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The children who crowd the exhibition galleries at The Maritime Aquarium
will inherit a natural landscape very different from the one their grandparents
knew as children.  Although humans have influenced the natural environment
throughout history, over the 21st century, scientists tell us, the accelerating
pace of global warming and climate change are likely to cause the oceans to
inundate low-lying islands and coastlines and trigger violent cycles of extreme
weather.  Pollution and over-fishing are depleting ocean fisheries.  Human
habitation is swallowing up fragile watersheds, destroying wildlife habitats,
and polluting water sources.  Yet, just as the natural environment is under
threat of irreversible damage, humans live in ever-increasing isolation from
nature.  In the United States today, over three-quarters of the population lives
in urban and suburban settings.  Opportunities for people of all ages to expe-
rience nature directly, to be inspired by the beauty and purity of natural land-
scapes, to understand and therefore to love and protect the natural world, are
diminishing.

Despite our separation from nature, most people retain a profound yearning
for a connection with nature.  Indeed, opinion polls consistently show that
people everywhere sense that a relationship with the natural world is essential
to their physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being.  If we are to bequeath a
healthy planet to future generations, we must find ways to build—and build
upon—this instinctive connection between humankind and nature.

Institutions like The Maritime Aquarium have a crucial role to play in recon-
necting humans with nature.  Our collections and exhibitions of live animals,
presented in re-creations of their native habitats, allow visitors personal
encounters with nature that engender wonder, fascination, emotional engage-
ment, and an awareness of humankind’s deep-rooted affinity with the crea-
tures of the oceans.  Our location on Long Island Sound, and our focus on
the ecology of Long Island Sound, help visitors to understand and value the
natural landscape of their own "backyard," and to interpret global conserva-
tion issues through the lens of personal experience.  These central themes
define the mission of The Maritime Aquarium as it charts its course for a
dynamic future.

The Maritime Aquarium was conceived in 1979 in response to the aspirations
of several organizations with different but complementary goals.  The City of
Norwalk’s Redevelopment Agency sought an imaginative project that would
reverse the economic decline of South Norwalk.  The Seaport Association of
Norwalk sought a tangible means of describing the maritime history of Long
Island Sound’s most important oystering community.  The Oceanic Society
looked for ways to tell the scientific story of the world’s oceans and their vast
but little-understood resources.  The Junior League of Stamford/Norwalk
contributed fundraising expertise and its members’ time and resources. In
1988 The Maritime Center at Norwalk, as it was originally known, opened its
doors in a 100,000-square-foot renovated 1860s iron factory, incorporating
an aquarium, maritime history museum, and IMAX theater.

Introduction

How we began

"In the end we will conserve only what we love.
We will love only what we understand.
We will understand only what we are taught."

B. Dioum, Senegalese Conservationist
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By 2005, The Maritime Aquarium was welcoming 500,000 visitors each year,
reaching 155,000 children and teachers with formal and informal education-
al programs, and contributing more than $40 million annually to the State’s
economy—thus solidifying its stature as the leading family-oriented cultural
and educational institution in Southern Connecticut.

Coinciding with the arrival of new leadership in 2004, The Maritime
Aquarium’s Trustees and staff began a re-examination of the institution’s role
at the convergence of compelling local, regional, and global developments.

New scientific studies of grave threats to the health of the world’s oceans, sum-
marized most succinctly in the report of the Pew Oceans Commission in 2003
(see appendix), reinforce the importance of aquaria as an effective vehicle for
public education on ocean conservation issues. The study illuminates the
potential of Long Island Sound—surrounded by a population of 20 million
people—to serve as a living laboratory for conservation solutions that integrate
human needs and behavior into healthy natural ecosystems.  At the same time,
numerous reports have documented the deficits of scientific education in the
public schools, both regionally and nationally, including a growing shortage of
qualified science teachers and a lack of resources in schools serving poor and
minority communities.  And finally, a resurgence in the economy of South
Norwalk, including major redevelopment projects for commercial and hous-
ing purposes, suggest new opportunities for The Maritime Aquarium to both
serve and collaborate with its surrounding community.

This document, Strategies for the Future, proposes a renewal of the
Aquarium’s vision and its work in light of new opportunities and challenges,
to create an institution whose exhibits and programs connect powerfully with
people’s lives and inspire them to make a real difference for the future of Long
Island Sound and the world beyond.

