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ADMINISTRATIVE UPDATE 

 

 

Manager’s Note: 

This is a season of gratitude, and while we are all in the mood to be thankful and giving, I would like to take 

this opportunity to acknowledge the Reserve’s appreciation for our partners.  

The word partner implies parts of a whole, and our partners are indeed the lifeblood of our Reserve.  Our 

Reserve is part of a national system of 29 (soon to be 30) Reserves located throughout the coastal states 

that is fostered through NOAA’s Office of Coastal Management.  While we may feel far away from our sister 

reserves in terms of distance, they are our extended family, and we share many things in common that 

make our Reserve, and the NERR system, relevant worldwide.  Each Reserve is a place-based platform for 

research and monitoring, training and expertise, and most importantly, a center for engaging communities 

around coastal stewardship.  

KBNERR’s primary state partner is the Alaska Center for Conservation Science, with the University of Alaska, 

Anchorage, who provides our Reserve with a foundation, support, and vision within the University. We are 

thankful for these core partners without whom we would not exist as a Reserve. Beyond these two core 

partners, we work intentionally with many different state, regional and local partners to improve coastal 

stewardship in Alaska. We have such a remarkable opportunity to show that humans can live in and take 

care of the watersheds and oceans that provide our home.   

Our Community Council members are often the first to bring partnership opportunities to our attention, and 

this makes them one of the most important partnering groups for the Reserve.  I am always open to talking 

about how our Reserve can improve existing partnerships, and build new ones, so please feel free to 

connect. 

 

- Coowe Walker  
Kachemak Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve Manager  
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Staff: 

The Reserve has been so fortunate to have Jessica Shepherd with the education team since 2009. She will be 

retiring from KBNERR this December. We are sad to see her leave but know she deserves this retirement 

after serving as both manager and education coordinator. Congrats, Jess!

Reserve Staff-Long term: 

Coowe Walker, Reserve Manager and Program 

Watershed Ecologist   

Steve Baird, Research Coordinator   

Jessica Shepherd, Education Coordinator 

Syverine Bentz, Coastal Training Program 

Coordinator  

Rosie Masui, Harmful Species Program 

Coordinator  

Chris Guo, Research Technician, Nearshore 

Dana Nelson, Education Specialist                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 

Jim Schloemer, Research Technician, SWMP 

Jacob Argueta, Research Technician, Watershed 

Alice Rademacher, Communication Specialist 

Reserve Staff-temporary: 

Jasmine Maurer, Research Technician 

Reserve students and interns:  

Janel Sweeney, Education Program Intern 

Shannon Mathis, Harmful Species Program 

Semester by the Bay Student 

Students and Interns: 

 

It has been a great semester with our semester by the bay student Shannon Mathis. While interning at the 

Reserve, Shannon provided overall support to the Harmful Species Program. Her main project was focused 

on creating a literature review and google drive containing published academic papers on harmful algal 

blooms and their impacts on terrestrial and marine mammals. The efforts she made will be used, as we 

partner with additional experts in the area, to understand the impacts harmful blooms have on marine 

mammals.  

Katie Hearther, a summer NOAA Hollings Scholar Intern, presented at the NERR National Meeting in 

Charleston, SC in November. She developed place-based education best practices, guides and templates 

including field site profiles for KBNERR watershed field trips. Her work has been used subsequently this fall 

preparing additional site visits to Stariski Meadows and place-based learning programs with Fireweed 

Academy in the Anchor River Estuary. 

Mary Gerlach and Edgar Guerrón, both PhD students from the University of South Florida, assisted Professor 

Mark Rains in delivering a well-received webinar this fall about developing tools for predicting groundwater 

in the Kenai Lowlands.  
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Janel Sweeney of Central Michigan University has been with the education sector since Sept. 9th. She helped 

with delivering programs as we continue to add to the education plate.  She will be leaving on December 

21st after being with KBNERR for 15 weeks. 

Fellowships, Funding Opportunities and Proposals Submitted: 

 

The following proposals correspond to the nearshore fish research lead by Chris Guo.   

1. Kenai Peninsula Fish Habitat Partnership proposal   

a. Submitted October 2019 

2. Increasing Recreational Fisheries Engagement through the Fish Habitat Partnerships 

a. Proposal due January 2020 

3. The National Estuarine Research Reserve Catalyst Grant  

a. Proposal due February 2020 

 

Upcoming Programs: 

Lunch Lecture: December 6th                                                                                                                      

Ben Weitzman, with NOAA Kasitsna Bay Lab, will share his findings on sea otters and clams in Kachemak Bay.         

