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Spring 2026 Headlines 

●​ Record-low precipitation led to elevated salinity around the Bay. 
●​ Warmer-than-average water temperatures and higher-than-average salinity drove early 

migrations of multiple species. 
●​ Higher dissolved oxygen levels may lead to a mild summer hypoxia season.  

Water Temperature 

Satellite sea surface temperature anomalies show a generally warmer-than-average Chesapeake Bay 
overall for March through May, particularly in the tributaries, mid Bay, and in Tangier and Pocomoke 
sounds (Figure 1). In situ water temperature observations from CBIBS buoys at Annapolis, Gooses Reef, 
and Potomac are only available for late spring. These buoys were out of the water for much of the spring 
for repair from to damages sustained during the winter icing events. Data from the buoys, as shown in 
graphs (Figures 2–5) show that during late spring, water temperatures at all four locations were variable 
around the average for the time series. In general, water temperatures increased from March through 
May; in typical spring pattern, there was variability.   

 

Figure 1. Sea surface temperature (SST) anomalies for March–May 2026, as observed by multiple satellites, relative 
to the average of this seasonal period 2007–2025. Individual satellite overpasses are composited daily, then 
averaged seasonally. More information on the method is available. 
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Figure 2. Surface water temperatures at the Annapolis CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 relative to the long-term 
average (2009–2025). The shaded area represents the full range of observations (minimum to maximum) over the 
time period. The Annapolis buoy was inoperative for much of the spring as a result of the severe winter of 2025–26. 

 
Figure 3. Surface water temperatures at the Gooses Reef CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 relative to the long-term 
average (2010–2025). The shaded area represents the full range of observations (minimum to maximum) over the 
time period. The Gooses Reef buoy was inoperative for much of the spring as a result of the severe winter of 
2025–26.  
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Figure 4. Surface water temperatures at the Potomac CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 relative to the long-term 
average (2007–2025). The shaded area represents the full range of observations (minimum to maximum) over the 
time period. The Potomac buoy was inoperative for much of the spring as a result of the severe winter of 2025–26. 

 
Figure 5. Surface water temperatures at the York Spit CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 relative to the long-term 
average (2007–2025). The shaded area represents the full range of observations (minimum to maximum) over the 
time period. Gaps in data are due to a loss of communications from the buoy.   
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Salinity 

In general, salinity was several PSU above average at the Annapolis, Gooses Reef, Potomac, and York Spit 
CBIBS buoys. Notably, salinity at the Potomac buoy was 52.8% above the historical average on May 20, 
while the Gooses Reef buoy was 38.8% above the historical average on May 24. 

   

Figure 5. Salinity observations at the Annapolis CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 (blue line) relative to the average at 
each buoy over this seasonal period 2009–2025 (red line). The shaded area represents the full range of observations 
(minimum to maximum) over the time period. The Annapolis buoy was inoperative for much of the spring as a 
result of the severe winter of 2025–26. 

 
Figure 6. Salinity observations at the Gooses Reef CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 (blue line) relative to the average at 
each buoy over this seasonal period 2010–2025 (red line). The shaded area represents the full range of observations 
(minimum to maximum) over the time period. The Gooses Reef buoy was inoperative for much of the spring as a 
result of the severe winter of 2025–26. 
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Figure 7. Salinity observations at the Potomac CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 (blue line) relative to the average at 
each buoy over this seasonal period 2007–2025 (red line). The shaded area represents the full range of observations 
(minimum to maximum) over the time period. The Potomac buoy was inoperative for much of the spring as a result 
of the severe winter of 2025–26. 

 
Figure 8. Salinity observations at the York Spit CBIBS buoy March–May 2026 (blue line) relative to the average at 
each buoy over this seasonal period 2007–2025 (red line). The shaded area represents the full range of observations 
(minimum to maximum) over the time period. Gaps in data are due to a loss of communications from the buoy.   
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Precipitation and Freshwater Flow 

Precipitation in Maryland and Virginia was well below average and was the lowest in the 2007–2026 
time series for March through May (Figures 9 and 10). Flow figures customarily included in these 
Seasonal Summaries are not included in this edition due to a change in how U.S. Geological Survey 
reported the data from flow stations. The region remains in significant drought conditions across 
Maryland and Virginia.   

 

Figure 9. Precipitation data from 2007–2026 for March–May for Tidewater Virginia. Data from NOAA Centers for 
Environmental Information. 

 

 

Figure 10. Precipitation data from 2007–2026 for March–May for southern Maryland. Data from NOAA Centers for 
Environmental Information. 
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Dissolved Oxygen 
 
Dissolved oxygen (DO) measured at Sharps Island (mid Bay) was well above average at depths throughout the water column. This was expected given 
the low precipitation, which likely led to fewer nutrients entering the Bay from land. This also continues the trend from a mild hypoxia season in 
summer 2026. 
 

