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Welcome to the official newsletter of the Weeks Bay
Reserve Foundation. Articles of interest to bay
watchers, wetland watchers, and to others inter­
ested in the coast and in nature will be featured.

Weeks Bay Estuary

The marshes around the edge of Weeks Bay are
dominated by tall emergent grasses. These grasses
grow on the higher portions of the intertidal shoreline,
often in distinct zones. Needle rushes and reed com­

monly cover the highest, landward margins, while
saltmarsh cordgrasses are found closer to the bay.
Behind the marsh is the bay forest that contains red
maple, white cedar, southern magnolia, swamp bay,
bald cypress, pines, water oaks and other trees, shrubs
and vines that grow in wet places.

Unvegetated mud and sand flats occur at lower ele­
vations on the bay shore. Below these appear other
important estuarine habitats, such as submerged grass­
beds and oyster reefs. All of these estuarine habitats are
extremely valuable for water birds and serve as nurser­
ies for fish and shellfish. More than 95% of the Gulf of

Mexico fish and shellfish caught by commercial and rec­
reational fishermen depend upon estuarine habitats at
one or more critical stages of their lives, although they
may spend most of their lives in the open Gulf. Two
common estuarine species are mullet and menhaden,
both of which feed on detritus and microscopic plants.
Not only are these species themselves comercially
valuable, but they and other bait fishes also are in turn
prey for other valuable game fishes and commercial
species. The estuary also provides critical habitat for
ducks, probing shorebirds, gulls, terns and pelicans.

Spotted Sea Trout
Cynoscion nebulosus

Committees Formed

These coastal wetlands provide much of the food
that fuels the entire estuarine ecosystem. Very little
plant material is actually consumed in the marsh and
the bay forest. Instead, the plant leaves are shed
annually into estuarine waters, where they break up
into smaller pieces called detritus. These detrital frag­
ments are colonized by microorganisms which are the
base of vast food webs that lead to crabs, shrimps,
oysters and numerous fishes.

The marsh is habitat for fiddler crabs, grass
shrimp, snails, ribbed mussels, rails, herons and
egrets. The bay forest is habitat for frogs, snakes,
lizards, grey squirrels, oppossums, rabbits and rac­
coons. Predatory birds such as hawks and owls forage
over marshes and around the bay forest.

Three committiees (historical, archaeological and
exhibit) have been formed and are assisting in the plan­
ning and design of the exhibits. The historical and
archaeological committees are looking for artifacts to
utilize in exhibits. Topics of the exhibits range from
early settlers, turpentining, shipbuilding, fishing, Civil
War and shipping to Native American life. The historical
and archaeological committees are searching for local
artifacts, written materials and photographs related to
these topics to use in the exhibits. Some of the cabinets
and display cases for the collections have been con­
structed and are in the exhibit room at the Reserve

Interpretive Center.



Exhibits

Habitat is a major theme of the educational goals at
the Reserve and one entire wall will be devoted to

expanding on the major habitats that are considered
most important. The articulated skeleton of a manatee
will be suspended from the ceiling which will focus
the observer's attention on the habitat display. The

habitats will be presented in a panorama of show­
cases: wetland, marsh, and the benthic communities.
Each will have museum quality taxidermy mounts giv­

ing examples of endangered and threatened animals as
well as biological success stories like the brown
pelican. The panorama will culminate with an artistic
representation of aquatic life topped with two large
aquaria displaying estuarine/marine invertebrates and
vertebrates.

A portion ofthe geology exhibit
is already in place. This is a three
dimensional topographic map of the
Weeks Bay National Reserve and
surrounding areas of the watershed.
When complete, the display will ex­
plain the geology of the area and
show examples of the type sediment
found in our area. The exhibit will

then show local clay deposits and
artistic use in modern pottery. This
extension ofthe geology format will
lead into the archeological artifacts

Squid ranging from Native American pot-
Loligo pealei tery to fishing implements, weapons

and game pieces. The "historical" area of the gallery
will also include implements used in earlier times.

The back porch of the Interpretive Center will soon
become a living representation of the wetland estuar­
ine environment. Plans are being proposed to enclose
this large area in glass to house live snakes, turtles and
even an alligator. In this area will also be a touch tank
in which live estuarine organisms will be kept. This
low trough-like container will give students ready
access to the touch and feel of estuarine inhabitants.