Evening Lecture: December 17th                                                                                                                      

Come to Islands and Ocean Visitor Center at 7:00pm to hear Catie Bursch, Donna Aderhold, and Marcus 

Mueller of Alaska Salmon Fellows present their projects.                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Lunch Lecture: January 24th                                                                                                                        

The first lunch lecture for the spring semester is with Dr. Debbie Tobin and Marc Webber. They will be 

presenting on marine mammal research and upcoming opportunities to help with the research in Kachemak 

Bay.  If you know of researchers who are coming into town and think they would like to present, let Dana 

know! She will set up an evening or lunch lecture.   

Building Risk Communication Skills: Focus on Marine Algal Toxins January 31, 2019  

Training Delivery by NOAA's Office for Coastal Management 

Hosted by Kachemak Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve 

The course goal is that participants have a better understanding of how people respond to risk and will 

develop new communication skills for discussing hazards in their community. Alaska HAB network members 

will develop communication strategies to help people understand their harmful algae toxin risks and take 

actions to keep their communities as safe as possible.  In a changing climate, the threat of marine toxins as a 

result of harmful algal blooms is increasing in coastal communities. Alaska has thousands of miles of 

coastline, little coverage for testing toxin levels of subsistence harvested species, and no prediction tools for 

when shellfish are safe to consume.  There is a need for coordinated response to communicate risk and 

reduce vulnerability of coastal subsistence harvesters to algal toxins.  This course is an opportunity for 

Alaska HAB network members to develop skills they could take back to their regions to address specific 

communication challenges, as well as some flex time to prioritize AHAB communication strategies.  
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MONITORING UPDATE 

System Wide Monitoring Program (SWMP):   

Our two weather stations and four water quality stations are all collecting continuous data. The Anchor 

Point weather station and Homer Deep water quality station are not communicating with the satellite. This 

is because some of our equipment became obsolete. We are planning to fix the problem this winter. We 

removed the Bear Cove buoy and sonde in mid-November.  

Water temperatures have been very high compared to the long-term average for the past year (see anomaly 

plot) As a reminder, the anomalies show how different each month was from the long-term average for that 

month. Red bars indicate warmer than average temperatures, and blue bars indicate cooler. Note that water 

temperatures at Seldovia Deep were cooler in October- it will be interesting to see what temperatures will 

look like this winter. The second graph below shows another way to look at our 2019 temperature data. This 

graph shows the daily average water temperature, from January 1st to December 31st. The blue line is the 

long-term average annual pattern, and the orange line shows the 2019 daily averages. Note that 2019 water 

temperatures were higher than the long-term average for most of the year. Please give us feedback about 

these two different ways of showing annual temperatures. Let us know if you prefer one, which is easier to 

understand, and whether we should present just that one, or both. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure Above: Seldovia Deep, Water Temperature Anomaly 



5 
 

 

 

 

Gulf Watch Alaska – Oceanographic monitoring in Kachemak Bay and Lower Cook Inlet: 

Funded by the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 
 

Sampling efforts are proceeding smoothly as the team moves into fall. We recently completed a quarterly 

survey which included all Kachemak Bay transects along with several extending out into Cook Inlet. These 

data will be used to examine the connectivity of water masses flowing into and out of the bay, along with 

any other transported matter. 

We are collaborating with other project members across components to draft a science synthesis 

manuscript that focuses on Gulf of Alaska ecosystem variability, i.e, response to the 2014-2016 Northeast 

Pacific marine heatwave. The heatwave, otherwise known as ‘’the Blob”, was an intense ecosystem 

perturbation that disrupted many ecological processes leading to presence of non-native warm water 

plankton species, seabird die-offs, decreased killer whale birth rates, and changes in the distribution and 

abundance of some fish stocks. While the bulk of the heatwave diminished in 2016, temperatures in the Gulf 

of Alaska and Bering Sea have remained warmer than usual and there is evidence that the frequency of such 

events may increase. 

The science synthesis report will cover material from several Gulf Watch components. First, oceanographic 

time series data from Kachemak Bay/Lower Cook inlet and Prince William Sound will be discussed.      

Figure Above: Seldovia Deep, daily water temperature graph  
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Second, oceanographic time series data 

will be used to describe observations 

made within rocky intertidal 

communities in Kachemak Bay/Lower 

Cook inlet and Prince William Sound. 

