
 

On December 11, the Grand 

Bay National Estuarine Re-

search Reserve (NERR) host-

ed their annual Star Party.  

Each month the NERR offers 

“Adventure Quenchers”, 

which are public events de-

signed to inform participants 

to become better stewards of 

the environment and coastal 

habitats.  

At the Star Party, participants 

toured the Interpretive Cen-

ter, enjoyed a bowl of chili or 

soup, decorated a 

cookie at the cook-

ie station, and did 

star and star gazing 

arts and crafts. 

Even Santa and 

one of his elves 

made a special 

appearance! 

After dining  on 

chili and soup, groups took a 

hayride down to the dock for 

star gazing. December is the 

time for the Geminid Meteor 

Shower, so gazers looked for 

shooting stars. Several shoot-

ing stars were spotted as well 

as unfamiliar constellations 

identified with the help of 

downloaded smart phone or 

tablet applications. The 

groups learned about light 

pollution in our area and ex-

perienced the beauty of a dark 

night, bright stars, and the 

reflections of those stars in 

the estuary’s water.  

After star gazing, participants 

took a night-time hike 

through the Reserve’s Birding 

Trail. Some were lucky 

enough to spot two white-

tailed deer and both groups 

mimicked a screech owl call 

and heard a response from 

owls in the area. How lucky! 

Star Party Success 

Earlier in December, the 

Grand Bay NERR team at-

tended the biennial Bays and 

Bayous Symposium in Mobile, 

Alabama. Several staff mem-

bers gave presentations on 

their work including our Re-

search Coordinator, Dr. Mark 

Woodrey’s panel discussion 

on Gulf-wide Monitoring 

Programs, our Stewardship 

Coordinator, Will Under-

wood, presentation on marsh 

elevation dynamics at Grand 

Bay NERR, and our GIS Co-

ordinator, Lindsay Spurrier, 

presentation on application of 

RTK-GPS delivered elevation 

models from Grand Bay NERR. 

Posters were also displayed by 

several staff members including 

Jay McIlwain (balloon mapping 

imagery), Christina Mohrman 

(terrapin predation by raccoons), 

and Mark Woodrey and Kim 

Cressman (turbidity and sus-

pended solids relationships). 
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Grand Bay NERR is a state-

federal partnership with the 

Mississippi Department of 

Marine Resources and the 

National Oceanographic and 

Atmospheric Administra-

tion, Office of Coastal Man-

agement. We are one of 28 

NERRs nationwide. 



 

The deputy assistant adminis-

trator for National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administra-

tion’s (NOAA) National 

Ocean Service, Dr. Holly 

Bamford, visited Grand Bay 

NERR on December 1st. She 

met the staff, toured the fa-

cility and grounds, and ex-

plored the marshes on a 

beautiful day for a boat trip.   

Dr. Bamford was in town for 

the Bays and Bayous Sympo-

sium where she was the key-

note speaker and gave the 

plenary talk entitled “The 

Building Blocks of Coastal 

Resilience” in which she men-

tioned her visit to the NERR.  

Dr. Bamford earned her PhD 

in organic environmental 

chemistry and has published 

over 20 widely recognized 

papers in the fields of envi-

ronmental chemistry and 

water quality.  

After Hurricane Sandy, Dr. 

Bamford was named the 

Incident Commander for 

NOAA responsible for post 

response actions such as 

overseeing the agency’s 

response to oil and chemical 

spills, marine debris impacts, 

hydrographic surveys for 

navigation ways and ports, 

and high resolution aerial 

imagery to map shoreline 

right past them without even 

seeing them. 

The Bittern is a winter resi-

dent here at the NERR, trav-

eling from the northern US 

summer breeding grounds to 

find unfrozen coastal waters. 

Managed wetlands, such as 

the Grand Bay NERR, are 

Meet the American Bittern 

(Botaurus lentiginosus), a wad-

ing member of the heron 

family, Ardeidae.  The Bittern 

is an extremely well camou-

flaged bird that likes to hide 

itself in the marsh grass. Its 

call is heard more often than 

the bird is actually seen. 

