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C    uriosity is the spark for discovery. At the Sitka Sound Sci-
ence Center, we celebrate curiosity every day. Our research 

and science education programs are meant to support the ba-
sic idea that curiosity should inspire new questions and put us 
on a trajectory for answers. With our research partners, we are 
tackling some big questions about landslides, changing ocean 
chemistry, and salmon genetics. Our science education pro-
grams support students of all ages expanding their sense of cu-
riosity. We teach scientific thinking techniques (problem solv-
ing, validating, and innovation) that can be applied to solving a 
breadth of problems around our community and the world. As 
Sitka and the nation experience the impacts of climate change, 
supporting curious minds will help us adapt to these changes. 
When you make a contribution to the Sitka Sound Science Cen-
ter this year think about how confronting some of our nation’s 
biggest issues will require science research, education and 
above all curious people. Create a culture of curiosity with us 
here at Sitka Sound Science Center and be part of the discovery.

"Look up at the stars and not down 
at your feet. Try to make sense of 
what you see, and wonder about 
what makes the universe exist. 

Be curious."

CELEBRATE A CULTURE OF CURIOSITY

—Stephen Hawking
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The 2019 Hatchery Wild Salmon Interactions Project had an-
other great field season. This summer was marked by an ex-
cellent set of field technicians, solid chum returns and a lot 
of sun. The crews walked more than 300 miles to collect over 
3,000 samples during one of our hottest summers on record. 
The Sitka Sound Science Center is contracted to conduct field 
work in a statewide effort to better understand the interactions 
between wild and hatchery raised salmon. The Alaska Depart-
ment of Fish and Game (ADF&G) is constitutionally required 
to sustain the productivity of wild stocks. So, understanding 
how hatchery fish influence the genetics of wild fish is critical 
to maintaining the value of fisheries and protecting our wild 
populations. Since 2013, ADF&G along UAF, NOAA, and pub-
lic/private hatcheries have conducted a series of research stud-
ies addressing these concerns. 
 The Sitka Sound Science Center’s role is to collect tissue sam-
ples from post-spawn summer chum salmon in three streams 
in Northern Southeast Alaska. We collect DNA samples, scales 

and otoliths to be shipped to laboratories in Anchorage and Ju-
neau for processing. So far, we have learned that an average of 
7% of the adults we sample in wild streams come from hatch-
eries. In 2019, SSSC ‘s 8 field technicians spent 7 weeks hik-
ing streams and collecting more samples to better understand 
how hatchery fish influence wild populations. A similar study 
is underway with pink salmon in Prince William Sound. This 
statewide effort is slated to continue until 2023. Ultimately it 
will help to ensure that we will have salmon to eat today and for 
a long time into the future.

ALL-TAXA, ALL THE TIME

This was a big year for research into tiny creatures at the Sitka 
Sound Science Center. The intertidal zone is often a place of ac-
cessible wonder- tucked under every rock are squishy creatures 
that allow even the most novice beach goer access to biodiversi-
ty. Until recently, for Sitka National Historical Park, that biodi-
versity wasn’t officially documented or recorded. This summer, 
through a cooperative agreement with the Park, the Science 
Center attempted to record, recover, photograph, and identify 
all the living intertidal organisms in the Park; from every micro-
scopic free-floating plankton to each charismatic nudibranch. 

In total we made 609 species observations encompassing 12 
different phyla with the help of over 100 community 

volunteers and scientific experts. We saw range 
extensions for several species who had pre-

viously only been observed as far north as 
British Columbia and observed a handful 

of species that hadn’t been observed in 
the Park before, including a species of 
sand flea and a snail. All-taxa inventories 
are intensive, decade-long efforts that 
are often accompanied by community 
science-based surveys or “BioBlitz’s”, 
that attempt identify as many species as 

possible within in a given area. Efforts like 
our summer intertidal inventory provide 

important baseline information for future 
efforts to monitor changes overtime in the in-

tertidal.
 A special thanks to the University of Alaska South-

east Assistant Professor of Biology, Marnie Chapman for the do-
nation of her time, expertise, and patience to this project. Mar-
nie spent many wet, early mornings perusing the tidelands and 
hours in the lab laboriously identifying species.

U.C IRVINE-CLIMATE CHANGE AND 
ECOSYSTEM IMPACTS

Tide pooling may be fun to some, but to researchers from Uni-
versity of California Irvine (UCI) it is also their work. A team of 
15 researchers, led by Dr. Matt Bracken and Dr. Cascade Sorte 
at UCI, spent most of their summer hunched over tidepools 
at John Brown’s beach, identifying intertidal critters and simu-
lating conditions projected to occur in the pools over the next 
100 years. By raising water temperatures and bubbling carbon 
dioxide in to tidepools out in the field, they hope to assess and 
predict how tide pool communities will react to changing ocean 
conditions. The Irvine team was often found hauling batteries 
down the trail to the beach to fuel heaters and CO2 bubblers as 
well as conducting biodiversity surveys, collecting water sam-
ples, and identifying chitons. 
 In total the Irvine team identified 65 intertidal species over-
all (sometimes observing 39 species in one tidepool) and col-
lected over 1,700 water samples to be analyzed for pH and alka-
linity. This experiment required daily and careful maintenance 
at all hours of the day and night. It’s easy to understand why no 
one has conducted a coastal marine stimulation like this before.

