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ADMINISTRATIVE UPDATE 

Manager’s Note: 

Sowing Seeds for Enrichment 

Alders produce thousands of tiny seeds from cones that are the size of 

thimbles. Wind disperses theseeds far and wide. Where they germinate 

they build relationships with bacteria that enrich the landscape and 

salmon streams with nitrogen. What a wonderful analogy for our 

Reserve! We are not a big staff, but through our partnerships we 

conduct highly relevant science and education, and spread the good 

work throughout Alaska, and even the rest of the US.  On March 15, the 

Smithsonian’s new film, called ‘The Heartbeat’ will premiere at the Carnegie Institute for Science. This film 

features the collaborative work we’ve been doing to share the science of how landscapes support salmon. 

Through this work, we learned that a alder’s influence stream productivity in a big way. The tiny seeds that grow 

into alders end up supporting the stream food webs that juvenile salmon need to survive and thrive. So far, the 

film has reached thousands of people, and is helping us gather momentum for new research and community 

engagement. 

This spring, we are reaching out to new audiences. Together with the Kachemak Nordic Ski Club, 

we will be hosting a science-ski to learn about landscape support for salmon. The Alaska 

Youth for Environmental Action are working on a project to collect and store alder seed that can then be 

planted for restoration efforts that benefit salmon streams. Later in the summer, we will be hosting 

field-based learning opportunities that showcase science and art as different ways of understanding 

how landscapes are connected to salmon. 

Like the alder, the Reserve is spreading seeds far and wide, working with  partners to enrich the world. 

Our recent batch of new proposals highlight this: we have proposals to develop soundscape 

monitoring programs along with five other Reserves; to explore cultural ecosystem services;  

to transfer educational programming for harmful species; to build synergies around forage fish; to develop new 

understanding and strategies around ecosystem support services; and to pilot studies of shorebird and waterfowl 

habitat support. These are just some of the new seeds that we hope will germinate.  Add these to the robust 

body of work that we are already doing, and it’s easy to see that your Reserve is an important source of 

enrichment to our region and beyond. 

This spring, when the alder pollen starts floating through the air, remember that is the beginning of 

something that powers our landscapes, salmon – and people. That’s the way we work too- start small, 

build relationships, share widely, and enrich the world we live in. 

I hope to see you in the field! 

 
 

Coowe Walker 
Kachemak Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve Manager  
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Staff: 

Reserve Staff: 

Coowe Walker, Reserve Manager and Program 

Watershed Ecologist   

Steve Baird, Research Coordinator   

Syverine Bentz, Education and Coastal Training 

Program Coordinator  

Rosie Masui, Harmful Species Program 

Coordinator  

Dana Nelson, Education Specialist                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Chris Guo, Research Technician, Nearshore 

Jacob Argueta, Research Technician, Watershed 

 

Reserve Staff: Part time and temporary 

Jim Schloemer, Research Technician, SWMP 

Jasmine Maurer, Research Technician 

Conrad Field, Research Technician 

 

Reserve students and interns: Summer 2020  

Simone Burton, NOAA Hollings scholar                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Spencer Johnson, NOAA Hollings scholar                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Anna Feldman, NOAA Hollings scholar                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Madi Poulin, Independent Intern 

Students and Intern News: 
 

The new Margaret A. Davidson fellowship applicant proposals are under merit review. A KBNERR panel 

review will occur by April 10th, and a candidate will be selected this spring to start in fall 2020.  

Katie Hearther, a summer NOAA Hollings Scholar Intern, presented at the Social Coast Forum in Charleston, 

SC in November, sharing best practices, guides and templates she developed including field site profiles and 

videos for recent KBNERR field-based education events.  

 

Funding Opportunities and Proposals Submitted: 

• NERR SC Research pre-proposal: “Financing Conservation of Coastal Peatlands for the Benefit of 

Salmon and People in the Kenai Lowlands of Alaska” KBNERR lead, in partnership with TBD 

Economics, Sylvestrum Associates, Kachemak Heritage Land Trust, City of Homer, Homer Soil and 

Water District, Kenai Peninsula Borough. 

• NERR SC Catalyst proposal: “Collaborative assessment of research efforts and emerging issues 

concerning forage fish exposure to paralytic shellfish toxins in Alaska” KBNERR lead, in partnership 

with Prince William Sound Science Center, NOAA’s Beaufort Lab, and NOAA Northwest Fisheries 

Science Center. 

