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Cara-Alexandra Sundell:
After School and Wetlands Steward Coordinator
By Ann B. Jenkins
When Cara-Alexandra Sundell
was nine, she visited San Francisco for the first time and “totally
fell in love with California. I
decided I would live in California
one day.” So, she decided to apply only to colleges on the West
Coast. And, at 18, she left her
home in Chicago and entered the University of
California at Santa Cruz. There, she majored in
environmental studies and minored in Anthropology. Before she moved west, she did volunteer
work at Chicago museums. She interned at the
Field Museum in the Zoology Department.
Later at UCSC, she applied for work with the
Stewardship program. She did an internship at
Life Lab, a non-profit on the UCSC campus. Her
experience at Life Lab was multi-faceted. She
taught local elementary school students about
plants, farming and gardens. She worked as a
camp assistant for two summers in the six-week
children’s summer camp program, introducing 75
peppy youngsters to plants, farming and gardening. In 2007–2008, she was a consultant to Life
Lab in nutrition curriculum development.
And as if that wasn’t enough, she also tutored
high school and college students in math and
science at Developmental Learning Solutions in
Santa Cruz. She worked with home school students and with students with learning disabilities.
After graduation from UCSC, she took a summer off, and traveled in Europe with her boyfriend
of five years. In the fall of 2007, she dropped by

the Environmental Studies department to scan
their available paid internships. “My original
contract position here at Watsonville Wetlands
Watch was posted at the Environmental Studies
department.” She was initially hired to do part
time work with the Wetlands Stewards program
and part time work on Project SEE (Slough-based
Environmental Education) with Pajaro Valley
High School teachers and students. She has
gradually moved over to full-time mentoring of
the Wetlands Stewards program and loves it.
“I love working with the students—the Wetlands Stewards with hands-on projects in the
field,” she said. “And today, the Stewards program is much more streamlined. When I began
with them, it was in a pioneer state.” (Ed. Note:
I had the pleasure of watching Cara’s student
protégés present their ‘end of year’ stewardship
projects last spring. One group of students did a
video on the work of Wetlands Stewards; another
studied kestrels, and constructed kestrel boxes;
another team did plant wheels as part of the “Plant
Detective” activity; another student completed a
study of the problems of sand mining near Marina. The whole presentation was, inspiring and
fulfilling in terms of the original ‘mission’ of the
WERC.)
In 2012, Cara plans to be living and learning in
another part of the US pursuing her passion for
wildlife rehabilitation. During a year’s work with
the local Marine Mammal center, rescuing sick or
injured mammals, she discovered how much she
loved working with animals and looks forward to
more of this activity.

Funding the Future
ings from those investments support the Watch’s
programs every year thereafter … forever.

You can now help to protect the wetlands forever – by contributing to our endowment!

There are several different ways that you can
give to the Watch’s endowment. You can name the
Watch’s endowment fund in your will; you can
establish a brand new endowment fund in your
family’s name; or you can establish a charitable
gift annuity that entitles you to a fixed income for
the rest of your life, with the residual going to the
Watch’s endowment. These gifts are all tax-deductible, whether in the form of cash, stocks, real
estate or other assets.

Last year the Board established the Watsonville
Wetlands Watch Endowment Fund at the Community Foundation of Santa Cruz County with an
initial deposit of $25,000. The Community Foundation, with nearly $40 million in assets and with
high credibility in the community, will administer the Watch’s endowment fund. It will invest
the original deposit and future donations to the
endowment fund and distribute a portion of the
investment earnings to the Watch each year.
Our initial deposit is small, but it represents a
long-term commitment to our programs. And our
endowment will grow. The annual earnings from
the endowment should be large enough to keep
our programs going when other funding may be
unreliable. To this end, the Watch Board has set an
endowment goal of $5,000,000.
We depend on your normal donations to the
Watch in any given year for immediate and direct
support in that year. In contrast, your additional
donations to the Watch’s endowment fund will increase its investments; then a portion of the earn-

If you have questions about making immediate
or deferred gifts to an endowment for the benefit
of the Watch, call or write to Lou Rose, Treasurer
of the Watch at (831) 477-0360, ramblingroses@
yahoo.com. Or visit the Community Foundation
online at www.cfscc.org or call them at (831) 4770800. The Foundation has experienced professionals in charitable giving who will consult with you
at no charge.
Thank you for considering the Watch in your
retirement and estate planning.