GIVING HERRING EGGS HELP WITH KELP

This spring, herring were under the spotlight at the Sitka 
Sound Science Center. Researchers and SSSC alumni, Lauren 
Bell (University of California Santa Cruz) and Angie Bowers 
(University of Alaska Southeast), brought some exciting new 
research to the Sitka Sound Science Center this year. The pair 
incubated thousands of herring eggs under fluorescent UV light 
in the Science Center’s basement to better understand how 
this species is responding to stressors like ocean acidification 
and warming seas. This research is also assessing how kelp for-
ests and seagrass beds can act as refuge zones for herring who 
might be struggling to offset changes in temperature and acidi-
ty. Scientists project an increase in atmospheric carbon diox-
ide (which means more acidic seas) and an increase 
in water temperature of around 4° Celsius. It’s 
with that daunting news that the Science 
Center welcomed the rest of the research-
ers from Dr. Kristy Kroeker’ s lab out of 
UC Santa Cruz. For the second summer 
of their three-year long research proj-
ect, Kroeker’ s lab examined the effects 
ocean acidification in Sitka Sound. 
Ocean acidification is the process by 
which the sea is becoming more acidic 
due to climate change. Dr. Kroeker and 
her students are using a lab housed in 
the Science Center hatchery where they 
can manipulate oceanic conditions in small 
tanks to simulate stressors on organisms re-
lated to climate change (ocean acidification and 
warming). Researchers can change the acidity (pH) 
and temperature in each of the 24 tanks to monitor how herring 
eggs, kelp, abalone, sea urchins, and other species are respond-
ing to environmental changes. In addition to lab experiments, 
the Kroeker team spent time diving on kelp forests throughout 
Sitka Sound as they conducted subtidal surveys. 

The Sitka Sound Science Center conducts locally-
relevant research in collaboration with scientific 

partners, funded through a variety of sources. 

CHUMMING ALONG

5Newsletter 2019 SSSC4



WIND IN THE FOREST: LANDSLIDE 
ECOLOGY

This year closed the second of the three-year long study after a 
productive field season of debris flow and tree measurements, 
soil pit digging, and plant sampling. Funded by the National 
Science Foundation (NSF), this research investigates the re-
lationship between landslides and carbon stored in the Ton-
gass National Forest. This collaborative research is led by Dr. 
Adam Booth of Portland State University and Dr. Brian Buma 
of the University of Colorado Denver. Booth is a geomorphol-
ogist, who investigates the behavior of landslides, and Buma 
is an ecologist interested in how disturbances (e.g. wildfires, 
landslides, windstorms) effect carbon stored in forests. Their 
unique collaboration investigates how landslides and wind-
storms affect forest carbon in the Tongass National Forest. 
For example, how much carbon is transported down mountain 
sides during landslide events? Adam and Brian will return to 
Sitka in 2020 to host both in- and out-of-school activities for 
the community related to landslides and ecology, as well as 
wrap up their results. 

LANDSLIDE WARNING SYSTEM: A FIRST 
FOR ALASKA

In 2019 we kicked off a 3-year study designed to create a landl-
side warning system that is tailored to Sitka.. Funded by the 
National Science Foundation (NSF) Smart and Connected 
Communities (S&CC) program, partnering with the RAND 
Corporation, University of Oregon,  the  University of South-
ern California, Sitka Tribe of Alaska, and the Alaska State Di-
vision of Geologic and Geophysical Surveys and collaborating 
with the National Weather Service, US Forest Service, and US 

Geological Survey, this interdisciplinary project has three main 
components: geoscience, social science, and risk management. 
In May, SSSC worked with the RAND Corporation to hold the 
first “scoping workshop,” a day-long meeting in which invit-
ed stakeholders shared their ideas on warning system design 
and functionality to ensure people are safe. During the sum-
mer field season, geoscientists and engineers from Universi-
ty of Oregon, Oregon State University, and the US Geologic 
Survey installed Version 1 of a low-cost station that monitors 
soil moisture, pore pressure, and acceleration in the event of 
movement. At an even higher elevation, on Harbor Mountain, 
the Division of Geological and Geophysical Surveys installed 
a weather station that monitors precipitation, wind speed and 
direction, snow depth, temperature, and humidity. The hope 
is that the new technology connected to “smart technology”, 
combined with knowledge from experts in social science and 
risk management, may help us determine when there may be 
enough landslide risk to issue a warning. 
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SSSC PARTNERS WITH NOAA: 
BLOB AND P COD

Cold water in the Bering Sea are good for the health of young 
Pacific Cod, and chinook salmon. Through a collaborative proj-
ect with NOAA’s Auke Bay Laboratories in Juneau the Science 
Center is examining how marine ecosystems are changing in 
Alaska. SSSC scientists worked in NOAA’s laboratories to mea-
sure how much fat is in juvenile fish collected from the Ber-
ing Sea. These measurements give scientists insight into how 
healthy fish are and how likely they are to become adults. Juve-
nile fish are believed to need lots of fat at the end of summer in 
order to survive winter food scarcities. NOAA has been collect-
ing this kind of data in the southeastern Bering Sea since 2002. 
SSSC scientists added new data to the collection and summa-
rized the results for juvenile Pacific cod, Chinook salmon and 
Chum salmon to examine how they have changed since the 
early 2000’s. While cold conditions seemed to make juvenile 
Pacific cod and Chinook salmon fatter, temperature conditions 
did not explain changes in the amount of fat in Chum salmon.
 In another laboratory-based study, SSSC and NOAA scien-
tists are asking if eating a high fat diet in cold conditions makes 
cod fat? This study is an effort to examine the effects of the 
warm “blob” on juvenile Pacific cod. In 2014 -2016 water tem-
peratures in the Gulf of Alaska were extraordinarily warm. This 
had several effects on the ecosystem including seabird mortali-
ties, the collapse of the Pacific cod fishery and reduction in the 
quality of food available to juvenile fish. SSSC scientists and 
NOAA have been conducting laboratory studies to examine 
the combined effects of temperature and food quality on the 
growth of juvenile cod. Fish were held in tanks supplied with 
water at different temperatures. Some of the fish were offered a 
low-fat diet and others were offered a high fat diet. SSSC scien-
tists examined the growth of the cod and how much food they 
ate. The experiment just ended, and they have not yet tallied up 
the effects. Stay tuned to find out what happened. 

