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1. Purpose and Need 
This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared by the National Science Foundation 

(NSF), in consultation with the Smithsonian Environmental Research Center (SERC), to evaluate 

the potential environmental effects of a proposal submitted for NSF funding by SERC, which 

involves the construction of a visiting scientist cottage on the SERC campus in Edgewater, 

Maryland.   

This EA was prepared in accordance with the following: 

• National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) (42 United States Code [U.S.C.] 

§§4321, et seq.);  

• Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) Regulations for Implementing the Procedural 

Provisions of NEPA (Title 40 Code of Federal Regulations [C.F.R.] Parts 1500–1508); 

and NSF procedures for implementing NEPA and CEQ regulations (45 C.F.R. Part 640).  

• Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973 (16 USC 35 §§ 1531, et seq.); 

• National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 (54 USC §§ 300101, et seq.); 
 

  

 
 
 

1.1 Project Background and Location 
 

The Smithsonian Environmental Research Center (SERC) headquarters in Edgewater, Maryland, 

encompass 2,650 acres on the shore of Chesapeake Bay (Figure 1). SERC is owned and operated 

by the Smithsonian and leads scientific research on coastal ecosystems to inform real-world 

The public is invited to comment on this EA.   

Comments may be submitted to DBIBioFieldStations@nsf.gov 

and will be accepted through October 14, 2021. 

mailto:DBIBioFieldStations@nsf.gov
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decisions for wise policies, best business practices, and a sustainable planet. The Chesapeake 

Bay site provides adult education series and citizen science opportunities, hands-on education 

programs for grades K-12, and serves as a natural laboratory for long-term and cutting-edge 

ecological research on water quality, fisheries, invasive species, conservation, land use, toxic 

chemicals, and global change. 

 

Figure 1. SERC property and campus location within the Rhode River Watershed. 

 

1.2 Purpose and Need 
 

SERC’s original facilities consisted of buildings from an abandoned dairy farm donated in 1965, 

which were gradually replaced by new facilities, including surplus FEMA trailers to 

accommodate growth in staff, students, and visitors.  In 2008, SERC completed a master plan for 

facilities to address its needs for utilities, buildings, and access, and has completed 
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approximately 50,000 square feet of replacement buildings and a new Mathias Laboratory.  The 

recently updated master plan identifies a Green Village that includes a set of six visiting scientist 

cottages.  SERC is seeking funds from NSF to build on-site, short-term housing for visiting 

scientists.  NSF funding would support construction of one of six planned visiting scientist 

cottages at the research facility.  If funded, construction would begin in 2021.  

For 55 years of stewardship, SERC’s mission has been to study the interactions among 

ecosystems of the coastal landscape in response to climate and human impacts. Short-term 

housing enables visiting researchers and educators to continue to use SERC’s unique resources 

and site most efficiently and cost-effectively. The need for the proposed new housing is based on 

the lack of current facilities to support visiting scientists.  SERC facilities are an important 

resource to support its collaborative research and training programs.  Each year, approximately 

130 visiting scientists actively conduct research on the site for multiple days at a time, and 

approximately 440 attend meetings, workshops, and training; this is in addition to approximately 

55 interns, 10 grad students, and 25 postdocs visiting annually.  Only a small fraction of these 

visitors can be housed at existing on-site facilities.  Further, the number of visiting scientists 

seeking housing is increasing, due to increased laboratory space and the development of unique 

long-term research experimental infrastructure at SERC, such as the National Ecological 

Observatory Network and Marine & Forest Global Earth Observatory networks.  While interns, 

grad students, and postdocs can be housed in the existing dormitories, short-term visitor housing 

for scientists is currently accommodated via a double-wide FEMA trailer that was meant to be 

temporary but has been maintained for 30 years, including two major rehabilitations. SERC has 

determined that the trailer does not meet ADA guidelines for accessibility and will soon be 

condemned and removed from residential use, which would eliminate visiting scientist housing. 

The nearest alternative housing is in hotels 10 km away in Annapolis, with no connecting public 

transportation. SERC intends to increase capacity six-fold, with six visiting scientist cottages.  

NSF funding, if provided, would support construction of one of these six cottages, while SERC 

nonfederal funds would pay for the other five. Smithsonian federal funds would pay for 

infrastructure costs associated with the cottages, such as site grading, utility installation, and 

stormwater management.  The purpose of the proposed cottage is to provide housing for four 

visiting scientists and educations for stays of 1-180 days; based on present turnover and 

estimated demand, SERC expects the cottage to house 20-25 visitors annually.   
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2. Description of Proposed Action and No-Action 
Alternative 

2.1 Proposed Action 
 
The proposed visiting scientist cottage would be 1,200 square feet with two bedrooms, two 

bathrooms, and a small living/dining/kitchen area.  See Figure 2 for the site location for this 

cottage as well as the other five planned cottages, and Figure 3 for the floor plan and conceptual 

images of the planned cottages.  The two-story floor plan occupies a small footprint (31.5-feet by 

24-feet) and first-floor rooms are ADA accessible.   

