most common microplastics.   

• It is misleading to say that washing laundry pumps plastics into ocean. WWTPs remove 99% of 
microfibers. However, the bio solids (activated sludge), if not disposed of properly, up in rivers. 

• Some information is available about quality of sewage effluent and influent but there’s very little 
information on plastics. There is currently a big push in microplastics research because of so many 
unknowns. Papers about microplastics and WWTPs have been published only since 2017. 

• Plastisphere (made up of millimeter size marine plastics) is the term for new pelagic habitats for 
microbes and invertebrates created because of plastics in the ocean. Currently, electron 
micrographs show craters with bacteria in it. Marine microbes digest this plastic. Bonnie’s work 
shows that  50% of bacteria in river waters process human effluents in water (including pesticides, 
PCBs, plastics) 

• Plastisphere exposure in lakes: when microplastics are in eutrophic/dystrophic/oligo/mesotrophic 
lakes, an increasing in consumption of oxygen is seen.  Because plastic lasts longer than other 
materials, they provide new surfaces for organisms to grow and colonize. However, this growth 
causes them to become heavy, lose buoyancy and then fall.  One study found that >90% of plastics 
“fall out” when left alone. (Urbanek et al. 2018) 

• NOAA has been studying microplastics for a few years. One finding showed that copepods ingest 
microplastics and don’t mind if they’re covered in PBT. VIMs found that when microplastics have 
toxins on them, they leach out. Another study found that microplastics were present in every beach 
that was sampled. Another study found that 10% of fish had microplastics in their guts, and fibers 
were the most common among microplastics. A study along the Mississippi river found that 
microplastics were in the water column. No studies have been conducted in estuaries.  

• Another study found that filter feeders like sturgeons will have microplastics distributed throughout 
the tissues and not just gut. Microplastics have also been found in human stools. Some studies cite 
that microplastics disrupt reproduction in filter feeds, cause biocenosis (interrupt whole systems by 
introducing other species), cause rafting (where invasive species use a structure like plastic to go 
from one biogeography to another which has led to the presence of new kinds of tunicates and 
worms coming from one side of the ocean to another) 

• A scallop experiment found microplastics in the liver (hepato pancreas) being sequestered. This 
could affect humans if fish eat scallop and humans eat fish the fish. 

• What don’t we know about microplastics? Currently, there are lots of lab studies, but not many field 
studies. Most studies did not use environmentally relevant concentrations. First step is to find out 
what the environmentally reasonable concentrations are in freshwater and estuaries.  Also need to 
find out where microplastics come from and where they go (modelling water flows), how synergies 
of many factors in field (like lack of food, temperature, and habitat modification) affect microplastic 
presence in marine environments. There is very little information about community level effects. 
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Also need to learn more about what are the levels and effects of microplastics in aquaculture 
species in an estuary. Not many studies out there about microplastics in humans. 

• Ogunola et al 2018 researched mitigation effectiveness. They recommended beach clean-ups every 
other year (results in a fractional removal of 2 degree plastics), behavioral changes (consumption 
and indiscriminate disposal), bioplastics (replace 90% petrochemical plastics), and extended 
producer responsibility.  

• Bonnie Brown can share links to research articles, webcasts, and conference materials about 
microplastics. 

• Steve Couture said that this is a good opportunity for the NH research community to pull together a 
proposal to get information about microplastics in Great Bay. The National Center for Coastal and 
Ocean Sciences might be able to provide expertise. Bonnie Brown said she would like to engage in 
an email dialogue about this. 

What can we do about microplastics - Judith Spang, NH State Representative, Durham, NH 

Judith Spang mentioned that she is working on two bills: one on plastic straws and the other on plastic 
bags. The first bill makes plastic straws available only on request in order to cater to people with 
disabilities. The second bill proposes a ban on single use plastic bags especially grocery store bags 
and/or would require the customer to pay ten cents for paper bags.   

The Blue Ocean Society which does a lot of clean ups picked up 5000 plastic bags and 2300 plastic straws 
in NH over a 12-month period. NH is the only state in the entire region from ME to DC that has neither 
local nor state regulations on plastic. It costs municipalities a lot of money to deal with plastic. Solid 
waste handlers are now charging up to 4 times more to deal with additional plastic waste.  

Sen Watters asked about where the money collected from the fee for plastic bags would go. Judith 
Spang pointed to Chesapeake Bay as an example which used the fee to support the work of one of its 
watershed associations.  

Bonnie Brown asked whether there is any information on how much money this bill, is passed, could 
save for municipalities. Judith Spang said it could save between 4-7 cents in litter control.  San Francisco 
saves 600,000$ a year. Northern Maine Council found that it is no longer economically feasible to 
recycle. Sen. Watters said the best way to get this information is to ask municipalities what their tipping 
fee is to learn more about cost savings, and then requesting data on annual weight of recycled 
materials. Cities like Quebec don’t take any recyclables except newspapers because the cost of sorting is 
too high. Some states are encouraging curbside segregation.  One factor that drives dramatic increase in 
plastic production is methane which is a by-product of fracking. It is important for producers to take 
responsibility for disposal of the product. One solution is a cap and trade system where all major plastic 
producers pay for setting up recycling programs.  



 

5 
 

Bonnie Brown pointed out that Ziplocs are worse than shopping bags in terms of degradation time. Right 
now, NIH is not issuing any RFPs for researching effects of microplastics on humans. However, for mice, 
microplastic concentrations affect reproduction and appetite.  

4. Planning for next meeting 

The Commission decided to have its next meeting on April 22nd 9- 11 AM. They will be exploring the off- 
shore wind topic with updates from DES and NHFG. 

To continue the plastics conversation, Demi Fox from the NOAA Marine Debris Program was suggested 
as a potential speaker. She helped develop a marine debris policy for the Gulf of Maine. NH Sea Grant or 
NH Fish and Game were suggested as potential speakers to talk about fishing gear. Steve Couture will 
reach out to Demi Fox and Erik Chapman will reach out to Gabriela Bradt. 

Sen. Watters suggested getting someone from the Wastewater Treatment Plants to tell us more about 
how they’re handling their sludge deposition. Judith Spang suggested inviting Julie LaBranche to present 
on the Southeast Watershed Alliance’s model stormwater standards to initiate a broader discussion on 
how to get municipalities to adopt stormwater regulations. 

5. Other business 

Erik Chapman will talk to NHSG communicator to organize a press release regarding the nutrient 
summary report. It was suggested that the press release should coincide with the distribution of the 
executive summaries to the legislature. Annie Ropiek was suggested as a contact to amplify the story. 
Sen. Watters said he could amplify press release through their legislative offices to make it more likely 
for reporters to pick up on it. Rep. Cushing suggested a June 30th target deadline. 

Erik Chapman also mentioned that he will work with the NHSG communicator to update the website to 
house the reports. 

It was also noted that a new commission is being created to study older shoreland septic systems and 
that the commission is also going to look at sea level rise and groundwater rise issues for septic systems, 
which was one of the recommendations from COMANARE’s nutrient summary that came out in 
December 2018. 

6. Public Comment 

None 

Meeting Adjourned 11:00AM 

 


