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Sitting on an island shore off the coast of Connecticut some years 
ago got me thinking how kayakers are tailor-made to be stewards 
of environmental responsibility. We’ve already chosen a “soft” sport, 
using our native-American inspired, human-powered boats that float 
just inches from the water. We truly enter the water environment in an 
intimate way. Many, if not most, sea kayakers are drawn to the sport 
for this very reason. The smell of the ocean, the chill of the water, 
the silence of the back bay on a bright spring day. Without sounding 
too hokey, we, more than some outdoor sports enthusiasts, strive 
to “become one” with nature. That’s what gets us jazzed up. Sure it’s 
a blast to jet at 50 miles an hour at the throttle of a motor boat, 
or for that matter speed down the ski slope in an exhilarating tuck. 
But just as there are the slower paced cross-country skiing or snow-
shoeing winter sports to enjoy, sea kayaking is among the outdoor 
activities where speed is often not the goal. Rather, it takes us into a 
world at our doorstep where nature abounds. 

On that sunny day, probably in June or July, I had completed several 
miles of paddling to find a sandy beach and came across some fellow 
paddlers enjoying lunch.  One member of this group had brought an 
entire pineapple and was eagerly carving it up with his rescue knife 
and doling it out - it did look really tasty - discarding portions of the 
fruit on the beach - stem, core, skin.  Biodegradable right? Another 
left a paper bag - either knowingly or not - but again, nothing too 
onerous since paper comes from trees, OK?  Well, maybe not. 

Now, it may be hard to worry about such “minor” issues as leaving 
an apple core on the beach considering the shear magnitude of 
disturbance and refuse affecting many shorelines - bottles left by 
beachgoers; reams of non-biodegradable plastic containers of all 
shapes and sizes washed up on the shore; fishing line; buoys; oil/
gasoline spills; sewage treatment effluent,...ugh. Thirty years after 
the Clean Water Act things have gotten better. Still, it’s probably 
a fair statement to say that a majority of Americans overlook the 
consequences of using our nation’s waterways as the repository for a 
great many of life’s waste products.  In addition, coastal environments 
are subject to stresses simply because we humans love to be 
there—erosion from boat wakes as they speed by; sea-walls built 
on former marsh habitat to provide someone’s front yard view of 
the water; walkers whose dogs disturb ground-nesting shore birds; 
etc.  So let’s be perfectly honest, of all the user groups enjoying the 
shoreline and waters of the U.S., sea kayakers are probably among 
the most mindful of the environment. We know the importance of 
keeping our shoreline clean via the old “pack it in and pack it out” 
rule and care more about the health of our waters than many. After 
all, who wants to practice their Eskimo roll in a sewer?  Still, there are 
definitely some “best practices” that sea kayakers can follow to be 
models of coastal environmental responsibility.

First, what to avoid.  The ecology of natural areas can sometimes be 
set off balance by seemingly innocuous actions. Along heavy-use 
hiking paths, at designated campsites and certainly along most of 
our coastlines, human stresses have modified the natural balance of 
plants and animals. 
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Some examples:

1. A formerly self-sustaining and diverse assemblage of 
plants and animals become habituated to detritus left by 
humans. A raccoon or gull population becomes reliant on 
discarded apple cores and the like. Such “subsidized” species 
can displace the diversity of pre-disturbance plants and 
animals through competition and nest predation.

2. Natural vegetation is trampled and unable to handle the 
degree of foot traffic common along coastal areas. Therefore, 
it gives way to bare soil or to non-native plants ill-suited to 
the feeding/foraging needs of native animals. 

3. Concentrated (frequent) disturbance within the intertidal 
zone, from a favorite landing/launching spot perhaps, can 
reduce the diversity and abundance of benthic (intertidal or 
sea floor dwelling) invertebrates. 

4. Long lasting refuse (most often plastic) physically covers 
portions of the intertidal zone or high marsh vegetation 
thereby eliminating habitat.

But how are coastal environments any different than the forest or 
parklands that receive recreational visitors all the time without 
excessive negative effects? The answer lies in two areas – the larger 
amount of human use along the shores and the unique assemblage 
of plants and animals that occupy coastal habitat.  

Coastal plants and animals have evolved in a harsh environment. For 
one thing, relatively few plant species have developed adaptations 
to deal with twice daily saltwater flooding or the buffeting effects 
of wind and sand. Saltwater cordgrass (Spartina alterniflora) and 
saltmeadow cordgrass (Spartina patens) are the two primary grasses 

occupying tidal marshes. They, like other less abundant coastal plants, 
must expend energy to excrete or exclude salt from their tissues and 
are often more sensitive to human disturbance than upland plants 
as a result. 

