
Seal Watch Volunteer Training

Presented by:
Stewards of the Coast and Redwoods



Agenda

• 9:00 a.m. – 9:15 a.m. 
Introduction to Stewards of the Coast and Redwoods – Justin Lindenberg, Executive 
Director
Introduction of Presenters – Heather Rowe, Interim Seal Watch Coordinator
• 9:15 a.m. – 10:15 a.m. Natural History of Harbor Seals with Dr. Sarah Allen
• 10:15 a.m.– 10:25 a.m. Break
• 10:25 a.m. – 11:25 a.m.  Rescuing and Rehabilitating Harbor Seals in California with 

Justin Hodges and Adam Ratner, The Marine Mammal Center
• 11:25 a.m. – 11:35 a.m. Break
• 11:35 a.m. – 12:30 p.m. The Seal Watch Program with Heather Rowe



Talking about Climate Science

• If a visitor asks you about impacts of climate change on the seals or their 
habitat, don’t panic! If you know, great! If not, that’s ok.
• You’re not expected to be an expert. 
• Talk about how climate change has affected you – tell your story, keep it local. 

Ask the visitor about their experience.
• Some visitors may have opinions that are not factual. Avoid using phrases that 

may sound judgmental. Sometimes using “my understanding is…” avoids 
confrontation.
• Enroll in the UC Climate Stewards Course to learn how to engage others about 

climate change. More information coming to the Stewards’ website soon!
• Questions? Contact CathyConnorJohnson@gmail.com



Harbor Seal colony at the confluence of the Russian River 
and Pacific Ocean, September 2022 



Training 
Overview
• Seal Watch History
• The habitat at the confluence of the 

Russian River & Pacific Ocean 
• Protections for the Jenner harbor seals 
• Why volunteering for Seal Watch 

matters
• The role of a Seal Watch volunteer
• Interpreting the seals and their habitat
• Shift duties and TeamUp
• Continuing education and resources
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The 
Seal Watch 
Program

1985 - Local activism

Stewards – Promote safe viewing 
of seals and their habitat

Guided interpretation to promote 
conservation and protection



Haul out at the confluence of the 
Russian River and Pacific Ocean

Haul out

Parking lot
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Why volunteer?



  

GET INTO THE BLUE 

26 Earth Is Blue 



What agencies or laws  
protect the Jenner 
seals and other marine 
mammals?

• NOAA, US Fish and Wildlife, and 
the MMPA of 1972

• Marine Protected Areas
• California Fish and Wildlife
• California State Parks





Human activity 
might result in:

• Separation of mothers and their 
young.
• Disruption of migratory patterns.
• Disruption of resting activities by 
seals, sea lions, and sea turtles.
• Interference in breeding and/or 
reproductive and rearing activities.



Sample 
talking 
points for 
dog owners

“For you and your pet’s safety…” – lead with why it’s important 
for them.

It’s important to keep pets away from marine mammals, for 
their safety and yours.

Dogs are seen as a predator by the seals and may cause pups 
to be abandoned.

Pets off-leash can bite seals and pups, causing injury or death 
and spreading disease. 

Adult seals and sea lions are large, strong predators with large 
teeth and can exhibit aggressive behaviors if provoked. 

These are wild animals that can spread disease to pets and 
humans. 

Dogs are not allowed on Goat Rock Beach or on the northside 
of the river, but they are allowed on Blind Beach.
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Tools for your Goat Rock shift

In storage shed:

• Binoculars and scope
• California State Parks 

volunteer vests
• 2-way radio 

• Backpack

• Field binder
• Camp chair

• Rope
• Mallet

• Fence stakes

Field binder contains:

• Emergency contacts
• Radio instructions
• Shift reports
• FAQ about harbor seals
• Best practices for speaking with the public
• Tips on interpretation 
• Reporting processes and contacts for 

marine mammals
• TMMC guide for identifying and evaluating 

pinnipeds
• Field guide to CA coastal birds
• And more!

Bring your own:

• Sunscreen
• Layers

• Sunglasses
• Camera

• Snacks

• Water
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Jenner boat launch 
located next to the 

Jenner Visitor Center



Tools for the 
Jenner 
boat launch 
shift

Field binder contains
• Shift report
• FAQs about Harbor Seals
• SCR Sonoma Coast Program info
• MMPA handouts
• Guidance for discussing safe viewing distances 

with boaters and other water enthusiasts
• MPA educational materials
• FAQs about the Sonoma Coast 

• Where to take dogs
• Points of interest

Tabling activities
• Educational materials for children
• Volunteer recruitment for SCR



Your role as a 

Seal Watch 

volunteer

We are stewards, docents, and guide interpretation. We help to create 
emotional and intellectual connections for visitors with the harbor seals 
and their ecosystem.