The design-build process for the visitor cottages would use a computer-assist prefabrication 

construction method and would engage a general contractor to conduct the work.  The cottage 

would tie into SERC’s existing utility systems for electric power (including renewable energy), 

communications, water, sewage treatment, and stormwater management. The foundations would 

be built, and the prefabricated cottage would be delivered by truck and assembled as roof 

framing and walls with windows, doors, insulation, electric, plumbing, and HVAC already 

installed at the factory.  Once the framing is installed, the roofing, siding and interior surfaces 

and appliances, cabinetry, and furniture would be put in place.  On-site facilities staff would 

manage routine maintenance. 

SERC follows guiding principles for sustainability and innovative construction: (1) the context 

of the landscape and sense of ecosystem connectivity are central; (2) facilities are designed and 

built to promote collaborative teamwork, as the psychology of the campus is crucial to SERC’s 

mission; (3) facilities are to achieve the highest levels of sustainability using innovative design, 

appropriately scaled technologies and common sense; and (4) they apply an ever-evolving 

commitment to technological resources for collection, analysis, sharing and communication of 

information and synthesis. Regarding the third principle, sustainability and innovation, SERC 

has the long-term goal of achieving net-zero-energy campus-wide and to apply the best possible 

management practices for water and materials conservation.  All SERC buildings utilize well 

water for potable water, and the campus apply tertiary treatment to sewage and reclaim water for 
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toilets and landscape maintenance. All solid materials are recycled to the maximum extent and 

plastics are generally prohibited. SERC intends for the Visitors Cottages to exemplify this 

approach and lead in demonstrating sustainable infrastructure to participants and visitors. 

 

Figure 2.  Proposed visiting scientist cottage location at the SERC campus. 
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Figure 3.  Front elevation view of the planned visitor cottages and floor plans. The NSF-funded 

cottage would be on the left in the top image. 

To provide access to the proposed cottage, as well as the other five planned cottages, SERC also 

proposes to construct a 176-foot extension of an existing paved access driveway that would total 

approximately 315 feet long and would range in width from 10-20 feet.  This driveway would 

not be a part of the NSF-funded project.  
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2.2 No-Action Alternative 
 
Under the No-Action Alternative, NSF would not provide funding to SERC for the construction 

of the visiting scientist cottage.  This alternative would not fulfill the purpose of the Proposed 

Action, or meet the need for short-term housing as described in Section 1.2.  It is speculative, at 

this time, to identify whether a lack of NSF funding would result in no cottages being built, 

fewer cottages, or if the Smithsonian would seek other sources of funding to construct the six 

planned cottages.  For the purpose of analysis in Section 3, NSF assumes that the no-action 

alternative means that the proposed cottage would not be constructed.   
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3. Affected Environment and Environmental 
Consequences 

This section provides an overview of the existing environmental conditions at the proposed 

project site (the “affected environment”) and identifies the anticipated effects of the Proposed 

Action on each resource (“environmental consequences”). The analysis of resource impacts 

focuses on environmental issues in proportion to the degree of impact within the region of 

influence or the area in which project‐related impacts could occur for each resource. 

This EA also considers the potential direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts associated with the 

Proposed Action and No Action Alternative and identifies mitigation measures or Best 

Management Practices (BMPs) that would be implemented to avoid or minimize potential 

impacts, where relevant.  Direct impacts are those that would occur as a direct result of the 

Proposed Action. Indirect impacts are those that are caused by the Proposed Action but would 

occur later in time and/or farther away in distance.  Cumulative impacts consider the incremental 

impact of the Proposed Project in combination with past, present, and reasonably foreseeable  

future  projects.    For this assessment, reasonably foreseeable future actions include: 

• Construction and use of the remainder of the visiting scientist cottages (an additional five 

planned cottages), as well as the paved drive (approximately 315 feet long and 10-20 feet 

wide) that would provide access to the cottages.  

• SERC’s master plan for the site includes a proposed Lodge for small groups of visitors 

(up to 24 people) participating in meetings, workshops and retreats. The concept plan for 

the two-story Lodge has a footprint of approximately 50ft x 150 ft (7,500 sq ft), which 

encompasses an existing 1,200 sq ft temporary housing trailer. However, the future 

Lodge is not designed nor funded, and its construction is not anticipated for 7-10 years. 

The environmental effects of the No Action Alternative were also evaluated, based on a 

comparison to the baseline conditions presented in this section. 
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3.1  Evaluated Resources 
 
NSF identified the following resources as potentially affected by the proposal and that require 

evaluation in this EA:  

• Biological resources (see Section 3.1) 

• Cultural resources (see Section 3.2) 

Other resources that were considered and determined to not require further evaluation in this EA 

are described as follows: 

Air quality and climate 

change 

Construction of the proposed cottage would not impact the 

regional air quality or climate; any use of generators during 

construction would be conducted in compliance with local and 

state air quality requirements. 

