UFS Middle School Explores Ecology of Delaware Bay

Helman-Osborn (6th, 7th, and 8th grades)
students, along with their adult chaperones
recently spent three days on the Delaware Bay
where they participated in hands-on studies in
ecology.

As described by Kathy Leber, trip organizer
and UFS science teacher, the trip’s mission
was for the students to understand the
interrelation of species, the criticality of
timing in nature and the delicate balance ever
present in earth’s ecosystems.

Embracing this mission, the students spent
each day exploring the intimate connections ofDe&aware Bay, its horseshoe crab population,
the migratory red knot shore bird, the Delaware ék&dted and wetlands, plankton and Delaware
River shad.

In preparing for the trip, students extensivelydstd the connection between the decline in
horseshoe crabs, due to over harvesting by thim§jshdustry, and the migratory patterns of the
red knot shore bird. The birds depend on horsestad®eeggs as a high protein/calorie food
source in their midway stop between Tierra del lBugighe southern point of Chile to the Arctic
where they lay their eggs.

Over the last few decades, Dr. Larry Niles andAMmanda Dey have studied this critical
connection and watched as the red knot populaiefireed close to extinction and, in recent
years, slowly began to recover. This, in
large part, thanks to Niles and Dey who
lobbied for the current moratorium on
harvesting horseshoe crab eggs in the
greater Delaware Bay.

During the first day of the trip, despite the
rain, students worked alongside Niles and
Dey and attempted to catch the red knots
. with their cannon net. The red knots,
! unfortunately, remained elusive
= throughout the day, but the students were
- able to help a team of university student-
= scientists who were testing seagulls. UFS
—= students helped catch and hold the seagulls
while the scientists took blood and fecal
samples for further testing.




A busy second day started with a big breakfast,camtinued at the beach where the group
found horseshoe crabs and shells on their walkseCby, they climbed both the Cape May Fire
Tower - a WWII submarine look-out and the Cape Mmght House. As if that wasn’t enough,
the day ended with what Emily says was her favqréte, a trip to the salt marsh where the
group flipped over rocks looking for different kimdf crabs, seined with a seining net, went
crabbing with chicken legs, and fished.

A highlight of the second day was, without a dotif, fishing. Daxton
caught two nice size bluefish, and Andrew caugd®’abluefish. Andrew

says his big catch was definitely a trip highlifnt him and tells the story that
he almost missed his chance at the great fish bedsathy had announced it
was time to clean-up and go. Luckily for Andreustjthis once it paid off

not to listen and within a few minutes of her anmoement he was fighting
with his rod and reel to bring in his catch. Fomer, the group enjoyed two
baked bluefish, compliments of the fishermen.

During the final day, students and adults went ¢ir@e-hour educational sail

aboard the tall ship, A.J. Meewald. To get thédarted, the group helped

raise the 2000 pound sails. While aboard, studentsed at the ecology of

the area by collecting and studying plankton, tlagewchemistry and oysters.

To teach the effects of humans on local waterskhstddents were given a 3-D topography map,
model houses and infrastructure and asked to huwl@mmunity. Once their towns were
completed, instructors added “pollutants” to thenawunity and finally mimicked rain. Students
were able to see how the pollutants ran directly ihe main waterways and even clogged up
bridges.

The daily science excursions were hardly forgettalbbwever, the students will surely always
remember their accommodations at the BelleplaitreFtark Camp Grounds where they spent
their nights in yurts, round tents on platformsiey won’t soon forget cooking over a camp
stove and open fire; hauling water for cleaningshwag and drinking; sitting around the much
loved camp fires; and games of flashlight tag.

The Helman-Osborn studies of the Delaware Bay, \iela River and surrounding watersheds

concluded when they released their shad fry, réclatched fish eggs, into the Delaware River.
The hope is the fry will make their
way to the Delaware Bay and
eventually to the Atlantic Ocean where
they will grow and, upon maturity,
return to the Delaware River to spawn.
The shad hatching project was part of
the “Shad in Schools” program
designed to draw attention to the
ecology of the Delaware River and
promote its protection for generations
to come.