DR. ANNETTE PATTON
Postdoctoral Researcher in the Department of Earth Sciences 
at the University of Oregon. Her PhD research focused on eval-
uating the impacts of climate chance on landslide occurrence 
in Denali National Park, during which time she was mapping 
permafrost depths and identifying the rock/sediment types that 
are most susceptible to landsliding. Today, she is carrying her 
expertise over to Sitka to help implement the landslide fore-
casting system. By strategically placing soil moisture sensors 
on the hillsides and monitoring their output and weather data, 
she hopes to help determine what soil conditions are likely to 
trigger landslides during rainstorms. Dr. Patton was in Resi-
dence in September and October 2019. 

CRABBY SITUATION: 
SSSC ASSIST VIRGINIA MARINE 
SCIENCES INVESTIGATES POTS

Alaska’s Dungeness crab might be just a tiny bit stronger than 
their Chesapeake Bay cousins. A study led by Virginia Institute 
of Marine Sciences (VIMS) with assistance from Sitka Sound 
Science Center, is testing out a new biodegradable hinge to 
prevent what is known as ghost fishing. But the new crab pot 
technology may not be quite smart enough for Alaskan dungies. 
 When sport or commercial fishermen lose crab pots those 
pots may continue to trap crabs or other fish. This is referred to 
as “ghost” fishing and in Washington as many as 179,000 crabs 
are caught in lost pots each year. In Alaska the problem is much 
less extreme because we have fewer people fishing, but pots are 
lost and sometimes continue to fish. Crab pots are required to 
have a bio-degradable cord that will ultimately rot and let crabs 
escape, but biofouling and improper rigging means some pots 
continue to fish. Scientists at VIMS developed a crab pot hinge 
made of a biodegradable polymer that was used to replace the 
hinges controlling the door that traps the crabs. The idea is that 
if the hinges bio-degrade then the door will fall off and the crab 
can escape. SSSC outfitted several pots and gave them to sport 
fishermen to try out, in addition we set up a laboratory study to 
see how long it takes the hinges to degrade in Alaskan waters. 
Preliminary reports from the fishermen indicate that pots with 
the modified hinges caught about half as many crabs as unmod-
ified pots because the crabs just yanked the doors off the hing-
es. These hinges were found to be useful in the Chesapeake Bay 
blue crab fishery and are currently in use. Maybe Alaska crabs 
are just tougher than Maryland crabs. 

DIVE

In 2019, SSSC had the exciting opportunity to partner with the 
Hoonah Indian Association (HIA) to provide support and train-
ing for a unique underwater research study. SSSC Diving Safe-
ty Officer, Chance Gray, provided advanced and scientific diver 
training to HIA divers. Divers spent 3 weeks in Sitka learning 
various underwater research techniques, advanced diving skills 
and dive theory designed to prepare them to conduct dive re-
search in the Hoonah area. HIA secured funding for this train-
ing and further research in the Hoonah area through a generous 
grant from the Bureau of Indian Affairs: Tribal Resiliency Pro-
gram in Ocean and Coastal Management Planning. We look for-
ward to continuing our partnership with HIA through education 
programs and additional diver training. 

Photo by Michael Langhan
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SO FULL OF ENERGY
Transformative, transferring, bursting, vigorous, momentum 
was all part of 2019 Summer Camps connected by the com-
mon theme: energy. From making solar ovens and measuring 
photosynthesis in tide pools to building motion machines with 
gears and pulley systems, every camp fused high interest topics 
with high energy activities. Mechanical engineer and custom 
bike builder, Sam Malinowski, traveled from San Francisco to 
Sitka to guide middle and high school students through an un-
forgettable design challenge: constructing a human powered 
paper bike! The finished products were put to the ultimate test 
during the first ever Sitka Paper Bike Obstacle Course, where 
SSSC staff, parents, and community member cheered camp-
ers on as they swiftly (and some not so swiftly) rolled down 
the streets completing challenges and problem solving broken 
wheels. We switched gears to explore energy in living systems 
during “Bug Camp, Family Style”, where kids, parents, aunts, 
and uncles worked side-by-side with renowned entomologist 
duo, Derek and Melissa Sikes, to explore the outdoors, collect 
specimens, construct insect collection boxes, and learn togeth-
er as a family. The theme of energy in living systems remained 
front and center in “Food to Fire” where we teamed up with re-
searchers Matt Bracken and Cascade Sorte from the University 
of California Irvine, to conduct photosynthesis and respiration 
experiments in tide pools with 4th – 6th graders, or as we like 

to call them, the next generation of scientists. Family Nurse 
Practitioner and World Traveler, Lynn Gras, helped us create 
an unforgettable final camp, “Suiting up for Space”, by sharing 
her experiences working as a medical professional in remote 
research facilities in Antarctica and the similarities an extreme 
environment like Antarctica has to another planet, like Mars. 
We were lucky to snag her before she ventured off to the South 
Pole for the “summer” season!

