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The Changing of the Guard
2011 is proving to 

be a year of change for 
Watsonville Wetlands 
Watch with recent re-
tirements and appoint-
ments of personnel in 
key management posi-
tions of Executive Direc-
tor and President of the 
Board of Directors. 

Kris Beall, who recently retired from the 
Executive Director position she held since 
2007, has been replaced by Craig Breon, the 
new Watsonville Wetlands Watch Execu-
tive Director. However, Kris will stay on in 
a volunteer capacity as the new President of 
the Board of Directors, a position she re-
cently was voted into upon the retirement 
of prior Board President, Bob Culbertson. 
“We owe Bob a huge debt of gratitude for 
his many years of service and his passion for 
the cause”, said Kris. Bob continues to serve 
on the Planning and Conservation Commit-
tee, the Personnel Committee, and the Board 
Nominations Committee.

The Watch is forever grateful to Kris for 
her unwavering dedication and professional-
ism during her four-year tenure as Executive 
Director. During one of the worst economic 
downturns in history, Kris was instrumental 
in the growth of the educational, restoration, 
volunteer, and outreach programs, creating 
a solid base for sustainable future growth. 
As further evidence of her achievements, 
Kris was honored as a 'Community Hero” by 
the Community Assessment Project of Santa 
Cruz County in 2010 in the Natural Environ-
ment category. Said Kris; “I have been fortu-
nate to be able to blend my love of wetlands, 
wildlife, and open space through my work 

at The Watch, supporting the programs that 
teach youth and the community about the 
wonder and value of wetlands.”  

The new Executive Director is Craig K. 
Breon. Craig served as Executive Director for 
the Santa Clara Valley Audubon Society prior 
to joining the Watsonville Wetlands Watch. At 
Audubon his work focused on preservation 
of creeks, wetlands, open spaces, and habi-
tats for rare and endangered fish and wildlife 
species. Prior to this he taught Environmental 
Law and Environmental Activism at Santa 
Clara University and served on the Portola 
Valley Planning Commission for ten years. 
Craig also worked for the Environmental 
Defense Center in Santa Barbara, the Califor-
nia Coastal Conservancy, and the California 
Environmental Protection Agency. He gradu-
ated from Williams College in Massachusetts, 
U.C. Davis Law School, and attended Exeter 
College at Oxford University.

 “Like most conservationists, I started 
as a volunteer, writing and editing for The 
Nature Conservancy’s California newslet-
ter”, said Craig. “I realized my passion was 
to advocate for environmental issues and 
decided to attend law school as the best way 
to influence meaningful change.”  As to his 
new role, says Mr. Breon; “I am excited about 
working for the Watsonville Wetlands Watch.  
Since leaving the Santa Clara Valley Audu-
bon Society, I have been looking to join an 
organization with a strong sense of place and 
mission – I believe I have found that within 
this fine organization and the Watsonville 
community.”

“We are extremely fortunate to have a 
person of Craig’s caliber as our incoming 
Executive Director”, said Kris. “We are all 
looking forward to working with him on our 
many initiatives in the coming years.”

Board President and 
Retired Executive Director 
Kris Beall
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Wetlands Alive! Tours Start Up
Our spring season of Wetlands Alive! 

Tours begins in April. The tour dates are 
Saturday, April 9th, Sunday, April 17th, 
Saturday, May 14th, and Sunday, May 22 nd, 
starting at 10 a.m. Bring your friends and 
join us on a fun, family-oriented tour of the 
wetlands and our Wetlands Educational 
Resource Center. For directions and sum-
mer dates, call 831-345-1226 or visit www.
watsonvillewetlandswatch.org/wetlands_
alive.htm. Tours are free, but please call 
345-1226 or email kathyfieb@yahoo.com by Friday noon before the tour to reserve a place. 

My First Day
My first day 

on the job was 
President’s Day, 
February 21st.  
The staff had a 
holiday, so Kris 
Beall and I had 
the place to our-
selves…but for 
one rewarding 
interruption. 

