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“The sea, the great unifier, is man's only hope. Now, as never before, the old 
phrase has a literal meaning: we are all in the same boat." 

— Jacques Yves Cousteau, Oceanographer 
 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Millions of people live, work and play in and around the waters of Long Island 

Sound making it a vital resource both recreationally and economically.  Because of this, 

restoring and maintaining its health and vitality is of the utmost importance.  Although 

significant progress has been made during the last several decades to rehabilitate and 

restore the Long Island Sound and its surrounding areas, there is still work to be done to 

ensure its sustainability.  

 The Maritime Aquarium plays a key role in the protection and conservation of the 

Long Island Sound and its watershed.  By introducing visitors to the surrounding natural 

world through our living exhibits, marine science and environmental education programs, 

The Maritime Aquarium sparks a curiosity in science and fosters the desire to protect and 

preserve the environment.  Moreover, The Maritime Aquarium inspires visitors to 

appreciate the global environment by connecting the importance of the Long Island Sound 

to the waters around the globe. 
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THE LONG ISLAND SOUND 
Nestled between the shores of New York and 

Connecticut sits on a vibrant and active 

waterway- the Long Island Sound. Technically 

classified as a tidal estuary (where fresh water 

from rivers and tributaries meets salt water 

from the Atlantic Ocean), its shared space with 

a major metropolitan area earns it the more 

fitting title of “urban sea”.i  

The Long Island Sound’s watershed is vast 

stretching from southern New York, to 

Western Rhode Island, up through Vermont, New Hampshire and Maine and across the border into 

Canada. Fifteen million people reside in its watershed and more than 23 million people live within 

a 50- mile radius of the Long Island Sound. Still countless others use the Sound for recreation, 

travel and enjoyment.  In addition to human activity, The Long Island Sound is one of the most 

prolific ecosystems on Earth. A multitude of fish, shellfish, birds and mammals use the Long Island 

Sound to feed, breed and care for their young. All of these factors has led the Long Island Sound to 

be regarded as one of the most important and valuable estuaries in the nation and in 1987, 

Congress officially designated the Long Island Sound an Estuary of National Significanceii.  

 Life on Long Island Sound has not always been so secure. During the decades prior to the 

1970s, it had been plagued with pollution from the industrial boom, population surges, 

commercial dumping, and overuse. Fish and shellfish populations were drastically reduced due to 

overfishing, overharvesting and habitat loss. The deteriorating health of the Sound led to an 

emergence of preservation organizations working to restore and protect the Sound as well as the 

passing of federal, state, and local legislation promoting healthy fishing programs and pollution 

deterrents.  

 Today Long Island Sound’s habitats are on the mend and it is considered healthy and 

vibrant. However, continued conservation and preservation efforts must be made to maintain its 

current status, identify areas in need and ensure the Long Island Sound thrives for generations to 

come. The Maritime Aquarium aids in these effort by bringing awareness of the beauty, health and 

importance of the Long Island Sound and the important role it plays in the global arena to the 

public. 
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THE HISTORY OF THE MARITIME 
AQUARIUM 

Similar to many cities in post-

Industrial Connecticut by the late 

1960s, Norwalk’s bustling city-life had 

turned dormant and its surroundings 

had grown dreary. Once thriving 

factories lay still and overgrown with 

weeds and the need for city-wide 

revitalization was growing more 

apparent with each passing year. 

Taking on this challenge, The City of 

Norwalk, The Oceanic Society, The Seaport Association of Norwalk and the Junior League 

of Stamford-Norwalk joined forces.  Together, they conceived of a space that incorporated 

a maritime museum, an aquarium and an IMAX theatre to meet the revitalization need, 

tell Norwalk’s rich maritime history and share the wonders of the Long Island Sound. In 

1986, the plan broke ground at the site of an abandoned 1860s iron factory and in 1988 

the doors officially opened at The Maritime Center of Norwalk to much fanfare. 