Water and aquatic 

resources 

Construction of the proposed cottage and access road, as well as 

the full planned development, could generate potential impacts 

to water quality in nearby streams and the Rhode River.  During 

rain events, bare soil would be susceptible to erosion, and 

transport of eroded sediment could increase turbidity of 

streams, which in turn could negatively impact aquatic life.  

However, given that the contractor would install erosion control 

measures, such as a stabilized construction entrance, earth 

dikes, a temporary swale, super silt fencing, and other measures 

to control stormwater during construction, impacts to water and 

aquatic resources are expected to be prevented.  For post-

construction considerations, the six planned cottages and access 

drive would result in an additional .34 acres of largely 

impervious surface to the existing 0.5 acres of impervious 

surface, resulting in a total of about 0.84 acres, which would be 

addressed with the existing stormwater management system on 

site (as reviewed and updated in 2019).  This system includes 
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landscaping features and a retention pond, to reduce erosion 

and sediment transport into the Rhode River from rain events.   

Geologic and soil 

resources 

The proposed cottage construction would entail grading and 

excavation to level the building site, to install the foundation, 

and to accommodate required stormwater management.  

Because this involves a relatively small area, and because 

erosion control measures would keep water and sediments from 

moving off site and impacting other areas, there are no 

identified impacts to geologic and soil resources.     

Land Use While the proposed cottage would constitute new development, 

it would be co-located with other facilities to support research 

and education activities, contained within a relatively small 

footprint, and consistent with the surrounding of use on the 

property, so no impacts to land use are anticipated.   

Utilities The proposed cottage would be built to “passive design 

standards” with a goal of net-zero energy consumption over an 

annual cycle.  All SERC buildings utilize well water for potable 

water, and the campus applies tertiary treatment to sewage and 

reclaim water for toilets and landscape maintenance. All solid 

materials are recycled to maximum extend and plastics are 

generally prohibited.  Therefore, there would be no impacts to 

utilities. 

Traffic and 

Transportation 

Because the proposed visiting scientist cottage would 

accommodate an existing user base, no effects to traffic and 

transportation are anticipated; it is likely that on-site housing 

would reduce the amount of local transportation required by 

visitors. 

Socioeconomics Although the proposed cottage, in combination with other 

related development activities planned by SERC, would have a 
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beneficial economic effect and provide for local employment 

opportunities, no socioeconomic impacts that have a direct 

nexus to environmental impacts are identified, and therefore 

there is no need to analyze this resource topic. 

 

3.2 Biological Resources 
 

The region of influence for biological resources is the proposed visiting scientist cottage project 

area shown in Figure 2 and includes the forested area surrounding the proposed project to allow 

for assessment of potential community impacts.  

3.1.1 Affected Environment  

Vegetation 

The proposed project site was used for agriculture and dairy farming until the 1940s and consists 

of a sloped grassy area and early succession hardwood forest.  The surrounding hardwood forest 

has been well-studied by SERC’s Forest Ecology Laboratory, with a 16-hectare research plot 

located approximately 600 feet west of the campus. The forest within this plot is diverse, with 78 

species identified; upland areas contain tulip poplar forest type, with wet areas consisting of the 

river birch-sycamore group.  Dominant species include shrub spicebush (Lindera benzoin), 

primarily at lower elevations, as well as tulip poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), sweetgum 

(Liquidambar styraciflua) and American beech (Fagus grandifolia) (SERC, undated). The 

National Wetlands Inventory indicates that freshwater forested/shrub wetland occurs to the north 

of the site of the planned cottages (approximately 100 feet from the edge of the planned 

development).  South and east of the site, the Rhode River sub-estuary to the greater Chesapeake 

Bay estuary supports tidal marshes and shoreline habitat. 

Wildlife 

The Rhode River sub watershed of the Chesapeake Bay watershed, where SERC is located, 

supports a variety of wildlife species, including mammals (e.g., deer, squirrel, racoon, muskrat, 

beaver, river otter), reptiles (e.g., copperhead, diamondback terrapin, eastern box turtle), 

amphibians (e.g., green frog, southern leopard frog) and a large number of bird species, which 
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include raptors (e.g., osprey, bald eagle), wading birds (e.g., great blue heron, black-crowned 

night heron), and residential and migratory songbirds (NSF, 2009).  The Maryland DNR’s 

Wildlife and Heritage Service identified that the SERC property is located within Forest Interior 

Dwelling Bird Habitat (Maryland DNR, 2021b), which is considered sensitive in the Chesapeake 

Bay Critical Area (Critical Area Commission, 2001).  Maryland DNR provides GIS data 

modeling where potential Forest Interior Dwelling Species might occur based on certain defined 

criteria, such as areas greater than 50 acres in size that contain at least 10 acres of forest interior 

habitat, defined as forest greater than 300 feet from the nearest forest edge. Maryland DNR’s 

description of this habitat type notes that the most researched and best known Forest Interior 

