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This thesis asks the question: How well have ecological and human needs been balanced in the Narrow River watershed?

To answer this question, I first explore different types of resource management by tracing the development of environmental watershed management on the federal and Rhode Island state level. The pattern of resource management in the United States reveals the gradual evolution from use-based values to ecological, environmental, and health values. These new values are paralleled in Rhode Island management strategies, such as the 1971 Freshwater Wetlands Act and the 1971 Coastal Resources Management Act. I also note the development of two types of modern environmental resource regulation: a top-down protective regulatory strategy, such as that used by the US Environmental Protection Agency and the Rhode Island Department of Environmental management pursuant to the federal Clean Water Act and the State Water Quality Protection Act, and a cooperative management strategy that seeks to manage for “wise use” of a resource, used by the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the Rhode Island Coastal Resources Management Council (CRMC).

Next, I examine the Narrow River itself, evaluating the physical, biological, and demographic features of the watershed and then placing the river into the context of its own regulation—the Narrow River Special Area Management Plan (SAMP). The SAMP was designed to minimize environmental impacts on the Narrow River by managing human activities on a watershed-based level. The SAMP incorporates language from the protectionist type of environmental management while implementing a cooperative management strategy to maintain the watershed.

I conducted a spatial analysis of the River basin using GIS to evaluate trends in population growth and distribution, land use and residential development, land protection, water quality, vegetative buffer, and residential docks before and after the SAMP was published (1986, 1999) and the watershed sewered (1999) in an effort to evaluate the efficacy of this approach to managing the balance between human and environmental concerns in the Narrow River basin.

The river was divided into five separate transects, which were analyzed for land development and residential density. I found that land development was more influenced by municipal decisions than the SAMP, and that overall land development nearly doubled in the watershed from 1976 to 2004. Residential development was similarly expansive. Housing density more than doubled, and population in the watershed grew at a rate greater than that of the surrounding communities. Throughout the entire watershed, roughly one quarter of the land was protected, and nearly half of that land was protected to preserve habitat area. Water quality, measured as fecal coliform contamination, showed no improvement before or after the SAMP. I determined that CRMC failed at implementing management appropriate to the river’s needs: the most highly developed segments of the shoreline were found to be lacking adequate buffer, and CRMC has failed to deny any residential dock permit on the river, despite the cumulative consequences.

Finally, I present recommendations for improving the environment and management of the Narrow River watershed. These include: improved water quality data, strengthened buffer policy,

strengthened residential dock policy, land preservation in rapidly developing areas, continuing to encourage local involvement, improvement of municipal cooperation, and more study.