EDUCATION
SCIENTISTS IN THE SCHOOLS

Meeting a real, live working scientist can have a huge impact 
on students. So SSSC’s goal is to have a scientist at every grade 
level throughout Sitka schools. This year we met that lofty goal. 
The Sitka Sound Science Center connects scientists to class-
rooms by collaborating with teachers in all Sitka School District 
schools and Mount Edgecumbe High School to identify areas 
within the curriculum that connects to the research of working 
scientists. Then, the real work begins – the collaborative plan-
ning of a unit that actively involves students in authentic science 
experiences with a scientist. Engaging activities strengthen stu-
dent understandings of relevant science content and hands-on 
activities extend student capabilities in scientific skills. 
 The topics for 2018-2019 school year were a diverse offering, 
but two new units focused on geoscience. Seventh graders had 
the unique experience of working side by side with Scientist 
in Residence Fellow, Rachel Lauer from the University of Cal-
gary, in a 3-day simulation of the work a submarine geophysi-
cist does during a research project at the bottom of the ocean 
floor. Students “drilled” cores, “extracted” fluids, and graphed 
salinity profiles. 
 Eighth graders got introduced to Dr. Ronald Daanen, a geo-
hydrologist from Alaska Division of Geological & Geophysical 
Surveys, who helped them understand the unique geology of 
Sitka and the factors that contribute to landslides. Then, stu-
dents immersed themselves in the social science of under-
standing how community members connect with each other as 
part of the process of developing a landslide warning system. 
Social scientists Dr. Ryan Brown and graduate student, Max 
Izenberg from the RAND Corp facilitated these sessions.

HIGH SCHOOL PROGRAMS

The 2018/2019 school year marked the first year that all three 
high schools in Sitka visited the Science Center Hatchery for 
a weekly aquaculture program. Aquaculture Director, Bill 
Coltharp, and Fish culturists Brian LeBlanc and Haley Jenkins 
share the fun and excitement of working in a hatchery in the 
best possible way - by letting students do the work! Students 
not only observe the day to day operations of a hatchery, but 
they participate in all aspects of our aquaculture system from 
spawning salmon and picking eggs to estimating flow rates and 
scrubbing tanks. This exciting partnership will continue in the 
2019-2020 school year. 

Sitka High School's Marine Biology class hit the water with Ed-
ucation Coordinator, Kristina Tirman, and Diving Safety Offi-
cer, Chance Gray, for five different snorkel excursions in Sitka 
waters. Students learned basic snorkeling skills and explore 
diverse underwater ecosystems, including eelgrass beds near 
Sage Beach and kelp forests near Magic Island. The final snor-
kel excursion this year was a boat trip to Pirates Cove, where 
students got to explore one of the original study sites of re-
nowned intertidal ecologists, Ed Ricketts and Jack Calvin.

Electing Aquaculture

Marine Bio Down Under

Student researchers reported feeling pride in their community 
as they worked on mentored research projects that related to 
their health and their community. Thanks to funding from the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks, Biomedical Learning and Stu-
dent Teaching (BLaST) program, SSSC’s mentored research 
model expanded this year with some outstanding research ex-
periences for high school and university students. Research Co-
ordinator Callie Simmons mentored a Seasonal Kelp Nutrition 
Study with three students, Muriel Reid, Sonja Briles, and Kate 
Nedens who gathered and analyzed kelp for a full 18 months. 
The team presented a final poster about their findings at the 
Alaska Marine Science Symposium in January in Anchorage.
 University of Santa Cruz PhD student Lauren Bell and Uni-
versity of Alaska ‘s Angie Bowers mentored students culturing 
herring eggs. SSSC Aquaculture Director, Bill Coltharp men-
tored students in a coho smolt growth study. During the sum-
mer of 2019, SSSC Geoscience Coordinator, Cora Siebert along 
with Callie Simmons mentored two Pacific High students, Eric 
Alvarado and Karl Cranston-Simmons in a US Forest Service 
funded field study of soil depths along the slopes of the Kram-
er landslide. US Forest Service hydrologists Jacquie Foss and 
KK Prussian provided training on field techniques. The men-
tor-mentee team produced a research paper detailing their 
findings and conclusions and presented their data to the Sitka 
Geo Task Force.

A Point of Pride: Mentored Research Projects

9Newsletter 2019 SSSC8



Education

S3 FUN ATTRACTS UNDERGRADS TO STEM

Fun should not be underrated. Undergraduates from Universi-
ty of Alaska Fairbanks, University of Alaska and Southeast, and 
Ft. Lewis College in Colorado get excited about STEM during 
Sitka WhaleFest because they are having fun. One of the pro-
grams that benefits from the unique burst of scientific sharing 
at Sitka WhaleFest is our program called “S3” involving under-
grads. Funded by a generous grant through University of Alaska 
Fairbanks BLaST (Biomedical Learning and Student Training), 
the college students attend the WhaleFest symposium as well 
as additional activities including workshops, seminars, and 
cohort experiences that create a sense of belonging in the sci-
entific community. S3 students go back home with emerging 
friendships and networks, and a renewed commitment to their 
programs of scientific studies.

