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Downeast Fisheries 
Partnership Vision

Our fisheries sustain our communities. 
Our communities sustain our fisheries.

There will be a day in Downeast Maine when the Gulf of Maine is silver with fish; when alewife, shad, and salmon race up

the rivers flashing in the sun; when the nets of fishermen once again teem with cod and haddock; when coastal villages

bustle with new energy and new possibilities; and when we, the communities of Downeast Maine, are the stewards of

our future.

 

The Downeast Fisheries Partnership is committed to this future. We believe that Downeast Maine can be a worldwide

model for the restoration of depleted fisheries by proactively anticipating the threats of global warming, reinvigorating

coastal communities, and by nurturing a balanced relationship between humans and nature.

 

All the ingredients to make this future real are at hand. The will, the leadership, and the imagination are alive in our

communities. The knowledge and understanding of our fresh and saltwater ecosystems—while never complete—are

pointing us toward powerful new models of stewardship. The waters, fish, and communities of Downeast Maine,

although diminished from their past vigor, are still robust enough that they can be restored to their former vitality.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Downeast Fisheries Partnership (DFP) was founded in 2012 by a handful of organizations that realized they could

be highly effective collectively. Their common bond was a commitment to rejuvenating eastern Maine’s coastal

communities by restoring the region’s fisheries. Today, ten organizations are formal partners of DFP, with new ones

anticipated as the partnerships’ reach and impact grow. 

 

This strategic plan created by DFP charts the course that the partnership will take to restore and sustain Downeast

Maine’s fisheries and communities. Embedded in the plan is the understanding that this work must be collaborative and

inclusive, and that it must honor the heritage of the people—old and new—who live and work in the region. Embedded,

also, is the understanding that effective stewardship must embrace the whole of the ecosystem, be the shared

responsibility of all stakeholders, and be ready to adapt to a changing and unpredictable climate.

 

The Downeast Fisheries Partnership represents a sea-change in social and ecological thinking. No longer is social

change driven by a single stakeholder fighting for its agenda; instead all stakeholders are at the table working toward a

common future. No longer will fisheries be managed species by species; instead we will be stewards of the fullness of

nature. We believe that this approach—comprehensive and holistic—is the most enduring way to achieve our mission

to restore and sustain Downeast Maine’s fisheries and the natural and human communities that grace this rocky coast. 
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For 12,000 years the region east of the Penobscot River provided sustenance for indigenous people. With the advent of

European settlement, the timber, water, fish, and people supported the development of the region’s economy and its

importance to New England and the nation.  However, as the region’s population grew, our ability to fish, harvest timber,

and modify the environment grew.  The combined effects of overharvesting, dams, and pollution of our waterways,

eventually led to the collapse of many important Downeast fisheries. 

 

The history of inadequate natural resources management, combined with changing markets, demographic trends, and

changing oceanographic conditions, left many coastal communities struggling to maintain their populations, health, tax

base, and economies. More recently, the realities of global climate change have become apparent with warming water

temperatures causing changes in the Gulf of Maine ecosystem that are affecting our fisheries, and rising sea levels that

are impacting our fishing infrastructure and working waterfronts.

 

And yet, today, Downeast Maine is still a place where renewal is possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The member organizations of DFP possess strong regional capabilities in land conservation, municipal leadership,

outreach and education, economic and community development, stakeholder engagement, and fisheries restoration

and management.  We also have a strong history of working across the region to build trust and cultivate relationships of

mutual respect among our communities, businesses, commercial harvesters, and management agencies to strengthen

and protect our region’s natural resource economy and cultural heritage. 

 

DFP exists because its partners realized that by working together as a diverse partnership of like-minded restoration and

stewardship nonprofits, we can help build capacity for new production and resilience within the ecosystem and its

fisheries. Just as importantly, we can also support the development of new collaborative and adaptive fisheries

management capacity among fishermen, their communities, and state and federal agencies.