Dwelling Species are a group of breeding birds that include scarlet tanager, American redstart, 

hooded warbler, and barred owl 

(https://dnr.maryland.gov/wildlife/pages/plants_wildlife/digitaldata.aspx).  SERC has a recorded 

bird list of 191 species (see Appendix A) for the 2,654 acre property, with 91 of these species 

noted as nesting at SERC. American redstart and scarlet tanager are commonly observed during 

spring-fall and have been observed nesting at the property. Hooded warbler have been observed 

during spring-fall, and barred owl year-round, and both have been observed nesting at the 

property; however, both hooded warblers and barred owls are noted as uncommon.  Barred owl 

have not been observed in project area or the vicinity of the main campus.  

Special Status Species 

NSF consulted the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Information for Planning and 

Consultation (IPAC) to identify threatened, endangered, proposed and candidate species, as well 

as proposed and final designated critical habitat, that may occur in the vicinity of the proposed 

project.  IPAC indicated that one listed species, the federally threatened northern long-eared bat 

(Myotis septentrionalis), has a range that includes the project vicinity.  No critical habitat has 

been designated for this species.  Northern long-eared bats are a medium-sized bat (wingspan 9-

10 inches) that is found across 37 states.  The main threat to this species is white-nose syndrome, 

a fungal disease that impacts bats.  Northern long-eared bats hibernate overwinter in caves and 

mines, called hibernacula.  During the summer, females migrate to summer locations, where they 

roost in small colonies, often under the bark and in crevices of live and dead trees, and have their 

young between late May and late July.  The bats leave their roosts at dusk to forage for insects 

through the understory of forested hillsides and ridges, using echolocation (USFWS, undated). 

https://dnr.maryland.gov/wildlife/pages/plants_wildlife/digitaldata.aspx
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There are no known northern long-eared bat hibernacula or maternity roosts in the vicinity of the 

proposed project (Maryland DNR, 2021a).  

NSF consulted MERLIN to identify if any sensitive species are identified through that platform 

and requested a project review from the Maryland DNR on June 2, 2021.  The Maryland DNR’s 

Wildlife and Heritage Service confirmed that there are no official State or Federal records for 

listed plant or animal species within the proposed project area, and therefore there are no specific 

concerns regarding potential impacts or recommendations for protection measures at this time 

(Maryland DNR, 2021b). 

3.1.2 Environmental Consequences 

This section identifies the potential impacts to biological resources that could result from 

implementation of the Proposed Action or No Action Alternative. Impacts to biological 

resources were assessed based on an evaluation of the potential for each alternative to: 

(1) Cause the loss of habitat, diminished health, or reduction in diversity of native species 
(2) Adversely affect protected species or habitat (particularly species listed or proposed for 
listing under the ESA 
(3) Introduce or contribute to the spread of invasive or noxious weed species 
 
The impact thresholds related to biological resources are presented in Table 3-1.  

Table 3.1. Impacts Thresholds for Biological Resources 
Impact  Description  
Negligible  The alternative would either not affect biological resources, or the impacts to biological 

resources would be below or at the lower levels of detection.  
Minor  The alternative would result in a detectable change to biological resources or habitat; 

however, the change would be small, localized, and of little consequence.  
Any disruption to wildlife would be short-term and species would be expected to return 
to normal activities after disturbance. No measurable reduction in species population 
stability would occur.  
Threatened or endangered species (or those proposed for listing) or migratory birds may 
occur in the project area but the species would not be adversely affected.  
There may be some increase in the presence of invasive or noxious weed species over a 
small area, but the increase would be easily controllable. 

Moderate The alternative would result in a readily apparent change to biological resources or 
habitat over a relatively wide area; however, the change would not constitute substantial 
degradation in the character of the biological resource or habitat. 
A permanent loss of vegetative cover or other habitat may occur; however, no 
measurable reduction in species population stability would occur. 
Any effects to threatened and endangered species (or those proposed for listing) or 
migratory birds would be temporary and would not result in mortality or impacts to 
population size. 
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There would be a noticeable increase in the presence of invasive or noxious weed species 
and would require long‐term or extensive control efforts. 
 

Major The alternative would result in a substantial change to the character of the biological 
resource or habitat. 
A permanent loss in vegetative cover or other habitat would occur, resulting in a 
measurable reduction in species population stability. 
Effects to threatened and endangered species or migratory birds would result in mortality 
or impacts to population size. 
There would be a large and uncontrollable increase in the presence of invasive or 
noxious weed species. 
 

