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DISCOVERY STARTS HERE

Faculty Facts
Displaced Scientists Begin Rapid 
Study of Seagrass Meadows and 
Bays
   Science stops for no hurricane. 

Several faculty at The University of 

Texas Marine Science Institute have 

been working in overdrive since the 

category four Hurricane Harvey 

slammed the Gulf Coast. Despite 

being displaced from their homes, 

relocated to temporary laboratories 

and offices, science continued to be 

at the forefront of their minds. Quickly 

after the hurricane made landfall, the 

National Science Foundation issued a 

call to scientists to study the effects of 

the storm on the environment.

   Four faculty at The University of 

Texas Marine Science Institute were 

awarded a combined $356,785 for two 

projects that will study the impact of 

the hurricane on our state’s seagrass 

meadows and the biogeochemistry of 

the local bays. 

   Hurricane Harvey brought with it 

very high winds and large storm surge 

that had the potential to re-shape 

the seagrass meadows. “We hope to 

gain a holistic understanding of the 

hurricane’s impacts,” said Assistant 

Professor Dr. Lauren Yeager. “We’ll be 

working to, not just figure out how 

much seagrass was lost, but also 

tease apart how different aspects 

of the storm changed how seagrass 

meadows function.” Dr. Yeager will be 

joined by veteran seagrass biologist Dr. 

Ken Dunton to also investigate what 

factors help seagrass rebound quickly 

after such a massive disturbance. 

   With winds reaching as high as 150 

miles per hour, the hurricane cut new 

water passes and moved an untold 

amount of sand and mud throughout 

the bays. This movement of sediment, 

combined with heavy flash floods 

directly impacts the biogeochemical 

processes including the amount of 

nutrients in the bays. UTMSI chemists, 

Drs. Amber Hardison and Zhanfei Liu, 

will put their grant to work by trying 

to understand how Hurricane Harvey 

changed the water and sediment 

biogeochemistry in the Mission and 

Aransas Bays, which weathered the 

eye of the storm. “With a storm of this 

magnitude, the bays will not function 

like we are accustomed to,” said Dr. 

Zhanfei Liu. “They received such a 

tremendous amount of nutrients, and 

we’re interested to see how the bays 

will respond in the short-term and the 

long-term. We could see more algal 

blooms in the future, but we won’t 

know until we get out on the water.”

   The effects that Hurricane Harvey 

inflicted on the local bays and estuaries 

may last for months and it may take 

many years for them to recover. The 

researchers’ personal recovery will 

happen concurrently. They’re likely to 

be juggling sampling trips on the bays 

with contractor meetings to install 

new drywall or roofs in their homes. 

“Science doesn’t stop for hurricanes,” 

Dr. Hardison says with a smile. “On the 

bright side, this new research will be 

a welcome distraction from dealing 

with the damage to our home and our 

colleagues’ houses.” The scientists 

are the epitome of resilience. Their 
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research will soon learn if the local seagrass meadows and 

bays have their own form of resilience.  

Research gets a nod from top ranked biological journal 
   New research about how nitrogen moves throughout the 

Arctic rivers and streams was selected as an Editor Highlight 

in the Journal of Geophysical Research: Biogeosciences. 

Former graduate student from The University of Texas 

Marine Science Institute (UTMSI), now Ph.D., Matt Khosh 

led the study. The editors of the journal selected his 

research as a highlight because “the findings contribute to 

our understanding of the timing, magnitude, and seasonal 

composition of nitrogen delivered from Arctic systems over 

the course of a meltwater season and have implications 

with regards to expected changes in a warming world.”

   Research and work in the Arctic faces huge logistical 

challenges and information on how nitrogen moves 

throughout those systems are very limited. This research 

sheds light on the seasonal dynamics and provides much 

needed information on potential nitrogen contributions 

from Arctic watersheds to its coastal zones.

   One of the key discoveries from this research was that 

rivers and streams on the North Slope of Alaska carry 

extraordinarily high concentrations of nitrogen, in the form 

of dissolved inorganic nitrogen, during late summer and fall. 