In August 2004, The Maritime Aquarium welcomed a new President, and in
October the Board of Trustees formally authorized the launch of a long-range
planning process and appointed a Long-Range Planning Committee.  In June
2005 the Board adopted a new statement of mission, vision, and principles to
shape the institution’s long-range goals and strategies.  Subsequently, three task
forces of staff and Trustee members worked to develop a set of future strate-
gies for the visitor experience, educational content, and financial stability of
the Aquarium. The task forces submitted a series of proposed goals and strate-
gies to the Long-Range Planning Committee for review in September 2005,
which are now summarized in this document, Strategies for the Future.  (See
Appendix for more details on the planning process.)

The goals and strategies described in this document are not the end, but the
mid-point, of the institution’s planning process.  Several staff working groups
are currently developing programmatic plans indicating how each of the pro-
posed strategies could be translated into a specific set of actions and activities.
These in turn will provide the foundation for a new Master Plan, developed
with the assistance of a nationally-recognized aquarium design firm, laying out
a coherent vision for the Aquarium’s future.  Concurrently, the Aquarium is
engaged in a continuing process of financial analysis that will reveal the fiscal
implications of the long-range plan and help the institution to establish its
highest priorities for implementation over the next several years.

Where we’re going

The planning process
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The Maritime Aquarium inspires people of all ages to appreciate Long Island
Sound and protect it for future generations.  A vibrant and entertaining learn-
ing environment, it achieves this goal through living exhibits, marine science,
and environmental education.

The Maritime Aquarium’s ultimate goal is to help people recognize that Long
Island Sound enriches the quality of their lives and must be protected.  The
Maritime Aquarium is the only aquarium focused on Long Island Sound.
From this core, it explores related animals and conservation issues from
around the world.

To achieve our ultimate goal we will offer new and enhanced exhibits that are
carefully designed to give people of all ages entertaining, educational, and
emotional experiences with animals in order to instill a sense of wonder in the
diversity of nature.  We will offer visitors personal interactions with animals
and interpretation by knowledgeable professional and volunteer staff.  

With its welcoming atmosphere and focus on services to visitors, The
Maritime Aquarium is already the premiere family destination in the region.
As we grow, we will retain our intimate scale, seeking to strengthen our stature
as a beloved institution with deep ties to its community.

Anchored by its collection, the Aquarium will offer innovative educational
programs, support an active collaborative research program on species and
natural systems related to its collections, and serve as a regional forum for dis-
semination of information related to Long Island Sound and the oceans.

The Maritime Aquarium is guided in its daily activities by the following
principles:

• Passion: for the animals in our care, for our visitors, for our work, for
nature

• Warmth: in our welcoming interactions with visitors

• Pride: in our work, in our service to visitors and the community

• Respect: for our visitors, staff, colleagues, and constituents

• Integrity: in all our dealings with ourselves and others

• Teamwork: to collaboratively reach and execute the best decisions

• Innovation: to solve problems unconstrained by the status quo

• Excellence: in everything we do

A Vision of the Future
The Aquarium’s
Mission

Vision

Principles
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The Maritime Aquarium will enhance and expand its exhibits to increase
understanding of life in Long Island Sound and its watershed and to attract
new visitors.

Living exhibits—the immediacy of face-to-face encounters with live ani-
mals—are the Aquarium’s most powerful means of attracting and entertaining
visitors, of teaching them about the diversity of life in and around Long Island
Sound, and of inspiring them to preserve this beautiful and important natu-
ral resource for future generations. Increasing the depth and breadth of its
exhibit content and enhancing the emotional impact of its exhibits will
strengthen the Aquarium’s educational mission, as well as build visitor atten-
dance.

The long-range plan proposes an integrated set of ambitious goals for future
development of the Aquarium’s exhibits:

• to offer educational experiences with animals that are compelling, inti-
mate, engaging, and build on the emotional connections necessary to
inspire people to protect Long Island Sound and its watershed;

• to offer exhibits which, in their totality, express the interconnectedness
of life in Long Island Sound in ways that visitors recognize, understand,
and relate to their own lives;

• to connect Long Island Sound to global ocean topics;

• to offer exhibits that encourage initial and return visits.