BROADENING THE FIELD
In a year of limited facility space due to Mill Building construc-
tion, SSSC still enjoyed 6 different Field Courses during the 
summer and fall. New to Sitka were The Harker School, a high 
school from the San Jose, CA area; Johns Hopkins University 
for a pilot visit; and Williams-Mystic for a rich exploration of 
culture, marine research, and other maritime history. We were 
no less appreciative of our long-time friends, University of San 
Francisco, Stanford University, and Exeter University. Field 
Courses energize our organization with the fresh eyes and cu-
rious minds of young adults experiencing the unique outdoor 
laboratory of Sitka. 

PLANTING SCIENCE EARLY 
THROUGH SPROUTS

Sitka Sprouts had another successful year of guiding our young-
est scientists through exploration and experimentation at the 
Science Center. This weekly program exposes 3-5-year olds to 
science topics and tools at an early age in hopes that they will 
begin seeing themselves as scientific thinkers early. Sprouts 
topics range from physical sciences like density, kitchen chem-
istry, and magnetism to biological sciences like intertidal or-
ganisms, human anatomy, and animal adaptations. This free, 
weekly preschool program is in its 7th year and has become a 
Science Center staple that is beloved by staff and community 
members alike. 

ALL FIRED UP: FAB FRIDAY INTEGRATES 
ART AND SCIENCE

UAS Professor Liz Zacher led a ceramics project inspired by 
2018’s WhaleFest theme of “Curious Creatures”.  Middle school 
students in the after-school program, Fab Friday designed a 
clay tile and experimented with integrating different materi-
als – seaweed, salts, sawdust, copper wire, and more. The tile 
pieces were put in a pit fire built on Science Center grounds 
and showcased at the student art show during WhaleFest. Fab 
Friday switched gears for the winter session with an outdoor 
adventure club. Our group of extremely devoted middle school 
explorers trekked up mountains, skated across frozen lakes, and 
traipsed through town in search of hidden treasures. The spring 
adventures continued - only this time students took to the wa-
ter for kayaking, paddle boarding, and snorkeling excursions. 

ECO-DISCOVERY

Usually, Eco-Discovery challenges are family events, but this 
year all 1st graders trekked to the Science Center as part of 
their bat unit to solve the “Case of the Chiropteran Culprit”.  
The Eco-Discovery program uses high interest and interactive 
stations to explore ecological mysteries. Over the last year, 
families uncovered geologic mysteries (Junior Geologist), and 
explored invertebrate ecology (The Case of the Shrimp Snatch-
er). The SSSC education staff presented about Eco-Discovery 
at the Northwest Aquatic and Marine Educators (NAME) con-
ference in Port Townsend, WA this summer.

BEHIND THE SCENES
Sitkans rarely enjoy a clear night sky, which may explain the 
large group of enthusiastic adults who attended the Astronomy 
Behind the Scenes last winter. Rebecca Himschoot maintained 
just enough light in the StarLab to keep beverage glasses full 
and Ellen Chenoweth shared her favorite night sky app with as-
tronomy buffs like herself. Our free adult program is designed 
to let curious members of the community share in the things 
we love about the Science Center. 

NEW DIRECTIONS 
IN EDUCATION

Science with Math, or SWiM, funded by New York Life Founda-
tion, is an intervention designed in partnership with Blatchley 
Middle School to bolster math competency in middle school 
students using science as a conduit for learning and practice. 
Often abstract and theoretical, math can be a difficult subject 
to grasp at the secondary level. This is especially the case for 
students in transition to high school who have yet to master 
foundational mathematical concepts from prior grades. Ac-
cording to the 2018 Performance Evaluations for Alaska Schools 
(PEAK) math scores, over 60% of Sitka middle school students 
fell below or far below proficient in math. This percentage 
progressively increased to over 90% for 9th graders who come 
from economically disadvantaged households. SWiM attempts 

to close this gap by tapping into the participating students’ sci-
entific curiosity and creating dynamic curriculums founded on 
hands-on, field-based experiences offered through the Science 
Center. By connecting theory to practice, the SWiM coaches 
hope to instill a renewed fascination of math in these students 
and perhaps, reveal the hidden world of numbers embedded in 
our natural environment.
 The SSSC education department collaborates with Kate 
Mullin (Blatchley 7th grade math teacher) and Bobbi Jordan 
(retired high school math teacher) in creating and implement-
ing the modules like our first one called “Sampling Salmon”. 
Donning rain boots and rain pants, SWiM students measured 
the length, height, and weight of chum and pink salmon freshly 
captured from the hatchery raceway. In the following weeks, 
the SWiM team learned how to speak statistics as they played 
with concepts like random sampling using snacks and novel 
classroom games. By the end of the month, SWiMmers pro-
duced a final summary of averaged measurements to report 
back to the hatchery staff. 
 Students are not the only ones who join in on the fun, how-
ever. Family SWiM events include parents and siblings to cele-
brate math together. A highlight this year was the whale watch-
ing tour to investigate rational numbers in the context of whale 
feeding depths. 

RASOR, or Rural Alaskan Students in One-Health Research, is 
a new University of Alaska, Southeast (UAS) program serving 
rural high school students in collaboration with the Sitka Tribe 
of Alaska’s Southeast Alaska Tribal Ocean Research (SEATOR) 
lab, the Biomedical Learning and Student Training (BLaST) 
program through UAF, and SSSC. Conceived in early 2019, 
this initiative supports mentored One Health research 
studies using an intentional, community-focused 
approach. The 2019-2020 cohort arrived in Sitka 
the week of WhaleFest to officially kick-off RA-
SOR, and participated in trainings related to 
shellfish studies, introductory coursework 
associated with their distance research 
methods course, the Whalefest sympo-
sium and events, as well as many fun 
activities that developed a strong cohort 
culture. Students will work through the 
school year to explore research ques-
tions and methods primarily dealing with 
paralytic shellfish poisoning and toxic al-
gal blooms in their own communities.