This nitrogen has the potential to fuel late-season primary 

productivity, like algal blooms, in the Arctic Ocean. More 

importantly, this research can be coupled with climate 

change predictions to enable scientists to better estimate 

how nutrient loading might change in the future, which 

could have dramatic impacts to coastal ecosystems in 

the Arctic Ocean. “While nitrogen moving through rivers 

and streams are an important part of a natural cycle, the 

seasonality of those dynamics is particularly important now 

because warmer temperatures in the Arctic are causing 

earlier spring snowmelt and later fall freezeup in many 

regions,” said Khosh. 

   Dr. Khosh is joined in the research by Drs. Jim McClelland 

from UTMSI, Andrew Jacobson and Gregory Lehn from 

Northwestern University, and Thomas Douglas and 

Amanda Barker from U.S. Army Cold Regions Research 

and Engineering Laboratory. The study was supported by 

the National Science Foundation. 

Seagrass Scientists Continue Work
   Despite being displaced from their homes and relocated 

to a nearby university, seagrass biologists at The University 

of Texas at Austin’s Marine Science Institute are trudging 

on, literally. As early as September, Professor Ken Dunton’s 

graduate students, Victoria Congdon, Christina Bonsell, and 

Meaghan Cuddy began battling everything from jellyfish 

to debris of all kinds to quantify the impact that Hurricane 

Harvey wrought on seagrass communities along the Texas 

coast. 

   Just days after the storm hit, Dunton and his team began 

to make arrangements to secure the vehicles and boats 

needed to conduct a rapid assessment of the Coastal Bend 

region seagrasses. They had just completed their annual 

assessment weeks earlier on their statewide program 

funded by several agencies, including the National Park 

Service, Texas General Land Office and the Coastal Bend 

Bays & Estuaries Program. “In Texas, seagrass beds provide 

critical nurseries for many fisheries including flounder, 

redfish, speckled trout, blue crab and shrimp. We know that 

a storm like Hurricane Harvey could have a sizable impact 

and we wanted to get on the water as quickly as possible 

to survey the possible damage,” said Dunton.

Matt Khosh collects a water sample from a river in the Northern 
slope of Alaska to identify seasonal patterns in organic matter 
and nutrient concentrations. Courtesy photo.
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   The team surveyed stations along a gradient of increasing 

exposure to hurricane force winds - from the Upper Laguna 

Madre to Aransas and Copano Bays. All of the stations, 

128 of them, were sites that they have been monitoring 

for several years. “I’ve lived in Port Aransas since 1986 

and have been studying seagrass from Galveston to Port 

Isabel, but this event is nothing like I’ve seen before. We 

are still analyzing our samples, but the damage is severe 

in many areas,” said Dunton.

   A massive sampling effort of this scale is only possible 

with help. Despite the enormous disruption from Harvey, 

The University of Texas at Austin’s Marine Science Institute 

supported this field response through the mobilization of 

boats and a vehicle. Local universities have also helped. 

Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi’s Center for Coastal 

Studies have been providing lab facilities for sample 

processing.

   This study will provide a unique opportunity to assess 

effects of a major storm event on seagrass beds. Seagrasses, 

like terrestrial plants, require water, nutrients, and light in 

order to grow. Their high light requirements restrict the 

depth at which they can grow; therefore, underwater light 

availability is often the limiting factor restricting seagrass 

survival. Dunton’s team is particularly concerned about 

new sediment deposition and the high sediment loads from 

flood waters that can drastically decrease the amount of 

light able to reach the seagrass leaves. 

   The scientists are finding very interesting things. “While 

some stations appear relatively unaffected, others were 

stripped bare, leaving behind only the roots and rhizomes,” 

said graduate student Victoria Congdon. Results of the study 

will now be incorporated into the graduate students theses 

and dissertations. “Going through a hurricane like Harvey 

has been a big learning curve,” said Congdon. “We needed 

to adapt and react quickly in order to capture seagrass 

ecosystem response. It was refreshing in a sense to get 

back into the field, which looked different yet felt so familiar 

despite the disheartening and surreal circumstances. We 

hope our assessment will help us understand how natural 

seagrass beds can recover after such destruction,” Congdon 

said. Congdon and her colleagues will use their results to 

find out how resilient seagrass beds are.