Many times you can walk 

important for wintering 

American bitterns.  

 Bitterns have a varied diet 

eating insects, fish, crusta-

ceans, amphibians, reptiles, 

and small mammals.  Bitterns 

hunt their food by quietly 

stalking and striking, normally 

in low light.  

Special Guest Visits the NERR 

Critter Corner 

Two examples are the Ink-

berry (Ilex glabra– pictured 

left) and Yaupon Holly (Ilex 

vomitoria– pictured right).  

The inkberry flowers in April 

to May and develops droop-

ing black, shiny berries in 

winter months. These plants 

find their home in sandy 

woods, swamps, savannas, 

bogs, and thickets.  

Yaupon Holly flowers at the 

same time and produces 

bright red, shiny berries. The 

berries also form in drupes in 

winter months. These plants 

can be found in swamps, 

sandy woods, savannas, 

bogs, clearings, and dis-

turbed areas.  

Fun fact about the Yaupon 

Holly: Native Americans  

made an infusion of the stems 

What’s Blooming at the NERR? 

Even in the dead of winter, 

the pine savanna offers a lot 

of color.  
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Dr. Bamford signs the  NERR Guest Book  

and leaves to act as a vomi-

tive and spring tonic which 

were then used in their reli-

gious ceremonies.  

changes.  

Our Department of Marine Re-

sources Executive Director, Jamie 

Miller, and Chief Scientific Of-

ficer, Dr. Kelly Lucas, joined Dr. 

Bamford in her visit as well as 

her Chief of Staff, Christa John-

ston, and two Congressional 

staffers, Brad Ferguson and Win 

Eillington. 

The NERR was pleased to host 

such distinguished guests and 

showcase our reserve and the 

great work we do.  



 

January’s Adventure Quencher 

A Look Ahead at the NERR 

On February 7th, experienced birders, nov-

ices, and photographers of all ages joined 

February’s Adventure Quencher 

Grand Bay NERR hosted its 

January Adventure Quencher 

on the 24th with its annual 

Purple Martin house making 

event.  

Being the first migrants, pur-

ple martins (Progne subis -the 

largest member of the swal-

low family) return every 

spring from Mexico to North 

America to breed.  

Historically, Native Americans 

hung hollowed– out gourds to 

encourage the birds to nest in 

them. By doing this, the mar-

tins acted as an alarm system 

warning tribes of intruders. 

Since then, the birds have re-

lied on human housing with 

gourds as the most popular 

form. By hanging up dried, 

hollowed out gourds,  these 

birds will nest in breeding 

pairs. 

Participants in this event paint-

ed their own gourd and 

learned about the purple mar-

tin including how to identify 

them, their life history, and how 

to encourage a new colony to 

nest in their own backyards. 

  

Grand Bay NERR and the MS 

Gulf Coast Audubon Society 

in the Reserve's Sparrow 

Sweep Adventure Quencher. 

Participants learned about 

migratory birds that call 

south Mississippi home for the 

winter and how to “sweep” 

the area to flush and catch 

the birds using mist nets.  

With perfect weather to hike 

around in the pine savanna  

MARCH: 17-19: Planning and Facilitation Training 

 20-21: Adventure Quencher: Batiking for Conservation 

 27: Friday Kayaking 

APRIL:  1-2: Flying Wild Workshop 

 3: Boat Float 

 11: Celebrate the Gulf 

 25: Adventure Quencher: Milkweeds for Monarchs 

 30: Friday Kayaking 

MAY:  1: Boat Float 

 29: Friday Kayaking 
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Purple Martins checking out the gourds at the Reserve. 

(below) MSU’s graduate student , 

Jared Feura, holds a Henslow’s 

sparrow for the group to see up close.  

surrounding the Reserve, five sparrows 

were caught and released, and every-

one got to see the birds up close! 

