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twofold: most individual parks would not 
have to employ their own experts, and the 
experience gained in solving a problem 
at one park would be applicable in the 
other similar parks. In addition to provid-
ing technical support and coordination 
services, the new branch will increase 
policy support to parks and regions and 
provide for more eff ective public commu-
nication and education about stewardship. 
As Cross outlines in the implementation 
plan, “Connecting people to ocean parks 
remains the most important task ahead.”

Cross sees the role of the branch as a hub in 
which ocean and coastal parks can address 
common park problems. Additionally, the 
branch will be the major interagency con-
tact for addressing issues at a national level 
and sharing resources with other govern-
mental agencies. “When it comes to oceans 
and coastal issues, the main agencies 
involved are NOAA, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, U.S. Geological Survey [USGS], 
Minerals Management Service, and the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. For projects 
that span multiple park areas,” Cross says, 
“our branch can represent the technical 
needs of the National Park Service eff ec-
tively. Whether the need is for partnerships, 
alliances, or coalitions, we can help parks 
with interagency coordination.”

A big project that the Ocean and Coastal 
Resources Branch is undertaking now is 
the development of benthic habitat maps 
for eight of the ocean and coastal parks 
(fi g. 1). “We’ve partnered with USGS and 
NOAA and are taking the best of their 
technology, science, and understand-
ing, and translating it into products that 
can be used by parks in planning and 
management decisions about resources.” 
Ultimately, these maps could provide 
information about the status of fi sh popu-
lations, invertebrates, coastal and beach 
erosion, currents and sediment fl ow, 
wetlands restoration, and faults. Unlike at 
terrestrial parks, managers of ocean and 
coastal parks cannot readily observe the 

resources in their care. Cross explains, 
“Several times I saw Gary Davis, retired 
marine biologist and former NPS sci-
ence advisor at Channel Islands National 
Park, make presentations at conferences. 
He would show maps of the parks with 
a lot of terrestrial details, but the water 
was simply solid blue. We are focusing on 
benthic habitat maps because the informa-
tion is badly needed. The most spectacular 
topography and geographic features are 
hidden from casual view and can only be 
detected by surveys that are technically 
complex, logistically diffi  cult, and expen-
sive.” If the branch is fully funded, the 
benthic habitat mapping project would be 
expanded beyond the eight pilot parks.

Another important focus of the branch 
is coordination of coastal watershed 
assessments. Since 2003, 29 assessments 
have been completed, with another 18 in 

progress. These surveys describe water 
quality, habitat condition, invasive species, 
extractive uses, physical impacts from re-
source use and coastal development, and 
other issues aff ecting ocean and coastal 
resource health.

The new branch receives help from the 
Geologic Resources Division, which 
also has expertise in ocean and coastal 
resource management. Coastal Geologist 
Rebecca Beavers has been coordinating 
the production of coastal vulnerability 
maps that show a park’s susceptibility to 
erosion and other problems related to sea 
level rise. Julia Brunner, policy and regula-
tory specialist, helps parks understand 
NPS legislative authorities and jurisdic-
tion, and is drafting a handbook that will 
provide basic guidance to improve the 
consistency and eff ectiveness of coastal 
resource management.

Jeffrey Cross has worked with marine 
and coastal issues throughout his career. 
After obtaining his PhD in marine fisher-
ies from the University of Washington in 
1981, he worked for about 10 years as a 
practicing fisheries biologist. He then 
moved to a management position as 
executive director of Southern California 
Coastal Water Research Project, a 
research institute focusing on the coastal 
ecosystems of southern California, in 
1990. Cross moved to the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) in 1996, where he worked for 
the National Marine Fisheries Service. 
After five years he left NOAA for the 
National Park Service, where he served 
as chief of Resource Management at 
Grand Canyon National Park. “One of 
the reasons I came to the National Park 
Service was that we do hands-on 
resource management in the national 
parks.” Cross wanted to head up this 
new branch because, as he says, “I was 
frustrated with the status of fishery 

resources when I left NOAA. Most of 
the commercial and recreational fisheries 
were fully exploited or overexploited. 
The fishery science that was being pro-
duced was not always used effectively 
by fishery management councils to make 
decisions.” Cross explains that one of his 
priorities is to avoid allowing economics 
to trump research for the purposes of 
developing sensible ocean and coastal 
resource protection policies for the 
National Park Service.

Branch chief Cross
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