Educational Programs

Student groups have been coming out for guided
trail walks and exploratory excursions. Classroom
activities show marine organisms and demonstrate
processes ongoing in the surrounding wetlands. Hands
on arts and crafts activities are utilized with the young
age groups to reinforce concepts of marine education.
Sensory games are used to give the younger students an
appreciation of the natural environment as well as an
involvement in the larger scope of things at the Weeks
Bay National Reserve. Such activities have been
assisted by the growing group of dedicated volunteers.
An example of the volunteer group can be seen on
Fridays which has become the volunteer landscaping
day of the week. Slowly the grounds at the Interpretive
Center are transforming from a rough cut in the woods
to a building caressed by the beauty of natural land­
scapmg.

Fiddler crab
Uca minax

The Reserve plans to hire a person to coordinate
the interpretive programs at the Reserve. This would
include developing the Reserve's education and out­
reach programs, training of volunteers and overseeing
special activities at the Reserve.

Hogchoker
Trinectes maculatus



Summer Internship

A student from the University of the South, Ms.

Mary Motte Walker has begun a summer internship at
the Reserve. Mary Motte was awarded the internship
to assist with the specimen collection efforts at the
Reserve. She is the daughter of Dr. and Mrs. Rhett
Walker of Montrose, Alabama.

As the months pass, the hard work and support of
staff, volunteers and Foundation Members will be­
come more evident in the exhibits and displays now
unfolding at the Interpretive Center.

Great Egret
Casmerodius albus

Nature Trail

A new nature trail has been designed and a grant
was recently awarded which should allow work on a
3,000 foot boardwalk to begin soon. The trail winds
through beautiful woods down to the marsh at Weeks
Bay.

Red Maple
Acer rubrum

Pitcher Plant Bog Burned

The remnants of an ancient pitcher plant bog are
trying to be salvaged by Reserve staff. The area was
burned recently but much work needs to be done to
rehabilitate the bog. The bog is being taken over by
trees and shrubs because of the suppression of fire.
The Reserve staff has applied for a grant which would
allow the area to be restored. This would involve

cutting the woody species, burning the area again, in­
stalling several check dams and providing for public
access to the area.

Red Drum

Sciaenops ocellata

The productivity of estuarine areas has long been
overlooked and underused because, unlike land areas,
production and harvest in estuaries rarely take place in
the same spot. These processes are constantly being
moved by the tide, and they are separated not only by
space but by time as well.

Estuaries are extremely valuable as producers of
food and as nursery grounds for many economically
valuable species. This is seen in the productivity
values of the open Gulf (0.5 tons of carbon per acre per
year) the continental shelf(1.3 tons of carbon per acre
per year) compared to estuaries (10 tons of carbon per
acre per yer). By comparision, an acre of cultivated
wheat produces about 1.5 tons of carbon per year.

Too often, fishermen catching red snapper or Span­
ish mackerel see the fish as existing in a biological
vacuum, not remembering that fish must spawn to
reproduce, that eggs must have the proper environment
to hatch, and that the fry must have the right food
sources to develop into catchable fish. Very often, we
forget the fact that these early stages in the life cycle of
many Gulf organisms may require radically different
temperatures, salinity, mineral nutrient levels, and
food supplies that are found in the open Gulf -- condi­
tions that are unique to estuarine areas.

The productivity and usefulness of estuaries is not
as obvious as good farmland or a stand of timber.
However, the estuarine complex is extremely impor­
tant.

Sundew

Drosera rotundifolia



Figure D: Deep sea phase
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derable depths. The migration takes several months,
probably ending in January. They are thought to con-

American eels (Anguilla rostrata) (Figure A) are
found in both estuaries and freshwater from Labrador

to South America. This is one species of eel found in

Figure A

Incredible Journey

FigureE

gregate for a single spawning binge. It is believed that
the eels spawn at a depth of 1,200 to 2,100 feet below
the surface, but over water much deeper than that.
When spawning is completed, the parents die. A
female may release as many as 10,000,000 eggs that
rise to the ocean's surface and hatch into small, deli­
cate, transparent, ribbon-shaped forms known as lep­
tocephalus larvae (Figure E).