 By 2005, The Maritime Center was welcoming 577,000 visitors a year and 

contributing $40 million to the State’s economy annually. In 2014, The Maritime 

Aquarium of Norwalk, as it is now known, welcomed a new President, Dr. Brian Davis, 

formerly of the Georgia Aquarium. With new leadership at the helm, the Board of Trustees 

and senior staff began to discuss and develop future plans for the Aquarium, namely, how 

it can further its mission to protect the Long Island Sound and maintain its status as a 

premier cultural and educational institution in the region.  
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THE PLANNING PROCESS 
 

This document, Moving Our Mission Forward, represents the culmination of months 

of strategic planning for the Aquarium. In October 2015, Dr. Davis, senior staff members 

and members of the Board of Trustees met to discuss goals for six focus areas; Exhibits, 

Collection and Facility; The Visitor Experience; Education, Research and Conservation; 

Financial Stability; Marketing; and Development.  Subsequent meetings took place within 

each focus area to further research and discuss these goals and how they align with the 

mission of the Aquarium and secure its future. 

In addition, working groups with senior staff, members of their departments and 

member Trustees were conducted to develop and design goals and strategies for each 

area. Once the goals for each of the six focus areas were established, strategies to 

accomplish these goals were identified.  An action plan was developed and the strategies 

will be implemented and revisited annually.   A revision was submitted in December 2017 

inclusive of an overall organizational objective and goals.    
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MISSION 
The Maritime Aquarium inspires people of all ages to appreciate and protect the Long Island 

Sound ecosystem and the global environment through living exhibits, marine science, and 

environmental education. 

VISION 
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. Its exhibits, admired for 

their quality and dramatic elegance, 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. 

A constantly evolving facility, The Maritime Aquarium offers visitors personal interactions with 

animals and interpretation by knowledgeable staff and volunteers. With its welcoming 

atmosphere, focus on service to visitors, and outstanding amenities, The Maritime Aquarium is the 

premiere family destination in the region, attracting large numbers of return visitors. As it grows, 

it retains its intimate scale, and remains a beloved institution with deep ties to its community. 

Anchored by its collection, The Maritime Aquarium offers a preeminent visitor experience and 

education programs widely admired for their depth and innovation. The Maritime Aquarium 

supports an active collaborative research program on species and natural systems related to its 

collections. It is a regional forum for dissemination of information related to Long Island Sound 

and the oceans. 

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. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
The Maritime Aquarium is guided in its daily life by the following principles: 

Passion For the animals in our care 

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 



MOVING OUR MISSION FORWARD   

Page 6 

OVERARCHING OBJECTIVE AND GOALS 

The Maritime Aquarium will be the regional leader for animal care, education, 

conservation and state of the art experiences for aquarium visitors. 

 

Facility
Complete expansions that double water volume (to 600K gallons) and renovations 

that improve quality of and add interactivity to all exhibits.

Animal Collection 
Provide care for an ever-growing collection of animals 

that meets or exceeds standards in established and innovative ways. 

Visitor Experience 
Provide exceptional quality and easy to navigate experiences at every point 

for guests that result in preeminent ratings. 

Reach
Increase attendance to 600K annually, membership households to 10K 

and those served by education programs to 125K. 

Programs
Provide independently validated and nationally recognized STEM programs 

for a diversity of educational audiences.  

Create a Research and Conservation Department focused on 
local, national and global projects.

Brand
Achieve and maintain leadership levels of awareness and brand affinity 

via engaging and high quality marketing - particularly during construction years. 

Financials
Ensure financial operations are best managed for organizational growth and stability.  

Foster philanthropic support  via funds, grants and donations. 
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FACILITY 
The Maritime Aquarium will complete expansions 

that double water volume (to 600K gallons) and 

renovations that improve quality of and add 

interactivity to all exhibits. 

The Aquarium’s exhibits, both living and digital, 

are the Aquarium’s most powerful means of 

attracting, entertaining and educating visitors 

about the biodiversity in and around Long 

Island Sound and of inspiring individuals to 

preserve and protect this beautiful and vital 

natural resource for future generations.  

 

 

•New Theatre (4D)
•Updated Seal Exhibit
•Biomes Exhibit 
•New Entrance and Go Fish exhibit

Work with Government 
agencies leading The Walk 

Bridge Project to secure 
functional replacement(s) for 
building losses resulting from 

that project. 

