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Narragansett Bay is an estuary–that is, a semi-enclosed
inlet of the sea in which seawater is diluted by fresh-
water. Compared to other estuaries, Narragansett Bay is
small-to-medium-sized. Chesapeake Bay, the largest
estuary in the United States, covers more than 30 times
as much area as Narragansett Bay. Still, Narragansett Bay
is big enough to take a good-sized bite out of little
Rhode Island. It reaches two-thirds of the way up the
state—with the result that no Rhode Islander is more
than half an hour’s drive from a shoreline—and covers
about 10 percent of the state’s area.

❘❚  About 61% of Narragansett Bay’s drainage basin—but only 7%
of its area—is in Massachusetts.

❘❚  The major rivers draining into the Bay are the Blackstone, Taunton,
and Pawtuxet.

There are three entrances to Narragansett Bay: the West
Passage, the East Passage, and the so-called Sakonnet River,
which is really not a river but an arm of the sea. Only the East
Passage, with an average depth of 44 feet, is deep enough for
large ships.

The Bay’s three largest islands are Aquidneck (the Indian
name means “longest island”), Conanicut, and Prudence. Some
30 smaller islands, many of them little more than large rocks, also
dot the Bay.

As estuaries go, Narragansett Bay is relatively salty: the salinity
does not fall below 20 parts per thousand (ppt), except in the
Providence River, which represents only a very small portion of the
Bay. By contrast, many other estuaries include a wide range of
salinities, with large areas in the range of 10 to 15 ppt. (For
comparison, seawater has a salinity of 35 ppt.) Like all estuaries, the Bay has a salinity gradient from the head (Upper
Bay) to the mouth, with the lowest salinity at the head, where the major rivers flow in.

❘❚ The reason for the Bay’s high salinity is that the average daily input of freshwater from all sources (rivers, rainfall, and
treated sewage) is fairly small, amounting to less than 0.5% of the Bay’s total volume.
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