Dunton Editor of Special Issue
   High up in the Arctic Ocean lies a region called the Hanna 

Shoal. It is a vibrant community of life that supports whales 

and walruses. This region is also rich in oil and gas minerals. 

Experts including biological oceanographer Ken Dunton, 

a professor at The University of Texas at Austin Marine 

Science Institute, have been conducting long-term studies 

in that region. 

   Drs. Kenneth H. Dunton, Jacqueline M. Grebmeier from 

University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science 

and John H. Trefry from Florida Institute of Technology are 

guest editors for a newly released Special Issue of Deep-Sea 

Research Part II related to the Hanna Shoal Ecosystem of 

the Northeastern Chukchi Sea sponsored by the Bureau 

Graduate students Victoria Congdon and Meaghan Cuddy 
measure various water column properties to assess water 
quality in the Mission-Aransas National Estuarine Research 
Reserve. Photo credit: Christina Bonsell.
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Dr. Ken Dunton was a guest editor for the newly released 
special issue of Deep-Sea Research Part II.

Administrative Services
New Funding Received Since September

 o Ken Dunton - Nearshore fish surveys in the Beaufort 

Sea: Examining long-term community change and the 

role of nearshore habitats (United States Geological 

Survey)

 o Ken Dunton - Data Rescue: NODC files of benthic 

infauna, 1971-1980 (North Pacific Research Board)

 o Zhanfei Liu, Amber Hardison - RAPID: The impact 

of Hurricane Harvey on water column and sediment 

biogeochemistry of the Mission-Aransas Estuary in 

South Texas (National Science Foundation)

 o Ken Dunton - Coast wide Trends in Seagrass Cover 

and Condition in Texas Waters (Texas General Land 

Office)

 o Jim McClelland, Ken Dunton - A predictive model for 

Arctic Coastal Erosion (Sandia National Labs)

 o Brad Erisman - Combining passive- and active-

acoustic sampling to assess the importance 

of offshore oil platforms as spawning sites for 

commercially important and protected groupers in 

the Gulf of Mexico (National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration)

 o Jace Tunnell, Ed Buskey - Mission-Aransas National 

Estuarine Research Reserve Operations (National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration)

 o Bryan Black - Earthquakes of the Puget Lowlands 

(United States Geological Survey)

 o Deana Erdner – PIRE: Linking the chemical and 

biological diversity of epiphytic dinoflagellates in 

tropical oceans: Advancing global understanding on 

the origin of ciguatera (National Science Foundation)

of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM). The publication is 

based on research funded by the Bureau of Ocean Energy 

Management’s Environmental Studies Program, with partial 

support of ship operations provided by Shell Exploration 

and Production, between 2011 and 2017. 

   The special issue contains 14 articles by leading scientists 

on this ecosystem, and expands upon four years of previous 

BOEM-funded research of the northeast Chukchi Sea. 

General topics addressed include water circulation around 

Hanna Shoal and implications for zooplankton; sediment 

and water column chemistry; and abiotic and biotic linkages 

between species ranging from benthic invertebrates to 

marine mammals. The publication is available through 

ScienceDirect.com, Deep Sea Research II, Volume 144, 2017.  

For more information on related BOEM studies, visit the 

Environmental Studies Program Information System at 

http://marinecadastre.gov/espis/#/



External Affairs
Gifts

   There cannot be enough said about the generosity of 

donors in the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey. Many of our 

students and staff were displaced and sustained damage to 

their homes and belongings. With the very generous support 

from the Marine Science Advisory Council members, 

alumni and many other donors to the HornRaiser crowd 

funding site, the University of Texas was able to facilitate 

the provision of emergency funding to all of the students 

and staff at the Marine Science Institute whose homes 

suffered damage. This support was incredibly helpful both 

financially and emotionally. 

