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Executive Summary 

The UC Natural Reserve System

Founded in 1965, the UC Natural Reserve System (NRS) is the largest university-managed suite of 
protected natural areas in the world. Consisting of 39 sites and more than 765,000 acres in California, 
the NRS provides a unique opportunity to conduct field research, educate students, engage the public, 
and conserve California’s biodiversity.

The mission of the UC Natural Reserve System is to: 

Contribute to the understanding and wise stewardship of the Earth and its natural 
systems by supporting university-level teaching, research, and public service at 
protected natural areas throughout California.

The University is designated under the California Environmental Quality Act as a Trustee Agency with 
regard to sites within the NRS. 

A Strategy for Excellence in Environmental Stewardship

The NRS Systemwide Office has devoted a significant portion of the last three years to the 
identification and articulation of a strategy of stewardship that will define the first decade of its next 
50 years. To develop this strategy, more than 150 stakeholders from the NRS community, dispersed 
across much of the state, were consulted for their comments, advice, and vision. Emerging from this 
strategic planning process is the vision that the NRS will strive to: 

Vision 

Serve as the global leader in university-managed protected areas, field stations, and 
research centers to achieve scientifically and ethically responsible stewardship of the 
world’s biodiversity.

2015–2025 Goals & Initiatives

To achieve the leadership position outlined in the vision, the NRS has set eight goals and identified 40 
initiatives to achieve the goals. The timeline for implementation is 2015–2025. This strategy will be 
regularly reviewed and course corrections made when appropriate.
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The goals in summary:

Goal 1  Achieve financial sustainability

Goal 2  Develop a fully coordinated, high-functioning NRS faculty and staff 

 Goal 2a Develop a smooth-functioning administrative structure

 Goal 2b Develop uniform but flexible job descriptions

Goal 3  Articulate and disseminate more broadly the value and influence of the 
NRS to all key stakeholders, the general public, and the broader global 
community of land stewards and natural and conservation scientists and 
practitioners

Goal 4  Train the University community of students and scholars in the natural, 
physical, and social sciences to ensure responsible decision-making affecting 
the world’s environments

Goal 5  Engage groups not well represented in the conservation community in 
environmental stewardship 

 
Goal 6  Encourage the arts and humanities at NRS reserves

Goal 7  Continue to foster world-class scientific research while supporting 
investigations addressing the effects of climate change on California’s 
biodiversity

Goal 8  Exceed NRS stakeholder expectations for meeting the responsibilities of 
environmental stewardship and ecosystem protection

Implementation

The NRS Systemwide Office will begin implementation of this strategy for excellence in environmental 
stewardship by working in partnership with the Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee to prioritize 
the initiatives identified herein and develop an implementation plan. Once the priority list has been 
developed, the NRS Systemwide Office will work closely with willing faculty, managers, and staff to 
finalize a work plan. The NRS Systemwide Office will participate in each working group. The NRS 
Systemwide Director will report regularly to the Vice President of Research and Graduate Studies (or 
immediate supervisor if the organizational structure of the of the Office of Research and Graduate 
Studies is modified.) A yearly report to the full NRS community will be prepared by the Systemwide 
NRS office. The Systemwide Director will include in every Universitywide Advisory Committee 
meeting an update on the plan’s implementation and seek advice, guidance, and approvals as the 
initiatives are put into practice.
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1.0 Introduction and Process Overview

The UC Natural Reserve System

Founded in 1965, the UC Natural Reserve System (NRS) is the largest university-managed suite of 
protected natural areas in the world. Consisting of 39 sites and more than 765,000 acres in California, 
the NRS provides a unique opportunity to conduct field research, educate students, engage the public, 
and conserve California’s biodiversity. Its reserves are available not only to students, teachers, and 
researchers from the University, but to qualified users in science, art, the humanities, teaching, and 
other disciplines. No other university-operated network of field sites in the world can match the size, 
scope, and ecological diversity of the NRS.

The mission of the UC Natural Reserve System is to: 

Contribute to the understanding and wise stewardship of the Earth and its natural 
systems by supporting university-level teaching, research, and public service at 
protected natural areas throughout California.

The responsibilities of the NRS reach far beyond the University itself. Under the California 
Environmental Quality Act, the NRS is responsible for protecting the integrity of its diverse 
ecosystems on behalf of the people of California. In this way, the NRS’s protection of biodiversity and 
natural ecosystems serves the larger public good.

