Saquatucket and Wychmere Harbors, Harwich – Overview

Location and History

Saquatucket Harbor (SH) and Wychmere Harbor (WH) are twin harbors, located within a half-mile of each another, on the south shore of Harwich, Massachusetts (Cape Cod).  The harbors are similar in size, with SH approximately 8.5 acres in area and WH about 14.5 acres.  Route 28, a busy, secondary roadway that extends the length of Cape Cod’s southern shore, is located immediately north of the harbors and provides direct vehicle access to them.  Downtown Harwich Port is located on Rte. 28 about a half-mile west of the harbors, while downtown Harwich is about 1.5 miles north of the harbors.  Both harbors permit easy boat access to Nantucket Sound.  The Harwich study area included both SH and WH due to their close proximity to one another, and local economic and harbor use and management connections.
WH was originally a coastal pond until 1887 when fifty men dug a channel by hand from the harbor to Nantucket Sound.
  The land at Harbor Road was given to the town in 1927 by the Gray family as a site for the town pier.  Just east of WH, two small, freshwater streams (Carding Mill Brook and Cold Brook) drained into a tidal creek (formerly known as Andrews River) bordered by salt marshes.  This inlet was dredged in 1968 to create SH and to accommodate the Town’s new marina.  The dredging of this new harbor was a cooperative effort between U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Coast Guard, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and the Town of Harwich.
  Tom Leach became harbormaster in 1973, managing the town’s three harbors: SH, WH as well as the town’s only other large harbor, Allens Harbor.
Natural Resources

Several important coastal environments are located in and around the harbors.  Although salt marsh was dredged to create SH, it is still an important habitat around the harbor and along the channel leading to Nantucket Sound.  While salt marsh fringes most of WH’s shore, the overall area of salt marsh is considerably less than in SH.  Marshes in both locations are impacted by boat wakes and possibly by other factors.  Beaches and/or dunes occur at the mouth of both harbors, and eelgrass beds exist just offshore of the harbor entrance.  Aside from water quality (described below), the remaining salt marsh and the existing shellfish resources are probably the most sensitive environments in the harbors.  Quahogs, oysters, and soft-shell clams occur in or near the harbors and are harvested both commercially and recreationally.  Bay scallops occur seaward of the harbor entrances.
  Priority rare species habitat (probably for coastal waterbirds) is documented both inside and outside of the harbors.
The tidal range in the SH and WH area is on the order of 3-5 ft., and the 100-year coastal floodplain within the harbors extends to approximately elevation 11 ft.   Sea-level rise around Cape Cod has been about 1 ft. (30 cm) over the last century (3 mm/yr).
Harbor Water Quality

The water quality in the harbors is affected by stormwater runoff from surrounding land uses and by boat traffic in the harbor itself (e.g., engine oils and fuel).  WH receives storm runoff from all street drains in Harwich Port via a culvert that discharges to the west side of the harbor.  Another significant threat to harbor water quality comes from the numerous public and private lots used for commercial and recreational boat storage, maintenance, and repair.  Contaminants generated by these activities (e.g., paint scrapings, dust, etc.) are eventually washed into the harbor.  Efforts to mitigate this pollution source include a wash pad at Harwich Port boat yard (located at the entrance to WH) and the prohibition of boat storage at SH (except commercial boats which are required to use a collection tarp and wet vacuum when doing boat maintenance). 

The town installed a “Stormtreat@” system in 1995 in the parking lot near the town pier in an effort to mitigate stormwater pollution from Harbor Road and Wychmere Pines (a private subdivision southeast of the harbor).
  The system was sited in the intertidal zone (it was designed for freshwater) and based on evaluation by Mass CZM was found not to function properly.  The harbors are routinely tested for coliform, nitrates, phosphates chlorophyll, dissolved oxygen, and pH.  The Harwich Water Quality Task Force maintains water quality data for both harbors.
A tidal prism study of the harbors by the University of Rhode Island (date?) found that tidal exchange in WH was low relative to the town’s other harbors probably due to its shape and lack of freshwater inflow.  Chemical analysis of the harbor’s bottom sediments discovered they are laced with heavy metals, possibly from its long maritime history and possibly from street drainage.  Special consideration regarding the disposal of these sediments would be needed if they are dredged from the harbor in the future.
Both SH and WH were designated as Federal No Discharge Areas in 1998, which means that boaters can no longer discharge either treated or untreated water into the local waters of Harwich Port (Harwich was the 7th town in the Commonwealth to establish a NDA thanks to the efforts of the town’s harbormaster).  

Harbor Use and Infrastructure
SH and WH primarily accommodate recreational motorboats, but also serve commercial (fishing) boats and some sailboats.  Harbor infrastructure to serve the varied harbor uses include a town pier at WH (used by commercial fishermen), the east bulkhead at SH, boat ramp, slips, moorings, pump-out facilities, vehicle parking, and ferry (SH only).  The number of commercial and recreational boats in the harbors is fixed and assigned from a waiting list.  There are also private docks in both harbors and a private marina at WH (Harwich Port Boat Yard).  Both harbors are heavily used during the summer, mainly by recreational boaters.  The town derives a small profit from mooring and slip fees and use of the town pier.