   Longhorns, Texans, organizations and countless others also 

provided some immediate help to the Amos Rehabilitation 

Keep. We are especially grateful to the Greater Good 

for providing $20,000 in a disaster relief grant and the 

International Fund for Animal Welfare for providing $10,000. 

   The Tony Amos Birthday Gala also provided $70,000 in 

funds to the Anthony Amos Endowment in support of the 

ARK. The Cinnamon Shores Texas Monthly Show Home 

also provided $10,000 in donations to the Anthony Amos 

Endowment. We’re very grateful to all of our local friends 

and colleagues who helped support the endowment.

   The Coastal Bend Community Foundation via the Mayor 

of Corpus Christi Joe McComb Hurricane Relief Fund also 

provided $15,000 to help the graduate students and their 

displacement from campus housing. 

Community Outreach 

Administration personnel participated in several outreach 

events this quarter, including but not limited to:

 o Testimony for the Texas House of Representatives 

Appropriations Committee

 o Texas Tribune “A Conversation on Harvey and the 

Coast”

 o Coastal Bend Delegation Forum

 o Senator Kolkhorst tour

 o Tour and meeting with Dr. Russell Callender, 

Assistant Administrator for the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration

 o Texas Oil and Gas Association Energy Summit

 o Desalinization Summit

 o UTMSI sponsored and attended several including 

the 15th Annual Environmental Awards Banquet 

hosted by the Coastal Bend Bays Foundation, and 

the Student Conference hosted by TAMUCC Marine 

Science Graduate Student Organization.

 o Corpus Christi Chamber of Commerce and Elected 

Official Delegation visit to Washington, D.C.

 o UTMSI sponsored and hosted the National Estuarine 
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Members of several Coastal Bend Chambers of Commerce, 
local elected officials, and Dr. Robert Dickey visited Washington 
D.C. this past October to discuss hurricane damages and other 
issues.  The trip was organized by the United Corpus Christi 
Chamber of Commerce. Courtesy photo from the Chamber of 
Commerce.

Corpus Christi Councilman Greg Smith, University of Texas 
Marine Science Institute (UTMSI) graduate students Alexis 
Khursigara, Kiley Seitz, Angelina Dichiera, and UTMSI Director 
Dr. Robert Dickey. pose with a donation check from the Mayor 
Joe McComb Hurricane Relief Ffund. 
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Research Reserve Association annual meeting.

Where We’ve Been
 o In September, researchers, students, and staff 

presented at a project conference meeting in Tromso/

Oslo Norway and the 2017 Estuary Research Workshop in 

Narragansett, Rhode Island. 

 o In October, researchers, students, and staff presented 

at the National Marine Association Laboratory meeting 

in Tuckerton, New Jersey; the GSBC2 meeting in Nanjing, 

China; Indo Pacific Reef Fish Conference in Papeete, Tahiti; 

Chamber of Commerce Delegation meeting in Washington, 

D.C.;and participated in research trips to Newport, Oregon 

and Hannover, Germany.

 o In November, researchers, students, and staff presented 

at the Coastal and Estuarine Research Federation in 

Providence, Rhode Island; 6th International Science 

Symposium for Bonefish and Tarpon 

Trust  in Fort Lauderdale, Florida; Gulf 

and Caribbean Fisheries Institute 

in Merida, Mexico; the Butterfly 

Professionals Conference in 

Orlando, Florida; 9th Harmful 

Algae Bloom Symposium in 

Baltimore, Maryland; Pacific 

Marine Expo in Seattle, 

Washington.

Around Campus 
Hurricane Recovery

 o A construction manager-at-risk firm, Broaddus, has 

been hired to facilitate hurricane repair and renovations. An 

engineering firm, Jacobs, has also been hired to facilitate  

design and engineering of the renovations. 

 o Renovation of the Estuarine Research Center is a top 

priority. We are working on repair of the roof system. The 

construction firm will then repair the offices and laboratories. 