To give visitors a comprehensive understanding of the complex and interde-
pendent ecosystems of Long Island Sound and its watershed, of its relevance
to the understanding of other ocean systems around the globe, and of the
inter-relationship of people with their natural environment, the Aquarium
will:

• renovate or enhance selected existing exhibits and galleries to increase
their emotional impact and add variety in species, exhibit sizes, and
hands-on activities; 

• replace interpretive signage through the permanent exhibits with a uni-
fied, flexible system that clearly identifies species and illuminates the
theme of the interconnectedness of life in Long Island Sound;

• introduce the human element, including conservation impact and what
people can do where appropriate; 

• use IMAX to educate the public about Long Island Sound.

Strategies for the Future: Exhibits

Goals

Strategy: Illuminate
aspects of the story
of Long Island Sound
that are not now
adequatelyrepresented
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By fully exploiting the space available in the existing facility as an initial strat-
egy, and by creatively utilizing the advantage of its location on the Norwalk
River, the Aquarium will:

• create one or two new major permanent exhibits over the next five years
that increase the variety of animals on display;

• make the outdoors and the Norwalk River part of the exhibit experi-
ence.

Strong visitor attendance is essential to support both the educational mission
and the financial stability of the Aquarium.  By understanding current and
probable future demographic changes in Norwalk and its surrounding com-
munities and in the wider regional area (see Appendix), the Aquarium can
build its visitor base by appealing to a broad variety of audiences with excit-
ing exhibits and IMAX films.  Visitor response has taught us that the oppor-
tunity for close encounters with live animals and hands-on interpretive expe-
riences are powerful lures for both first-time and repeat visitation.  To fully
exploit the potential of its exhibits as an audience-building strategy, the
Aquarium will:

• use annual changing exhibits, with live animals whenever feasible, to
explore themes from around the world and to drive attendance;

• increase opportunities for live interpretation of exhibits;

• offer exhibit content and presentation that has multi-generational
appeal;

• show a broader range of IMAX films, including commercial releases.

Strategy: Increase the
total mass of exhibits

Strategy: Use exhibits
and IMAX to help
build and sustain
attendance
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The Aquarium will improve its operations and facilities to provide a high level
of service in a welcoming, easy-to-navigate environment and to increase
return visitation.

The impact of the Aquarium’s exhibits can be heightened—or undermined—
by the overall quality of the visitor’s experience.  We must make improvements
to ensure that the Aquarium is a welcoming place to visit, easy to navigate,
offering helpful human interactions, services, and amenities that make visitors
feel that they are valued and that their day has been well-spent.  We want to
encourage visitors to return often and to recommend the experience to their
friends.

• To provide an intimate, seamless experience of exploration, discovery,
and fun that encourages return visitation and word-of-mouth marketing.

The Aquarium will enhance the visitor experience by investing in a combina-
tion of improvements to the physical facility, operations, interactions with
staff and volunteers, marketing outreach, and visitor amenities that:

• make every visitor feel welcome;

• improve circulation and navigation throughout the building;

• create an effective orientation experience that encompasses the website,
signage, and staff training;

• begin the Aquarium experience outside the front door;

• create a well-functioning Main Entrance, including systems and training
necessary to market and execute ticket sales in a personalized, efficient
manner;

• increase visitor opportunities to interact with knowledgeable profession-
al and volunteer staff;

• create an IMAX experience that is superior to a traditional movie expe-
rience through physical and procedural improvements in the theater, the
lobby, and outside the building.

Strategies for the Future: The Visitor Experience

Goal

Strategies
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The Aquarium will offer learning experiences that educate students, teachers,
and the public about science and the ecology of Long Island Sound,
using the institution’s unique resources.

The content of the Aquarium’s exhibits and the expertise of its education and
scientific staff provide the foundation for a significant expansion of the insti-
tution’s environmental education programs.  In determining its educational
priorities, the Aquarium is responding to a combination of clear challenges
and opportunities: an urgent need for improvement of science education in
the public schools, including programs that address mandated science curricu-
lum standards and mitigate the dearth of resources for science teachers; the
potential to reach growing segments of our market, such as young adults and
"empty-nesters," with tailored public education programs; the use of the
Aquarium’s "backyard’—Long Island Sound itself—as a learning experience;
and the availability of new communication technologies.

• To increase science and environmental literacy by teaching students,
teachers, and the public about the animals and ecology of Long Island
Sound and related global topics.