 
Figure 11. Dissolved oxygen (DO) daily averages at the Sharps Island buoy for March–May 2026 compared with long-term averages (1984–2025) from the DNR 
CB4.2C fixed monthly monitoring station. The shaded area represents the historical range (minimum to maximum) of DO observations from the CB4.2C station, 
while the red line represents the historical mean at that location. The biological threshold is the point at which aquatic life may alter its behavior to avoid low 
DO areas. Gaps in dissolved oxygen data are the result of station outages, sensor outages, or sensor data that does not meet QA/QC standards. 
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https://www.buoybay.noaa.gov/locations/sharps-island
https://www.chesapeakebay.net/news/pressrelease/a-mild-dead-zone-is-expected-for-the-chesapeake-bay-this-summer
https://www.chesapeakebay.net/news/pressrelease/a-mild-dead-zone-is-expected-for-the-chesapeake-bay-this-summer
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Potential Effects of Anomalous Spring Conditions on Living Resources 

 

Striped Bass​
The lower freshwater flow and early-warming water temperatures likely accelerated the spring spawning 
timelines for striped bass, shifting their movements earlier into the tidal tributaries. However, the 
resulting higher salinity in typical brackish spawning reaches could have restricted optimal nursery areas 
for eggs and larvae.  
 
Menhaden  
Menhaden are highly tolerant of higher salinities and likely moved further up into the mid- and upper 
Bay than usual for early spring. The warmer temperatures likely stimulated early plankton production, 
providing food supply. But this strong up-Bay movement may have also drawn menhaden’s predators 
further into the Bay’s upper reaches earlier in the year.  
 
Blue Crab 
Higher salinity typically accelerates the growth and molting cycles of blue crabs and expands their 
high-salinity foraging grounds further north into the upper Bay. However, higher salinity also invites 
southern predators like red drum further up the Bay, potentially increasing predation pressure on 
juveniles.  

Blue Catfish 
Because invasive blue catfish prefer fresher water, their movement was likely restricted by elevated 
salinity—effectively boxing them into the upper tidal reaches and fresher areas of the Bay’s tributaries. 
While larger adults can tolerate moderately brackish water for short periods, the high-salinity areas in 
the mainstem create a barrier protecting down-stream nurseries from the effects of blue catfish 
predation.  

Oysters 
Higher-salinity conditions generally enhance oyster reproduction and growth rates. This bodes well for 
early-season oyster hatchery production, which relies on higher ambient salinities. If the trend 
continues, summer 2026 may see high natural reproduction and good oyster growth. The reduced spring 
river flow likely limited the sediment burial that can negatively affect oyster reefs in wet spring seasons. 
However, extended periods of elevated salinity and warmer water also heighten the risk of diseases like 
Dermo and MSX, which proliferate under these conditions.  

 
Bottlenose Dolphins 

According to researchers at the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science, dolphin 
sighting season began early, with active movements into the Choptank River and mid Bay reported in the 
beginning of April. This contrasts with historical patterns, where dolphins typically linger in lower Virginia 
waters until late spring. Scientists speculate that the dolphins moved upstream ahead of schedule 
because they were following fish (like menhaden) that pushed further north due to the high salinity and 
warmer waters.  

Angler Observations 
With the higher salinity and warmer water temperatures, marine species arrived ahead of schedule. 
Fishing reports noted that bluefish, large red drum, and sheepshead were caught in numbers alongside 
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striped bass in the mid-to-lower Bay channels and around structures much earlier than in a typical 
spring.  

 

Background 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) Chesapeake Bay Office (NCBO) develops 
seasonal summaries of water-quality parameters in the Chesapeake Bay to provide fisheries managers 
and the public information about recent environmental conditions, how they compare with long-term 
averages, and how these conditions might affect key fishery resources such as striped bass (Morone 
saxatilis), blue crab (Callinectes sapidus), eastern oysters (Crassostrea virginica), and summer flounder 
(Paralichthys dentatus). The intent is to provide information linking changes in environmental conditions 
to potential effects on living resources that can inform ecosystem-based management at state and 
regional levels. The seasons are defined as winter (December–February), spring (March–May), summer 
(June–August), and fall (September–November). 
 
The primary data sources for these seasonal summaries are the NOAA Chesapeake Bay Interpretive Buoy 
System (CBIBS) for real-time, surface water temperature and salinity information at four locations 
throughout the Chesapeake Bay (Figure 14); the NOAA CoastWatch Program for Bay-wide, satellite-based 
sea surface temperature (SST) anomalies; the NOAA National Weather Service PREcipitation Summary 
and Temperature Observations (PRESTO) reports for regional precipitation and air temperature 
information; the National Centers for Environmental Information for precipitation data; and the U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) National Water Information System for local streamflow information at various 

locations throughout the Bay. In summer, the 
Chesapeake Bay Environmental Forecast System 
(CBEFS) provides estimates of the volume and 
duration of seasonal hypoxia. NCBO uses these 
seasonal summaries to develop an annual synthesis 
for inclusion in the Mid-Atlantic State of the 
Ecosystem Report, which is developed by the 
Northeast Fisheries Science Center and presented to 
the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council each 
year.  
 

Figure 14. Map of Chesapeake Bay Interpretive Buoy 
System (CBIBS) observation platforms. The buoys used in 
these summaries are Annapolis, Gooses Reef, Potomac, 
and York Spit. 
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