The laboratories will have new, mobile casework. 

 o The renovation and repair of the main laboratory is 

continuing. Estimated completion of the roof system is 

January, after which asbestos abatement will need to be 

completed. 

 o Renovation of Wilson Cottages is the top housing 

priority. Our contractors are currently in the process 

of removing all asbestos materials, repairing roofs and 

damaged interiors.

 o Renovation of Beach Street apartments will begin after 

Wilson Cottages has been completed. All of the asbestos 

has been removed, resulting in a complete gutting of the 

interior. 

 o The warehouse has been cleaned and organized. 

Special thanks to boat operations, custodial, and Tracy 

Villareal for helping with this task. 

 o Temporary skid pumps are now operational to service 

seawater supply to both the Fisheries and Mariculture 

Laboratory as well as the Main Laboratory. 

 o Renovation of the Amos Rehabilitation Keep is moving 

forward. The netting for the Pelican Enclosure is complete. 

The electrical and plumbing system has all been rebuilt. 

A storage building behind the barnacle bill tank has 

been repaired and renovated. The supports for the turtle 

tanks have all been replaced. Bird mews are also under 

construction. All of the buildings have also undergone a 

substantial cleaning. 

 o The first insurance package has been submitted for a 

large bulk of the damaged instrumentation. 



Mission-Aransas Reserve 
and Education
MissionAransas.org

Pitching in for Port A
   The hurricane destroyed many homes and offices 

in Port Aransas, Texas. The offices and laboratories at 

The University of Texas Marine Science Institute were 

not immune from the destruction. There is no shortage 

of clean-up efforts that need to be done. Despite the 

damages, the University’s Mission-Aransas Reserve 

decided to continue to host the annual meeting for the 

National Estuarine Research Reserve System.

   There are 29 Reserves around the country and due to 

the large size, the annual meeting was hosted in Corpus 

Christi at the Omni hotel, but meeting organizers saw 

a unique opportunity to garner the good will and man-

power from meeting participants. On November 16th, 

over 150 colleagues from the NERR system did away with 

the usual field trips and descended upon the University 

campus and town of Port Aransas to help with clean-

up projects for the full day. They lent their muscle to a 

myriad of projects including setting bollards at Nueces 

County beach park, to painting buildings at the Amos 

Rehabilitation Keep, to cleaning out storm drains around 

town and many other projects.

   “Nature’s destructive power is still clear two months 

later in Port Aransas, but we’re honored to lend a hand – 

300 hands, actually – to help repair the damage,” grunted 

Nik Charov from the Wells Reserve in Maine, as he 

shoveled gravel into a wheelbarrow. “In the past five years, 

we’ve seen our New Jersey, Georgia, Florida, Carolinas, 

Mississippi, Texas, and Puerto Rico reserves get nailed by 

hurricanes. We’re a tight family that is always ready to help 

in recovery.” The Reserve system is funded by the National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). The 

volunteer effort epitomizes the support Texas is receiving. 

NOAA and the Reserve system colleagues are not just 

lending a helping hand through one volunteer day. Their 

support of sweat is also matched with financial support 

through donations, technical support through equipment 

loans, and emotional support through friendships.

Volunteers and Donors Help ARK Rebuild
   Like the rest of the campus at University of Texas Marine 

Science Institute, Hurricane Harvey inflicted damage 

to the buildings and animal enclosures at the Amos 

Rehabilitation Keep (ARK). It’s been over three months, 

but staff at the Institute have been working hard to get 

the ARK operational again with help and a jump start 

from donations and volunteer support. You can view a 

video of the damage here. 

   Before Hurricane Harvey made landfall, ARK staff 

evacuated all of the birds and moved the sea turtles to our 

more secure Oiled Wildlife Building. That building received 
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Sonia Najera helps clean the ARK during a volunteer clean-up 
event. Photo credit: Jace Tunnell. 

