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Chris: While at MSU I worked with Drs. Gerald 
Urquhart and Dan Kramer on an NSF funded project 
looking at the ecological impacts that globalization 
has had on remote communities along Nicaragua’s 
Caribbean Coast. My work in particular looked at the 
impacts of development and colonization on terrestrial 
mammals and on the loss/retention of traditional 
environmental knowledge.

Chris: I currently work as Global Wildlife 
Conservation’s Central America and Tropical Andes 
Coordinator. Global Wildlife Conservation’s mission 
is to conserve the diversity of 
life, and we do this using a 
partnership based strategy. My 
role is to develop partnerships, 
projects and programs and be 
the organization’s liaison for 
them across much of Latin 
America.  

Chris: While still at MSU, I 
transitioned from research 
to conservation and began 
partnering with international 
conservation partners; one of 
those partners was close to 
Global Wildlife Conservation. 
I was jointly hired by GWC 
and Panthera to continue the work I began once I 

Chris:  GWC’s partnership based model keeps us 

nimble organization that is able to respond quickly to 
emerging conservation threats or seize opportunities 
to have big impact through our local partners. The 
work that we do is dynamic, varied, and focused 

approach means that everything we do is focused on 
empowering and promoting local partners and local 
solutions, which results in a much less colonial model. 
My current position is very demanding both physically 
and mentally, but varied, motivating, meaningful, and 
never boring. In the past year I have been involved 

from directly supporting indigenous peoples to 
defend their ancestral lands in Nicaragua, Honduras, 
Panama, Brazil, and Ecuador to helping to develop 
a captive breeding program with a Natural History 
Museum for a critically endangered species of water 
frog in Cochabamba, Bolivia. 

Chris: My PhD supervisors recognized that I was the 
type of student who didn’t respond well to highly 
structured programs and they gave me a long leash 

This allowed me to try new 
things in a challenging 
environment, which gave 
me the opportunity to make 
mistakes and adapt to them. 
Ultimately my experiences 
during my time at MSU 
helped me to develop the 
resilience needed for my 
current position. 

Chris: Many of the solutions 
to the planet’s current 
conservation crises are fairly 
straightforward; we know 

what needs to be done. However, the struggle of 
conservation is scaling those solutions at a pace that 
matches the urgency of the context we are facing on 
our planet; things have a tendency to take longer 
than we want. The need to be patient and to remain 

be exhausting. While we absolutely need to design 

also need to be in this for the long haul. Many factors 
go into being able to do this, but one factor is taking 

keep you engaged and inspired even in the most 



I was a solid 40 feet behind 

doing the one thing you weren’t 
supposed to: leave the group. With 

it’s the end of the tour, I have no 
expectations. Plus, I’ve lived here 
every summer for the past 4 years 
and all these people don’t know 
Alaska like I do.”

Then I turned around.

And there he was, about 30 
feet away: a big, beautiful, coastal 
brown bear.

He had easily maneuvered 
around us in the tiny patch of forest 
between the beach and meadow, as 
if stalking a big dumb animal. He 
knew I was. He knew where my 
eyes were, and he looked right into 
them. He didn’t take his eyes away 
from mine as he walked towards 
me, with what seemed very much 
to be purpose. For the briefest 

world: one in which you live and 

outcome of your life is stewarded 
much more by awareness and 
connection to other beings. The 
whole universe aligned. It was me 
and bear. We both knew: I was 
completely his.

Any other time in history, 

charged, or bear scat. But this was 
2019, I had a guide armed with a 
pair of noisy rain pants who was 
next to me in seconds, and a group 

assembled around us. The bear 
slowed. Only when the whole 
group was together did he break 

and meander into the sedges and 
towards the mountains. The whole 
ordeal probably lasted 5 seconds.

the beach. Having learned nothing, 
I again strayed. Not in shock, but 
rather, shame. I saw the reality 
of what my role in nature was in 

tourist in a vestige of wilderness, 

plane tour, and, like everyone 
today, desperate for a picture to 
solidify the experience and prove 

giving, but rather, taking. The bear 
is probably still out there right 



now, and I took its time, its energy. 

meadow and away from the beach. 
I was part of the tourist groups 

clamming. I got my picture. 