 

 

Background
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Unlike other regions in the country, Downeast

Maine has not experienced pollution from

urban development or runoff from industrial

agriculture. Lakes, rivers, and coastal waters still

run clean, cold, and clear. While rebuilding a

stronger fisheries economy is a complex

scientific and social challenge, the ecological

foundations are in place for success.  Recent

efforts to restore and cooperatively manage our

fisheries have shown promise. Our growing

knowledge and understanding of our

ecosystems -- coupled with new insights into

how we can best manage fisheries resources

that belong to us all -- are pointing us toward

powerful new models of stewardship and

resilience.

 

 



DFP is committed to becoming an integrated and transformative
collective-action partnership guided by the following principles:
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We invite you into our vision for the future that we will achieve
together, with you, for Downeast Maine.

1 2 3

4 5 6

The recovery and

resilience of Downeast

fisheries depends upon the

interconnectedness of

populations, habitats, and

ecosystem processes from

the upstream headwaters

of our coastal watersheds

to the salty open waters of

the Gulf of Maine.

Community engagement

and sound scientific

principles are the common

denominators of DFP’s

work.

Fisheries benefit when all

stakeholders contribute to

their management.

Engaging stakeholders and

external partners in

problem-solving will

enhance DFP’s collective

impact.

Strategically aligning DFP

programs will enhance

each partner’s capacity to

advance its own mission

and goals.

Funders and decision-

makers will value the

enhanced return on

investment that DFP

provides through our

collective-action approach.



Downeast Fisheries Partnership
2020 – 2025 Strategic Plan
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Vision
Our fisheries sustain our communities.

Our communities sustain our fisheries.

Values
Dignity, self-determination, mutual

recognition, respect, and partnership.

Mission
To restore and sustain Downeast fisheries to help

our natural and human communities thrive.

Mission Objectives

Restored fisheries.
Downeast Maine’s fish populations and habitats recover to support productive fisheries.

Well-managed fisheries.
Management of Downeast fisheries evolves to be transparent and inclusive, leveraging

local knowledge and considering ecosystem conditions.

Revitalized fisheries economy.
Downeast Maine’s fisheries support more jobs, greater prosperity, and the region’s

cultural heritage.

Five-Year Goals
Goal A:  

Goal B:

Goal C:

Goal D:

 

Restore alewives and other river herring.

Improve shellfish fisheries and the intertidal ecosystem.

Strengthen and restore accessible, resilient, and sustainable marine fisheries.

Strengthen DFP’s capacity for collective action.

 



Restored fisheries

Well-managed fisheries

Revitalized fisheries economy

The strategic plan describes the path that the Downeast Fisheries Partnership will use to advance its

mission and vision. The overview and the graphic illustration below orient the reader to the document.

 

We have defined three mission objectives that serve as the overarching framework for the plan: 

 

Progress toward our mission objectives will be achieved by focusing on four goals. 

Goal A:  Restore alewives and other river herring.

Goal B:  Improve shellfish fisheries and the intertidal ecosystem.

Goal C:  Strengthen and restore accessible, resilient, and sustainable marine fisheries.

Goal D: Strengthen DFP’s capacity for collective action.

 

The following graphic illustrates the dynamics between the plan elements that drive change and produce

results as measured by progress indicators.

 

 

 

Overview of the Five-Year Strategic Plan
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Restoring alewives and other river herring (goal A) and improving 

shellfish fisheries and the intertidal ecosystem (goal B) will help revive

 and strengthen our Downeast communities.  They are also important 

building blocks that will help develop the capacity required to meet a 

larger and more complex challenge: namely to strengthen and restore 

accessible, resilient, and sustainable marine fisheries for the Downeast 

region (goal C). Our fourth goal (D), building DFP’s capacity for 

collective action, will enable us to accomplish these substantive goals. 