Join Watsonville Wetlands Watch
and help protect our wetlands! Membership of $25 a year/$15 student or senior, supports efforts
to preserve and protect slough systems in the Watsonville area. You will also receive The Watch, our
quarterly newsletter. Send your check to Watsonville Wetlands Watch, P.O. Box 1239, Watsonville, CA
Name________________________________ E-mail Address _______________________
Address______________________________ City/State/Zip _________________________
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Plans on Ice

By Ann Jenkins

When I interviewed Sandra Lobato in mid-November, she had just received word that she was
to be one of 10 chosen for full scholarships for the
“Students on Ice” program to Antarctica leaving
December 25. The Polar Education Foundation
had chosen 64 students from the US and Canada
to journey to Antarctica. Each candidate must
have demonstrated “a desire to make a difference
and become a youth ambassador for change and
action” according to the Polar Education Foundation. Although the actual polar expedition has
been postponed for a year, the words “change”
and “action” well describe this energized high
school junior at Pajaro Valley High School.
In the summer of 2008, she was accepted into
the Cosmos Program in math and science at UC
San Diego, and again won a full scholarship.
She is committed to ‘living oceans’ and ‘global
climate change’, thanks to the UCSD program.
While there she dissected a Stingray. “My moment” as she describes it.
Before taking Docent training for Watsonville
Wetlands Watch in the spring of ’07 she was an
active member of “the Watch,” a Monterey Bay
Aquarium program at Pajaro Valley High School.
Here, she was part of a project on the conservation
of the Red Legged Frog. This project segued into
Sandra’s fascination with the wetlands watershed.
“We are all connected.”

involved in developing. She also loved working at
the WWW table at Earthday. She realized as she
pointed out birds to the kids, and played Animal
Bingo that “I love working with kids.” She also
realized at about this point that she wanted to seriously pursue Environmental Studies as a major.
This enthusiasm for kids and the environment
led into her role as a “Wetlands Steward” at the
Wetlands Education Research Center (WERC).
“We are trained to teach elementary and middle
school students about the environment. “We take
them out on environmental observation scavenger
hunts,” she explained. “They learn to identify
such things as owl feces. I work with probably
three or four students at one time teaching them
about the wetlands. Sometimes we will give them
watercolors and paper, and tell them to ‘draw
what you see.’ This was one of the students’ favorite projects,” she added. “Looking at their bird
book and plants box, they were assigned to find
a plant or animal in the book, go out in the field,
identify it, and dig it up and paint it.” The hardest things about the Wetlands Stewards program
is trying to keep their attention. “I try to talk to
them in a way that I might talk to one of the other
Wetlands Stewards, and not talk down to them.”
Sandra is planning to go to a four-year university, and in preparation for that she is taking AP
English, AP Environmental Science, AP Spanish,
Psychology and pre-Calculus. She is also gearing
up for the SAT’s this Spring. Today she is reading
“The Jungle” by Upton Sinclair.

“My favorite part of the WWW docent training
was going out in the field exploring the plants and
animals,” remarked Sandra. Among her many docent guides, she gives a special thumbs up to Bob
Culbertson. “During bird watching, we must have
counted 50 bird species alone in the Struve Slough
section of the Fish and Game property.” One of
her ongoing WWW duties has been updating the
weekly plant display in the Wetlands Education
Resource Center. More recently, she was selected
to speak to the Pajaro Valley Unified School
District about the Wetlands Education Center.
There she showed a special film that many of the
Sandra introduces a class from E. A. Hall School to the
wetlands laboratory.
docents, Wetlands Stewards and students were
Spring 2009		
3			
		
The Watch

Restoring Slough Edges
Over the past six months WWW Restoration
staff has been working to restore the edges of
West Branch Struve Slough. A history of farming
has reduced these slough edges from what were
once biologically diverse native wet meadows,
into thickets of the invasive species, Poison Hemlock (Conium maculatum). Hemlock, a native
plant of European origin, was brought to the U.S.,
as an ornamental plant under the name lace fern.
Without its natural predators, it spread into our
nation’s wild areas, and grows rampant throughout the Watsonville Sloughs, to the exclusion of
nearly everything else on slough margins.