Education Coordinator, Kristina Tirman, was named Co-Direc-
tor of the Northwest Aquatic and Marine Educators (NAME). 
NAME brings together scientists and educators throughout 
Alaska, Washington, Oregon, and British Columbia to share 
and inspire new ideas in environmental education. The Science 
Center is excited to become a part of the NAME family. 

A new kind of SWiM Team

A New Name in NAME

The RASOR’s Edge

Education
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 Hatchery Aquarium

hydrologic survey of the river conducted by Inter-Fluve, funded 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
 Special thanks to Skretting for their generous donation of 
fish food.

HATCHERY

TRYING THINGS OUT FOR SIZE

Both Pink and Chum salmon exceeded their size goal by release 
time in 2019. When released the Pinks weighed 1.85g (we aim 
for 1.5g), and the Chum were at 2.26g (2g is the goal). To-
tal releases for the year were 5.4 million Pinks and Chums and 
212,000 Coho. The Coho’s were released in two groups, ear-
ly saltwater entry and spring entry. The early entry group was 
tagged with a separate tag code to try and determine if ocean 
survival is better than the spring entry group. 
 Cost recovery was successful this year with a great return 
on Pink salmon at 119,000, of which 113,000 were harvested. 
Chum salmon return to the hatchery came in at about half of 
what was projected but was adequate for cost recovery goals 
and brood stock needs. The cost recovery goal was met, and 
we thank Silver Bay Seafood for helping us out with that. A 
very special thank you to the captains and crews of the F/V 
Perseverance and the F/V Lucy-O for conducting our cost 
recovery fishing.
 Pink and Chum egg take went very well with just the right 
amount of fish needed for 3.2 million eggs taken for brood 
stock. Hatchery staff was able to get a lot done this summer, 
starting with painting all the round ponds and reconfiguring 
the bird nets. This was done with the help of Outer Coast sum-
mer program participants and we thank them for the help. The 
lower fish ladder in the raceways was replaced and the upper 
adult holding pool was fixed. We excavated the holding pool to 
allow for more fish in the upper pool and patched the breakwa-
ter to prevent fresh water leaking into Crescent harbor. Other 
projects included maintenance to our diversion dam up Indian 
river, which involved dredging gravel, relocating it, and a full 

A GOOD LUCK KISS
The annual Coho release party was attended by a record num-
ber of people this year. Annually we throw a party to celebrate 
sending off our final salmon babies of the year with a BBQ and 
many well wishes. Participants are given their own Coho salm-
on to release on Sage Beach. Kids and adults of all ages whisper 
to the babies, name them and wish them luck in the wild blue 
yonder. We were especially excited to see some NSRAA board 
members giving a special “good luck kiss” to the salmon they 
hope will make it back to caught by commercial fishermen.

INCUBATE THAT
Currently we are in the design stage of a new spawning area 
and incubation building. Thanks to a generous donation from 
Douglas Island Pink and Chum (DIPAC) and additional fund-
ing from Northern Southeast Regional Aquaculture Association 
(NSRAA), SSSC is working with TetraTech engineers and de-
signers to assist with planning a new spawning platform and in-
cubation building. We expect this improvement will make our 
egg take and incubation more efficient and provide more space 
in the Sage Building for research. 

14,500 
VISITORS

BY THE NUMBERS

By the numbers – The summer of 2019 was a record-breaking 
year. We saw over 14,500 visitors come through from May to 
September, which was over 3,000 more people than last year.  
While the average per day is about 112 people, some days we 
saw over 300! Most of our visitors are off the cruise ships, so we 
see people from all over the world, such as Australia, Japan, and 
Norway, just to name a few, as well as people from all 50 states.
 Our summer staff was as diverse this year as our guests. Ma-
son Rozgowski came here for the summer from Michigan, and 
Lizzy McMurray, Sarah Mastroni and Lauren Strope came up 
from California. Zofia Danielson and Sophia Schwantes are Sit-
ka residents, though Zofia goes to college in Washington state. 
Each brought a unique perspective to share with our guests and 
were a pleasure to work with. All staff went through detailed in-
terpreter training, as well as the AlaskaHost Customer Service 
Essentials training course.

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF THE 
TENTACLED KIND

The new Octopus Encounter program introduced Pearl to 
visitors, gave her a chance to strut her stuff, and exercise her 
mind. Our aquarium professionals introduced food puzzles to 
both Pearl and Kanaloa, allowing visitors, and staff, to track 
their progression over three months. Both animals successfully 
solved their puzzles and enjoyed their tasty treats. 
 Coming Attractions – For 2020, we are looking to expand vis-
itor experiences. The plan is to increase the number of guided 
tidepool walks, including two night time walks in the winter 
months. Stay tuned for more details.

OTHER AQUARIUM HAPPENINGS

Sitka Cirque, a non-profit dedicated to promoting wellness, 
creativity, and exploration within safe spaces and broaden the 
accessibility to and involvement in circus arts, came to the 
aquarium to observe invertebrates for inspiration for their pup-
pet creation for their big spring show, Tides. 
 Artist Sarah Dart led a Paint & Snack event for parents and 
kids, with an ocean-themed painting. 