Third, oceanographic time series data 

will be used to describe forage fish 

abundance and condition. Fourth, more 

than 100 time series from all three Gulf 

Watch Components, Herring Research 

and Monitoring, NOAA fisheries, and 

other sources, will be used to describe 

the overall Gulf of Alaska response to 

the heatwave.  

Alaska is experiencing rapid environmental change that may have lasting effects on marine ecosystems and 

the industries/livelihoods of those that rely on them. It is critical that that we develop a thorough 

understanding of the drivers of change in order to manage resources effectively and maintain the ecosystem 

health we value.  

 

Community Monitoring: 

Funded by a State Wildlife Grant administered by ADFG 

 

Harmful Algal Bloom Monitoring (HABs): 
 

Our field season is now officially wrapping up around harmful algal blooms and we have switched into our 

off-season mode where we only collect weekly phytoplankton samples. A big thank you to all of our 

community monitors for sending us samples throughout the summer. We did collect a phytoplankton 

sample the last week of October that had quite a few Alexandrium spp. cells in it, this is the species that can 

lead to paralytic shellfish poisoning. We collected shellfish for toxin testing and will report out on those 

results. During the month of October, we partnered with KBNERR’s Coastal Training Program to host a 

workshop on algal toxins and reducing community vulnerability, see training section for more detail. The 

afternoon portion of the workshop in the Kachemak Bay Campus Lab covered identification of algal species, 

monitoring techniques, shellfish testing, and current HABs research results for the region. Rosie was able to 

attend the U.S. HAB Symposium in Alabama thanks to a travel award from NOAA’s NCCOS through a grant to 

the National Office for Harmful Algal Blooms. We are currently wrapping up our annual report that will be 

shared with monitors and the public in December. 

 

 

 

 

Image Above: Sunset over fall water during a quarterly survey in the 
2012-2016 sampling season.  
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Marine Invasive Species Monitoring:  
 
We have successfully completed all field work for our marine invasive species monitoring program this 

season. Our European green crab trapping school program this fall partnered with a class from McNeil 

Canyon elementary and West Homer elementary, with 

both a classroom day and a field day. No European 

green crabs were found throughout our monitoring 

efforts this season. We were able to include three extra 

sites in our tunicate plate monitoring program this fall. 

No invasive tunicates were found at those locations, 

Halibut Cove, Peterson Bay, and Kasistna Bay. The 

community assemblages at those sites were different 

from those that we see in the Homer and Seldovia 

Harbors. We are partnering with Alaska Department of 

Fish and Game and Washington Sea Grant to develop a 

webinar on Alaskan marine invasive species, with a 

focus on European Green Crab. This will be featured on 

the Local Environmental Observation (LEO) Network’s 

monthly webinar this spring.  

 

 

 

 

RESEARCH UPDATE 

 

Nearshore Fish Project: 

The focus of this project is on characterizing biological 

communities of nearshore habitats associated with river 

mouths. The funding, from the Kenai Peninsula Fish 

Habitat Partnership, ends in December 2019.  

Our last sampling effort occurred in mid-October. 

Anecdotally, there seemed to be a high abundance of 

Pacific herring in the bay; this was reflected in monthly 

sampling efforts during August, September, and 

October.  

 

 

Image Above: Young of the year Pacific Herring 
caught during a beach seine sampling at Halibut Cove 
October 18, 2019. 

 

Image Above: One of the extra tunicate plates that we 
deployed at Kasitsna Bay this summer. It saw 
productive barnacle growth! 

. 
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EDUCATION UPDATE 
 

School and KBNERR Education programing, are in full swing. We added Chapman School to our monthly Sea 

Squirts program and are visiting additional schools in the Kenai/Soldotna area for the Naturalist in the 

Classroom K-6 programs. 

Public Programs:  

Lunch Lectures, Evening Lectures, and Barley and O.A.T.s (Outdoor Adventure Talks)                

We had a great lineup of lunch lectures this fall and want to thank everyone who presented their research. 

The fall included talks from Coowe Walker and Syverine Bentz who spoke about opportunities for students 

available with KBNERR and other NOAA programs. Rosie presented on the phytoplankton activities 

happening throughout the state.  Thank you to the Alaska Department of Fish and Game for presenting two 

lunch lectures this season. First, Martin Schuster spoke on groundfish port sampling. The second was a 

packed room listening to Kim Schuster, Holly Dickson, and Mike Booz present about monitoring East Cook 

Inlet razor clams. We had 91 attendees for the 4 lunch lectures.  