Throughout a half-century of growth, the NRS has upheld its mission by providing sites for world-
class research, educating future generations, and protecting California’s natural resources. It is an 
important asset for the University, the State, the nation, and the world.
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Strategy Development Process

In late summer 2012, the NRS community of managers, staff, and faculty embarked on an effort to 
situate the NRS for success over the next decade. They aimed to build on the system’s strengths as 
a well-coordinated network of field stations, parks, research centers, and protected areas facilitating 
world-class research, education, and public service. 

During the initial phase in the development of a strategy for excellence in environmental stewardship, 
the NRS community of managers recommended the retention of a well-respected and recently  
retired NRS reserve manager, Mark Stromberg, Ph.D., to provide guidance and vision for developing a 
strategic plan. 

Over the course of the ensuing two years, NRS leaders worked closely with Dr. Stromberg to develop 
a list of priority systemwide initiatives for the NRS. This engagement ultimately led to a National 
Science Foundation (NSF) Field Station and Marine Laboratory (FSML) grant to support the strategic 
planning effort (Appendix A). Highly engaged NRS managers and NRS Systemwide Office staff 
then participated in two NSF-funded workshops. The first was held at UC Santa Barbara’s National 
Center for Analysis and Synthesis (NCEAS); the second at UC Berkeley for a subset of the original 
cohort interested in data management. At the NCEAS workshop, eight of 15 priority initiatives 
were addressed by small working groups. Descriptions of each were developed at the workshop and 
subsequently refined by Dr. Stromberg and the NRS Systemwide Office staff (Appendix B). 

Despite efforts to keep the NRS community informed and include all interested parties throughout the 
strategy development process, some managers expressed concerns at the October 2013 NRS Managers’ 
Meeting that all voices were not being heard. More importantly, the pared-down list of initiatives was 
determined to be an articulation of programmatic initiatives rather than a “strategic plan” that could 
be universally adopted by NRS stakeholders to guide individual as well as cooperative actions across 
the system. At the end of 2013, it became evident to the NRS Systemwide Office that the focus should 
shift away from individual initiatives and toward development of a forward-looking systemwide 
strategy for the NRS community. 

In addition, in Fall 2013, the UC Portfolio Review Group (PRG), a group of faculty charged with 
evaluating systemwide alignment of UCOP research units, reported on its program findings and 
recommendations (Appendix C). The committee found that “the NRS program is well aligned with 
the systemwide research principles and returns value commensurate with the current systemwide 
investment. Given the present revenue streams, the current size and scope of the program may  
be unsustainable.” 

The PRG went on to make the following recommendations, including that a strategic plan be 
developed and implemented “to improve the systemwide engagement and governance structure across 
the program”: 
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Recommendation 1  Funding should be maintained at the current level through fiscal 
year 2014–15 while the strategic plan is developed, after which the appropriate level 
of systemwide support should be reassessed. 

Recommendation 2  The program should immediately develop a strategic plan to 
guide future directions for the system. The plan should address the systemic issues of 
deferred maintenance across the reserves, and if necessary should include a proposal 
to restructure the program to a critical core of representative ecosystems so that the 
NRS, as a whole, is sustainable. 

Recommendation 3  The program should increase awareness of the NRS and the 
educational and research opportunities it provides the UC community. 

Recommendation 4  The program should strengthen outreach and fundraising 
activities to cultivate alternative funding streams.

Prompted by these calls for development of a systemwide strategic plan, the Systemwide NRS  
Office retained Mr. Ed Quevedo, Visiting Assistant Professor at the Lorry I. Lokey Graduate School  
of Business, Mills College, and an Associate at the consultancy REOS Partners (Mills/REOS).  
Mr. Quevedo led the project and engaged three business school graduate students from Mills College 
and an additional graduate student from the Presidio Graduate School to assist him at various stages 
of the process.

From January through early October of 2014, the Mills/REOS consultants conducted a series of 
meetings among a wide range of internal and external stakeholders; developed and disseminated 
questionnaires (Appendices D through G) to determine the structural strengths and weaknesses of 
the organization; conducted one-on-one interviews with faculty, managers, and external partners 
(Appendix H); and reviewed and considered the advice of a strategic planning document developed by 
the NRS in 1991 (Appendix I), a fiscal review of the NRS conducted 1997–98 (Appendix J), a recent 
strategic planning document produced by the Organization of Biological Field Stations (Appendix 
K), and the 2014 National Research Council report on the importance of biological field stations 
(Appendix L). 