 

Vegetation 

Within the footprint of the proposed cottage and the surrounding area that would be paved or 

landscaped, approximately one tenth of an acre would require clearing and leveling, which 

would result in the removal of two red maple (Acer ruber) and one sweet gum (Liquidambar 

styraciflua).  Both of these species are very common and prevalent within the area.  Understory 

species that would be cleared include: spice bush (Lindera benzoin); poison ivy (Toxodendron 

radicans); may apple (Podophyllum peltatum), and dogwood (Conus florida).  All of these are 

very common and none are sensitive or invasive species. Because this impact would be small and 

localized, direct, permanent adverse impacts to forest vegetation would be minor. Disturbance 

from construction has the potential to result in colonization and spread of non-native, invasive 

species, which can impact the composition of native plant populations and the wildlife that relies 

on native plant communities; due to the relatively small size of the proposed building, invasive 

species would be controllable. SERC’s landscaping plan is limited to the immediate area of the 

structures of the Green Village, with minimal mowed grass and removal of any invasive species.  

Only native species will be planted, and planting is focused on storm-water management areas 

(pond and conveyance pathways), which are already mostly in place and vegetated with native 

species. Therefore, indirect adverse impacts resulting from non-native and invasive species 

would be expected to be negligible.   

Regarding cumulative impacts, an additional 0.7 acres would require clearing for the 

construction and use of the other five planned visiting scientist cottages, the future Lodge, and 

the access drive.  The following trees of greater than 5-inch diameter would be removed: 11 

sweet gum (Liquidambar styraciflua); 10 tulip poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera); two black gum 



 15 
 

(Nyssa sylvalica); two black cherry (Prunus serotina); one sycamore (Platanus occidentalis); 

and one juniper (Juniperus communis).  Because these impacts are localized and clustered with 

an existing developed area, cumulative, direct adverse impacts to the forest ecosystem would be 

expected to be minor.  Cumulative indirect impacts from the potential spread of invasive species, 

which would be controllable as described above, and are anticipated to be negligible to minor.  

Plans for the construction of all six cottages indicate that the development would impact a 25-

foot nontidal wetland buffer, with 702 square feet of the buffer permanently impacted by a 

cantilevered deck and maintenance of woody vegetation on the eastern-most cottage, and 1,113 

square feet temporarily impacted by grading and construction access to the southeast of the 

easternmost cottage. The temporarily impacted area would be recovered by best management 

practices, including erosion and sedimentation control measures and revegetation by native 

species.  Development within a wetland buffer can affect hydrology, sedimentation, and aquatic-

terrestrial wildlife interactions within the wetland itself, which could result indirect adverse 

impacts to the functions of the wetlands; with best management practices, cumulative adverse 

impacts to downslope wetlands would be minor to negligible.  

There would be no effects to vegetation or wetlands under the No Action Alternative; the area 

would continue to support early successional hardwood forest. 

Wildlife 

As described above, approximately 0.1 acres of early successional hardwood forest would be 

permanently displaced by the proposed construction and use of the cottage; construction 

activities have the potential to disturb and displace wildlife, including any birds breeding in the 

vicinity.  Construction would be completed in approximately 12 months, with site clearing and 

utility infrastructure planned to occur during November 2021-March 2022, and construction of 

cottages potentially extending to April- August 2022 Tree removal activities would occur 

between November and March, outside of the breeding season for most forest dwelling and 

migratory birds (April-August).   

Because the forest surrounding the proposed cottage site contains suitable habitat to act as a 

refuge for wildlife during construction, no impacts to wildlife populations are anticipated.   

Although Forest Interior Dwelling Birds, such as scarlet tanager, American redstart, hooded 

warbler, and barred owl are identified as sensitive wildlife, these populations would likely not be 
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impacted by the proposed project given that it would be constructed at the edge of a large forest, 

adjacent to existing development, and therefore there would likely be a substantial buffer 

between the construction and Forest Interior Dwelling Bird nests.  Further, with tree removal 

scheduled to occur during November-March, no disruption to wildlife breeding or removal of 

active nests (e.g., of migratory birds or Forest Interior Dwelling Birds) are anticipated to result 

from tree removal activities.  The proposed development siting at the periphery of the forest, the 

proposed timing for the tree removal activities, and the use of native landscaping and minimal 

mowing are all measures that are consistent with Maryland site design guidelines to protect 

Forest Interior Dwelling Species 

(https://dnr.maryland.gov/wildlife/pages/plants_wildlife/digitaldata.aspx).   

Approximately 0.1 acres of habitat would be permanently lost by construction of the proposed 

cottage.  Given this small footprint, its location next to an existing campus and at the edge of a 

large forest that provides abundant wildlife habitat, direct and indirect impacts to wildlife from 

the displacement of this habitat (e.g., for foraging or shelter) would be negligible. Cumulative 

effects of the proposed cottage, in combination with the larger planned development, would 

result in the loss of approximately one acre of habitat, which would be a minor, direct impact to 

any wildlife that would be immediately displaced, and a minor, indirect impact to wildlife that 

would lose the use of that habitat (e.g., for foraging or shelter) over time.   Additional cumulative 

indirect effects, such as disturbance of wildlife due to human activity and noise from the planned 

village and Lodge, would be expected to be minor during the construction activities (e.g., earth 

moving equipment and construction activities) and negligible during long-term use of the 

cottages, given that the proposed cottage would be located at an existing campus with an existing 

baseline of human activity. 