Dr. Jason Goldstein, Wells Reserve Research Coordinator 
shovels crushed granite for trail repair during a volunteer 
clean-up event at the NERRS annual meeting. Photo credit: Nik 
Charov.
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Mission-Aransas Reserve hosted the national annual meeting in November. Over 150 people attended from all over the country. The 
meeting included opportunities for colleagues to share lessons learned. The Coastal Training Program staff, pictured above, from 
each Reserve “weigh in” on what makes adaptation indicators and metrics successful for their projects. Courtesy photo.

minimal damage from the storm. Just two days after the 

storm staff released many of the turtles. Those that could 

not be released along with our injured shorebirds were 

moved to the Sea Life Center in North Padre Island. Since 

the storm, our rehabilitators have been based at the Sea 

Life Center taking care of the animals.

   While the hurricane did minimal damage to the Oiled 

Wildlife Building, our other buildings did not fare as 

well. The bird mews, the greenhouse enclosure over the 

Barnacle Bill outdoor tank and the netting to the Pelican 

Enclosure were destroyed. The Edith McAllister Turtle 

Building also sustained significant damage to the exterior.    

   All the equipment, like seawater pumps, associated 

plumbing, and electrical conduits that keep the facilities 

operational were destroyed or badly damaged. Our first 

priority was and is to provide seawater and power back 

to the facilities and repair or replace critical equipment.    

   As we move forward we will add trails, new bird mews, 

interpretive signage and walkways to enhance the 

visitor experience. This is made possible by a grant 

from the Coastal Bend Bays & Estuaries Program before 

the hurricane and work on these projects will occur 

concurrently to the hurricane repairs. We hope to have 

the ARK ready to bring to service injured sea turtles and 

shorebirds very soon. 

The Gift of a Sonde
   The eye of Hurricane Harvey went directly over the 

Mission-Aransas Estuary and wiped out three of the 

Mission-Aransas Reserve’s monitoring platforms, along 

with the data sondes that collect water parameters such 

as temperature, salinity, pH, conductivity, and dissolved 

oxygen. Xylem Incorporated recently came to the rescue 

and donated an EXO sonde valued at over $10,000. This 

is a significant gift that not only helps us to rebuild our 

sampling program, but it is inspirational to our faculty, 

students and staff to know that the support of the 

scientific community is so strong. 

Reserve Director, Jace Tunnell, receives a sonde from Curtis 
Butler, Applications Specialist at Xylem, Inc. at the National 
Estuarine Research Reserve System annual meeting. Photo 
credit: Jace Tunnell.
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Jace Tunnell won a Harte of the Gulf film award for his film 
“Legacy” documenting the life and work of Tony Amos. 
Courtesy photo. 

Spotlight on Students
Fellowships & Internships

 o Kaijun Lu has been awarded the Graduate School 

Dissertation Writing Fellowship for the spring 2018 

semester.

Graduations
 o Corinne Burns, M.S.  “Fatty Acid Composition of 

the Maternal Diet Affects Egg and Larval Quality 

of Southern Flounder, Paralichthys lethostigma” 

Advisor: Lee Fuiman, December 2017

 o Hoang Minh “Thomas” Nguyen, M.S. “Spatial and 

Temporal Variations in Benthic Bivalve’s Stable 

Isotopic Compositions in the Chukchi Sea, Arctic 

Ocean” Advisors: Bryan Black and Ken Dunton, 

December 2017

 o Emily Anderson, M.S. “Summer diatom blooms in 

the eastern North Pacific gyre investigated with a 

long-endurance autonomous vehicle” Advisor: Tracy 

Villareal, December 2017

Welcome & Awards
New Employees
   Welcome! Marcus Pacheco (ARK), Roberto Abecia 

(Grounds), Jason Jenkins (Boats), Randall Pierce (Mech/

Tech Electrician), and Leighann Martin (Esbaugh).  We 

also have four visiting scholars from China - Rong Chen, 

Shijie He, Zucheng Wang, (working with Zhanfei Liu) and 

Lisheng Wu (working with Ed Buskey).