This strategy distills the results of these efforts.
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2.0 A Strategy for Excellence in  
Environmental Stewardship

The NRS Systemwide Office has devoted a significant portion of the last three years to the 
identification and articulation of a strategy of stewardship that will define the first decade of its next 
50 years. The process has been fraught with unforeseen hurdles as well as missteps, but has also 
achieved something remarkable—that is, the NRS community of more than 150 stakeholders, dispersed 
across much of the state, has been thoroughly solicited for comments, criticism, advice, and vision. It 
has been listened to and engaged in conversation and controversy. And it has emerged stronger, with 
greater transparency in operations, greater collegiality, recognition of a common vision and mission, 
and strengthened confidence in its role as the world’s foremost steward of university-managed 
protected areas.

Vision

Emerging from this strategic planning process is the vision that the NRS will  
strive to:

Serve as the global leader in university-managed protected areas, field stations, and 
research centers to achieve scientifically and ethically responsible stewardship of the 
world’s biodiversity.

During the development of this strategy, it was observed that, relative to other reserve systems both 
within and outside the United States, the NRS: 

1) Is more effectively networked (albeit with additional room for improvement), 

2) Has greater diversity and more lands and reserves within its domain, 

3) Has unique responsibilities and authority as a Trustee Agency over activities at and 
adjacent to reserves,

4) Has a deeper shared purpose and sense of mission among its staff at all levels, and 

5) Has more momentum and demonstrated success in research, teaching, and public service. 

These characteristics position the NRS for success across its initiatives in the coming decade. To 
achieve this leadership position, the NRS has set eight goals and identified 40 initiatives to achieve 
these goals. Stemming from the process outlined in Section 1.0 above, they represent consensus, 
priority, and achievability. The timeline for implementation is 2015–2025. This strategy will be 
regularly reviewed and course corrections made when appropriate.
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3.0 2015–2025 Goals & Initiatives

The goals in summary:

Goal 1  Achieve financial sustainability

Goal 2  Develop a fully coordinated, high-functioning NRS faculty and staff 

 Goal 2a Develop a smooth-functioning administrative structure

 Goal 2b Develop uniform but flexible job descriptions

Goal 3  Articulate and disseminate more broadly the value and influence of the 
NRS to all key stakeholders, the general public, and the broader global 
community of land stewards and natural and conservation scientists and 
practitioners

Goal 4  Train the University community of students and scholars in the natural, 
physical, and social sciences to ensure responsible decision-making affecting 
the world’s environments

Goal 5  Engage groups not well represented in the conservation community in 
environmental stewardship 

 
Goal 6  Encourage the arts and humanities at NRS reserves

Goal 7  Continue to foster world-class scientific research while supporting 
investigations addressing the effects of climate change on California’s 
biodiversity

Goal 8  Exceed NRS stakeholder expectations for meeting the responsibilities of 
environmental stewardship and ecosystem protection
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Goal 1  Achieve financial sustainability

Funding and responsibility for the NRS throughout its history has been shared between the Office of 
the President and the campuses. However, their respective program financing responsibilities have 
never been clearly established. As a result, funding for reserve management and the NRS Systemwide 
Office has always been spare. 

Multiple reviews of the NRS’s fiscal health involving representatives from the general campuses 
and the Office of the President have been conducted over the years. All have recommended the 
NRS budget be stabilized and substanially augmented. For example, in 1991, the NRS Steering 
Committee on Long-Range Planning concluded that the NRS is “grossly under-funded and in 
danger of significant decreases in value and usability of its reserves” (Appendix I). In 1998, the NRS 
Fiscal Review Committee reported that “if it is to continue as a world-class research and instruction 
program, the NRS must receive additional budgetary support” (Appendix J). And as recently as 2013, 
the UC Portfolio Review Group agreed that the NRS “is a very important asset for the UC system, 
for the state, and for the nation,” but added that “the current size and scope of the program is 
unsustainable, given the present revenue streams” (Appendix C).

To address these fiscal constraints, the NRS requires a sustainable financial structure. A viable funding 
stream would preserve the University investment in biodiversity conservation, address the deferred 
maintenance and deterioration issues across the reserves, and increase educational and research 
opportunities for the University community.