Special Status Species 

The proposed activity would not affect hibernating northern long-eared bats, given that it is not 

located near a hibernaculum (cave or mine). Because the proposed project would involve 

removal of trees, there is the potential for effects to this federally threatened species during their 

active season (April 1 to October 31), as well as on any previously unidentified maternity roosts 

(June 1 to July 31). Based on a review of the USFWS’ January 5, 2016, Programmatic 

Biological Opinion on Final 4(d) Rule for the Northern Long-Eared Bat and Activities Excepted 

https://dnr.maryland.gov/wildlife/pages/plants_wildlife/digitaldata.aspx
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from Take Prohibitions (PBO; USFWS, 2016), potential direct effects of forest conversion due to 

development activities could include loss of suitable roosting or foraging habitat, disturbance as 

individuals flee from human activity, or physical harm caused by the removal of a tree being 

used by an individual or group of bats, including any maternity roosts. Potential indirect effects 

would be a reduction in potential foraging and roosting habitat, if such reduction results in 

reduced fitness of individuals.    

Given the small number of trees that would be removed under the proposed project (3 for the 

cottage, and 26 for the larger planned development), it is unlikely that the proposed activities 

would result in direct effects to bats.  The PBO identified the following voluntary conservation 

measure: 

• Conduct tree removal activities outside of the northern long-eared bat pup season (June 1 

to July 31) and/or the active season (April 1 to October 31) 

SERC intends to conduct tree removal activities between November and March.  With this 

mitigation measure, direct impacts to any bats that use the trees in this portion of the forest 

would likely be avoided, for both the Proposed Action (single cottage) and for the greater 

planned development, cumulatively (all six cottages).  Although the cottages would result in 

conversion of some of this transitional edge forest habitat (0.5 acres), the PBO notes that this 

species does not appear to be limited by habitat and has demonstrated plasticity within its 

environment (e.g, can live in highly fragmented habitats).  Indirect effects on individual bats’ 

fitness due to long-term habitat loss, for both the Proposed Action and the greater development, 

would therefore not be expected to occur or would occur at a negligible level.  For additional 

details on the application of the PBO and NSF’s compliance with the Endangered Species Act, 

see Section 4.  

Because no tree removal would occur under the No Action alternative, it would have no effects 

on the northern long-eared bat.  

 

 

 



 18 
 

3.3 Cultural Resources 
 

The ROI for cultural resources is the proposed project area shown in Figure 2, with consideration 

of resources within a half mile of the site to provide historic context. 

Affected Environment 

For prehistoric context, this EA incorporates by reference the Affected Environment section of 

the NEON Environmental Assessment (NSF, 2009), which addresses Domain 2 (Mid-Atlantic) 

prehistoric context on pages 3-67 and 3-68.  As described, the people who occupied the area 

during the Late Woodland were the Virginia and Carolina Algonquians, with other Algonquian 

speaking groups also in the area.  Native American villages used natural estuary resources and 

practiced agriculture, with corn, beans, squash, and tobacco cultivated.  With the arrival of 

Europeans, disease, changing economic and boundary systems, and conflict resulted in the rapid 

decline of native populations throughout the 17th century. It was typical for land in this region to 

be taken by Native Americans by treaty and by force.   

Specific groups that have been recorded in what is now Anne Arundel county include the 

Patuxent (originally recorded as Pawtuxunt) Tribe, which was absorbed by the Chaptico during 

the 1690s.  The Chaptico (also known as Cecomocomoco) lived in southern Maryland, close to 

what is now St. Mary’s City, and it is believed they were absorbed by neighboring Piscataway 

bands (also known as Conoy) during the early 1700s.  European settlers encountered multiple 

bands of Piscataway in what is now Maryland1 (Maryland, 2021).   

Records of the area in the vicinity of SERC indicate that settlers of European descent occupied 

the land since the 17th century, with one family occupying a large farm that included the 

proposed project area for three generations, from 1652-1725.  The property then exchanged 

hands several times, including a purchase in 1819 by John Contee, a naval lieutenant during the 

 
1 Note that, while not many in number, modern-day Piscataway and descendants still reside in Anne 

Arundel, Calvert, Charles, Prince George's, St. Mary's and Wicomico counties. The Piscataway operated 

the Piscataway Indian Museum and Cultural Center at Waldorf (Charles County), Maryland, in 

cooperation with the Maryland Historical Trust, from 1995 until 2015. 