One evening lecture was held in September with Ed Berg speaking about the Kenai Peninsula drought, Swan 

Lake Wildfire, and spruce bark beetles. As always, Ed was a joy to listen to and had a full room with 57 in 

attendance.  

We are headed into the fourth season of Barley & OATs! Derek and Catriona Reynolds spoke about fat biking 

around Kachemak Bay, Red Asselin of SPROUTs educated the audience about adventuring with little ones, 

and Dana Nelson presented on ice skating on Grewingk Glacier Lake. We are always looking for anyone with 

an Alaskan adventure to present at Barley & OATs.  

School Programs: 

Fireweed Academy Field Trip  

Early September, the majority of KBNERR staff participated in site-based learning at the Anchor Point 

estuary for Fireweed Elementary students. The students were there to 

kick off the new school year with a campout, and KBNERR took the 

opportunity to join them and impart some KBNERR science.  It was a 

gorgeous day and approximately 90 students in grades 4 – 6 rotated 

between stations on the beach and in the marsh to learn about forage 

fish, weather data collection, juvenile salmon habitats, and drone 

imaging. 

 

 

 

 

Image to the Right: Chris Guo 
explains nearshore fish 
research to the students.  

. 
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Focus on Learning and Career Day 

KBNERR Education knows they need to go into the high school more and are doing just that! Rosie and Janel 

presented at Homer High School’s career day to two classes. Conrad spoke about salt marsh plants during a 

focus on learning (FOL) October 8th with 15 high school students in attendance. Dana went back to a FOL on 

November 5th to present about ocean acidification to four interested students. FOLs are set times for high 

school students to choose study hall times or participate in lectures presented near the end of the school 

day. We hope to continue to present at FOL’s to teach students more about KBNERR research.  

Sea Squirts 

Dana’s dream of taking Sea Squirts to Chapman has come true! Dana and Janel went to Chapman three 

times this school year. They teach for 45 minutes in both the kindergarten and preschool classes on the first 

Friday of each month. The topics included salmon, crabs, and deep sea fish. December will be all about 

plankton with assistance from Semester by the Bay student, Shannon Mathis. 

Naturalist in the Classroom  

We have successfully taught our first round of Naturalist in the Classroom programming about the water 

cycle and how it connects to healthy salmon habitat. We delivered 17 programs to six schools including 

three classes at Tustumena Elementary and two classes at Voznesenka. We hope to continue our 

partnerships with these schools since they are future stewards of juvenile salmon habitat. Our December 

NitC will be on nearshore fish and creating felt art! This program is set for kindergarten to 2nd grade. We are 

excited to create this program with Chris’s nearshore fish research where students will create their own 

nearshore fish. Next year we are looking to take this program to the older grades with a more in-depth 

curriculum on nearshore fish in Kachemak Bay. 

Homer Middle School 8th Grade Groundwater and Salmon 

KBNERR staff took the Homer Middle 8th 

Grade, 104 students, back to the Anchor 

River Estuary this October.  We appreciate 

all staff that helped with this day and Jen 

Booz, 8th grade science teacher. Without 

them, we would not have been able to take 

on this task. We met twice with Jen’s 

classroom before taking the students in the 

field. These 8th graders took water quality 

measurements in the river and estuary, 

learned about salt marsh plants, and fish 

diversity in the river and estuary. The 

students then illustrated their data in the 

form of drawings. All data they acquired was 

used to create their own 8-week long school project. Their work will be displayed in the Homer Middle 

School Library during the KBNERR Community Council Meeting on December 4th.  

Image Above: Illustration of the Anchor River Field Trip by Homer 
Middle School student, Ella Davis. 

. 
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New Projects:  

School Programs 

We are hoping, this spring, to take 7th graders out on the beach for a nearshore fishing day. This sounds like a big 

task, but the teacher we are working with, Margi Blanding, is wonderful and open to the concept.  

 

 

 

TRAINING UPDATE 

 
Climate Adaptation Panel Webinar: September 9, 2019
As the pace of climate change accelerates, there is also a need to accelerate collective learning about how 

best to prepare and adapt. Syverine Bentz was part of a panel, supported by the Science Collaborative, with 

partners in the NERR system that have been working on the frontlines to help communities enhance their 

resilience. This webinar was designed to explore lessons learned and the transfer of ideas across the coastal 

management community. Download: Management Brief and Infographic Watch: Full Session Recording 

(YouTube) 

 

Fish Need Land Too Community Site Visits: September 19, 2019   

In collaboration with Kachemak Heritage Land Trust we hosted community field site visits to explore 

landscape productivity and support of baby salmon habitat in our watersheds. 