What success looks like by 2025

• Financial stability, predictability, and sufficiency at reserve, campus, and systemwide 
levels of operation

• Deferred facility maintenance across the reserves has been addressed so that derelict and 
defunct buildings are restored to full functionality 

• Increased funding to support educational and research opportunities for the University 
community

• Increased funding to support additional and improved public outreach capabilities

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 1 Restore all base funding monies to the NRS Systemwide Office.

n Initiative 2 Transfer authority for the distribution of base funding budget from UC Office 
of the President (UCOP), to the NRS Systemwide Office.

n Initiative 3 Provide additional resources to the NRS Systemwide Office to support 
systemwide programmatic needs as they are identified (e.g., stewardship planning, legal 
and real estate advice, communications support, etc.).
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n Initiative 4 Reconsider and review existing University base funding to determine whether 
it is sufficient to ensure maintenance and operation of all NRS facilities associated with 
each campus as well as the NRS Systemwide Office and its initiatives.

n Initiative 5 In conjunction with Initiatives 1–4, recalculate the formulation for 
systemwide distribution of funds to include all nine general campuses and 39 reserves.

n Initiative 6 Address the systemic issue of deferred maintenance across the reserves 
by developing a comprehensive process for prioritizing and addressing the existing 
maintenance backlog. 

n Initiative 7 Identify new revenue streams by:

a Developing a centralized fundraising program at the NRS Systemwide Office, 
leveraging the NRS 50th Anniversary as a launch pad for new funding 
opportunities.

b Provide campus-level development/fundraising support to implement a 
development campaign at campus and reserve levels.

Goal 2  Develop a fully coordinated, high-functioning NRS faculty  
 and staff 

By necessity and design, the NRS is a far-flung and decentralized organization. Each reserve faces a 
unique set of stewardship and programmatic challenges, while each campus oversees its reserves in 
a manner befitting the local administrative structure. Both reserves and NRS campus administrations 
enjoy a great deal of autonomy, self-regulation, and flexibility to accommodate their individual 
situations. 

A byproduct of this autonomy has been the evolution of distinct administrative structures and goals 
at different reserves and campuses. However, the need to streamline communications and coordinate 
goals across the NRS, and enable the organization to operate smoothly as an integrated system, 
emerged multiple times over the course of this strategy planning process. 

To address this issue, the NRS should be developed as a fully collegial, high-functioning suite of 
scientists, educators, environmental professionals, and staff that strives to achieve the mission of the 
organization and the strategic vision of stewardship excellence. 

Indeed, the National Research Council strongly encourages field stations to establish and strengthen 
networks with each other and similar institutions. Such networks “provide novel opportunities to 
enhance research capacity and financial efficiency while sparking innovation and opening new arenas 
of scientific inquiry, education, and outreach” (Appendix L).
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What success looks like by 2025

• Effectiveness in working as a collaborative network

• A high-functioning NRS organization, particularly at the campus level, characterized by 
open communication, trust, collegiality, and a positive working environment

• Reserve managers and stewards with uniform but flexible job descriptions, work goals, 
and expectations, as well as clear career paths 

• Faculty engagement that provides guidance, assistance, and oversight

• Reserve managers, reserve directors, and reserve stewards enjoying high job satisfaction 

• NRS reserves with fully functional IT networks that are stable, innovative, and flexible

Goal 2a  Develop a smooth-functioning administrative structure, particularly at the   
 campus level, to ensure open communication, trust, collegiality, and a positive  
 working environment.

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 8 Develop and promote incentives and methods to encourage the NRS to 
operate as a network, increasing cross-reserve programs such as the Partnership for 
Interdisciplinary Studies of Coastal Oceans, NRS Field Quarter Program, etc.

n Initiative 9 Create an NRS Administrative Director position at each campus not already 
supporting such a position. The Directors will be responsible for, and provided with 
the capacity to, advocate for usage of the reserves among faculty and community 
organizations, interact with campus facilities teams to support operation and 
maintenance of the reserves, and keep senior campus administration informed of the 
value of the campus reserves and the NRS network. 

n Initiative 10 Ensure development of active campus and reserve advisory committees to 
support the work of the campus NRS Administrative Director and reserve managers. 