 

https://msa.maryland.gov/msa/mdmanual/21dop/html/dop.html#historicaltrust
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War of 1812.  He had commanded the USS Constitution when it captured HMS Java, and Contee 

used the bounty money to purchase the farm, which he named “Java Farm” after the captured 

ship. In 1859, John Contee divided the farm between his sons Richard, who received the northern 

half, “Contee Farm,” and Charles, who received the southern half, “Java Farm.” Java Farm was 

ultimately purchased in 1915 by Robert Lee Forrest, who constructed a state-of-the-art dairy 

farm that provided 300 customers with milk as of 1935.  The dairy operation closed down in the 

1940s, presumably due to the difficulty in keeping labor during World War II.  Charles Contee, 

who moved away in 1947, died in Baltimore in 1962, leaving his estate to the Smithsonian.  The 

Java Farm buildings were vandalized and burned during Charles Contee’s absence, though 

several were adapted for use as part of the Smithsonian’s Rhode River Environmental Research 

Center (Maryland Historical Trust, 2004). 

Within a half-mile radius of the proposed cottage, there are two architectural sites found in the 

Maryland Inventory of Historic Properties (see Figure 4 and Table 3.2). Site AA-146 consists of 

ruins of a historic home located on the Contee Farm (Maryland Historical Trust, 2012.)  The 

other site, which was once the dairy farm’s Superintendent’s House (AA-2067), is now in ruins, 

and located approximately 500 feet northeast of the proposed cottage site (Maryland Historical 

Trust, 2004.) Within a mile radius of the APE, there are an additional five architectural sites 

listed on the Maryland Inventory of Historic Properties, which include three cottages, two 

houses, and a church, as well as a portion of the Cumberstone Road Rural Historic District.  One 

of the houses, the Y. Kirkpatrick-Howat Residence, or the Woodlawn, Sellman/Kirkpatrick-

Howat House (AA-147), is on SERC property approximately .6 mile north of the APE; it is a 

brick and frame house that was built in several stages from 1735 to about 1840 (Maryland 

Historical Trust, 2018).  



 20 
 

 
Figure 4.  Area of potential effects marked in yellow; Maryland Inventory of Historic Properties 
sites marked in red. Map generated via https://gisapps.dnr.state.md.us/MERLIN/index.html 
 
Table 3.2.  Maryland Inventory of Historic Properties within half-mile of APE 
Site Number Site Name Resource Type Survey file 
AA-2067 Java Farm 

(Robert Lee 
Forrest 
Farm) 

Architectural https://mht.maryland.gov/secure/Medusa/PDF/AnneArundel/AA-
2067.pdf  

AA-146 Java, ruins 
(Contee 
House) 

Architectural https://mht.maryland.gov/secure/Medusa/PDF/AnneArundel/AA-
146.pdf  

 
 

Because Java farm and the surrounding area provided such rich ecological habitat, including a 

wide variety of habitat for terrestrial, wetland, and estuarine field biology and ecology, the 

Smithsonian, under S. Dillon Ripley, established the Chesapeake Bay Center for Field Biology at 

this location in 1965.  The center was renamed the Chesapeake Bay Center for Environmental 

Studies five years later, as the Smithsonian continued to acquire adjacent land, with the goal of 

owning or protecting most of the undeveloped waterfront land on the Rhode River.  For 

additional information about the history of SERC, including its ultimate renaming of the 

Smithsonian Environmental Research Center in 1985, visit https://serc.si.edu/history.  

https://gisapps.dnr.state.md.us/MERLIN/index.html
https://mht.maryland.gov/secure/Medusa/PDF/AnneArundel/AA-2067.pdf
https://mht.maryland.gov/secure/Medusa/PDF/AnneArundel/AA-2067.pdf
https://mht.maryland.gov/secure/Medusa/PDF/AnneArundel/AA-146.pdf
https://mht.maryland.gov/secure/Medusa/PDF/AnneArundel/AA-146.pdf
https://serc.si.edu/history
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Environmental Consequences 

This subsection describes the potential effects to historic architectural, archaeological, and 

cultural resources within the APE that could result from implementation of the Proposed Action 

and No Action Alternative.  This review is in addition to NSF’s consideration of the proposal as 

required by Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), which is referenced 

below and in Section 4.  

Impact  Description  
No Impacts/Negligible  Impacts on historic architectural, archaeological, and cultural resources would not be 

detectable and would not alter resource characteristics. 

 

Minor  Impacts on historic architectural, archaeological, and cultural resources would result in 
little, if any, loss of integrity and would be slight but noticeable. Impacts would not 
appreciably alter resource characteristics. 

Moderate Impacts on historic architectural, archaeological, and cultural resources would result in 
some loss of integrity and would be noticeable. Impacts could appreciably alter resource 
characteristics. Measures to mitigate impacts would be relatively easy to implement (e.g., 
through consultation, changes in project design, or via an MOA), and would be sufficient 
to reduce the intensity of impacts to a level less than major under NEPA. 

 

Major Impacts on historic architectural, archaeological, and cultural resources would result in 
disturbance to an important site, substantial loss of integrity, or severe alteration of 
property conditions, the result of which would significantly affect the human 
environment. Mitigation would not be sufficient to reduce the intensity of impacts to a 
level less than major under NEPA. 