 

Kachemak Bay NERR Peat Wetland Land Manager Site Visit: October 9, 2019  
Coowe Walker and Syverine Bentz hosted a work session and field site visit to explore options for wetland 

conservation with local and regional land managers, conservation groups and municipal staff. This capacity 

building will assist with developing collaborative projects centered on payment for ecosystem service and 

carbon finance.  

 

Algal Toxin and Human Health Workshop: October 17, 2019  
                                                                                                                                                                                              
The KBNERR coastal training and community 
monitoring programs co-hosted a 1-day 
workshop about harmful algal bloom toxins. The 
workshop was well attended by 12 different 
agency and tribal organizations with a goal of 
improving our understanding of algal toxins, the 
impacts they can have on human health, and 
how we are responding. Participants gained 
knowledge about which organizations are          
involved with shellfish toxin testing and 
regulation and co-develop communication tools 
for shellfish consumers and partners to 
decrease vulnerability to algal toxin poisoning. 

Photo Above: Participants from the KBNERR Algal Toxins: 
Understanding Community Vulnerability Workshop hold cards 
stating actions they will take to improve community resilience to 
harmful algal blooms.  

http://www.nerrssciencecollaborative.org/resource/management-brief-climate-resilience
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uKQ77FsxdY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uKQ77FsxdY&feature=youtu.be
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We are using the outputs from this workshop to inform design of a statewide HAB risk communication 
delivered by NOAAs Office For Coastal Management in Anchorage. 

 
Groundwater Resilience: Webinar October 26, 2019    
KBNERR engaged with stakeholder liaisons and decision makers in October via a webinar to showcase tools 

for understanding and managing groundwater resources on the southern Kenai Peninsula, and identify next 

steps to inform decision-making around groundwater resources for diverse stakeholder groups. Watch: 

Webinar Recording (Zoom) 

Building More Resilient Alaskan Communities: October 29, 2019  
The CTP Coordinator and Staff from NOAA Office for Coastal Management assisted in this Anchorage 

workshop with other adaptation practitioners from across the state. This event built on a series of water 

related workshops hosted across the country by The Nature Conservancy and NOAA. It focused on bringing 

adaptation practitioners together to identify strengths and gaps in current adaptation efforts, highlight 

successful projects, document data and tool needs, identify best practices, and develop a stronger network 

of adaptation practitioners to build capacity and leverage resources. The CTP coordinator was on the 

workshop steering committee and co-led a session on aligning local plans for adaptation success.  

Kachemak Bay and Lower Cook Inlet Marine Ecosystem Workgroup: November 12, 2019  
At the fall Marine Ecosystem Workgroup, KBNERR co-led a presentation and Q&A session with NOAA 
Kasitsna Bay Lab about what an annual “State of the Bay” ecosystem health report could look like. This 
annually published spring report on continuously monitored biophysical information 
Would be used to update target audiences on Kachemak Bay conditions relevant to end user activities and 
emerging ecosystem issues/hot topics. This product is part of NOAA’s National Center for Coastal and Ocean 
Science ecological assessment that will be an update to the 1999 Ecological Characterization of Kachemak 
Bay, conducting during KBNERR’s designation process. 

 
National Coastal Training Program Initiatives:  
The CTP Coordinator actively participated in reserve system sector activities including the Sector Annual 

Meeting Planning team, and worked on sessions focused on improving CTP performance monitoring, 

working with place based knowledge in training programs, and CTP engagement with NERR Science 

Collaborative Funding opportunities. She also assisted designing a breakouts session for the Pacific Regional 

Session on the nexus between cultural knowledge and ecosystem services.  CTP presented the Fisheries 

Business Resilience Index and tools at a SWAP booth in partnership with Wells Reserve’s Tourism Resilience 

Index project to highlight NERRs support of their place-based businesses.  

Program Needs Assessments:  
An ongoing task of the CTP Coordinator is the formal needs assessment for education and training. This 

process was informed by NERR education and training staff and the Council Education Subcommittee. The 

CTP Coordinator has adjusted the timeline for this task due shifting capacity in the training and education 

programs, but will continue on the process and draft documents and survey instruments this winter.   

 

https://alaska.zoom.us/recording/share/S9Cpb6uJ8lOnQBHanlazQOx_x__0_xnu_YCNvefB6tE?s