AQUARIUM

Photo by Bobbi Jordan
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Other News

Photo by James Poulson

ONE HEALTH
A new, short video about the Alaska One Health Initiative fea-
tures Sitka and was screened on World One Health day during 
Sitka WhaleFest. One Health is an idea held by many indige-
nous cultures for thousands of years that animal, human and 
environmental health are all connected. Here in Alaska, One 
Health also has a spiritual and mental health component. The 
University of Alaska is spearheading the One Health initia-
tive. The Biomedical Learning and Student Training program 
(BLaST), now in its sixth year, supported by the National In-
stitute of Health, is part of the One Health initiative. The idea 
is that some of our largest issues in Alaska like climate change, 
suicide, alcoholism, accident rates will require a multi-disci-
pline approach. 

SITKA SOUND ECO POLE COMES FULL 
CIRCLE – IT SPINS

With funding from the National Endowment of the Arts, Mas-
ter carver Tommy Joseph carved a 12 foot yellow cedar pole 
that represents the ecosystem and science of Sitka Sound. The 
sculpture which stands on the western side of the Sage Build-
ing, depicts sea creatures that live nearby and is carved 360 de-
grees around and is mounted on a base that spins! 
The pole represents both the cultural and scientific heritage 
of Sitka Sound. It celebrates Sitka’s scientific legacy to North 
Pacific research, Sitka’s history as a science-oriented commu-
nity, one in which Alaska Natives and subsistence users have 
depended upon observation, trial and error and careful criti-
cal thinking in order to better understand the ocean. The pole 
also serves as an artistic conduit to express scientific ideas in a 
cultural context. Through a discussion of ideas about research, 
art and what Sitka Sound represents, an advisory group of sci-
entists, artists and community members fueled Joseph’s inspi-
ration for the sublime design: Kathy Hope Erickson, Chairman, 
Sitka Tribe of Alaska; Lauren Wild, PhD student at UAF; Taylor 

White and Lauren Bell, PhD students at UCSC, studying inver-
tebrate and kelp communities in Sitka Sound; Lisa Teas Con-
way, artist and member of Greater Sitka Arts Council. Metal 
worker Mike Litman built the rotating base for the pole. Tory 
O’Connell directed the project. Kristina Cranston was Joseph’s 
apprentice. The Joseph Marine Ecosystem Pole will stand on 
the shore of Sitka Sound, and provide a place for all visiting 
scientists and students to contemplate the landscape - physical, 
cultural, spiritual - of the area in which they are working. May 
it also demonstrate to marine scientists the important connec-
tion between science and traditional knowledge.

Richard Nelson
Cultural anthropologist, writer, radio host, videographer and 
friend of the Sitka Sound Science Center, Richard Nelson died 
surrounded by bird song and good friends this year. With support 
from the Skaggs Foundation, Nelson donated his books to the 
Steward Library here at the Science Center. Nelson lived for 
years among indigenous cultures in the North and wrote Hunters 
of the Northern Ice, Hunters of the Northern Forests, Shadow of 
the Hunter, and The Athabaskans. With his book Make Prayers to 
the Raven about the Koyukon people. His book The Island Within 
was the winner of the John Borough Award for Distinguished 
Natural History writing. He was the Alaska Writer Laureate in 
1999. He was also the host and narrator of Encounters: Radio 
Experiences in the North, a nationally distributed public radio 

series produced by SSSC Executive Director Lisa Busch.

Jamie Gorman
Jamie Gorman, 30, was a lifelong Sitkan with a passion for the 
ocean. A commercial fisherman, Jamie spent his free time surfing 
with friends. His family has asked friends to donate to the Sitka 

Sound Science Center in his honor for a beach cleanup.

Umi Hoshijima 
Umihiko Hoshijima, 28, a postdoctoral researcher at UC Santa 
Cruz, died in a tragic accident while conducting research 
with the USGS near Glacier Bay. Umi was a member of Kristy 
Kroeker’s lab, and spent the summer of 2018 conducting ocean 
acidification research out of the Science Center. He quickly 
became a familiar face around Sitka, and we thought of him as 

one of our own.

Chuck Clarke
Charles Clarke, from San Luis Obispo, father of SSSC Education 
Director Janet Clarke, was a retired Army officer who adored 
his family and loved the Science Center. Chuck was considered 
by many of us here as our “number 1 Facebook fan”, and always 
had a greeting and happy comment for us. Chuck and his wife 
of 63 years, Liz, enjoyed coming to the Science Center when 
they were in town, and were able to spend some time with 

Pearl the Octopus.

OTHER NEWS

IN MEMORIAL

Photo by Michael Langhan
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Other News Other News

SO LONG GRANNY
Sitka Sound Science Center said farewell to its first research 
director, Tory O’Connell Curran, who retired in January 2019 
and now spends the majority of her time with her grandbaby, 
Theo. Tory was responsible for developing most of SSSC’s first 
large research projects, strong partnerships with local, state 
and federal agencies. She directed the Scientist in Residency 
Fellowship, headed up the marine debris program, started our 
retail operation, and helped to create the flexible, can do, hard-
working, fun culture of our organization. We miss her but she 
pops in regularly with our newest science girl. 

Organ donors contribute to the world long after they 
have passed away. Putting Sitka Sound Science Center 
into your estate will also make a difference to the world 
after you have died. Dedicating part of your estate to the 
Sitka Sound Science Center will assure a legacy of gen-
erosity, science learning, and scientific discovery. 