n Initiative 11 Continue the efforts of the NRS Systemwide Office to build a positive and 
collaborative NRS work culture through its support of the biannual Universitywide NRS 
Advisory Committee meetings and the annual NRS managers’ meeting, financial support 
for the steward training program, and critical needs funding, among other systemwide 
assistance programs. 

n Initiative 12 Provide additional resources and tools to support NRS information 
management needs, including searchable data repositories for NRS metadata, full 
datasets, and bibliographic data; weather station, climate, and environmental data; 
Geographic Information System data; and specimen collection data (flora, fauna, 
minerals, fossils, etc.)

n Initiative 13 Develop tools for NRS managers and stewards to share data, project, and 
program information and record-keeping guidelines.
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Goal 2b  Develop uniform but flexible job descriptions, work goals and expectations,   
 and clear career paths for NRS managers and stewards.

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 14 Develop uniform, university-wide job descriptions and classifications for 
reserve staff that are sufficiently general to support the wide range of reserve needs, yet 
sufficiently specific to support effective collaboration and management.

n Initiative 15 Provide a thoughtful, thorough on-boarding and orientation process for new 
hires to the NRS and transfers within the NRS.

n Initiative 16 Develop a career path for NRS managers and stewards with the assistance of 
University Human Resources.

n Initiative 17 Develop consistent and transparent personnel management structures 
adhered to and respected across all campuses and reserves.

n Initiative 18 Encourage faculty engagement that provides guidance, assistance, and 
oversight for reserve staff.

Goal 3  Articulate and disseminate more broadly the value and 
influence of the NRS to all key stakeholders, the general 
public, and the broader global community of land stewards, 
natural and conservation scientists and practitioners

Throughout its 50-year history, the NRS has remained a poorly known unit of the University of 
California. For this reason, it has been largely overlooked when opportunities for increased funding, 
staffing, research, and education have emerged within the University. Broader exposure and a higher 
profile both across the University and throughout the NRS community of stakeholders, partners, 
and the public will help the NRS be recognized and appreciated for its contributions to science and 
education, the plethora of research opportunities it affords in a global biodiversity hotspot, and its 
unparalleled potential to address pressing environmental issues. 
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What success looks like by 2025

•	 Increased	awareness	among	the	upper	administrative	ranks	of	the	University’s	nine	
campuses and Office of the President of past, present, and future educational and 
research contributions and opportunities afforded by the NRS

•	 Increased	use	of	NRS	reserves	for	teaching	and	research	by	faculty	across	the	University,	
the California State University system, and other institutions of higher learning in 
California and around the globe

•	 Increased	use	of	NRS	reserves	by	organizations	dedicated	to	citizen	science,	K–12	
environmental education, and land stewardship

•	 Increased	use	of	NRS	reserves	by	the	international	community,	in	particular	natural	
scientists, educators, land stewards, and artists

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 19 Articulate past, present, and future research, education, and public service 
contributions of the NRS in a way that is compelling, clearly communicates the value and 
influence of the NRS, and is useful as a common reference point when the NRS engages in 
fundraising, advocacy, etc.

a Develop an estimate of the substantial annual value of the ecosystem goods and services 
provided by the NRS’s 765,000 acres to fortify the NRS statement of importance, influence, 
and opportunity.

n Initiative 20 Create resources for University community members interested in delivering field-
based education; these could include teaching materials focused on field instruction, summaries 
of facilities, habitats, species, and other features of NRS reserves to encourage reserve-based 
teaching, and workshops to train graduate students in field teaching methods.

n Initiative 21  Create informational material about the reserve system to be distributed by 
campuses during freshman, graduate student, and departmental orientation events.

n Initiative 22 Broaden NRS involvement in citizen science and training programs such as the 
California Phenology Project (http://www.usanpn.org/cpp/node/8) and the California Naturalist 
Program (http://calnat.ucanr.edu/).
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Goal 4  Train the University community of students and scholars in 
the natural, physical, and social sciences to ensure responsible 
decision-making affecting the world’s environments

The NRS supports more than 450 university and college class visits to its reserves each year (2014 
data from the NRS’s Reserve Application Management System [RAMS]). This is in addition to the 
many K–12 classes regularly hosted by reserves and engaging NRS faculty and staff. While these 
accomplishments are impressive, and far exceed those of other field station networks, the NRS will 
look to expand its educational offerings at the graduate, undergraduate, and K–12 levels. Additionally, 
the Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee has written a letter (Appendix L) to the Academic Senate 
urging the development of systemwide field courses to train tomorrow’s conservation decision-makers. 