• NERR SC Catalyst proposal: “Cultural Ecosystem Services in Estuary Stewardship and 

Management”, led by the American Museum of Natural History Center for Biodiversity and 

Conservation, in collaboration with the Heʻeia National Estuarine Research Reserve (HeNERR) and 

the Kachemak Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve (KBNERR). 

• NERR SC Catalyst proposal: “Establishment of an Estuarine Acoustics Observatory Network (EAON) 

to monitor biological change in estuarine and coastal ecosystems”, led by the University of New 

Hampshire, in collaboration with five NERRS from around the country, including KBNERR. 

• NERR SC Science Transfer proposal: “Improving Awareness of Harmful Algal Blooms and Their 

Impacts on Remote Alaskan Communities Through Curriculum Transfer”, KBNERR lead, in 

partnership with Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. 
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New Products: 

• Video: “The Heartbeat”, a story of Salmon and People in the Kenai Lowlands, Smithsonian films 

• Report: Groundwater Resiliency Science Collaborative final report 

• Publication: Robbins, C.J., A.D. Yeager, S.C. Cook, R.D. Doyle, J.R. Maurer, C.M. Walker, J.A. Back, 

D.F. Whigham and R.S. King. 2020. Low-level dissolved organic carbon subsidies drive a trophic 

upsurge in a boreal stream. Freshwater Biology. 00:1-15. DOI: 10.1111/eff.12407. 

 

Upcoming Programs: 

Marine Ecosystem Workgroup: March 16th, 12-2 pm Kachemak Bay Campus  

The spring Marine Ecosystem Workgroup will provide local marine stakeholders the opportunity to share 

research and project updates, as well as a platform for two partner presentations:  

Karyn DeCino (NOAA NCCOS) with an update on the State of the Bay Report and opportunity for feedback 

Brian Ulaski (CFOS UAF) on the importance of seaweed wrack as a resource, and upcoming research on 

associations among shorebirds, invertebrates, and wrack subsidies 

 

Discovery lab: March 18th, 12-2pm Women in STEM, Alaska Islands and Ocean Visitor Center  

During this KBEEA sponsored event, Dana Nelson will host a KBNERR table highlighting careers in science 

and environmental education for young women based on our programs.  

 

Estimating the Local Marine Economy Training: March 18, Alaska Islands and Ocean Visitor Center  

This one-day training delivered by NOAA's Office for Coastal Management will provide a standard method to 

describe coastal and marine economies and identify industries and populations that are potentially 

vulnerable to coastal hazards or competing for space or resources. This information can be used for 

comprehensive, harbor, and resilience planning, as well as communication efforts. A second half-day 

technical training session is offered following each training.  

 

Lunch Lecture: April 17th  

Tunicates with KBNERR Harmful Species Program’s Jasmine Maurer 

 

Alder in the Watershed Neighborhood Ski:  late March-early April TBD, 2020 

Field based training opportunity to explore the importance of Alder in salmon landscapes. The event will be 

a ski excursion at McNeil Canyon where these features are accessible and visible in a winter setting.  

 

Master Naturalist: May 26-30, 2020  

This week-long training for incoming staff and interns at environmental education organizations is hosted by 

KBEEA with presentations of reserve research and monitoring by KBNERR.  

 

TOTE: June 10-12, 2020  

This free 2.5-day training will be hosted at Peterson Bay Field Station and feature coastal and estuary topics, 

weaving multiple art and science techniques for teacher exploration and incorporation into curriculum.   
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MONITORING UPDATE 

System Wide Monitoring Program (SWMP):   

The KBNERR SWMP water quality stations samples continuously, providing valuable data to be used for 

analysis of oceanographic conditions in Kachemak Bay. Using temperature and salinity time series from the 

near-bottom sensor at the Seldovia Harbor station (Fig. 1 &2), we observe that, since October 2018, water 

temperatures have been warmer than the long-term average, with anomalies of up to 2 ˚C, and averaging 

near 1 ˚C. These anomalies were very similar to the anomalies during the anomalously warm period from 

2014-2016, while 2017 and most of 2018 were closer to the long-term average. Kachemak Bay waters were 

also somewhat less saline than the long-term average, although not to the extent seen during 2014-2016.  

Our weather and water quality stations all transmit real time data, however, the Homer Deep water quality 

station and Anchor Point weather station are not communicating with the satellite due to aging equipment. 

