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Letter from the Superintendent

When Captain John Smith explored the Chesapeake re-
gion from 1607 to 1609, he was stunned by the world 
he encountered. He marveled at its natural resources—
rich with fish, forests, wetlands, oysters, and vistas—as 
well as the people he found living here. “Heaven and 
earth,” he wrote, “never agreed better to frame a place 
for man’s habitation.”

By the time Smith sailed the Chesapeake Bay, American 
Indians had lived in the region for thousands of years. 
Four centuries have passed since Smith’s voyages, yet 
throughout that time the Chesapeake Bay and its wa-
tershed have remained at center stage in the nation’s 
story. Many of our founding fathers—George Washing-
ton, Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe and James Madi-
son—were from the Chesapeake region. The climax of 
the American Revolution, the birth of America’s national 
anthem and its flag, the heart of the Civil War—all these 
things belong to the Chesapeake. Harriet Tubman and 
Frederick Douglas were both great leaders born and 
formed here. Our earliest canals, the National Road, the 
nation’s capital—all are in the Chesapeake watershed. 
This list just scratches the surface.

The setting is the bay itself: the largest estuary in the west-
ern hemisphere. It is a network of great rivers—Susque-
hanna, Potomac, Rappahannock, James, Nanticoke and 
more—and landscapes throughout a watershed reach-
ing from Norfolk, Virginia to Cooperstown, New York. 
Although much has changed since Smith’s era, the re-
gion’s ecological, cultural and economic importance is 
unchallenged. Internationally significant for fisheries and 
wildlife, the Chesapeake is the focus of long-standing 
conservation and restoration efforts. The watershed’s 18 
million residents expect this; they want the Chesapeake’s 
waters clean, and its scenery, heritage, and wildlife to be 
enjoyed by this and future generations.

The National Park Service Chesapeake Bay Office con-
nects people to experiences of the natural and cultural 
heritage of the Chesapeake Bay and its rivers. We help 
to conserve special places important to visitors, residents, 
and the nation. We do this in multiple ways, always in 
partnership with many, many others.

Through the Captain John Smith Chesapeake National 
Historic Trail—the first national water trail—we connect 
people to Smith’s voyages, to the region’s rich American 
Indian culture, and to the region’s natural landscapes, still 
evocative of four hundred years ago. As the John Smith 
Trail develops further it could become a water-based ana-
logue to the Appalachian Trail. Along the Star-Spangled 
Banner National Historic Trail we connect visitors to the 
events and legacy of the War of 1812 in the Chesapeake. 
Through the Chesapeake Bay Gateways and Watertrails 
Network, we link visitors with hundreds of sites around 
the watershed that tell pieces of the Chesapeake story. 
We also support collaborative partnerships to expand the 
number of places people can get to and on the water and 
to conserve special Chesapeake landscapes—both high 
priorities for citizens. In combination, these resources and 
efforts provide visitors and residents with a national park 
experience of the richness the Chesapeake region has to 
offer.

This overview describes our mission, goals, programs and 
operations. It also points to where we envision our efforts 
in the future. We look forward to continuing this exciting 
and important work with our many partners.

Chuck Hunt                                                  
Superintendent

Chuck Hunt, Superintendent, 
NPS Chesapeake Bay office.

“Heaven and earth 
never agreed better to 
frame a place for man’s 
habitation.” 

—Captain John Smith
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Introduction to the NPS Chesapeake Bay Office

Introduction to the NPS Chesapeake Bay Office
The Chesapeake Bay region represents a rich mixture of ecological, historical, and 
cultural values. The Bay itself is the nation’s largest estuary, a stressed but incredibly 
productive water body that serves as a pillar of tourism, recreation, and commerce. 
Its rivers, wetlands, and forests nurture a diverse collection of aquatic and terres-
trial wildlife. When allowed to thrive, this interwoven system also provides a suite 
of ecological services that benefit human communities—by protecting the quality 
and quantity of our drinking water; promoting air quality; combating the effects 
of climate change; and reducing the pollution, erosion, and flood events related to 
stormwater runoff.

History resonates on the Chesapeake landscape. Marshlands, deep forests, farm-
steads, wharves, and main streets trace the earliest stories of our nation, from the 
stirrings of the Revolution to many crucial Civil War battles. Even today, the Chesa-
peake landscape retains vast areas evocative of this rich indigenous and nation-
al heritage. Millions of modern families and individuals, including contemporary 
American Indians and rural communities that rely on farmland and forestry, live 
amidst this backdrop. 

Set within this vast 64,000 square mile watershed—an area eighteen times the size 
of Yellowstone National Park—are 55 units of the National Park System, scores of 
state parks and wildlife refuges, five national trails, several large national heritage 
areas and additional state heritage areas, and more than 2,600 miles of designated 
water trails.