The Aquarium will use its living exhibits and access to Long Island Sound to
strengthen its teaching of environmental science through direct contact with
the creatures and habitats of the natural world.  It will design educational pro-
grams that:

• take students and teachers into natural settings for real-life, hands-on
learning about Long Island Sound;

• use direct contact with live animals to motivate learning;

• increase access to Long Island Sound by strengthening distance-learning
infrastructure, resources, and reach, including The Maritime Aquarium
website;

• revise in-house curricula to reflect the new mission and exhibit changes.

The region’s schools are under great pressure to meet mandated standards for
science curriculum, but often without access to relevant training and teaching
resources. To strengthen its services to schools, the Aquarium will:

• focus on grade levels where our resources are appropriate to the stan-
dards and mandated science curriculum, and pursue new audiences at
these grade levels;

• work in a more individualized, customized way with schools;

• create effective pre- and post-visit curricula to enhance school visits;

Strategies for the Future: Educational Programs

Goal

Strategy: To increase
student experiences
with living nature

Strategy: To be
proactive in helping
schools meet science
standards
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• intensify focus on professional development to provide training to dis-
tricts for educators teaching content related to The Maritime Aquarium;

• publish the results of innovative educational initiatives.

A diversity of public programs in a variety of formats and tailored to different
age groups and interests can draw new audiences and encourage repeat visita-
tion.  The Aquarium will expand its public programs:

• to serve adult audiences;

• to serve family audiences;

• to enrich understanding of its exhibits.

Long Island Sound offers many opportunities for excursions into nature that
are both recreational and educational.  These guided experiences, building on
the themes of the Aquarium’s exhibits, provide participants with an immedi-
ate and emotionally powerful encounter with the wonders of the natural
world, may attract people who would not otherwise visit the Aquarium, and
increase the institution’s sources of revenue.  The Aquarium will develop
excursions that include:

• beach and marsh explorations;

• scientific projects such as a seal count, horseshoe crab census, etc.;

• RV Oceanic trips.

Research into the expectations and behavior of museum visitors around the
country reveals that some visitors are prepared to pay for "special treatment":
personalized attention and privileges not available at general admission prices.
Given the changing economic climate of Norwalk and the surrounding area,
and as a strategy to increase repeat visitation, the Aquarium will explore such
premium services as:

• behind-the-scenes tours;

• guided kayak tours; 

• nature travel with experts to destinations related to the Aquarium’s
mission.

Strategy: Provide
programming for
multiple public
audiences

Strategy: Provide
guided experiences
for the public in
surrounding
natural settings

Strategy:
Provide enhanced
experiences for
which visitors are
willing to pay
a premium
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The Maritime Aquarium’s unique combination of expertise and resources sug-
gest a variety of additional ways in which we can expand our educational
reach.  Opportunities for future development include:

• the website;

• conferences and lectures;

• the gift shop and member communications.

Strategy: Provide
access to a variety
of resources on
Long Island Sound
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The Maritime Aquarium will perform and facilitate research focused on the
ecology of Long Island Sound and the Aquarium’s collections.

While not formally structured as a research institution, the Aquarium is a
potentially rich source of research and expertise on marine science and animal
husbandry.  As we seek to inspire public understanding of Long Island Sound
and a commitment to its conservation, we also have a role to play in further-
ing scientific understanding of the ecology of the Sound: its habitats, its crea-
tures, and its relevance to the growing plight of the world’s oceans.

• To take advantage of The Maritime Aquarium’s unique niche and
resources to expand scientific knowledge about Long Island Sound and
the captive collections.

In furtherance of its conservation mission, the Aquarium will develop the
potential applications of its scientific expertise and research capacity in order
to contribute its knowledge to the broader scientific and conservation com-
munity.  We will support our professional staff and students to:

• conduct animal husbandry activities with greater scientific rigor and
encourage staff to pursue original scientific research in areas of The
Maritime Aquarium’s expertise;

• publish scientific results and disseminate expertise;

• incorporate authentic scientific research findings into education pro-
grams and exhibits;

• partner with universities to facilitate field research for faculty and stu-
dents;

• provide mentored research opportunities at The Maritime Aquarium for
high school and college students.

Strategies for the Future: Science

Goal

Strategies
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The Aquarium will take actions to enhance its appeal, status, and service to the
regional community.