 

To restore Downeast fisheries we need to restore ecosystem 

connectivity between Downeast lakes, rivers, the intertidal zone, 

and the Gulf of Maine. The result will be more forage fish and a stronger food web that will help to rebuild our groundfish

stocks, protect young salmon from predation pressures, and buffer the larger fisheries ecosystem from stress and

shocks expected with future climate changes.  And as historic flows of forage fish and nutrients help to strengthen

ecosystem processes and interactions, a stronger foundation will exist to accomplish the larger goals of restoring

Downeast fisheries and revitalizing our fisheries economy.
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As DFP’s collective co-management of clam and alewife fisheries strengthens, so will the relationships among all

Downeast fisheries stakeholder groups.  Those strengthened relationships will also build momentum and the region’s

capacity to build a strong next generation of harvesters; develop more effective ecosystem-based fisheries policies; and

developing adaptive, inclusive, and resilient management structures that will revive and protect the Downeast fishing

economy and coastal communities far into the future.

 

To implement the strategic plan, DFP will work closely with additional partners across Downeast Maine in issue-based

collaborative working groups called “constellations.”  Within these constellations we will seek to combine our individual

capabilities, expertise, and perspectives with those of external partners and community members to foster new insights

and powerful emergent strategies.  Along the way, we believe that the trust and constructive relationships formed

throughout this extended network will not only enhance our momentum but also build capacity within our communities

and the region to address the difficult issues that exist beyond our fisheries.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the sections that follow, we describe each of the four goals with a

short introduction, followed by a table that lists strategy-specific activities

that will yield goal-specific outcomes.  Each of the outcomes is linked to

at least one indicator that will help us gauge progress and effectively

focus our resources.  

 

We also recognize that this strategic plan is only a step in a much larger

project.  In particular, restoring the former diversity of our coastal fisheries

(goal C), is an undertaking that may take decades. For these next five

years, though, we will work to advance or accomplish our goals through

the strategies we have outlined, adapting our plans to tackle

unanticipated changes when necessary, as we strive to restore and

sustain our fisheries to help our natural and human communities thrive.

 



Alewives have a traditional cultural and economic importance to the communities of Downeast Maine.  However,

beginning in the late 1600s mill dams were built across Maine’s rivers and streams, blocking the alewives’ annual

upstream spawning run.  By 1850, alewives and other river herring could reach less than 5% of their pre-industrial lake

and pond spawning habitat.  In 1867 the Maine Fisheries Commissioner recognized that dams had caused a 90% drop

in the alewife population.  And alewives, and other river herring (shad and blueback herring), weren’t the only species to

be impaired.  Salmon, and other sea-run fish also declined.

 

While dam-generated power helped communities develop and grow, the pronounced decline in alewives has robbed

communities of once important local fisheries. The alewife decline has also undermined our ecosystems, as alewives,

shad, and herring are important forage fish for larger fish, birds, and seals, all along our coastal watershed ecosystems -

from inland streams and ponds, and through our rivers to the coastal Gulf of Maine.

 

In recent years, the removal of migration obstacles from Maine’s rivers has shown that these resilient, short-lived, fast-

growing fish can achieve dramatic recoveries in only a few years.  This has played out in the Penobscot River, where

only several years after restoration, including minimal stocking and dam removals, alewife numbers are now in the

millions. 

 

The increase in alewives can “jumpstart” the recovery of an ecosystem. For example, an opportunity exists in the St.

Croix River where it is estimated that the alewife spawning run, currently at about 200,000, could exceed 20 million fish if

the entire watershed was opened. Such a thousand-fold increase in productivity could add significant forage and

support for many other species in those freshwater and coastal ecosystems.  

 

Bringing back alewife and other sea-run fishes will revitalize culturally important, community-scale fisheries, and will also

support the restoration of our coastal groundfish fisheries and the endangered Atlantic salmon.  Accomplishing this goal

can begin a transformative recovery for Downeast fisheries, its fisheries economy, and its communities.
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Goal A: Restore alewives and other river herring.
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The soft-shell clam fishery plays an important role across Downeast Maine. Along with alewives, it is one of two in the

state that can be co-managed between municipalities and the state. Clamming is also unique in that it offers an

economic opportunity with a very small investment in equipment or training for community members who may not have

the resources required to participate in other fisheries.  It is a year-round fishery that provides fishermen with a

supplementary income when their primary income species is out of season or in low abundance.

