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Although Cook Inlet RCAC conducts many projects independently, much of our work is accomplished through partnerships. We  

often benefit from the expertise and perspectives of scientists from state or federal agencies or from universities who are invited 

to participate on our projects. In turn, we also participate on projects of other organizations where their program’s or project’s 

goals overlap with those of the Cook Inlet RCAC.   

One such example is the Nearshore Monitoring Program of the National Park Service’s (NPS) Southwest Area Network (SWAN).  

Cook Inlet RCAC’s Director of Science and Research, Susan Saupe, has participated on this program for the pasts 5 years, monitor-

ing nearshore marine resources within the Katmai National Park, whose shorelines are just downstream of Cook Inlet and are 

within our area of concern. Documenting changes to these resources over time will provide context for understanding data from 

our areas of concern and suggest possible causes for these changes.  

The work along the Katmai coast is only one area in a larger study that is now part of a multi-agency partnership called Gulf Watch 

Alaska. Three areas are monitored annually, Katmai National Park, Kenai Fjords National Park, and western Prince William Sound.  

There are also periodic assessments elsewhere, including the Lake Clark National Park shorelines on the west side of Cook Inlet.  

Cook Inlet RCAC has participated with the NPS during monitoring 

for those surveys, as the sampling overlaps with several of our prior 

monitoring programs.    

Nearshore habitats and organisms are sensi-

tive to various natural and human disturb-

ances at various temporal and spatial scales 

and provide unique habitats for a variety of 

life stages for marine organisms. The NPS de-

scribed in its study plan why nearshore sys-

tems are especially good indicators of change 

“…because organisms in the nearshore are relatively sedentary, 

accessible, and manipulable. In contrast to other marine habitats, 

there is a comparatively thorough understanding of mechanistic links between species and their physical environment that helps 

us understand causes for change. Additionally, the nearshore is the one habitat within which it is most likely that we will be able to 

detect relatively localized sources of change, tease apart human induced from naturally induced changes, and provide suggestions 

for management actions to reduce human induced impacts. Because many of the organisms in the nearshore are sessile or have 

relatively limited home ranges, they can be geographically linked to sources of change with a reasonable degree of accuracy.” 

Sampling in the Katmai area was conducted from July 9-18, 2014 onboard the NPS-contracted research vessel Island C.  Cook Inlet 

RCAC has contracted this vessel during several prior studies, including ShoreZone surveys in the Kodiak area in 2005 and our Inte-

grated Cook Inlet Monitoring and Assessment Program (ICIEMAP) in 2008. The July sampling focused on estimating eelgrass cover; 

abundance of intertidal algae and invertebrates on rocky shores; densities and sizes of mussels; abundance of marine birds; abun-

dance, nest site density, and composition of prey provisioned to chicks for black oystercatchers; abundance, survival and diet of 

sea otters; and collections of organisms at a range of trophic levels for a carbon source study using natural stable carbon and nitro-

gen isotopes. Every five years, various organic and inorganic contaminants in mussels are also measured. In addition, temperature 

(both water and air) and salinity loggers are deployed to collected data throughout the year.   

In the field 

Otter carcass deposited by 
currents on a Katmai 
beach.  Skulls and teeth are 
collected to help determine 
age, sex, and condition of 
the animal at death as part 
of the nearshore ecosystem 
monitoring study. (Saupe) 


