FINAL GRANT REPORT


To the Jessica Jennifer Cohen Foundation,

I am happy to submit this report on the conclusion of my grant from the Jessica Jennifer Cohen Foundation in conjunction with the St. Andrew Bay Resource Management Association and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.  My hope in accepting the grant was to contribute my education, time, and interest in marine biology and education to the Panama City community, helping to support local conservation and education efforts.  This report contains descriptions of the organizations and programs I collaborated with, the projects I worked on, and the results of the grant.

BACKGROUND
The grant supported my work with two agencies:  the St. Andrew Bay Resource Management Association (SABRMA) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration/National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA/NMFS).  
SABRMA is a non-profit group formed by residents who recognized the need for the local community to become more involved in conservation issues facing Bay County, FL.  It is concerned primarily with issues facing the St. Andrew Bay system, which is under increasing pressure due to rapid development in the surrounding area.  SABRMA’s objective is to ensure that growth is accompanied by wise management of the bay and its associated waters, wetlands, and resources.  This is done through regular resource monitoring, education and outreach, recycling programs, and participation in local political meetings.  The organization and its programs are entirely volunteer-based.
The NOAA/NMFS laboratory in Panama City is a government agency designed to manage marine resources.  It performs a wide variety of biological research used to design plans for management of recreational and commercial fishery resources in the Gulf of Mexico.  NMFS scientists are also studying protected marine systems and organisms in order to improve and ensure future populations and management.

PROGRAM DESCRIPTIONS AND WORK COMPLETED
SABRMA
a) Seagrass Monitoring in St. Andrew Bay
	Seagrasses are marine flowering plants, extremely important to the health of bay water systems.  These plants improve water clarity by stabilizing and trapping sediment and by removing nutrients from the water, also preventing algal blooms.  In addition, seagrass beds are nurseries for many fish species, shrimp, crabs, and scallops.  The St. Andrew Bay is an important recreational and commercial resource for the Panama City and Panama City Beach communities.  Maintenance of water clarity and populations of fish and other marine species is vital to local businesses, the tourism industry and the quality of life for Bay County residents.  Thus, preservation of its seagrass beds is imperative.  Seagrass populations can also be used as a bioindicator of water quality.
Research has shown that seagrass coverage in the bay has decreased 17% over the past 30 years and at least 50% of the seagrass beds in the bay have been scarred by boat props.  In response to this trend, SABRMA has set up a program for seagrass monitoring, led by volunteer Linda Fitzhugh.  Long-term transects have been established in West Bay, Grand Lagoon, and East Bay, sites with large seagrass beds, and are monitored annually by groups of volunteers.  Water quality data is taken at each of these sites.  In addition, RMA has just begun a new seagrass project.  An additional pass was recently dredged at the eastern end of the bay.  In order to monitor the effects of this opening, additional water and seagrass data are to be collected monthly in the area surrounding the new pass.
My work this summer has focused primarily on helping Linda with these seagrass projects.  At the beginning of the summer we took a boat out to East Pass, chose sites with large seagrass beds, and set up the new transects.  In order to estimate and describe seagrass health, we took data every 10m along the transects, measuring percent cover, species composition, height of each species, water depth, and other observations and took video footage along the entire transect.  We collected data for the four sites by East Pass on a monthly basis.  In addition we reestablished posts at the other seagrass sites in East Bay and Grand Lagoon and put in midpoints with known GPS coordinates in order to help volunteers and to standardize data from different years.  I entered and analyzed the data from the past two years and from our work this summer.  In addition I helped to prepare educational videos on the importance of seagrass ecosystems for distribution.

b) Baywatch
	Every month volunteers from RMA sample water from stations in St. Andrews Bay and its associated waters.  The water is analyzed by volunteers and by the University of Florida and the data used to monitor the long-term health of the bay system.  I participated in a water sampling in North Bay and learned the techniques used to monitor visibility, water depth, pH, salinity, and other variables.  I also worked with other volunteers to analyze the samples returned to the lab, extracting water for chlorophyll and nutrient content, measuring turbidity, preparing pH buffers, and helping to train new volunteers.  In addition I did research on rainfall data over the last decade, needed to supplement the water quality data.

c) Turtle Watch 
	Turtle Watch is a group of volunteers working to locate sea turtle nests, protect them until the nest hatches, and then to help the hatchlings reach the water safely.  Panama City Beach is home to the smallest and most threatened loggerhead population in the United States.  The greatest danger for hatchlings is disorientation from beach lighting.  The local government recently passed a lighting ordinance proposed by RMA that requires that beachfront properties along a portion of the beach modify light fixtures to turtle-friendly lighting.  At the request of the project coordinator Kennard Watson, I contacted a similar organization in Sarasota, FL and the Caribbean Conservation Corporation for information on turtle-friendly lighting.  Both organizations have sent RMA information that we hope will be helpful to preparing a packet to assist property owners with these changes.



NOAA/NMFS
a) Net Pull/Education Program
	NMFS biologist Alan Collins received a grant to establish a hands-on marine biology educational program for local public schools.  Its goal is to improve long-term conservation by educating all fourth graders in Bay County about the importance of the bay’s resources.  During my first month here I participated in a net-pull for a class of fourth graders.  The class began with an explanation of the program followed by collecting trash on the beach while we pulled a net through the seagrass bed off the shore.  We then collected the fish and invertebrates from the net and placed them in a small pool, where the children were able to identify them and learn about their biology.  The organisms were then returned to the water.  Later in the summer I helped to prepare pictures of many of these marine species to be used as a portable teaching device during the next school year.

b) Fish Spawning Studies
	NMFS uses fish gonads collected from scientific survey, recreational, and commercial fishermen to determine spawning seasons, yield, fish population health, and to develop guidelines and regulations for fishing of these species in local waters for each year.  I learned to block fish gonads, a method of preparing them for histological analysis in order to determine the spawning yield, and blocked samples that needed to be analyzed.  I also transcribed blocking data for later analysis.  In addition I created Excel graphs examining the relative gonad weight of fish caught throughout the year in order to help determine the spawning time of a given species and hence the appropriate time for scientific sampling.

FINAL RESULTS
This has been a very rewarding summer for me, and I am extremely grateful for the opportunities that the JJCF grant has given me.  I have enjoyed working with both SABRMA and NMFS.  My knowledge of marine biology was challenged and increased, I worked with wonderful and insightful people, and also grew personally.  This was the first time I have worked with an entirely volunteer organization and was amazed at the dedication and hard work that the RMA volunteers place into these projects.  It encouraged and challenged me to establish that kind of commitment to the environment and community around me in the years to come.  The work itself was both challenging and exciting.  I learned how to scuba dive and to boat to help with the seagrass transects, saw amazing marine life including puffer fish, sting rays, and countless dolphins, and worked in an absolutely beautiful bay system.  I feel blessed to have had this opportunity and am so very grateful to the Jessica Jennifer Cohen Foundation for making it possible.  