This issue has been recognized by the Reserve System and we have recently received new equipment to 

upgrade what has become obsolete. Repairs are expected to begin shortly. On a separate note, the Homer 

surface water quality sensor was removed in late December to avoid ice damage. It will be redeployed in the 

spring once the threat of ice is gone  

 

Figure Above. Time series of monthly average (dashed line) and monthly anomaly (bars) water temperatures 

at KBNERR monitoring station in Seldovia during 2001 – 2019. These NERR SWMP station data are collected 

from a sensor package 1 meter above sea bottom. Red bars indicate positive (warm) anomalies and (cold) 

anomalies. 
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Figure Above. Time series of monthly average (dashed line) and monthly anomaly (bars) water and salinities 

at KBNERR monitoring station in Seldovia during 2001 – 2019. These NERR SWMP station data are collected 

from a sensor package 1 meter above sea bottom. Green bars indicate positive (salty) anomalies and cyan 

bars indicate negative (fresh) anomalies. 

 

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

Funded in partnership with the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 

 

Sampling efforts are proceeding monthly as the team moves into spring… with only a couple bumps along 

the way! We are currently mid-way through a quarterly survey, with all Kachemak Bay transects complete 

and the Cook Inlet transects remaining. This is due to good weather in the bay, bad weather in the inlet, and 

mechanical issues with the boat winch. We were unable to sample the ocean in January because of the 

heavy harbor icing, but we were able to sample just before the cold snap happened. Our sampling around 

the ice-forming events provides insightful data on the oceanography of the bay during winters. In coastal 

environments, ice is a factor that influences freshwater dynamics during the winter periods and spring melt. 

During the summer freshwater is sourced from precipitation, riverine exports, and glacial runoff.   
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Figure Above. Comparison of summer temperature (left column) and salinity (middle and right columns) 

contours from CTD profiler data on the Along-Bay transect. Depth is on the y-axis and horizontal distance is 

on the x-axis. Sections run from Point Adam (left) in southeast Cook Inlet to Bear Cove (right) at the head of 

Kachemak Bay, with bottom depths shown in black. Right column shows upper 40 meters of the water 

column salinity, for more near-surface detail. 

During this past year the region experienced warm temperatures and lower precipitation, which led to 

depleted groundwater and the drying of streams such as Jakolof Creek. Somewhat surprisingly, given the 

moderate drought conditions experienced from June to August, the monthly surface salinities in Kachemak 

Bay remained similar to what was observed in previous years, which is similar to what was observed at the 

Homer SWMP station. This lack of increased salinity in the water column, despite several months of drought 

conditions, indicates that the lack of rain was balanced by increased inputs of glacial meltwater associated 

with the persistent sunny weather and warm summer air temperatures. We used our monthly along-bay 

CTD survey data to further investigate the estuary response to the 2019 summer drought conditions, finding 

that the near-surface lens of fresher water has same spatial extent as and was as fresh as or fresher than 

during the same months in 2017 and 2018 (Fig. 5)  
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Community Monitoring: 

Funded in partnership with a State Wildlife Grant administered by ADFG 

 

Harmful Algal Bloom Monitoring (HABs): 

The HAB program had a busy conference season and is 

preparing for the upcoming field season. At the Alaska 

Marine Science Symposium we were able to partner 

with the Coastal Training Program and NOAA’s Office 

for Coastal Management to deliver a Risk 

Communication Training on Harmful Algal Blooms. We 

provided much of the content for HAB specific risks, 

scenarios and stakeholders to the trainers to help 

localize material and meet the risk communication 

needs of ourselves and partners in the Alaska Harmful 

Algal Bloom network. This push to develop materials 

will help in future training and engagement strategies 

for our program.  

For Alaska Forum on the Environment we were involved in four different sessions. The first session we led a 

presentation on the Alaska Harmful Algal Bloom Network and facilitating discussion on harmful algal bloom 

outreach and response in the state of Alaska. For the second session we joined Alaska Center for 

Conservation Science staff to report out on harmful algal blooms and marine invasive species. For the third 

session we assisted with the Coastal Observation and Seabird Survey Team’s Die off Alert Training. Lastly, we 

assisted the Sitka Tribe with their training on harmful algal bloom sampling and identification. We also 

participated in meetings regarding the early stages of monitoring for freshwater harmful algal blooms in 

Alaska and what KBNERRs role may be. Our annual harmful algal bloom community monitor training will be 

happening in the middle of April, along with the kick off of our seasonal weekly updates on harmful algal 

blooms.  