A gentle 
knock on the 

door revealed a family of four from Los 
Angeles: husband and wife perhaps in their 
mid-forties, with identical twin daughters in 
their late teens. He was a mushroom whole-
saler in L.A., and local company Fitz Fresh—
owned by Patrick Fitz, a stalwart Wetlands 
Watch supporter—is one of his suppliers. So 
the family headed north for a business and 
pleasure trip, and they heard about our work 
and our location from Patrick, and thus we 
made the list of tour stops.

Kris, very fluid as an Executive Director 
often needs to be, switched from teacher of 
budgets and procedures to impromptu tour 
guide. Here was the WERC classroom where 
students from throughout the Pajaro Valley 
School District came to look at flora and fau-

na under microscopes; there was the green-
house where every Friday a group of volun-
teers came to propagate native plants; here 
was our book on the history of Watsonville’s 
sloughs; there was the high school from 
which our Wetlands Stewards program hires 
six interns per year to teach in local elemen-
tary schools; out there were lands owned by 
the school and nearby farmers where WWW 
staff restored wetlands and grasslands and 
monitored wildlife and water quality; and up 
there was a White-tailed kite.

The short tour took perhaps twenty 
minutes, and given that it was my first day, 
I learned a lot. The family asked a number 
of questions throughout: how much land 
restored, where the money comes from, do 
we offer bilingual services. At the end of the 
mini-tour and Q&A, the head of household 
simply said “I want to thank you for the good 
work you’re doing. This is really important 
for the families and land of this area. I admire 
you for taking this on” (paraphrasing).

That’s pretty much all I can ask for an 
introduction to the job. I have a desire to do 
good work, to be relevant to and a part of the 
people and land of this area, and to have an 
occasional mushroom wholesaler acknowl-
edge our accomplishments.

Lots more to come.

New Executive Director Craig Breon
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Seed Farm Gets Underway
This 

winter, the 
Watch has 
begun a ma-
jor effort to 
grow native 
grass and 
wildflower 
seeds.  

We’ve planted 12 different types of native 
bunch grasses and wildflowers that will grow 
to produce their seeds this coming summer. 
The project is an expansion of a very success-
ful pilot project begun on High Ground Or-
ganics Farm several years ago, and is a part-
nership with the Land Trust of Santa Cruz 
County, the Resource Conservation District of 
Santa Cruz County, and High Ground Organ-
ics Farm. We’re excited to launch this large 
scale seed farm to support the restoration 
of many new acres of native coastal prairie 
throughout the Watsonville Sloughs over the 
years to come!

Presentation: An Evening in 
the World of Bats

Enjoy an evening discovering the biol-
ogy of our local bat species! On Thursday, 
May 19, the Watch is hosting popular educa-
tor and biologist Bruce Elliott’s in-depth look 
at bats. Learn how bats fly through dense 
vegetation, locate their prey and other sus-
tenance, breed and many other “Gee Whiz!” 
facts about their remarkable way of life. 

Exploring the Cultural 
History of the Pajaro Valley

During a recent field trip to the wet-
lands, Mintie White and Radcliffe Elemen-
tary School students explored the cultural 
history of native people of the Pajaro Valley 
with Patrick Orozco.  Patrick is a local man of 
Chumash and Juaneño decent.  He painted 

a picture of 
what the valley 
looked like hun-
dreds of years 
ago and how the 
wetlands have 
been an integral 
part of his cul-
ture.  He shared 
legends and 
myths, dances, 
and songs with 
the students and 
invited them to 
dance, and play 
instruments 
along with him. 

A story he 
shared with us 

explained how people learned about a me-
dicinal use for elderberry:  “One night, a fam-
ily ate a mash made of acorns, but became 
very sick.  The man left to go sit by the river 
and saw a hungry bear nearby.  He decided 
to put the acorn mash out for the bear to eat 
and watch what happened to the bear.  After 
eating the mash, the bear became very sick 
and began to moan and wander about.  Af-
ter some time, the bear found an elderberry 
bush, began to dig, and ate the roots of the 
plant.  After watching the bear, the man col-
lected elderberry root, and was able to cure 
his family’s stomach aches.”

During the field trip, the students also 
went birding and did a photo scavenger 
hunt. The activities were led by our high 
school Wetland Stewards, with help from 
docents Donna Zavada, Sharon Clark, and 
Debbie Diersch.