From top to bottom: A stand of Poison Hemlock had formed
a thicket along Struve slough.
The wood chip mulch gets spread on the cleared area.
A California Conservation Crew works to remove any
hemlock sprouts.

In order to restore these areas, we are mowing
down the hemlock, roto-tilling the hemlock’s tap
roots, applying a thick organic mulch layer of
wood chips and rice straw, and replanting with
a diverse assemblage of native plants. Careful
timing and coordination of this work is critical to
ensure we do not disturb wildlife.
This restoration will increase nesting habitat
for grassland and marshland dependant birds, and
provide greater connectivity between the sloughs
and the surrounding uplands, for the federally
listed red-legged frog, and other species, which
depend on a combination of wetland and terrestrial environments for their life cycles.
Our first plants went in the ground this year on
these sites on February 4th, by a team of Green
Corps members, a local job training program.
Students from as close as Pajaro Valley High and
as far as San Juan school will be joining us for
the rest of the season. Come on out and join us
for a planting day on February 28th, when we’ll
be working on our southern meadow site on the
Watsonville Sloughs Reserve. We’ll meet at 9 a.m.
at the WERC and work until noon.

The Watch

				

4 			

Spring 2009

World Wetlands Day Comes to the Watsonville Wetlands
The Convention on Wetlands, signed in 1971,
is an intergovernmental treaty with 158 member
countries that provides for the conservation and
wise use of wetlands and their resources. On
the anniversary of the signing of the Convention
in early February, World Wetlands Day is observed in countries around the world. This year
the Watsonville Wetlands Watch and the City of
Watsonville partnered to bring World Wetlands
Day to the Watsonville wetlands in order to raise
awareness and appreciation of the wetlands and
provide hands-on participation in their protection
and restoration. The all-day event took place
on Sunday, Feb.1 at the Wetlands of Watsonville
Nature Center in Ramsay Park.
There was a very good turnout on a warm and
sunny day for this special event. Thirty-two enthusiastic volunteers of all ages showed up in the
morning to help with the restoration projects that
took place at sites behind the Nature Center. Over
a period of several hours and with a lot of hard
work the invasive, non-native pampas grass, Himalayan blackberries, and French broom and fennel were removed. Once these were gone, native
plants carex, juncus, snowberries, blue elderberry,
mimulus and mulefat were planted. Watsonville
Wetlands Watch docents Victor Riegos and Bridget Dumas assisted in many ways, including helping the kids, flagging plants, and planting.

Sixteen people participated in the Trail/Park
Cleanup activity. Armed with litter grabbers,
gloves, and trash bags, docent Suzanne Davis led
a clean-up crew who picked up a large quantity of
“micro-trash” such as plastic bottles, food wrappers, pieces of glass, and cigarette butts. Using a
pool skimmer, they also managed to clean up trash
that was dumped or drifted into the slough.
At 1:30 p.m., 35 people collected at the Nature
Center for the bilingual Wetlands Trail walk led
by Wetlands of Watsonville Nature Center staff
Cindy Scott. WWW docent, board member and
avid birder Dobie Jenkins was enlisted to assist
Cindy with this sizable group. During the walk
a wide variety of wetland birds were observed,
such as ruddy ducks, double crested cormorants,
great egrets, and even a yellow-breasted warbler.
The thirsty participants returned two hours later to
snacks and apple juice at the Nature Center.
While all of these outdoor activities were taking
place, a lot was happening inside the Wetlands of
Watsonville Nature Center. Adults flocked around
the relief map while children marveled at the
animals, filled out wetlands pledge cards, colored
pictures of wetland critters, and crafted flowers.
A special thanks goes to the docents and Wetlands of Watsonville Nature Center staff Michelle
Templeton, Cristy Cassel-Shimabukuro and Cindy
Scott for their vision and hard work on this event.