I noticed other roles 
played by modern humans in this 
place: masses of tourists walking 
everywhere and ATVs from a local 
inn trampling the sands of a beach 
covered in an invasive sweet clover.

view, imagining the passage of time 
from the seat of the soul of this place, 
down the line of bear ancestors to 

spectacle. What incredible change.

I have envisioned Alaska 
like many do – as that great 
wild northern place – a last, 

However, now I take discomfort 
in this ideology, seeing two major 

trammeled. Even if tourism isn’t 

change is. Alaska has already 
experienced unprecedented 
warming at more than twice the 
rate of the contiguous United States.
Alaska has already experienced  
unprecedented warming. The 

What happens when the last thing 
goes away? We cannot discount 
wildness and beauty right here, 
right now, everywhere, even the 
birds in your backyard and the 
lichen growing on city buildings. 

As I was writing this, I 

spent a good ten minutes watching 
it clutch the rhododendron in 
my front garden, mouth agape, 
tucked under leaves, breathing 
heavily, eyes distant. To my relief, 
it appeared to recover, seemingly 
agitated that it had temporarily lost 

This is wildness. The tense 
uncertainty over the possible last 
moments of this tiny creature was 
inherently the same connection I 
had when I was thinking I might get 
mauled by a bear. Both beasts are 
valid, both are inherently valuable, 
and both are navigating a world full 

All of this makes me pause 
as a researcher, and more so as 
a human. Manipulating Mary 

we plan to do, with this one wild 
and precious place?” I study climate 
change ecology in Alaska, and the 
truth is my work has not directly 
helped any Alaskan beasts, plants, 
or fungi. Five years of planning 
meetings and collaborations on 
papers has not moved any soil or 
conserved any land. However, it 
has made me realize that perhaps 

sharing through time. By this I 
mean, knowing the rate of change 
for a place, and what we could do in 
present time to steward the future 

our only experience – how do we 
measure conservation success and 

failure? Fast changes are the ones 
to be soberly recognized, whether 

of public perception, or what parts 
of nature should be valued. 

Take this bear clamming 
beach forward in your mind 2 years, 
10 years, 50 years. What does it 
look like? Will groups still be just as 
excited to see bears? Perhaps fewer, 
or smaller bears? How many folks 
will be on the beach? Will there be 
clams?

We can become impassioned 
towards action when we sit with a 
place and internalize it as ourselves. 
There is truth in the notion that 
all places are already in us, and 
already of us, already changed and 
changing, and already in need of 
stewardship. The most profound 
lesson I have learned during my 
Ph.D. is that sometimes it’s best not 
to be with the group, but to stay far 
behind, to look, listen, and fully feel 
those places – even if there might 
be a bear about.
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Over the past year I have had the 
opportunity to participate in an amazing 
mentorship experience as a Janice Lee Fen
ske Excellence in Fisheries Management Fel
low. The goal of this fellowship is to honor 

in the Michigan Department of Natural Re
sources (MDNR) Fisheries Division. The Fen
ske Fellowship provides graduate students 
from underserved communities with funding 
and mentoring opportunities to assist them 

ies management. Each fellow, with guidance 
and assistance from their fellowship mentors, 
also works on a project that is of high priori
ty to their mentoring agency. As a part of my 
mentoring experience, I worked closely with 
MDNR Fisheries biologist, Dr. Dave Fielder, 
and my MSU advisor, Dr. Brian Roth, to docu
ment past methodologies of predator stocking 
equivalents used by the MDNR to assist with 
stocking decisions in the Great Lakes. 

Lake Michigan is a complex system 
managed for a variety of stakeholders includ

value to the state of Michigan, and historically 
the complexities of this ecosystem have made it 

ment goals by MDNR are to reduce the impact 
of invasive species and to provide angling op

ed in the 1930s. By the 1950s, Alewife reached 

of predators in Lakes Michigan and Huron. 
In 1966 and 1967, Coho Salmon and Chinook 
Salmon, respectively, were introduced to pro

to consume Alewife, simultaneously accom
plishing both MDNR management goals. The 

By Katie Kierczynski “The stocking experiment 
was a huge success, and the 