From a headquarters in Annapolis, Maryland, the National Park Service Chesapeake 
Bay Office manages three partnership-based entities—two extensive national trails 
and a network of sites and water trails—that connect people to experiences of the 
region’s natural and cultural heritage, and also help conserve important landscapes. 
This office also coordinates watershed-wide efforts to achieve land conservation, 
public access, and citizen stewardship goals established under President Obama’s 
Executive Order 13508 (Protecting and Restoring the Chesapeake Bay Watershed) 
and the Chesapeake Bay Program.

Mission 
The National Park Service Chesapeake Bay Office connects 
people to experiences of the natural and cultural heritage of 
the Chesapeake Bay and its rivers. We help to conserve special 
places important to visitors, residents, and the nation, for this 
and future generations.

Great rivers flow toward the Chesapeake from six states and the District 
of Columbia, creating a 64,000-square-mile watershed. These rivers—
like the Potomac here at Riverbend Park—are the lifeblood of the bay 
and the focus of recreation, conservation and the region’s heritage. 
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Key Themes

Throughout the development of this report, the following themes emerged: 

Integrated and Far-Reaching Programming.

The NPS Chesapeake Bay Office manages three 
distinct yet integrated partnership entities across 
the 64,000 mile watershed—the Chesapeake Bay 
Gateways and Watertrails Network, Captain John 
Smith Chesapeake National Historic Trail, and the 
Star-Spangled Banner National Historic Trail—and 
receives appropriated funds to operate them. 
These three programs, in addition to the office’s 
other partnership activities, all work to achieve 
a mission of conserving important landscapes in 
the Chesapeake Bay watershed and connecting 
people to the variety of natural, cultural, and rec-
reational experiences within it. The programs are 
therefore highly integrated and interrelated. For 
instance, financial assistance awarded through 
the Gateways and Trails appropriation may directly 
support a project benefitting the Captain John 
Smith Chesapeake National Historic Trail, the Star-
Spangled Banner National Historic Trail, and sites 
in the Chesapeake Bay Gateways and Watertrails 
Network. Office staff frequently work on projects 
across all NPS Chesapeake Bay Office programs, 
creating an integrated approach to conservation, 
interpretation, and access across the Chesapeake. 

Necessity of Partnerships. 

The Chesapeake Bay Gateways and Watertrails 
Network, the original program of the office, set 
a roadmap for placing partnerships at the center 
of the office’s strategy. Multiple federal and state 
agencies, over 250 land trusts, and 55 national 
park service units operate within the watershed. 
From trail advisory councils, to the Chesapeake 
Large Landscape Conservation Partnership, NPS 
is a convener and a collaborator. The Chesapeake 
Bay Office pursues its mission and objectives 
through extensive collaboration with state, local, 
and non-profit partners throughout the water-
shed. Office staff located in the field allow NPS 
to further extend its reach and make partnerships 
personal despite a landscape that crosses six states 
and the District of Columbia. 

Operating at Multiple Scales. 

In order to accomplish goals effectively, the office 
approaches its mission on multiple scales—the 
local, regional, and watershed level. For instance, 
the Chesapeake Bay Office engages locally to as-
sist hundreds of cultural and natural sites along 
the trails with interpretation, education pro-
grams, trail marking and expansion of water 
access points and soft launches (those support-
ing paddle craft, motor, and/or sail boats). Staff 
members connect and conserve on the regional 
level through managing and supporting national 
historic trails that traverse individual tributaries 
of the Chesapeake Bay. The office also functions 
on the watershed scale, one example of which is 
convening the large landscape partnership to pro-
mote collaborative conservation throughout the 
watershed. For visitors and partners this results in 
a multi-level National Park Service presence, with 
on-the-ground (or water) trail experiences linked 
to robust visitor opportunities and programs 
across the watershed.  
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Key Themes (continued)

Entrepreneurial and Dedicated Staff. 

Despite having a small staff size (15.6 full time 
equivalents1 in FY 2012 managing a budget over 
$4,160,000), the office has proven adept at bal-
ancing independent and collaborative work. The 
Chesapeake Bay Office has capitalized on op-
portunities to make tangible impacts in the wa-
tershed with limited resources through strategic 
implementation of program goals with partners. 
Staff members are predominately generalists and 
flexibly support multiple programs. 

Office in Transition.

After 15 years representing the National Park Service, the office continues 
to move from initial development towards stability. Partners look to the 
NPS Chesapeake Bay Office for guidance and leadership, as well as finan-
cial and technical support. External expectations have changed, and the 
role of the office has shifted. Staff have focused on initial planning and 
development of trails, gateways, and other initiatives. As staff complete 
this initial planning and groundwork, future programs and activities may 
focus more on direct conservation, stewardship, programming, manage-
ment, and promotion.

1One FTE is equivalent to 2,080 
working hours per year. 

The NPS Chesapeake Bay Office works with far-reaching partners and programs to engage people with the region’s stories, heritage and special places. 
Here, rangers from Fort McHenry talk in Havre de Grace, Maryland about origins of the national anthem along the Star-Spangled Banner Trail.
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