Marine Invasive Species Monitoring:  
 
Similarly to our harmful algal bloom update, we have been busy with conferences this winter with our 

presentation on marine invasives at the Alaska Forum on the Environment. As we gear up for this upcoming 

sampling season we have green crab trapping dates scheduled with McNeil Canyon Elementary, West 

Homer Elementary, and Port Graham School. Currently we are developing a webinar to be shared through 

the Local Environmental Observation (LEO) Network on invasive European green crabs and our community 

monitoring program. We are currently looking for new community monitors in Halibut Cove. Soon we will 

begin interviews for our upcoming Semester by the Bay intern for the fall of 2020. The internship this year 

will be focused on marine invasive species and will be reviewing drop camera footage from Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game surveys looking for marine invasive species. 
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RESEARCH UPDATE 

Different Ways of Knowing: Exploring the Landscape with Field Based Learning 

Funded in partnership with a Smithsonian Outreach Grant  

The Research Reserve, along with various partners, will be engaging groups in various settings across the 

landscape and communicating the importance of various landscape elements in supporting juvenile salmon. 

As we continue to explore different methods of science communication, we realize the significance of 

different ways of knowing be that through art, movement, intimate conversations, or anything in between! 

We have plans for at least three field-based learning opportunities related to this project occurring 

throughout 2020, each focused on different parts of the landscape and employing different methods of 

science communication.     

New Project: FWS Peatlands 

Funded in partnership with a Fish and Wildlife Serves Grant  

This project is a continuation of our peatland research. The goal of this project is to begin quantification of 

peat biomass present on the Kenai Peninsula. By quantifying peat volume, we can estimate the amount of 

carbon sequestered in our peatlands, a critical first step in being able to sell peat carbon credits on the 

global carbon market. Site selection for representative peatlands is underway this winter at the Reserve. We 

hope to hit the ground running with fieldwork this summer. We will be joined by a NOAA Hollings Scholar in 

probing peat depths and interpolating peat volume (once the peatlands thaw, of course).  

New Project: Nutrient Transport and Citizen Science 

Funded in partnership with a Smithsonian Working Lands and Seascapes Grant  

This project aims to continue our Downstream Effects work into the nearshore. With the help of citizen 

scientists in field-based learning opportunities we plan on collecting various nearshore organisms during 

extreme low tides in order to examine their isotopic signatures. In analyzing their chemical makeup, we may 

gleam insight into the importance of terrestrial nutrients for nearshore communities. These field-based 

learning opportunities will also incorporate discussion on the economics surrounding ecosystem services 

and the marine economy. Our hope is to further bridge the gap between the land and sea and arrive at a 

more holistic understanding of our peninsula. Trips are planned for summer 2020.   
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EDUCATION UPDATE 
 

KBEEA met on February 6th and we are excited to continue to collaborate with other organizations 

on environmental education programs including Discovery Labs and Master Naturalist Training.  

Public Programs:  

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

We have started recording our lunch lectures via Zoom. This gives us a new way to connect audiences with 

local research happening in Kachemak Bay. We had a record turnout of 62 participants at the January 24th 

lecture about harbor porpoises with Dr. Debbie Tobin and Marc Webber. Feb. 21st lunch lecture focused on 

rockfish in Alaska with ADF&G staff.  

We had a great gathering for the Alaskan Salmon Fellows on Dec. 17th. The event stimulated great dialogue 

about their projects, with 34 people in attendance for the hour-long talk. No evening lectures are scheduled 

for this reporting time.  

We are still conducting our outdoor adventure series at Grace Ridge We are always looking for anyone with 

an Alaska-based adventure to present at Barley & OATs. Kris Holderied presented to 18 people on skiing in 

Denali National Park on Feb. 6th.  

School Programs: 

The last Naturalist in the Classroom (NitC) 

program of 2019 focused on our Nearshore 

Fish research, connecting the habitats and 

characteristics of different species in our 

nearshore fish communities. It included an art 

component with students designing and 

felting their own nearshore fish species. We 

thank Homer Council on the Arts and Kiki 

Abrahamson for providing expertise and tools 

for this art component of the project. The 339 

k-3rd graders on the southern Kenai Peninsula 

and their teachers loved it!  