Dates and events are subject to change. Please visit our website for more information. 
(Above) It doesn’t matter the age! All can 

learn with our Adventure Quenchers! (Below) 

A Henslow’s Sparrow being posed in the 

“photographer’s hold”. 

For more information and to sign up for events, 

visit our website at www.GrandBayNERR.org 



 

 

Rick Ranew is our K12 Educa-

tion Specialist. Rick graduat-

ed from Bob Jones University 

with a degree in Science Edu-

cation. He started graduate 

work  at the Gulf Coast Re-

search Lab and gained his 

Masters degree in Secondary 

Administration from Pensaco-

la Christian College. Rick 

gained 28 years of experi-

ence in classrooms and was 

hired onto Grand Bay NERR 

in 2010. Rick works with 

other staff members to 

design and implement 

programs that address 

current coastal issues 

from kindergarten 

through twelfth grade. 

Rick collaborates with the 

Education Coordinator, 

Jen Buchanan, to priori-

tize a list of topics that 

can be developed into 

teacher workshops and 

activities for students 

encouraging stewardship 

and knowledge of our 

diverse coastal habitats. 

He makes a con-

certed effort to 

collaborate with 

sector staff at 

Grand Bay NERR 

along with other 

agencies such as 

DMR, NOAA, 

USFWS (United 

States Fish and 

Wildlife Service), 

and MEC (Marine 

Education Center). 

Ultimately, his goal is to inspire future genera-

tions to become active and knowledgeable 

stewards of our fragile coastal environments. 

 

help. To volunteer for this 

event, please contact our 

Volunteer Coordinator, Hol-

land Lamier at : 

Holland.Lamier@dmr.ms.gov 

228-475-7047  

If emailing, please note your 

full name, age, phone num-

ber, mailing address, best 

Grand Bay NERR needs your 

help with the 25th annual 

Celebrate the Gulf Festival at 

War Memorial Park in Pass 

Christian on April 11th.  Vol-

unteers are needed to help 

direct cars, man the sign in 

station, set-up and break-

down the event, and for oth-

er preparations and day-of 

time to call, and  if you have 

any time constraints. 

All help is greatly appreciat-

ed, and we extend a huge 

thank you in advance for 

your time and  energy. Vol-

unteers are a huge part of 

our success here at the NERR. 

Plus, it’s tons of fun!    

Meet our Staff: Rick Ranew 

Volunteers Needed 

questions.  Field training is 

demanding, but also a lot of 

fun – it’s a great opportunity 

for participants to meet other 

students and staff, explore 

and understand new habitats, 

and gain valuable hands-on 

experience.  The ECSC car-

ried out similar work over the 

last two years at Apalachico-

la (FL) and Mission-Aransas 

(TX) NERRs.  

NOAA created the ECSC to 

train the next generation of 

scientists and managers, es-

pecially students from under-

represented minority groups, 

in ecology and coastal man-

agement.  The ECSC and 

Grand Bay NERR have been 

partners since the program 

began in 2001.   

Learn more about the ECSC 

Research Focus: Environmental Cooperative Science Center 

This spring, students, faculty, and 

staff from the NOAA Environ-

mental Cooperative Science 

Center (ECSC) and Grand Bay 

NERR will partner for an inten-

sive week of field work and 

graduate student training.  Field 

data will be collected on water 

conditions, vegetation, and ele-

vation and will be compared 

with satellite imagery to classify 

habitats and answer research 
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at:  

http://www.ecsc.famu.edu   

Below: ECSC Coordinator, Chris-

tina Morhman, trains students on 

GPS use during the last year’s field 

training campaign at Mission-

Aransas NERR (TX). 

Above: Rick Ranew 

teaches a group at 

Ship Island. 

http://www.ecsc.famu.edu


 

the vital functions per-

formed.  

