
January 18, 2012

Ms. Sarah Malloy
Acting Assistant Regional Administrator, NMFS.
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
Northeast Regional Office
55 Great Republic Drive
Gloucester, MA 01930

Dear Ms Malloy,

RE:  PETITION TO LIST ALEWIFE AND BLUBACK HERRING UNDER THE 
ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT.

The Back River Watershed Association, is responding to the petition to list alewife [Alosa  
pseudoharengus] and blueback herring [Alosa aestivalis] as threatened under the Endangered 
Species Act as proposed by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 50 CFR parts 
223 and 224 [Docket No. 111024651-1650-01] RIN 0648-XA739.

The Weymouth Back River is a short tidal river located in Hingham and Weymouth, 
Massachusetts, approximately ten miles [16 km] south of Boston.  Whitman’s Pond is the main 
source of the river which flows north through area tributaries in ponds and swamps, and empties 
into Hingham Bay and on to Boston Harbor.  The Weymouth Back River is part of the Weymouth 
Back River Area of Critical Environmental Concern [about 950 acres].  This includes 180 acres 
[0.73 km2] of tidal waters.  Within its salt marshes and wooded wild life preserves over 150 
species of birds including osprey that feed mostly on live fish such as flounder, herring, and perch.  
The Weymouth Back River Herring Run in East Weymouth is one of the most productive in 
Massachusetts.  Weymouth town records of 1648 indicate the herring run provided an important 
food source for its citizens, and provided food for native and European people.  River herring 
continue their annual migration over wooden fish ladders to spawn at Whitman’s Pond today, but 
in far less numbers than in previous years when herring where allowed to migrate at both 
Whitman’s Pond and on to Great Pond.  At present, the migration of the Back River herring ends 
at Whitman’s Pond since they no longer have access to Great Pond, because the Town of 
Weymouth uses Great Pond as its primary water supply.  This results in a significant loss of 
habitat.  

The Weymouth Back River Herring Run is located in a densely populated suburban setting that 
negatively affects the health of the herring spawning ground, as outlined in the attached, “Notes on 
Status of Weymouth Back River Herring Run.” In addition, invasive vegetation infests 
Whitman’s Pond, compromising water quality and thus the herrings’ habitat.  These threats and the 
decline in the number of herring migrating to the spawning ground combine to present a real threat 
to the species.  It is our strong belief that protecting the herring through the Endangered Species 
Act is the only way to mitigate this threat.



Obstructions to fish passage are not a major concern in the Back River run because Weymouth is 
fortunate to have dedicated Herring Wardens, a very active Whitman’s Pond Association as well as 
volunteers and town government that work together to ensure that the river is passable for 
migrating adults and juveniles.  

In addition to our local concerns for the survival of river herring an energy rich prey fish as food 
for predators in the food chain, they are a key resource sustaining the marine fisheries in the 
Georges Bank Gulf of Maine ecosystem.  However, the accidental “bycatch” of both river and 
Atlantic herring due to commercial fishing’s use of industrial scale trawlers threaten the long-term 
survival of both species. We recognize federal documentation of injury and death to river herring 
by thousands of pounds and the need for further protection from bycatch and over fishing and 
other factors.

In closing, the Back River Watershed Association strongly supports the petition to List Alewife 
and Blueback Herring as Threatened under the Endangered Species Act. 

Respectfully Submitted,

Linda J. DiAngelo
President, 
The Back River Watershed Association
40 Neck Street
Weymouth, MA 02191
781-337-8085



Notes on Status of Weymouth Back River Herring Run
Prepared January 2012

Compiled by:
Scott Dowd (Weymouth Conservation Commission)

George Loring (Herring Warden; Chairman, Weymouth Conservation Commission)
Mary Ellen Schloss (Weymouth Conservation Administrator)

The Weymouth Back River herring run is one of the most productive in Massachusetts. Since 
1986, herring run counts in the Back River have ranged from 65,800 in 1998 to 859,000 in 1995. 
The average count during this 26-year period was 276,331, with a median of 239,850. The high 
average is driven by several peak years (1990, 1991, 1992, 1995) in which counts were above 
400,000. Counts have not exceeded 400,000 since 1995. In the past ten years (2002 – 2011), 
counts have been below the 26-year average for each year except one (2002), and have been below 
the 26-year median in all years except three (2002, 2003, 2008).

Table 1 Back River Herring run annual fish counts

Obstructions to fish passage are not a major concern in the Back River run. We are lucky to have 
committed Herring Wardens, volunteers, and town government that work together to ensure that
the river is passable for migrating adults and juveniles. 

The major concerns for the Back River herring run are related to conditions in the spawning 
grounds and migratory corridor. The area is heavily urbanized and the pond and river suffer from 
degraded water quality typical of urbanized areas. Whitman’s Pond, the spawning ground, is 
hypereutrophic, with high nutrient levels, low dissolved oxygen levels, and a serious infestation of 
invasive and nuisance vegetation which adversely affects water quality and habitat. Competing 
uses for the spawning pond include recreation (boating and fishing) and an active water supply. 



There are concerns that the degraded conditions in the spawning pond may decrease productivity 
and annual yield. Poor environmental conditions can have a negative impact on the final stages of 
egg and sperm formation in broodstock that are under stress. These stressors will likely result in a 
decreased fertilization rate, and smaller, less robust larvae. The continuing decline of the 
conditions in Whitman’s Pond are likely to have a substantial impact on annual production. 

Although the herring run migration numbers remain reasonably healthy at this time, the 
degradation of the spawning ground could severely compromise the population if trends are not 
reversed. The future health of the run may well be determined by the ability to properly manage 
the complex threats to and competing uses for the pond.

The Town of Weymouth is working with local stakeholders as well as specialists in the field of 
pond restoration to develop a detailed plan to restore Whitman’s Pond to a healthy state and 
maximize river herring productivity.  