Recreational boats cannot refuel at the WH town pier and the SH fuel dock was closed in 2006 (fueling from portable cans is prohibited anywhere).  Working boats can re-fuel at both SH and the WH town pier from a tanker truck, and others can re-fuel at the Harwich Port boat yard.  Commercial and recreational slip space is at a premium at both harbors since there are few good harbors on the south side of the Cape.  
Coastal Engineering Co., Inc. (CEC) completed a waterfront infrastructure survey and identified the need for several improvements over the next decade, including the Wychmere town pier and the entire bulkhead located adjacent to the pier.  The CEC report also identified replacement of the bulkhead at SH and replacement of the docks (that are up to 25 years old) as important needs.  The town replaced over 60 degraded steel and wood pilings at SH and WH over the last few years with Pearson UV-resistant fiberglass pilings that can better withstand sideward forces.  At the current time, there no capital projects planned for SH or WH (priority capital projects are identified for Allen Harbor and Herring River).  
Saquatucket Harbor
Saquatucket Municipal Marina currently has 190 slips to accommodate boats 20 ft., 30 ft. and 40 ft. in length, and slip space to serve two boats 65 ft. in length (most of the slips serve boats 20 ft. and 30 ft. in length).  Sail boats have comprised the largest share of slip space in the past (~70 sailboats) but that number is now around 20 boats, presumably reflecting a change in boating interest (at least locally).  Sport fishing boats in the harbor increase in number (up to 20-50 boats at a time) in the fall when recreational boats begin to vacate the harbor.  Demand for slip space currently outstrips availability by 700%, with a waiting list of about 10 years.  There has been discussion about replacing the existing floats and docks with a fixed dock with floating wing sections to increase stability.
SH supports a commercial fishing fleet of about 40 boats.  There are 20 slips for working boats and seven slips for transient fishing boats.  Commercial boats use the east bulkhead for off-loading supplies, fish, etc.  Trucks and other vehicles can easily access the loading area, which is currently in good condition.  A pump-out facility (2,500 gal) is located in the fuel shed at the loading area.  A passenger ferry (Freedom Cruise Line, Inc.) leaves from the east bulkhead three times daily during the summer to Nantucket (once daily in spring and fall).  The ferry also offers seal and seabird cruises around Monomoy.  
There is parking in two lots at SH (West lot, East lot) accommodating 185 cars (including 5 spaces for disabled, 3 for town staff).  The west lot provides most of the parking space.  Restaurant, ferry and party boat customers compete with other harbor users for parking space, sometimes forcing cars to be parked off-site.  There is currently a need to expand parking at the harbor.
The mouth of SH is stabilized by two jetties, and metal sheet piles support the bank around a private residence just east of the harbor entrance.  All of these structures are in good condition. 
Wychmere Harbor

WH has 140 boats moored during the summer, and there are seven slips for working boats at the town pier.  The town pier, located on the east side of the harbor, was built around 1978 (replaced a previous pier) and is fully coupled to the existing bulkhead.  The pier is flooded during moon tides and during some storm tides, which has damaged (weakened) the concrete due to immersion in seawater.  The town prohibits use by trucks over ¾ ton in size on the pier, which diminishes the value of this important harbor infrastructure.  The bulkhead supporting the lower end of the town parking area is made of concrete, wood and steel.  According to the CEC report, the bulkhead is very old and in need of replacement in the near future (est. cost $172K).  
WH has considerably less available parking than SH, only 29 spaces (2 for disabled, 1 for town staff).  Removal of the “Stormtreat@” units would provide a small amount of additional parking space.  A pump-out boat and pump-out carts are used at WH to handle waste. Several small shanties, located on or near town land, are used by hook fishermen for storage. Licensing of these buildings is currently being explored by the town.
The entrance of WH is stabilized by various hard structures (rip-rap, sheet piles, etc.).  Several properties along the margins of the harbor itself are protected by hard structures (roughly 25-30% of the harbor shore).  A 1,100 foot long breakwater built by the WPA in 1933 shelters the entrances of both harbors from south-southwesterly waves and intercepts littoral drift from points west, keeping the harbor entrances clear.
Fishing
Local commercial fishermen rely on SH, and to a lesser extent on WH, as a base of operations.  Fishing boats are outfitted for quahog dragging, gill-netting, long-lining (or tub trawling), scalloping, and lobstering.  There are no charter fishing boats operating out of either harbor.  The importance of commercial to the town (and regionally) has been subject to debate, and additional data regarding the economic value and potential would be useful in order to guide future harbor infrastructure management (contact Hook Fishermen’s Association).
Commercial and recreational clammers harvest quahog (little necks) in and around the harbors within allowed time periods (closed June 15-October 15).  The shellfish hatchery at WH (near the town pier), established in 1994, broadcasts millions of little neck and oyster spat to SH, WH, and other bay and harbors in Harwich.  There is no aquaculture or other marine resource-based industry operating in or near the harbors.
Dredging
As a designated “Federal channel,” SH was dredged every 3 years, but federal monies are no longer as available for dredging and the town must now foot the bill.  Shoaling is a chronic problem in the harbor channels though there currently is little funding available and the town is not likely to pay dredging costs via tax increase.  The town received a Chapter 91 license from the Massachusetts DEP for dredging and beach nourishment projects, including the channels to SH and WH.  Dredged sands that are clean and compatible will be used to nourish nearby beaches (Red River beach, Earle Road beach, Gray Neck beach, etc.).  
Public Access