As noted earlier, The Maritime Aquarium originated in part as a response to
the economic and civic needs of South Norwalk.  Today, in a fast-changing
demographic and economic climate, the Aquarium still has a major role to
play in serving its community; at the same time, it is clear that the City of
Norwalk and the State of Connecticut can play an important role in the future
growth and stability of the Aquarium as a cultural and educational anchor for
the region.  We seek, therefore, to develop ways in which to collaborate with
our community in order to reach mutually complementary goals.

• To capitalize on both the Aquarium’s strengths and the community’s
development to play a more central role in the life of the region.

To better serve our community and strengthen our role in the region and the
state, The Maritime Aquarium will:

• solidify and enhance relationships with the City of Norwalk;

• play a leadership role in local activities that attract visitors to South
Norwalk;

• engage the leadership of surrounding towns with the objective of receiv-
ing an operating or capital subsidy;

• engage with the Business Council of Fairfield County (SACIA);

• develop meaningful relationships with the State of Connecticut and the
Federal government.

Strategies for the Future: Community

Goal

Strategies

12



The Aquarium will enhance its operations and exhibits to build attendance and
establish adequate resources through operational success and external funding.

None of the aforementioned strategies for change and growth can be achieved,
much less sustained, unless the Aquarium is able to establish a stable financial
base.  A number of the strategies proposed are designed to increase visitation,
the primary source of the institution’s operating revenue.  However, several
complementary strategies must also be pursued concurrently: the creation of
reserves and endowment to provide flexibility, stability, and growth; an
increase in sources of external funding; and investment in human resources to
achieve operational efficiencies.

• To develop the financial stability that will enable the institution to thrive
over the long term.

To achieve long-range financial stability, the Aquarium will create a financial
plan that incorporates the following strategies:

• generate sufficient cash flow to meet operational costs;

• establish working capital and capital maintenance reserves through
retained earnings on efficient operations;

• establish permanent endowments for exhibits and programs through pri-
vate fundraising;

• invest in The Maritime Aquarium’s human resources, including training;

• diversify revenue sources to cushion downturns in any single source and
to retain the flexibility to respond to opportunities and crises;

• make on-going capital investments necessary to attract and sustain
increased attendance.

Strategies for the Future: Financial Stability

Strategies

Goal
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Market Projections for 2014 

Westchester & Fairfield 
 
Population Growth 
 U.S. Our Market 
Total Population Growth + 3.6 - 1.2 
 
Of Note: Westchester and Fairfield Counties face static or declining population. 
 
 
Population Growth by Age 
Age U.S. Our Market Audience 
0-4 + 1.7 - 14 
5-14 + 2.0 - 6.6 

Key Audience 

15-19 - 4.2 - 4.1 
20-24 + 0.8 + 8.5 

Young Adults 

24-34 + 4.3 + 8.2 
35-44 - 4.0 - 19.3 

Parents 

45-54 - 0.1 - 4.6 
55-64 + 14.4 + 12.9 
65-74 + 23.9 + 21.3 

Active Empty 
Nesters 

75-84 + 5.3 + 1.8  
85+ - 1.4 - 1.4  
 
Of Note: While rest of the country projects marginal growth in child population, 
Westchester and Fairfield Counties face very significant declines. 
 
 
Population Growth by Race 
 U.S. Our Market 
White + 3.6 - 5.8 
Black + 3.7 - 6.3 
Asian + 4.9 + 6.6 
Hispanic + 12.3 + 13.5 
 
Source: Demographics Now 

Financing the Next Stage

Where will our audience come from?

What’s the market?
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Map of Resident Market Area 
 

 
Source: ESRI, TeleAtlas, and ConsultEcon, Inc. 
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Tracked FY09 Attendance, Population and Penetration Rates 
 

 

How are we doing in the market now?
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What people want

In summer 2006, Opinion Dynamics did a survey of visitors and the general market.
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Stakeholder wishes for the Future (responses from 600 people in 2005)
• Animals and Exhibits

–  More variety of exhibits and animals
–  More interaction with animals and human interpreters
–  Larger exhibits; more immersive aquarium
–  Exhibits outdoors
–  More marine mammals

• Programs
–  More public programs geared toward families
–  Education programs for high school and college students
–  Education programs for adults
–  Programs for toddlers
–  Programs accessible at various times of day

• Mission
–  Conservation; connect human behavior to health of the environment

• Finances
–  Financial stability
–  Better staff compensation and recognition
–  Affordable ticket prices

• IMAX
–  More variety of movies
–  Mix of education and entertainment films
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