Watsonville Wetlands Watch docents Victor Riegos, with young helper (left) and Suzanne Davis (far right) assisted in many
ways, including helping the kids, flagging plants, planting and clean-up.
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What Is a Northern Harrier?
The Northern Harrier is a medium-sized, long-winged, long-tailed hawk with a white rump, rounded
wings, and a short, dark, hooked beak, which often courses low over marshes and fields. The average
length is 16.5 inches, with a wingspan of 42 inches. This beautiful bird is one of the native species of the
Watsonville Wetlands.
In addition, for WWW, the Northern Harrier symbolizes something else. The board of directors has
chosen it to represent those friends who have made a five-year pledge of support to WWW and its
mission of protecting, restoring, and appreciating the wetlands of the Pajaro Valley. This concept was
introduced at the Back to School Brunch held at the WERC on October 4, 2008. At this event, 33 people
made these five-year pledges and became our first group of WWW Northern Harriers.
These pledges were the beginning of a new effort to build long-term support for WWW and its mission, to make sure our work can continue, even in uncertain times. The Northern Harriers demonstrated
their faith in the future of the Watch and its service to the community and future generations, and we
commend them for their foresight. A special recognition event for the Northern Harriers was held on
February 22nd at the home of Dr. Steven and Kris Smith.
If you would like more information about the Northern Harrier Program, contact Genie Dee, Outreach
and Development Director, at genie@watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.

Newsletter Moves to e-mail Distribution
After this edition, the newsletter will be sent to all supporters with an email address via a link to our
online edition. This step will reduce WWW’s carbon footprint by reducing the number of copies that
are printed each edition and resources used to produce a bulk mailing.
We know that many of you will wish to print out a copy, but you can do it at your convenience and
the current issue and several back issues will always be available online at our website, www.watsonvillewetlandswatch.org. If you would prefer to continue receiving a printed copy by mail, please email
Caroline Rodgers, our Newsletter Editor, at Caro414@earthlink.net, and we will continue to send your
newsletter by regular mail.
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New Outreach Committee Formed
Recently the board of directors agreed to disband the Fundraising Committee and create the
new Outreach Committee. The reason for this
change is that the board and selected staff are the
only ones expected to solicit donations from individuals, while we definitely need a committee to
help inform the community about the Watch and
encourage individuals to get involved – in other
words, to do outreach.

the docent class. After that, she was hooked! She
now keeps a pair of binoculars and a bird guide
in her car and looks for every opportunity to stop
by her favorite spotting sight, West Marine, to see
which feathered creatures are visiting the slough.

Watsonville Wetlands Watch is profoundly
grateful to Carol Whitehill, who chaired the
Fundraising Committee for several years and was
instrumental in raising funds to build the WERC,
as well as serving as a volunteer, and very successful, grantwriter for us. Thank you, Carol!

Sonia sees the opportunity to spread the word
about Watsonville’s wetlands and the work of the
Watch as a great privilege. She invites everyone
to bring their friends, relatives and colleagues on
a tour of the Fitz WERC so they too can spread
the word. Sonia believes that the more people who
come to know and love our network of sloughs,
the better protected they will be. WERC tours begin again in April and the schedule will be posted
on our website.

Sonia Deetz, Chair of the new Outreach Committee, began observing WWW soon after its
inception but it was only three years ago that her
stars lined up and she found time to participate in

If you would like to join a fun-loving group on
the Outreach Committee and help spread the word
about WWW, contact us through Genie@watsonvillewetlandswatch.org.
Genie

The 5th Annual Planting at Pajaro Valley High
In November, WWW, and a group of 65 Pajaro
Valley students, teachers, parents, and maintenance staff continued the effort to replant clusters
of oak, coffeeberry, elderberry, and toyon trees
along upper West Branch struve slough on the
lands surrounding the school, termed, ESHA.
Said one student, “You can count the trees you’ve
grown and get to watch animals live in them and
say to yourself, ‘hey a squirrel’s in my tree’. It’s
a lot of fun and makes you feel good to know
you’re actually helping.”
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Pajaro Valley High School Students, planting trees and
shrubs along upperWest Struve Slough at a volunteer day in
November.
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Calendar
Restoration Saturdays
Restoration days are the fourth Saturday of every month; meet at the Fitz WERC
at 9 a.m. Volunteer days are dedicated to augmenting restoration projects or improving the garden and grounds of the Fitz WERC: mulching, light weeding, some
planting of native shrubs, and care-taking of the WERC's landscape. We need all of
the hands we can gather to make the projects thrive. Gloves, tools, and something
to munch on will be provided. Meet at the WERC at 9:00. We'll work until noon
with some time for bird watching over the sloughs.
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