KBNERR Education programing took a small 

break from its naturalist in the classroom in 

Jan-Feb but will be back in full swing March-

May with three naturalists in the classroom programs. We are developing programs now, with March deliveries 

focused on wintering salmon (4th grade); April’s theme is fire & ice in partnership with University of Alaska EPSCoR 

program (5th & 6th grade); May’s theme is will be Naturalist in the Schoolyard,  helping students explore the 

ecology of their school yards (K-6th grade).   
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After School Programs: 

We have been partnering with Project GRAD to assist with afterschool programs in Razdolna, Voznesenka, 

Kachemak Selo, Nikolaevsk, and Ninilchik. These 2-hour long programs are called STEAM Team. Dana is bringing 

hands on activities developed initially for Naturalist in the Classroom (including the salmon life cycle game and 

felting nearshore fish) for these programs to connect with these students in an informal education setting. 

Sea Squirts 

We are continuing to provide pre-K programs at Girassol Learning Center in Homer and Chapman School in Anchor 

Point. Topics for these early learners have included octopus and clams so far in 2020, moving on to sea stars in 

March.  

New Projects:  

Homer Middle School 7th Grade Nearshore Fish  

We will be taking the entire Homer Middle School 7th grade class out to the nearshore in April. Dana has 

been working with Margi Blanding, the 7th grade science teacher to build on their biology content and 

develop a classroom and field based learning program designed to help connect to local nearshore research 

in Kachemak Bay.  

TRAINING UPDATE 

 

Building Risk Communication Skills: Training January 31, 2020 
The KBNERR coastal training and community monitoring programs co-hosted a 1-day training in Anchorage 
on Building Risk Communication Skills with a focus on Harmful Algal Blooms.  NOAA office for Coastal 
Management trainers taught effective ways to communicate about coastal hazards to a variety of federal, 
state and local government agencies, and tribal, academic and community groups, representing Alaska from 
the Arctic all the way to Southeast Alaska. Participants reported after the training that they appreciated the 
clear framework presented that could be tailored to multiple situations and the exercises that helped think 
through those possible situations.  

Prior to this training, the CTPC 
participated in a four-week virtual course 
on risk communication lead by NOAA 
Office for Coastal Management, which 
informed a local workshop in October in 
Homer on HABS and human health to 
collect information to tailor the course 
content to be focused on HAB risks, 
rather than coastal hazards of flooding or 
erosion.  

 
MAPP: December 13, 2019  
CTP participates in the Mobilizing Action through Planning and Partnerships group on the southern Kenai 
Peninsula, and at the December meeting co presented on steps KBNERR has been taking to reduce 
community vulnerability to harmful algal blooms.  
 

Photo Left: Participants from the  
Building Risk Communication Skills Training 
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Voices of the Kenai: Port Graham, December 17, 2019  
CTP is part of a group hosting community listening sessions around the Kenai Peninsula, and this winter we 
were lucky to attend a session with the Port Graham Village Council. The CPTC provided an overview of how 
KBNERR is monitoring environmental change, with great dialogue back and forth on each topic.  This is a 
series of open community discussions about local climate and environmental change. The purpose is to hear 
community voices express what they see locally, what they think are the issues and problems, and 
ideas on solutions and next steps. Future events are planned for Seward and Homer. Video and audio from 
these discussions are recorded by Bjorn Olson of Ground Truth Trekking to broadcast collective voices to a 
greater Alaskan audience. 

 
North Pacific Fisheries Association: January 23, 2020  
The Research Coordinator and CTPC presented at the NPFA annual meeting on the state of the Bay- what 
our environmental observations have been over the last year, as well as provided an overview and copies of 
the newly published Alaska Fisheries Resilience Index.  

 

Social Coast Forum: February 3-6, 2020 

At this national forum hosted by NERRA and NOAA Office 

for Coastal Management, the CTPC and a NOAA Hollings 

scholar gave a roundtable tool demonstration, with four 

20-minute presentations of place-based learning tools 

developed at KBNERR. This format was a great way to get 

additional feedback to improve tools and help other place 

-based programs align research and education efforts 

with landowners for conservation outcomes.  

CTPC also attended a 1-day training “Estimating the Local 

Marine Economy” to prepare for 2 deliveries of this 

training in Alaska. We also assisted in a Resilience Metrics 

session and had discussions about future Ecosystem 

Services trainings in Alaska.  

 

Photo Above: NOAA Hollings Scholar Katie Hearther 
gives an overview of her internship and 
demonstrates tools  

https://nerrssciencecollaborative.org/resource/fisheries-resilience-index