•Otter exhibit renovation
•New shark tank

Utilize Master Plan to identify 
expansion opportunities 

•100% of exhibits interactive by Year 5 via technology or 
other hands-on element

•Identify cross-sell opportunities at select exhibits

Increase guest engagement at 
each of our exhibits
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ANIMAL COLLECTION 

The Maritime Aquarium will provide care 
for an ever-growing collection of animals 
that meets or exceeds standards in 
established and innovative ways.    
 
Increasing the breadth of the exhibits, utilizing 
innovations to maximize natural habitats, 
incorporating an interpretive program that 
highlights the care and enhancing the 
emotional impact of its exhibits will strengthen 
the Aquarium’s educational mission, trust and 
respect in the community as well as build 
visitor attendance.  
 

 

•Identify species to add to collection that advance facility 
and programming goals

Grow the number and diversity 
of species in our collection 

•Develop/expand Interpretive programs for all animals 
that focuses on animal care

•Incorporate exhibit innovations that showcase natural 
habitat 

•Cultivate Senior Aquarist level and above to be 
specialists recognized by AZA

Showcase commitment to 
animal care to public and 

category authorities

•Increase number and diversity of handlable animals 
each year

•Expand team of educators and aquarists trained to 
present animal ambassadors

•Better integrate animal ambassadors with marketing 
events 

Increase number of animal 
ambassadors to provide a 
greater number of touch 

and/or up-close-and-personal 
opportunities for aquarium 

guests and program audiences.

•Highlight care for our animals at exhibit, in 
presentations/literature and on website

•Develop a walk-up BTS offering for guests to add to their 
visit

More Animal Care 
Transparency via increased 
behind the scenes access for 

guests and features in 
marketing efforts
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VISITOR EXPERIENCE 

The Maritime Aquarium will provide 
exceptional quality and easy to navigate 
experiences at every point for guests that 
result in preeminent ratings.   
 
The Aquarium seeks to provide exceptional 
service and amenities to create a 
welcoming, easy to navigate 
environment that is comfortable and fun as 
well as educational and inspiring.  In 
addition, the Aquarium strives to be the 
institution that connects visitors with the 
latest scientific research, current preservation and conservation efforts and the current 
status of the Long Island Sound. 

 

 

•Utilize consistent wayfinding surrounding and within 
facility

•Seamless integration of facility and its branded material

Provide a comprehensive 
Aquarium experience that 

integrates all elements of guest 
experience (on site, off site and 

across all touchpoints)

•Top Box perception ratings for experiences
•Increase the number of experiences for which visitors 
would pay a premium

•Increase the number of unique access for members

Ensure "best in class" 
experiences for every guest and 

member

•Identification of more opportunities for different 
learning abilities (e.g. Sensory Friendly programs)

Ensure all facility touchpoints 
(exhibits, signage, touch tanks 

and personal facilitated 
experiences) align with latest 
trends and best practices in 

exhibitry, education and 
interpretation

•Identify best methodology for guest feedback 
•Guests rate Aquarium experience at 95% 

Institute an actionable tracking 
program for guest feedback
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REACH 

The Maritime Aquarium will increase 
attendance to 600K annually, membership 
households to 10K and those served by 
education programs to 125K. 
 

The Maritime Aquarium is located in one of the 

most populous areas in the country and is 

accessible to millions people in a 45 mile 

radius.  It boasts many accolades including 

unique species and experiences and the most 

affordable admission and membership in the 

region.  Its goal is to continue to grow the number of people touched by its offerings.  