What success looks like by 2025

• Expansion of NRS educational offerings at the graduate, undergraduate, and K–12 levels

• Expansion of systemwide field courses training the next generation of conservation 
leaders and practitioners to operate effectively in any employment setting

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 23 Develop rigorous, undergraduate training in field-based disciplines such as 
ecology, evolution, conservation. 

n Initiative 24 Develop graduate-level workshops, short courses, and seminars that provide 
technical training necessary for a research career in the field sciences and teaching skills 
for field instruction.

n Initiative 25 Work to incorporate NRS reserves into efforts to increase the climate change 
and sustainability literacy of all University students as part of the President’s Carbon 
Neutrality Intiative.

n Initiative 26 Develop a set of metrics to evaluate the impact and performance of reserve 
programs across the system based on those recommended by the National Research 
Council (Appendix K).
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Goal 5  Engage groups not well represented in the conservation 
community in environmental stewardship

More people than ever live in cities where access to nature is limited and natural relationships are 
often obscured and distorted. Contributing to the national trend, 87 percent of Californians reported 
living in urban areas in 20091. At the same time, California has become increasingly diverse. As 
of 2011, California was home to the largest minority population in the nation; just 40 percent of 
Californians identified themselves as non-Hispanic white in 20092,3. 

Unfortunately, California’s underrepresented minority populations are generally less likely to have 
strong ties to nature4. As a result, children belonging to minority groups are less likely to visit 
natural areas due to economic constraints and other hurdles5. Minority groups experience more 
constraints to natural area access and can be culturally excluded from outdoor education5,6. Engaging 
underepresented minority communities in conservation issues will help ensure that environmental 
quality and biodiversity preservation remain valued by Californians today and in the future.

The NRS currently offers a wide variety of programs that aim to bolster a connection to nature among 
California’s diverse population. Going forward, the NRS will seek to expand these programs and 
develop more opportunities for all Californians to build a connection to nature. 

What success looks like by 2025

• Widespread engagement in environmental stewardship inclusive of the full diversity of 
California’s population.

• Multiple programs that encourage nature connection among communities 
underrepresented in science, conservation, environmental science, and similar topics 
across the reserve system.

1  Periyokoil, V. J. 2013. Rural California: Demographics. Stanford School of Medicine, Rural Health. Date of 
Access: May 15, 2012.

2  U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2010.
3 Strife, S. and L. Downey. 2009. Childhood development and access to nature: a new direction for 

environmental inequality research. Organization & Environment. 22:99-122.
4  Anon. 2013. Outdoor Recreation Participation Report 2012. The Outdoor Foundation http://www.

outdoorfoundation.org/pdf/ResearchParticipation2012.pdf Date of Access: May 15. Boulder, CO.
5  Shores, K. A., D. Scott, and M. F. Floyd. 2007. Constraints to outdoor recreation: a multiple hierarchy 

stratification perspective. Leisure Sciences. 29:227-246.
6  Finney, C. 2014. Black faces, white places: Reimagining the relationship of African-Americans to the great 

outdoors. University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, NC.
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Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 27 Establish internshipsand/or fellowships in partnership with Graduate Studies 
to students from Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and Tribal Colleges 
and Universities (TCUs) for training in the field sciences at NRS sites.

n Initiative 28 Provide reliable financial assistance to faculty who regularly work with 
students from underrepresented communities (e.g., Berkeley Scholars Program,  
http://bsp.berkeley.edu) to expand their undergraduate programs to reach more students 
and explore development of new and innovative undergraduate programs attractive to 
underrepresented communities interested in research methods and field research. 

n Initiative 29 Work with the Adventure Risk Challenge organization  
(http://www.arcprogram.org) to offer the program at more NRS reserves with adequate 
facilities.

n Initiative 30 Encourage environmental education programs —which provide opportunities 
for California’s increasingly diverse population to connect with nature—to visit and 
explore NRS reserves.

Goal 6  Encourage the arts and humanities at NRS reserves 

The NRS has traditionally supported research in the natural, physical, and social sciences. In the 
coming decades the NRS will also seek to cultivate reserve use by the arts, humanities, and other 
creative pursuits. Broadening reserve constituencies will bolster support for the NRS across the 
departments of many campuses, increase reserve usage, and raise awareness of the reserve system 
among the general public.