Visual Awards
 o The Mission-Aransas Reserve won the Tidal Award at 

the NERRS Annual Film Festival for their work on the 

Team Mission-Aransas video that highlights UTMSI 

and the work we do. 

 o The Mission-Aransas Reserve won first place in 

September in two separate categories (learn and 

work) in the NOAA Digital Coast photo contest. 

 o Jace Tunnell won a Harte of the Gulf film award for his 

film “Legacy” documenting the life of Tony Amos. 

Coastal Champion
   The Mission-Aransas Reserve selects a Coastal 

Champion every year to recognize individuals who have 

supported the stewardship of the Mission-Aransas 

Estuary and local bay systems. This year, UTMSI 

Communications Coordinator, Sally Palmer received the 

award for her service as manager of the Mission-Aransas 

Reserve for eight years and for her role in the designation 

process of the Reserve. 

Holt Receives Accolades
   Professor Emerita, Dr. Joan Holt, was honored with 

the President’s Award at the 15th Annual Conservation 

& Environmental Stewardship Awards Banquet hosted 

by the Coastal Bend Bays Foundation. Each year the 

Foundation recognizes individuals and organizations that 

have made important contributions to conservation of 

the environments in the Coastal Bend. 

   The President’s Award is given to individuals that have 

made significant contributions to the education and or 

protection of Coastal Bend natural resources, habitats 

and native species. “Dr. Joan Holt has been a stalwart 

supporter and practitioner of conservation efforts in the 

Coastal Bend. Her work is an inspiration to all of us and 

we are pleased to honor her with this year’s President 

Award,” said Jace Tunnell, president of the Coastal Bend 

Bays Foundation.
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    Dr. Holt will add this accolade to many others, including 

but not limited to, a Lifetime Achievement Award by 

YWCA, and the Harvey Weil Professional Conservationist 

of the Year award. However, there is no better recognition 

that the conservation successes that Dr. Holt has 

spearheaded. From a career in conservation fisheries, to 

local birding habitat restoration projects, Joan’s efforts 

are widespread and impactful.

   Over her tenure of 35 years at The University of Texas 

Marine Science Institute, Dr. Holt’s work has addressed 

vital issues surrounding fish ecology, captive culture, 

and development. Her research has provided a model for 

understanding the role of early life history in maintaining 

healthy fish populations. She has been part of ground-

breaking research, including the captive spawning and 

rearing of red drum, cobia or ling, and southern flounder. 

Her early research established the optimal requirements 

for rearing red drum larvae to the juvenile stage; methods 

that are now used for stock enhancement and aquaculture 

production worldwide.

   She has also worked to enhance birding in Port Aransas 

and trained local public-school students in bird watching 

and for competition in the Great Texas Birding Classic. 

She has served for over 20 years on the Organizing 

Committee for “A Celebration of Whooping Cranes and 

Other Birds” for The Port Aransas Chamber of Commerce 

and Tourist Bureau and has been a Co-compiler of the 

Port Aransas Christmas Bird Count for 28 years.

   Dr. Holt is also active in public policy. She was Director 

of Nueces County Water Control and Improvement 

District for 12 years, and after retiring from The University 

of Texas, became a Port Aransas City Council member in 

2016. Since the recent hurricane, Joan has been working 

with the city of Port Aransas and is focusing her energies 

to rebuild the Port Aransas Nature Preserves and 

ensuring that rebuilding of city infrastructure to make it 

more sustainable and resilient. This is just one more of 

the many examples in which Dr. Holt is making significant 

contributions to the education and or protection of 

Coastal Bend natural resources, habitats and native 

species.

Would you like to be added to our newsletter mailing 
list? E-mail Sally Palmer at sally.palmer@utexas.edu

Dr. Joan Holt received the President’s Award from the Coastal 
Bend Bays Foundation at their annual conservation and 
environmental stewardship banquet. Photo credit: Larry Jones.

Happy Holidays from The University of Texas Marine Science Institute!