WHY BUY NEW WHEN OLD WILL DO: 
SITKA SAWMILL BUILDING

SITKA WHALEFEST

After years of planning, designing and major fundraising, the 
Sitka Sawmill Building rehabilitation finally launched this 
spring. Thank you to the Rasmuson Foundation, the Murdock 
Trust and the Karsh Foundation for their large contributions to 
the effort. The State of Alaska: Office of History & Archeology, 
State Historic Preservation Fund and City of Sitka also sup-
ported the effort. The project is intended to help SSSC meet its 
science research and education mission while maintaining the 
building’s historical significance. The project took the structure 
apart board by board, carefully saved the reusable parts and 
then created a new foundation. The original framing and roof 
trusses were salvaged or rebuilt out of original materials. With 
significant funds from the National Science Foundation’s Field 
Station and Marine Lab section, the revitalized Mill Building 
will have a dedicated area for supporting dive research and ed-
ucation. In the last ten years with rapid environmental change 
being observed around the Gulf of Alaska, SSSC has seen a sig-
nificant increase in dive related research. The new dive area will 
provide dive equipment storage, showers, and a new compres-
sor for supporting researchers and expanding our education-
al opportunities such as the dive field course we support for 
University of California Santa Cruz. The rehabilitated structure 
will also be used for scientific equipment and hatchery storage. 
An expanded public space for retail and Ludvig’s chowder will 
highlight the original features of the sawmill to help us educate 
visitors about the history and significance of the Sitka Sawmill. 
The building will also include a machine and maintenance shop 
to support our facility, hatchery and the growing needs of our 
research partnerships. We are excited to reintegrate the Sitka 
Sawmill into our mission and continue the legacy of education 
and research.

Enthusiastic participants from across the country and an en-
gaging, dynamic group of scientists all convened in Sitka to 
make the 23rd annual Sitka WhaleFest spectacular. The Science 
Symposium Mysteries of Our Changing Seas captivated attendees 
through science presentations and transported the audience 
across species and seas uncovering changes we’re seeing and 
what they mean for the future. Through the Science Sympo-
sium portion of the festival, researchers identified current indi-
cators of change from tropical reefs to Arctic whales. They pre-
sented on research about new techniques that help science as-
semble puzzle pieces to decipher the mysteries of the ocean. The 
symposium was surrounded by other marine themed events 
including a Marketplace & Café with local artisans, Wildlife 
Cruises, a Banquet, Student Art Show, Maritime Grind Variety 
Show, Don Sineti Family Concert, Film Fest, Ocean Bowl Exhi-
bition, Discussion Sessions and WhaleFest Fun Run (2mi walk, 
5K & 10K). 
 The 2019 Sitka WhaleFest is made possible by individuals, lo-
cal businesses and many other organizations. The symposium 
and educational events were supported by the North Pacific 
Research Board, The National Science Foundation, University 
of Alaska Southeast, Sitka Alaska Permanent Charitable Trust, 
First Bank, Salthchuk, Silver Bay Seafoods and Alaska Airlines. 
We are thankful to have partnered with Southeast Alaska Re-
gional Health Consortium on the WhaleFest Fun Run and the 
Greater Sitka Arts Council on the Maritime Grind, a communi-
ty talent show.
 Meanwhile, the educational programs at Sitka WhaleFest 
continue to grow. This year Rural Alaskan Students in One-
Health Research (RASOR) was added to the line up of student 
educational programs affiliated with WhaleFest. RASOR was 
made possible through funding from the National Institute of 
Health and is a partnership with Sitka Tribe of Alaska and Uni-
versity of Alaska Southeast. 

 New to the main stage of WhaleFest this year, high school 
students participating in the National Ocean Science Bowl 
(Ocean Bowl) demonstrated how they compete to the Whale-
Fest audience. 
 Be sure to mark your calendars for the 2020 Sitka WhaleFest 
November 5th – 8th. For more information and to stay up to 
date on the theme, speakers, topics and events visit www.sit-
kawhalefest.org.
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MEMBERSHIPSNEW FACES

LOCAL MEDIA 
THANKS

Love to visit the Science Center or have your 
kids participate in our Summer Camps? We’ve 
got a membership level that’s right for you!

Want to take your Sitka Sound Science Center 
membership to the next level? Become a member 
of our Donor Circle. This program is for those 
who go above and beyond for the Sitka Sound 
Science Center. Your support helps maintain our 
facilities and programs, such as the aquarium, 
hatchery, Sprouts, WhaleFest and many more. 

Visit www.sitkascience.org/donate for more information on membership and donor circle benefits

TECHNICIAN MENTOR INNOVATORCRITICAL 
THINKER

SEEDLING SEASTAR  GRIZZLY 
$30 $50 $75

$100 $200
SALMON HUMPBACK 

Unlimited 
admission for 1 
person for 1 year

Unlimited 
admission for 2 
people for 1 year

Unlimited 
admission for 3 
people for 1 year

Unlimited 
admission for 
5 people for 
1 year & 25% 
discount on 
Summer Camp 
registration

Unlimited 
admission for 
8 people for 
1 year, SSSC 
water bottle & 
25% discount on 
Summer Camp 
registration

$300 $1,000 $2,000 $5,000

We’d like to give a shout out to Sitka’s local media 
for helping us engage our community in science. 
Visiting scientists are often heard on the airwaves 
of KCAW, the public radio station and KIFW the 
am station. Thank you to the Sitka Sentinel for 
their coverage of science throughout the year and 
to the Sitka Soup for highlighting scientists and 
Science Center events whenever possible. 
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