 

 

The proposed project would directly affect the footprint of the cottage, with indirect (visual) 

affects limited to the immediate vicinity of the campus.  As described above, the area has a 

history of agricultural use, with the transition to biological field research occurring in the 1960s 

when the Smithsonian acquired the land.  The proposed project is consistent, in both purpose and 

appearance, with the recent history of use of the facility by students and scientists conducting 

research and educational activities on site.   

Since there are no known cultural resources located within the project area or immediate vicinity, 

it is anticipated that there would be no impacts on historic architectural, archaeological, or 

cultural resources for the proposed project; there would therefore also be no cumulative effects.  

The Maryland Historical Trust/Maryland State Historic Preservation Office confirmed, in a form 
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completed June 4, 2021, that SERC’s proposed visiting scientist cottages would have no effect 

on historic properties (see Appendix B.) In the case of unanticipated discoveries during the 

construction of the cottage, work should halt and the Smithsonian, NSF and the SHPO should be 

immediately notified to determine appropriate next steps to preserve any possible archaeological 

sites.   

There would be no effects to cultural resources under the No Action alternative.   

 

4. Coordination with Other Agencies, Regulatory 
Processes, Public Involvement and Notifications 

4.1 National Environmental Policy Act Public Review 
 

In preparing this EA, NSF and SERC consulted with the Maryland Department of Natural 

Resources and the USFWS regarding federally listed species, and the Maryland State Historic 

Preservation Officer (SHPO) regarding historic properties.  NSF also consulted the Maryland 

Environmental Resources and Land Information Network (MERLIN) to identify natural and 

cultural resources within the vicinity of the proposed project.  Pursuant to the requirements of 

NEPA regulations that the public be involved in federal agencies’ decision making, this EA was 

distributed to stakeholders (including the Maryland Department of Natural Resources’ Wildlife 

and Heritage Service, SERC, Piscataway-Conoy Tribe, and Piscataway Indian Nation) and made 

available on the NSF website for a 30‐day public review period.   

 

4.2 National Historic Preservation Act Section 106 
Consultation 

 

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA), as amended, requires 

federal agencies to consider the effects of their projects on significant historic properties and to 

consult with the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) and consulting parties on any such 

effects.  The implementing regulations for NHPA (36 CFR Part 800) define historic properties as 
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any prehistoric or historic district, site, building, structure, or object that is included in, or 

eligible for inclusion in, the National Register of Historic Places. Based on prior consultation by 

SERC, the SHPO has completed a project review form acknowledging the federal involvement 

by NSF and that SERC’s proposed visiting scientist cottages would have no effect on historic 

properties (June 4, 2021; see Appendix B).  If, during the comment period for this EA, NSF 

learns of any new information regarding potential historic properties, NSF will reopen 

consultation with the SHPO under Section 106 as appropriate.  

Two Tribes of Piscataway heritage were officially recognized by the State of Maryland on 

January 9, 2012:  the Piscataway-Conoy Tribe (which includes the Cedarville Band of 

Piscataways), and the Piscataway Indian Nation. Both Tribes were contacted about the 

availability of the EA for review.   There are currently no federally recognized Tribes in 

Maryland, and NSF has not identified any federally recognized Tribes with an interest in this 

area.   

 

4.3 Endangered Species Act Consultation 
 

Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act requires federal agencies to ensure that the actions they 

authorize, fund, or carry out do not jeopardize the continued existence of listed species or destroy 

or adversely modify critical habitat. As described in Section 3, no critical habitat is located in the 

proposed project area, and the federally threatened northern long-eared bat could potentially 

occur in the vicinity of SERC.  Because the proposal involves some tree removal, NSF 

determined that the Proposed Action has the potential to affect this federally listed species and 

utilized the USFWS’s IPAC determination key for northern long-eared bats to assess whether the 

proposed project is consistent with the activities analyzed in the Service’s January 5, 2016, 

Programmatic Biological Opinion on Final 4(d) Rule for the Northern Long-Eared Bat and 

Activities Excepted from Take Prohibitions (PBO).  

Based on the determination key qualification interview (via online questionnaire, see Appendix 

A), USFWS provided an automatic verification letter stating that the Proposed Action is 

consistent with activities analyzed in the PBO; that the Proposed Action may affect the northern 

long-eared bat; and that any take that may occur as a result of the Proposed Action is not 
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prohibited under the ESA Section 4(d) rule adopted for this species at 50 CFR 17.40(o). Further 

the verification letter states that, unless USFWS advises NSF within 30 days of the date of the 

letter that the IPaC-assisted determination was incorrect, the letter verifies that the PBO satisfies 

and concludes NSF’s responsibilities for this Proposed Action under ESA Section 7(a)(2) with 

respect to the northern long-eared bat. See Section 3 for additional analysis.   
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