What success looks like by 2025

• Multiple arts and humanities courses offered regularly at reserves

• Fellowships supporting arts students to work at NRS reserves offered regularly

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:
 

n Initiative 31 Expand the existing partnership with the UC Institute for Research in the 
Arts to offer more fellowships to art students to work at NRS reserves.

n Initiative 32 Work with the University community to develop programs that enable arts 
and humanities students to appreciate, incorporate, and support the sciences.
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Goal 7  Continue to foster world-class scientific research while 
supporting investigations addressing the effects of climate 
change on California’s biodiversity

Strong scientific research programs have long been a backbone of NRS usage. In the coming decade, 
the NRS will seek to leverage its lands and scientific community to identify threats posed by climate 
change to California ecosystems, and develop solutions to mitigate these harms. With this in mind, the 
Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee wrote a letter to the Academic Senate (Appendix M) urging 
its community of scientists to adopt research programs described by initiatives 33 and 34 to address 
future environmental challenges. Further, the President of the University has identified the sciences of 
sustainability as priorities for her tenure as president. Among her initiatives to move the University to 
the forefront of environmental sustainability is the $1.9 million Research Catalyst Award provided to 
the Institute for the Study of Ecological and Evolutionary Climate Impacts (ISEECI), a consortium of 
UC faculty engaged in climate change research at NRS reserves. 

What success looks like by 2025

• The University at the forefront of environmental sustainability and recognized for its 
world-class research on climate change mitigation and adaptation, and the effects of 
climate on California’s biodiversity

• The NRS as a global nexus for a wide diversity of research teams and research 
partnerships

Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 33 Test climate model predictions at NRS reserves using standardized, replicate, 
broad-scale monitoring systems that would include environmental and organismal 
sensors as well as the necessary cyberinfrastructure to support these systems. 

n Initiative 34 Implement large-scale manipulative experiments, replicated within and 
across ecoregions with NRS reserve representation, to assess potential approaches to 
climate change adaptation and stewardship (e.g., assisted migration) and mitigate possible 
biodiversity losses. 

n Initiative 35 Continue to support the Institute for the Study of Ecological and 
Evolutionary Climate Impacts (ISEECI), which serves as a nexus for research teams 
collaborating across UC campuses, other academic institutions (e.g., California State 
University system), government agencies, non-governmental organizations (e.g., 
Pepperwood Preserve), professional organizations (e.g., Natural Areas Association), and 
citizen scientists. ISEECI will measure climate-driven changes in ecosystem function and 
services, and establish management and technological approaches to mitigate the effects 
of climate change. 

n Initiative 36 Expand existing partnerships with the U.S. National Park Service, the 
California Department of Parks and Recreation, and The Nature Conservancy to monitor 
thoroughly and comprehensively the effects of climate change across California with 
joint initiatives.



UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA  Natural Reserve System Strategic Plan 2015–2025 21

Goal 8  Exceed NRS stakeholder expectations for meeting the  
 responsibilities of environmental stewardship and ecosystem  
 protection

The University is designated under the California Environmental Quality Act as a Trustee Agency with 
regard to sites within the NRS.7 As one of only four designated Trustee Agencies, the University bears 
a fiduciary responsibility to the State of California to manage and use NRS reserves in a manner that 
protects the long-term integrity of reserve natural resources, avoids significant impacts on reserve 
environments, and seeks to prevent such impacts on the reserves by others. The Trustee Agency status 
is significant and a characteristic that distinguishes NRS reserves from other University-managed 
resources such as agricultural field stations. Unlike the latter, NRS reserves bear added Public Trust 
responsibility to manage and conserve samples of California’s diverse ecosystems. 

As part of its mission to include representative ecosystems, the NRS has established strong 
partnerships with a wide range of land management agencies. These entities include state and federal 
agencies, parks, nonprofit organizations, and other groups. Many of these partners are keen to 
establish more extensive collaborations with the NRS. The NRS can leverage these relationships both 
domestically and internationally to further advance the NRS mission. 