Estuarine and coastal wet-

lands are important to us 

for so many reasons. They 

are nurseries for fish, crabs 

and shellfish; they are 

homes to resident and mi-

grating birds; they absorb 

storm surge and flood wa-

ters; and they provide in-

tangible aesthetic and cul-

tural values. They even im-

prove the economy through 

fishing, recreation, and 

tourism.  

The team at Grand Bay 

NERR is working hard every 

Welcome to Grand Bay!  

I arrived in August and have 

been inspired by this place 

and the team of dedicated 

and skilled scientists who 

work here. I came to Missis-

sippi from the Oregon Coast 

where I worked for 17 years 

as a Restoration / Estuarine 

Ecologist. My work is focused 

on understanding what eco-

systems do, especially estu-

aries, so we can restore im-

pacted habitats and recover 

day to not only understand 

what these important eco-

systems do, but also to con-

nect with our communities 

and share the knowledge 

we gain. We are in our 

local schools teaching K-12 

children about wetland 

habitats, holding community 

education events to share 

our discoveries, hosting spe-

cialized trainings for our 

local coastal managers, 

restoring habitat and stud-

ying results to provide best 

practices, and conducting 

research with students and 

colleagues from universities 

to answer critical questions. 

From the Director: Dr. Ayesha Gray 
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Our efforts include under-

standing sea level rise and 

the role of pine savanna res-

toration in retaining estuary 

function.  

I am honored to be a part of 

this team and excited to 

share our stories and success-

es in the coming years with 

you.  

Please come and visit Grand 

Bay and find your own rea-

sons to be inspired! 

 

Sincerely,  

Ayesha Gray, Ph.D. 

Join us in welcoming our newest “staff 

member” here at the NERR: Tobi, the dia-

mondback terrapin!  

Tobi is a female terrapin who came to us 

from the Institute of Marine Mammals 

Studies and helps to educate the public on 

diamondback terrapins in the wild.  

Diamondback terrapins (Malaclymys terra-

pin) are the only species of turtle in North 

America that live in brackish water (the  

mixture of salt and fresh water). They are 

prominent in Gulf Coast marshes, estuar-

ies, and tidal creeks.  

Meet Tobi! 

Terrapin populations are becoming 

threatened from multiple factors, but 

the most significant reason is drown-

ing in crab pots. Like crabs, turtles 

are attracted to the bait secured 

within the traps.  Unlike crabs, turtles 

need air so they have to surface 

periodically.  Once a turtle enters 

into a crab pot, they can not find 

their way out and often drown.  

The good news? There is an innovative 

device that can help the turtles! A tur-

tle excluder device, or TED for short, 

can be used by fishermen in their crab 

pots. This wide, rectangular, rigid  

plastic piece can be fit to any pot 

size. The size of the plastic rectan-

gle is large enough to allow a crab 

to pass through, but too small (or 

rather short) for the turtle’s shell, 

preventing most turtles from enter-

ing into the pot at all.  

For more information on diamond-

back terrapins and TEDs check out: 

http://www.shorekeeper.org/Turtl

e_Excluders.html 

A diamondback terrapin in the wild. 

Tobi swims up to smile for the camera. 

A TED fitted into a commercial crab pot. 



 

Address for Mailing 

Grand Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve 

6005 Bayou Heron Road  

Moss Point, MS 

39562 

We’re on the Web! 

Visit GrandBayNERR.org 

 

Phone: 228.475.7047  

Office hours: M-F 8am-4pm 

Interpretive Center Hours: M-F 9am-3pm 

Contact Us Grand Bay NERR Newsletter:  
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The Grand Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve (NERR) was designated in 1999 as part of a sys-

tem of 28 reserves around the nation. We are a “state-federal” partnership managed by the Mississip-

pi Department of Marine Resources as part of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s 

NERR System co-located with USFWS NWR. The Grand Bay NERR is comprised of approximately 

18,000 acres of pine savannas, salt marshes, salt pannes, open water and bayous, as well as other 

terrestrial habitats that are unique to the coastal zone.  

Come visit us!  

Can’t wait to see y’all! 

Follow us on: 