Patrick Orozco shares cultural 
history of the Pajaro Valley.

© 2005 William Leonard
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 Celebration of World Wetlands Day 
Forty volunteers of all ages participated in 

the World Wetlands Day Celebration on Feb. 5th, 
hosted by the Watsonville Wetlands Watch and 
the City of Watsonville.  The volunteers helped 
plant native plants along Struve Slough, near the 
City’s wetland trail that runs behind West Marine.  
We planted hundreds of native plants including 
California bee plant, common rush, creeping wild 
rye, and sedges in an area once overgrown with 
invasive Poison Hemlock. Volunteers came from 
all over the community, but particularly from 
West Marine, who promoted it as part of their 
employee volunteer committee. 

The Great-tailed Grackle
Have you ever walked through Pajaro Valley 

High’s campus and heard unusual, bubbly, cackling 
noises coming from a large blackbird? This is the 
call of the Great-tailed Grackle. This noisy blackbird 
is originally from South America and Mexico, but 
their ability to adapt easily to new environments 
is the reason why they are extending their range 
northward and westward for the past century.

Adult males are glossy black with a yellow 
eye and bluish-purple sheen on the head and back. 
The adult female who is considerably smaller, is 
brown with buff under parts. They have very long 
triangular- shaped tails. These birds prefer to live in 
open areas with scattered trees and nearby water, 
including pastures, agricultural areas, wetlands, 
and urban and suburban areas. Their favorite things 
to eat include insects, tadpoles, lizards, small fish, 
plant material, some eggs and bird nestlings, and 

students’ lunch leftovers! They even follow tractors 
to get exposed food. Males are aggressive and will 

fan their tails, fluff up their body, extend their wings, and make loud calls to intimidate other 
Grackles and predators. Their nests are cup-shaped and usually suspended from small upright 
branches of trees. They make their nests out of woven plant material and will use human-
made objects for their nest site.  

  
Written by PVHS junior Anthony Barrios, a Wetland Steward and Watsonville Wetlands Watch docent, 
who is also involved in the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s WATCH program. In February, Anthony made 
a presentation at the 3rd National Student Summit on the Ocean & Coasts at the Smithsonian in 
Washington DC.

© 2004 Tom Greer



Spring 2011                             5           The Watch

with the silky webbing which helps taran-
tulas climb up and down.  The water under 
the Water Striders’ legs is dimpled to reflect 
the surface tension that allows them to dance 
along the top of the water.

The volunteers plan to unveil their proj-
ect later in the year. Along with the diorama, 
they are creating an educational guide that 
will enable teachers and docents to interpret 
life in the wetlands, using the diorama as a 
model.  

Wetlands Diorama in Production

A group of highly resourceful and dedi-
cated volunteers are creating a professional-
level wetlands diorama for the Fitz Wetlands 
Educational Resource Center.  What started 
out as a simple volunteer project to display 
wetland animal specimens in a glass dis-
play case has evolved into the creation of an 
elaborate multi-level representation of life 
in the wetlands.  This project, spearheaded 
by docent Cathy Gamble, along with Bill 
Best and Carol Bennett and a host of other 
volunteers,is titled “Web of Life in the Wet-
lands”.

The lowest part of this multilevel display 
has sliding doors which reveal the creatures 
that live under the water and underground 
like the crayfish and shrew mole.  On the 
“ground” level we see species that live on the 
ground or on top of the water against a back-
ground mural.  Included in the highest level 
is a magnificent red-tailed hawk perched on 
his killing post, with his eyes on the rodents 
below. 

The detail in the display is a result of the 
group’s extensive research.  For example, the 
entrance to the tarantula’s burrow is lined 
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Would You Like to Support Our Work ...  
to protect, restore, and foster appreciation of the wetlands?

Help docents like Linda Youmans reach more students 
with wetlands education by contributing online by going to  
www.WatsonvilleWetlandsWatch.org/donate.htm;  or send a  
donation in the mail to WWW, P.O. Box 1239, Freedom, CA 95019. Con-
tributions are tax-deductible in accordance with IRS rules for non-profit 
organizations and are greatly appreciated.