The harbors provide a variety of public access options by land and water.  Public parking areas are located at both SH (off Rte. 28) and WH (off Harbor Rd.) although finding a parking space at either harbor can be difficult in season.   Ferry and party boat customers and overflow from adjacent businesses (e.g., Brax restaurant) can limit available parking at SH.  Visitors can view SH from the parking area or can watch fishing boats off-load their catch at the east bulkhead.  Marina floats are restricted to rental customers and their guests.  WH has limited parking space so it can also fill up fast.  Visitors to WH can see the harbor from the parking area or walk onto the town pier.  A nice view of the harbor can also be had from an overlook along Rte. 28 (Larson Park).  The 30 minute parking allowance for 5-6 cars along the roadside limits the amount of time visitors can enjoy this area.   Public restrooms are available at both harbors.  There are no public beaches in either harbor and no public fishing pier inside the harbors.
  

The only public boat ramp is located SH.  Jet skis and kayaks can be launched from the boat ramp at SH.  Currently, there are no kayak outfitters in the immediate harbor area.  Both SH and WH have courtesy floats for visitors coming to the harbors by water.  Commercial and recreational boats are assigned to specific areas in the harbor, which helps to limit potential conflicts between these users.  Conflicts between harbor users and neighbors have been few.
Alternative means to reach the harbors are currently limited.  The Cape Cod Regional Transit Authority’s Hyannis to Orleans (H2O) bus service passes the harbors hourly Monday through Friday between 7:30 a.m. and 7:30 p.m.  The cost of riding from Harwich Port to the harbors ($2) may limit local ridership.  The lack of sidewalks between Harwich Port and the harbors probably discourages pedestrian and bicycle access given the congested traffic along Route 28.

Harbor Abutters

The land use surrounding SH consists mostly of residential homes on moderate to large-sized lots.  Commercial development is limited to the area between SH and Rte. 28, and includes Brax Restaurant and the abandoned service station and pizza restaurant buildings on the 2.2-acre Downey property.  A wider variety of land uses occurs around WH.  Residential properties surround much of the west, northeast, and southeast margins of WH.  The Harwichport Boat Yard and Stone House Yacht Club (including a private beach just east of the harbor entrance) are located just south of the harbor.  The Wychmere Harbor Beach Club occupies much of the coastal property immediately west of the harbor entrance, and its buildings are most visually dominant feature of the harbor.  As previously mentioned, Larson Park also abuts the harbor.
Associated Harbor Issues
The 2.2-acre Downey property, located between Rte. 28 and the Saquatucket Harbor parking area, is currently on the market and the town has been considering its purchase and potential uses.  The site is currently occupied by an abandoned gas station and a pizza restaurant (former Harwichport House of Pizza).  The property’s redevelopment potential is complicated by site contamination (from leaking underground storage gas tanks), its proximity to wetlands, and its location on the floodplain and over the former site of Carding Mill Brook.  While a variety of re-use ideas have been proposed ranging from car and boat trailer parking to creating a park on the property, all agreed that the property can play a key role in enhancing Saquatucket Harbor’s future.  Community Preservation Act funds are being considered for the purchase.
� Wychmere Harbor Town Dock website (http://threeharbors.com/wychpier.html)


� Saquatucket Harbor photo and narrative (http://www.vsv.cape.com/~harharb/photosaq.html)


� MassGIS data


� An Evaluation of Innovative Stormwater Treatment Technology Installations Designed to Mitigate Storm Drain Pollution Impacting Shellfish Beds at Wychmere Harbor, Harwich and the Jones River, Gloucester, Massachusetts Section 319 NPS Project #95-02 (http://www.mass.gov/czm/masection319npsproject9502.pdf)


� Public beaches (Neel Rd. beach and Merkle beach) are about a 10 minute walk from SH and WH, respectively.  Recreational fishing is allowed from a number jetties along Harwich Port shore.


� A study of pedestrian and bicycle access and shuttle bus service between downtown areas and the harbors will be conducted by the Cape Cod Commission in 2009.
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