They feed and grow at a depth of 60 to 150 feet and
gradually drift and move in a westerly direction. As
they are carried by ocean toward inshore waters they
metamorphose into a second stage about three inches
long, called glass eels. These actively move shore­
ward toward fresh water, acquire pigment, and are
known as elvers. It takes about two years for the larvae
and young eels to migrate from the Sargasso Sea down
the Atlantic Ocean around the Florida Peninsula and
into the Gulf of Mexico to the Alabama coast. Elvers

enter the bays and estuaries sometimes in enormous
swarms and continue their migration up rivers to dis­
tant ponds and streams. Females often migrate up­
stream far inland to take up their residence in suitable
ponds or marshes. They often remain in freshwater for
10 to 13 years before reaching maturity and returning to
the sea to spawn. Males remain in the lower reaches of
the rivers or upper ends of extuaries awaiting the
return of the females.

Figure B
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freshwater in Alabama, and the life history is incred­
ible. When sexually mature, adults begin, during late
summer and early fall to migrate down from the rivers,
streams and lakes with swampy connections to
streams, toward the Gulf of Mexico. The reproductive
drive is so powerful that even those individuals iso­
lated in ponds and lakes will make an effort to reach the
sea if a stream is near, wriggling across stretches of
meadow at night when the dew lies on the grass. They
make their way to their spawning grounds in the Sar­
gasso Sea, a calm, tropical, seaweedy area of the
Western Atlantic Ocean northeast of the West Indies,

several hundred miles southeast of Bermuda and ap­
proximatley 2,000 miles from the Alabama Coast
(Figure B).

They will not
feed at all during this
difficult but vital

migration to the far
off spawning area.
As they enter upon
this migration, they
change from a
brownish-yellow
color (Freshwater
Phase Figure C) to
glistening sil ver
(Deep Sea Phase)
and their eyes in­
crease remarkably in
size (Figure D).

These changes
together with the fact '.

that migrating eels \ \are never found in 't:::::3
100 60surface waters be-

tween the coastal streams and the Sargasso spawning
grounds indicate that the migrations are done at cons i-



Specimen Collection Weeks Bay Reserve Foundation

Individual Membership Catagories:

Join Us!

If you wish to join, send your tax -deductible dona­
tion, along with your name and address to:

WEEKS BAY RESERVE FOUNDATION

10936-B U. S. Highway 98
Fairhope, AL 36532

$5.00
$10.00
$15.00
$30.00

$100.00
$250.00

Student
Senior Citizen
Individual

Family
Commercial

Corporate

Weeks Bay Reserve Foundation is a not-for profit
membership organization. Its goal is to support the
Weeks Bay National Reserve financially through
membership fees and donations and actively through
the members' participation in volunteer services and
programs.

There have been many changes going on at the
Weeks Bay Interpretive Center since January of this
year. Plans for the exhibits are progressing. The
proposed nature trail has been cleared and the board
walk designed. Many specimens have been accumu­
lated and set up on display in cases and cabinets built
on site. Classroom teachers have been bringing stu­
dents out every week and the students become involved
in many wetland/estuarine activities. In addition to the
many busy activities of the employees, volunteers
regularly come out to assist in everything from land­
scaping to fishprinting.

The gallery/exhibit area of the lobby entrance
promises to be one of the more exciting spots planned
for the Interpretive Center. Upon entering the building
one would find an array of visual stimuli bustling with
information on the Reserve and what it has to offer.

Inside the front door will be an introductory exhibit
summarizing the National Estuarine Research Reserve
System followed by the characteristics and value of the
Weeks Bay Estuary.

West Indian Manatee
Trichechus mana/us

Visit the Weeks Bay
Interpretive Center

Office hours are 8:00 AM until 5:00 PM Monday
through Friday

Weeks Bay T-shirts are for sale, and all profits go
to the Weeks Bay Reserve Foundation.

Also, Mississippi - Alabama Sea Grant Consor­
tium has made the following publications available
free of charge.

Coastal Wetlands of Alabama

Deep Sea Fishing
The Jubilee Phenomenon
Red Drum in Alabama
Blue Crabs
Flatfish in Alabama
Alabama Seafood

Kee~ the Gulf Coast Beautiful
Marine Fishery Manallement
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Suggestions and comments from readers on future topics of interest are welcomed by the editors. If you know of
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