 

The clam fishery in Downeast Maine has declined significantly from its heyday in the 20th century, when the region led

the state in landings. Between 2015 and 2018, Maine’s clam landings declined in value from $23 million to $13 million

and the number of harvesters declined by 25%. It appears that predation by the non-native green crab is a primary cause

for this decline, and there is concern that warming water temperatures may make this problem worse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We believe that the clam fishery can rebound and thrive through a thoughtful and cooperative combination of local

ecosystem knowledge of harvesters, data and research from scientists, management support from towns, and

leadership from the state of Maine. 

 

That is why our second strategic plan goal is to improve shellfish fisheries and the intertidal ecosystem.
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Goal B: Improve shellfish fisheries and the intertidal ecosystem.
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Many valuable fisheries that once supported Downeast

communities began a sustained and pronounced decline over the

last several decades.  While the lobster fishery has experienced a

remarkable rise in landings and value in recent decades, it has not

“filled the gap” left by the demise of the sardine industry, the coastal

groundfish fishery, and the decline of salmon and other sea run

fish.

 

Today our Downeast communities are precariously dependent

upon the lobster fishery, which currently finds itself handicapped

by a lack of quality bait because of a decline in the Atlantic herring

catch. The prominence of this single fishery is particularly

concerning given the pronounced warming seen across the Gulf

of Maine in recent years and the vulnerability of lobsters to future

ocean acidification. 

 

The lobster fishery cannot compensate for the loss of our other

traditional fisheries, as it is a limited-access fishery where new

entrants can wait ten years or more to obtain a license. It also

requires significant initial capital to enter. As a result, the source of

80% of the total value in Downeast fisheries landings is

inaccessible to many who would like to fish for a living.  
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Goal C: Strengthen and restore accessible, resilient, and
sustainable marine fisheries.

If the diminished fisheries could be restored, the benefit to eastern Maine would be great. There would be more reasons

for the young to stay or for others to join our communities. Fisheries-related jobs and more possibilities for value-added

businesses and entrepreneurial innovation are reasons for the young to stay instead of leaving for better opportunities

elsewhere. With a greater diversity of fish, fishermen will be able target several species based on seasonal patterns and

on natural variation in population dynamics of a rich and intertwined ecosystem.  Diverse fisheries create resilient

communities that reflect the culture and values on which our communities were formed.  This endeavor is as much

about sustaining a culture as it is about sustaining local economies. 

 

DFP is committed to returning these fisheries to the Gulf of Maine. It is an ambitious goal; one that will require attention to

the many different factors that impact the industry, but which, in the end, comes down to inclusive management,

access, and healthy habitat.

 

The outcomes that DFP intends to achieve in the next five years will lay the foundation for the decades-long effort to

return the marine fisheries to eastern Maine.
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DFP is a collective action entity, not an independent organization.  Our strength and capacity lie in our partners and our

ability to work in collaboration.

 

The challenges facing our communities and our fisheries are complex and intertwined.  We believe that the only way to

accomplish our mission is to bring our organizations together, work with external partners, and build trusting and

productive relationships with the communities we serve.  We are committed to building a collective action partnership

that harnesses the strengths and diversity both in our partners and of the broader community.  Through this approach,

we will strengthen our communities’ capacity in ways that stretch beyond our fisheries and our fisheries economy.  

 

DFP exists because each of the DFP partners realized that dedicated effort among strong, yet separate, organizations

was not likely to be effective in turning the tide.  By building DFP capacity and working together as a diverse collective-

action partnership of like-minded, science-based, restoration and stewardship nonprofits, we can help build new

production and resilience within the ecosystem and its fisheries, as well as new adaptive and collaborative fisheries

management capacity among fishermen, their communities, and state and federal agencies.

 

Having developed the common agenda outlined in this strategic plan, DFP and our partners recognize that we will need

to build organizational capacity to support, extend, and continually develop this collective-action group – and we are

committed to rising to this challenge.
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Goal D: Strength DFP's capacity for collective action.
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