What success looks like by 2025

• A consistent set of ecological impact and performance measures employed across the 
system

• Expanded strategic partnerships that are high impact and mutually beneficial, including: 

 - State and Federal agencies (i.e., California State Parks National Park Service), 

 - Nonprofits and nongovernmental agencies (Trust for Public Land, The Nature  
 Conservancy), and 

 - Professional groups (i.e., Organization of Biological Field Stations)

• A complete set of representative California ecosystems that can be accessed within the 
NRS

• Partnerships with sister reserves around the globe for sharing best practices in natural 
area stewardship

• Natural resource management in the state influenced by the NRS via its Trustee Agency 
status

7 California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) Guidelines, Section 15386 (d). 
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Specific initiatives to achieve this goal include:

n Initiative 37 Broaden key partnerships with natural area managers beyond the NRS to 
enrich the impact and benefits of these relationships, and fill perceived gaps in ecosystem 
types or other features represented within the system.

n Initiative 38 Commit to deeper engagement with the Organization of Biological 
Field Stations to examine best practices in financial resourcing and measurement of 
performance of reserves and reserve networks both nationally and internationally.

n Initiative 39 Establish a series of sister reserve partnerships around the globe to share best 
practices for environmental stewardship, exchange staff for professional development, 
and assist in finding solutions to common environmental challenges.

n Initiative 40 Ensure that the NRS Systemwide Office serves as the State-identified 
recipient of, and responder to, legal environmental notices received by the University as 
Trustee Agency for projects that may impact its reserves.

4.0 Implementation

The NRS Systemwide Office will begin implementation of this strategy for excellence in environmental 
stewardship by working in partnership with the Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee. Together, 
they will prioritize the initiatives identified herein and develop an idealized ten-year timeline for 
implementing each initiative. This process will be conducted in an open and inclusive manner 
involving NRS stakeholders, starting with a working session anticipated for April 2015. 

Once the priority list has been developed, the NRS Systemwide Office will work closely with 
willing faculty, managers, and staff to finalize a work plan, detailed timeline, initiative leaders, and 
milestones. NRS Systemwide staff will participate in each working group and provide guidance on 
systemwide constraints, budget, opportunities, and possible partnerships.

The initiatives identified in this document are at various stages of development and implementation. 
Some, such as the NRS Field Quarter Program’s undergraduate course in ecology and conservation, are 
nearly complete (launched). Others, such as the development of a graduate fellowship program to train 
HBCU students in the field sciences at NRS reserves, have yet to be formally articulated. Therefore, 
it is anticipated that the priorities will be determined based upon criteria such as level of funding, 
availability and commitment of working group members, degree of completion, and so forth.

The NRS Systemwide Director will provide regular reports to the Vice President of Research and 
Graduate Studies (or immediate supervisor if the organization is modified). A yearly report to the full 
NRS community will be prepared by the NRS Systemwide Office. The NRS Systemwide Director will 
include updates of the plan’s implementation in Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee meetings. 
As appropriate, the NRS Systemwide Director will seek advice, guidance, and approvals from NRS 
stakeholders as the initiatives are put into practice.
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Year One Activities

Spring n NRS Systemwide Office disseminates the NRS strategy to all stakeholders
 n NRS Director works with Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee to develop a  

 working timeline to implement the NRS strategy
 n NRS Director presents the NRS strategy to the Academic Senate University 

 Committee on Research Policy (UCORP)

Summer n  NRS Systemwide Office assembles working groups charged with implementation of  
 the highest priority initiatives

 n  Working groups meet and discuss implementation logistics

Fall n  NRS Managers hold special session at annual meeting to discuss NRS strategy  
     implementation

 n  Universitywide NRS Advisory Committee reviews priorities and timeline to  
 ensure initial implementation plans and timeline are backed by consensus of  
 NRS stakeholders

Winter n  Working groups submit status reports to NRS Director
 n  NRS Director prepares and disseminates first-year progress report to NRS stakeholders

5.0 Summary

In 2012, the NRS Systemwide Office began a process to envision what the UC Natural Research 
System should be in ten years (2025), when the world will have more than 8.1 billion people,9 when 
California’s population will be nearly 39 million10, and when many more species and landscapes 
inevitably will be lost. Through its world-renowned faculty and dedicated staff, the NRS is determined 
to provide excellence in environmental leadership. With hard work, sufficient resources, a more 
inclusive community, and a more widely networked suite of reserves and partners, the NRS will 
lead the University, the State, the nation and the world in understanding and mitigating the Earth’s 
increasingly limited carrying capacity, the extinction of our planet’s biodiversity, and the impending 
negative effects of a changing climate. 
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