 

 

•Identify and promote special exhibits/events to core 
audience during "shoulder seasons"

•Create special events to draw non-core audience visitors 
(young adults/seniors)

•Prioritize regional focus based on scale and visiting 
patterns

Broaden the audience base to 
achieve an attendance goal of 

600K 

•Increase visibility and ease of membership sales
•Continue to evolve/enhance the membership program 
based on member feedback (current and lapsed)

Increase membership 
enrollment to $1.5 M 

•Increase the number of people served through our 
programs by 20%

•Increase and improve teaching spaces
•Increase Whole School Partnerships
•Expand programs for early childhood/preschool 
audience

•Develop programs for Special Education - children and 
Adults

Make the aquarium the most 
trusted provider of informal 
educational services in the 

region - a true extension of the 
classroom for teachers and 

students in Norwalk, 
Stamford, Bridgeport and 

beyond. 
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PROGRAMS 

The Maritime Aquarium will provide independently 
validated and nationally recognized STEM programs 
for a diversity of educational audiences.  Create a 
Research and Conservation Department focused on 
local, national and global projects. 
 
The Aquarium is responding to education challenges 
about STEM offerings and conservation initiatives.  
 

 

•Expand programs for early childhood/preschool 
audience

•Develop programs for Special Education - children and 
Adults

•Homeschool offerings
•Girls in Science

Increase program 
offerings for 

underserved audiences 

•Assessment of current and future needs with respect to 
NGSS

•Create a Local Center for Excellence for standards-based 
teacher training

Be the local leader in 
professional development 

for STEM and NGSS

•Hire a minimum of 2 research scientists
•Create an intern/graduate program to help scientists 
expand research opportunities

•Develop a plan to make research results accessible to 
scientific community, educators and other interested 
parties

Establish an independent 
research and conservation 

department

•Commit to 2 Global, 3 national, and 5 local projects 
•Identify research programs that would be appealing to 
government/foundation funders

Expand Research capacity 
to include local, national, 

international projects

•Create a business development plan for the Research 
Vessel as an educational and research platform

•Continue to market RV and its unique educational 
offerings

Expand Vessel-based 
programs as one-of-a-kind 
educational and research 

platforms 
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BRAND 

The Maritime Aquarium will achieve and maintain 
leadership levels of awareness and brand affinity via 
engaging and high quality marketing - particularly 
during construction years..  
 
In its 30-year history, the Maritime Aquarium has 
developed a reputation for high quality experiences.  
It seeks to better measure positive perception in the 
marketplace – in the effort to build on it to foster 
greater loyalty within the community.   
 

 

 

 
 

•Establish benchmarks for awareness and perception; 
read both metrics regularly for opportunities to 
improve. 

•Establish benchmarks and goals for brand engagement 
and referrals

•Expand presence via paid, owned and earned media 

Establish leadership levels of 
Brand Awareness and 

Perception

•Full brand audit followed by detailed brand overview
•Established guidelines for voice, tone, colors, look, etc.
•Creation of a “Brand Board” for counsel and compliance

Ensure Brand consistency 
across all touchpoints

•Enhance website functionality and aesthetics 
•Introduce AI solutions to enhance responsiveness of 
digital marketing

•Identify innovative marketing programs and tactics that 
generate "buzz"

•Establish a rollout plan of digital marketing tools (app, 
AR, etc.) 

Establish leadership quality all 
marketing - particularly digital 
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FINANCIALS 

The Maritime Aquarium will ensure financial 
operations are best managed for organizational growth 
and stability.  It will foster philanthropic support via 
funds, grants and donations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

                                                                    

•Maintain current rate of cash reserves on a monthly 
basis by continual operational review and 
diversifying revenues

Create an Operation Fund

•Along with modest attendance increases, raise per 
cap spending

•Reinvest 2-5% of gross revenues into the facility to 
make on-going and necessary maintenance repairs

Create a Facility 

Maintenance Fund

•Increase grant portfolios
•Increase endowments
•Increase donation streams by 25%
•Identify key areas for in-kind donations
•Increase event sponsorships

Increase fundraising efforts 
to offset state funding gaps 

•Increase corporate partnerships and overall 
engagement 

•Add in-kind and exhibit sponsors 
•Develop a corporate volunteer program

Develop a multi-faceted 

corporate program

•Develop a Capital Campaign Plan
•Execute Capital Campaign ($5MM)

Complete a comprehensive 

capital campaign 

•Identify gaps within the current BOD
•Increase Board Training
•Develop a plan to identify and recruit trustees

Diversify Trustee composition to 
aid in our ability to achieve 

advancement goals 