American beachgrass (Ammophila breviligulata) is a coastal plant 
that has evolved the unique ability to stabilize and actually create 
coastal dunes, trapping sand behind the shoreline and protecting 
uplands from storm erosion. Yet this seemingly robust and vital plant 
is easily undermined by foot traffic - even mild/moderate foot traffic. 
The result is the loss of dunes and increased likelihood of catastrophic 
blow-outs during storm surges. 

Now, it is true that many coastal plants are not helpless – they have 
thrived for thousands of years, through natural disturbances from 
weather, foraging animals and even man. What has changed in 
modern times is primarily the magnitude of human disturbance. Pick 
any stretch of beachfront and observe the number of visitors on any 
given day. One walk through the dunes or one picnic on a coastal 
island is not a problem, but when that becomes ten or a hundred 
visitors per week (per day?) that patch of beachgrass may turn into 
a footpath and that island lunch spot may begin to look less like a 
pristine area and more like a picnic ground. The number of people 
living near the coast increases every year . Today most Americans live 
within a few miles of the coast. These areas are in danger of being 
LOVED to death!

What about animals? They need our help too. For one thing, 
island environments provide important refuge for shore birds and 
mammals. For example, islands often provide the only protective 
nesting place for herons and egrets away from predators. Frequent 
human visits to vital rookery sites can cause birds to leave their nests. 
Even temporary absence is all a sea gull, or other subsidized animal 
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may need to swoop in and prey on an abandoned nest. So look 
carefully when approaching an island. If you see a bunch of herons 
perched in the trees (a probable rookery site) or an alarmed osprey 
flying overhead, pick another spot to land. 

The piping plover is another good example. Unlike many species of 
plovers and sandpipers that frequent our shores but nest in Canada 
or the Arctic, the piping plover nests on sandy beaches right in our 
backyard along the New York and Connecticut coastlines, laying eggs 
camouflaged to look like sand. It is for this very reason that they are 
an endangered species - the plovers are losing safe places to nest.  
Studies have shown that sea gull or raccoon populations, subsidized 
by food left on the beach or near the coast by man, have increased 
nest predation and further threatened the piping plover, and other 
shorebirds. Remember, when it comes to coastal environments 
biodegradable doesn’t mean it’s OK to leave on the beach. Pack out 
what you bring in. Yes, that means apple cores and sandwich crusts 
too!

One of the strange and perhaps unfortunate ironies of the sport 
of sea kayaking is that although it “treads lightly on the land” (or in 
this case the sea), the shape and movement of a kayaker is often 
perceived as more of a threat by wildlife hauled out or nesting on 
the shore than motorized boats. Many of us are familiar with the 
cormorants perched on wooden pilings or terns on exposed rocks 
who are seemingly oblivious to the frequent, loud, and often high 
speed pleasure boats, fishing boats and even jet skis that pass by so 
frequently they’ve become habituated to such craft. A sea kayaker, 
on the other hand, is often a new and unusual experience for many 
sea birds and other wildlife. Moving along slowly under natural 
propulsion, a sea kayaker is more obviously “alive” than these other 
craft and is more often seen as a potential predator. This has been 

supported by studies in Maine monitoring the frequency that seals 
become sufficiently alarmed and reenter the water. Approaching 
by passing craft to temporarily abandon haul outs (and their pups) 
paddleboats were found more likely to cause this response as 
compared to boats under motor or sail power. 

The energy a seal spends looking for food rests in a sensitive balance 
with the abundance of food, climate conditions, and the availability 
of safe haul-out locations necessary for them to leave the water and 
“recharge their batteries”. Something as simple as increased stress 
caused by human disturbance can affect the health of these animals 
- especially successful raising of seal pups. Perhaps one day, as sea 
kayakers become ubiquitous on local waters, wildlife will become 
numb to us too. But for now, it is appropriate to observe wildlife from 
a distance for the safety and health of these animals. I use a handy 
6x power waterproof monocular made by Brunton – it’s perfect for 
viewing wildlife and fits easily in a pfd pocket. At 6x power (lower 
than most binoculars) it’s easier to hold steady and get a good view. 

The good news is we can visit these areas without adding to the 
burden of human impacts by developing knowledge of coastal 
ecology. For me personally it has enhanced my enjoyment of sea 
kayaking tremendously. Take coastal plants - the list of the most 
obvious coastal plants is comparatively small. Learning to identify 
them is a task well within reach of any sea kayaker. It is with this 
basic knowledge that we can help preserve them. Coastal birdlife 
is another fun area to explore. Identifying common shorebirds was 
my personal intro to the activity of bird watching because many 
shorebirds are big, slow moving and therefore EASY for the novice to 
identify.  Try it - you may find it’s FUN to learn what you’re looking at 
when you paddle by! 
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Below are some photos of common plants and coastal birds to look 
for on your next paddle. Hopefully some, or all, will look familiar and 
if not, there are TONS of helpful little guides to wrap in a zip lock bag 
and bring with you on your next paddle.  So when you ask yourself, 
“what’s that bird?”, or “what’s that grass I always see there and why 
does it like salt water?”, you’ll be able to pull out that guide and do a 
little sleuthing. 