We are not enforcement. It is tempting to cross that line out of 
concern for the seals, but that is not our role, it’s not safe and it is a 
recipe for burn out. Our role may include informing visitors of 
regulations that protect the seals and visitors, such as the MMPA 
regulations, but we do not enforce them.

You have support. Interacting with the public can at times be 
challenging. Take a rest during your shift. Reach out to your Seal 
Watch buddy or coordinator if you need to share an experience. Reach 
out to enforcement agencies when a situation is best for them to 
address or manage.



The Art of Interpretation

• Training is 10 am – 1pm on February 25 at Goat Rock Beach and Jenner Boat Launch 
• “Interpretation facilitates a connection between the interests of the visitor and the meanings 

of the resource”. – NPS
• “Interpretation is a communication process that forges emotional and intellectual 

connections between the interests of the audience and the meanings of the resource”. – NAI
• What features of their experience can create that connection? How can the features be 

relevant to the visitor and their world? We’ll discuss the tools we use to help create these 
connections for visitors.

• David Berman will lead interpretation exercises on Goat Rock beach. We’ll also visit the 
Jenner boat launch and review how to discuss safe viewing of the seals with boaters and 
kayakers.



Ready to dive in? 

We need monthly Seal Watch coordinators to support the 
team and help organize shifts. Let us know if you can help!



Seal the Deal! 

Onboarding with Stewards of the Coast and Redwoods and the Seal Watch 
Program
• Sign up to volunteer with Stewards: https://stewardscr.org/volunteer-

resources/
• Complete Stewards’ New Volunteer Orientation by watching  General 

Orientation Video
• Sign up for shifts using TeamUp
• Complete the 2/25/23 training ”The Art of Interpretation” at Goat Rock Beach 

and Jenner boat launch
• Sign up for at least one shift a month

https://stewardscr.org/volunteer-resources/
https://youtu.be/mF7qnIXrDS4
https://teamup.com/ks1jms1cbq3n4dgm2t?_ga=2.98550296.606405555.1675927104-1697824732.1634786013


Education, trainings & other resources
• Stewards of the Coast and 

Redwoods 

• California Naturalist 

Certification – Contact David 

Berman

• Climate Stewards Certification 

– Coming Soon!  Contact 

Cathy Johnson

• Sonoma Coast Programs 

Seminar – Coming Soon! 

Contact Hollis Bewley

• Marine Protected Areas

• MPA Collaborative Network –

Sonoma

• Ocean Protection Council

• NOAA Marine Mammals on the 

West Coast

• The Marine Mammal Center

• National Network for Ocean and 

Climate Change Interpretation

• Sonoma Water

• The Marine Mammal Protection Act 

• A Survey of Interpretive 

Techniques- NPS

• Interpretive Techniques for 

Challenging Topics - NNOCCI

• Wildlife Viewing Guidelines

• Share the Shore – Watch Marine 

Mammals Responsibly

• Russian RiverKeeper

http://stewardscr.org/
https://stewardscr.org/events/u-c-california-naturalist-certification-spring-2023/
mailto:coyoteberman@gmail.com
mailto:cathyconnorjohnson@gmail.com
mailto:hollisbewley@comcast.net
https://marineprotectedareas.noaa.gov/resources/webinars/
https://www.mpacollaborative.org/sonoma/
https://www.opc.ca.gov/2022/05/mpa-monitoring-series-ask-the-researcher/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/west-coast/marine-mammal-protection/marine-mammals-west-coast
http://tmmc.org/
mailto:https://nnocci.org/training/interpretive-techniques-for-challenging-topics/
https://www.sonomawater.org/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/topic/laws-policies/marine-mammal-protection-act
https://www.nps.gov/idp/interp/handlesupdate.pdf
https://nnocci.org/training/interpretive-techniques-for-challenging-topics/
https://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/wildlife-viewing/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/west-coast/marine-life-viewing-guidelines/share-shore-watch-marine-mammals-responsibly
https://russianriverkeeper.org/wildlife/


Social Media Tips
• Add hashtags # to your Instagram posts to reach a wider audience. Some suggestions;
• #stewardsofthecoastandredwoods
• #respectwildlife
• #sharetheshore
• #harborseals
• #marinemammals
• #goatrockbeach
• #sonomacoaststatepark
• Follow the accounts of organizations addressing climate change, ocean science, the Sonoma coast and 

marine mammals
• Share your photos and experiences to educate, inspire and increase awareness!



Thank you!


