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Introduction 

 

This report summarizes the methodology and outcomes of three collaborative workshops focused 

on salt marsh sustainability, held at the Elkhorn Slough in 2010 and 2011.  Organizers had 

designed the three workshops to engage scientists and stakeholders with research on historic, 

current, and future processes that support the development and maintenance of salt marsh, a 

conservation target for the Elkhorn Slough (the ‘Slough’).  Decision making on how to support 

these processes is shared between a number of disparate entities including scientists, estuarine 

resource managers, harbor districts, conservationists, and private land owners.  Organizers 

wanted to engage each of these audiences and to elicit their feedback on how to improve the 

science in order to improve decision making. Stakeholders prioritized the science featured during 

the first two workshops as part of an ongoing conservation planning process, and organizers of 

these two workshops.  The third workshop involved mainly private property and public works 

employee stakeholders who were less familiar with Slough conservation and had significantly 

less scientific background, especially with sea level rise as a process that could portend long term 

salt marsh migration onto their properties. 

 

Methodology 

 

Workshop 1 and 2 

Organizers designed the first two workshops as part of an ongoing collaborative decision-making 

process by mainly conservation-oriented stakeholders, organized into the Elkhorn Slough’s Tidal 

Wetland Program (TWP). The TWP is administered by the Elkhorn Slough National Estuarine 

Research Reserve (NERR) and the Elkhorn Slough Foundation in order to inform and support 

the restoration of the Elkhorn Slough’s endangered salt marsh biotic communities.  From 2002 

through this project, TWP staff had organized regular meetings of scientists, funders, land 

owners, conservationists, and agency personnel to help make decisions on how to move forward 

with strategies to conserve estuarine natural resources.  Presentation of scientific data described 

above took place during normal meetings of the TWP at the Elkhorn Slough National Estuarine 

Research Reserve. 

 

The agendas for the two events are included in Appendix 1 and Appendix 2.  Readers will note 

the same two presenters for each workshop, which also featured many of the same attendees.  

Elizabeth Watson and Eric Vandyke were both researchers associated with the Elkhorn Slough 

NERR and had long worked together to better understand the various factors affecting the 

sustainability of the salt marshes in that estuary.  The subject matter for both meetings was, by 

design, less developed in the first versus the second workshop:  organizers encouraged 

participants to suggest alterations and improvements in the scientific methodology during the 

first workshop, so that the second workshop would help by delivering decision makers 

information more tailored to their needs. 

 

Workshop 3 

Organizers designed the third workshop to engage public works officials and private property 

owners with interests in land where sea level rise modeling suggested inundation during the next 

100 years.  Invitation fliers (Appendix 3) included an agenda as well as a note clarifying that the 

organizers had targeted recipients owning parcels susceptible to sea level rise according to 
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scientific models.  The same scientific presenters from workshop one and two presented at this 

workshop: Dr. Watson presented an overview of climate change and sea level rise and Eric 

Vandyke presented visualizations of modeled sea level rise scenarios.  Organizers finished the 

workshop with a prolonged exercise requesting audience feedback on the sea level rise 

visualizations, so that the scientists could improve analyses and visualizations in the future. 

 

Results 

 

Workshop 1 and 2 

TWP stakeholders engagement with workshops one and two was part of an ongoing 

collaborative decision making process that will continue, as a result of the workshop, in a more 

informed manner.  By the end of workshop 2, stakeholders were divided on their approach to 

decision making, questioning the desirability or possibility of maintaining salt marsh given the 

enormity of impacts from sea level rise in the Elkhorn Slough.  Many TWP stakeholders 

encouraged TWP staff to consider potential migratory pathways (onto private land) for salt 

marsh in the face of sea level rise, since in situ conservation might not be possible. 

 

Moving forward, TWP organizers intend to review future publications or reports from the 

researchers involved and expect to share these publications with other experts and managers 

around the Slough to inform conservation planning. And, TWP leaders hope to convene a 

‘Geomorphology Working Group’ to consider any conclusions when considering advising the 

larger TWP group on possible restoration projects.   

 

Workshop 3 

Workshop 3 was the first opportunity for Monterey Bay land owners, private or public, to better 

understand predicted sea level rise affecting their property values, and there was considerable 

interest in understanding the very technical information presented to them about climate change.  

A few discussion points are worth consideration when approaching this type of audience in the 

future.  First, maps of potential sea level rise need to contain obvious demarcations for popular 

human infrastructure, such as highways and towns.  Without such landmarks, the lay reader has 

difficulty orienting.  Second, most participants were aware that flooding normally is worse when 

tides, storm surge, and flooding converge.  And so, the overwhelming request of the group was 

for more science to address these confounding factors and to help better predict impacts of sea 

level rise.  The final major request from the participants is for an economic analysis of the 

impacts of sea level rise to help inform prioritization of adaptation strategies. 

 

The Elkhorn Slough Coastal Training Program has received numerous requests for follow up 

workshops to build on this workshop 3, but there is no additional science to share with the 

community.  Recent connections with USGS suggests the possibility of combining storm surge 

and flooding events with sea level rise predictions to create a more realistic analysis of nearer-

term impacts.  Other communications have included The Nature Conservancy, where there is 

some support for completing the economic analysis requested by landowner stakeholders.  And 

so, there is great hope that this collaboration has the kind of interest that will allow continued 

progress in understanding and ultimately conserving the Slough. 
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Appendix 1:  Agenda for Workshop 1, September 22, 2010 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

9:00  Introductions, agenda review 

  Bryan Largay, Tidal Wetland Project Director 

 

“Past, Present, and Future: Paleo-ecological studies pair with sea level rise models to better 

inform the restoration of the Elkhorn Slough” 

 

Elizabeth Watson, Researcher, Elkhorn Slough Reserve 

Eric Vandyke, Historical Ecologist, Elkhorn Slough Reserve 

 

This joint presentation will review: 

 

 Historic/prehistoric baselines of marsh extent, community composition, salinity 

 New information on tidal marsh subsidence and sediment accumulation 

 Projections for sea level rise 

   

Presentation will be followed by a question and answer session. 

 

****  

BREAK 

**** 

 

Group exercise: brainstorming sea level rise scenarios  

What is useful, what still needs to be done? 

Bryan Largay, Facilitator 

GOAL:  Direct researchers at the most poignant questions to inform restoration planning 

 

12:00 Program ends 
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Appendix 2:  Workshop 2 Agenda, September 12, 2011 

 

 

9:00   Welcome 

   Salt marshes at Elkhorn Slough: past, present and future 

   Kerstin Wasson, Research Coordinator, Elkhorn Slough Reserve 

 

   Elkhorn Slough marsh stratigraphy  

   Elizabeth Watson, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency    

 

 Marsh stratigraphy - technical discussion 

   

Marsh stratigraphy - management implications discussion 

  

   -Break- 

 

10:55    Management implications of sea level rise predictive models 

 Sarah Newkirk, The Nature Conservancy  

 

Modeling relative sea level rise and salt marsh sustainability at Elkhorn 

Slough 

   Eric Van Dyke, Geographical Ecologist, Elkhorn Slough Reserve   

 

12:00   -Lunch- 

 

1:00 Modeling sea level rise - technical discussion 

   

Modeling sea level rise - management implications discussion 

 

   -Break-  

 

3:00 Improving the Proposed Project for Salt Marsh Restoration Through  

Sediment Addition 

 

A presentation by Bryan Largay with facilitated group discussion and 

feedback to the Tidal Wetland Project and project consultants 

 

4:30   Adjourn 
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Appendix 3: Invitation to Workshop 3 

 

 
 