Saltmarsh Cordgrass & Saltmeadow Cordgrass 

(Spartina alterniflora, Spartina patens):

If you remember the name of only one coastal plant, spartina is it! 
Uniform expanses of both species of Spartina are readily identifiable 
at a distance from the seat of a kayak. Two related species, these 
grasses are the primary components of the coastal marsh habitat 
so important for the survival of the marine ecosystem beyond. By 
some estimates, fully ¾ of all marine fish rely on coastal marshes 
to survive at some point in their life stage either directly, as food/
shelter, or indirectly by feeding on fish and invertebrates that live 
among this grass during some life stage. Forming the base of the 
aquatic food chain, the annual growth of coastal marsh grasses 
produces an amount of biomass annually rivaled only by tropical rain 
forest. Flooded twice daily by the tides and typically the taller of the 
two species, Spartina alterniflora marks the upper boundary of the 
intertidal zone. Higher on the shoreline, Spartina patens is flooded 
only twice monthly during spring tides and forms the level plain of 
matted grass that looks to some like dog hair. Neither grass is a good 
place to pitch a tent due to wetness and is best admired from more 
rocky or sandy kayak landings. 
(Look for Spartina on all AKT programs along the lower Hudson River, 
Long Island Sound, New York Harbor and beyond.) 
 

Photo 1: Spartina patens, the shorter species - coastal high marsh habitat (J. Nash)

Photo 2: Spartina alterniflora - taller species, closer to water (J. Nash)
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American Beachgrass (Ammophila breviligulata):
Among the most essential plant species in dynamic beach 
environments, American beachgrass is also perhaps the most 
sensitive to human disturbance. By trapping wind-blown sand, 
beachgrass actually builds the dune. Without it, dunes along barrier 
beaches would not form, thereby depriving the shoreline of the 
topographic buffer from wind, waves and tidal surge that protects 
the maritime forests and human habitations further inland. As the 
dune grows, this grass is able to extend its roots 15 feet deep or 
more over time to take advantage of groundwater in what is a harsh, 
drought prone environment. Yet even infrequent trampling of the 
above-ground stems and shallow roots will quickly destroy American 
beachgrass – as is often seen at popular beaches lacking protective 
dune fencing.  If you see a barrier beach without dunes (portions of 
the Long Island and New Jersey coast with a high density of motels 
and beach homes come to mind...), these have succumbed to the loss 
of American beachgrass. Easy to identify in bloom - tall dense spike 
of flowers - beautiful grass. (Sea Oats plays a similar dune-stabilizing 
role in the southern U.S.)
(Look for this species on AKT trips to Sandy Hook, Coney Island, Rhode 
Island 4 Star, Cape Cod, Brigantine Wildlife Refuge and sandy beaches of 
the Connecticut coast.)

Photo 3: American Beachgrass -
Long Island Shore (J. Nash)
 

Photo 4: Resting “hauled out” sea kayakers judiciously avoiding the growing dune 
of American Beachgrass - Brigantine, NJ. (J. Nash)

Common Reed (Phragmites australis):
Everyone has seen this plant – it’s that tall grass standing well over 
your head with the waving tuft at the top. While there is some 
question about whether this plant that we see lining highway ditches, 
along rivers and in upland borders of saltmarshes is a native or non-
native species, it is agreed that it is highly invasive, quickly and easily 
displacing native salt and freshwater marsh plants preferred by  

wildlife. Therefore, it is typically not 
an indicator of a healthy salt marsh 
– many efforts are being made to 
eradicate it. Still, it is a coastal plant 
and one worth knowing by name.
(Look for this species on AKT trips 
to Hudson River marshes, including 
Constitution Island, Norrie or Tivoli 
Bays.)

Photo 5: Common Reed – Phragmites - in foreground with Spartina
patens in background - tidal marsh, Westchester, NY. (J. Nash)
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Photo 6: Sea Lavendar (Larry Allain, USGS)

Sea Lavender (Limonium nashii)

Beautiful, tiny purple or lavender flowers standing up as a bouquet 
above the high marsh, sea lavender is quite obvious when you see it. 
Adds some diversity of color to the green/tan of the dominant marsh 
grasses.  It is a protected plant, listed as “ Exploitably Vulnerable” in 
New York due to its over harvesting for floral arrangements.
(Look for this species amidst the marshes on the return trip from AKT’s 
Barn Island trip.)

Beach Heather (Hudsonia tomentosa)

An important ground cover plant behind the primary dune 
(further back from the water), Hudsonia Beach has evolved small 
leaf surfaces, covered with tiny hairs to decrease evaporation. Like 
American beachgrass, it has an extensive but delicate root system 
easily damaged by human foot traffic. This plant’s sand binding 
qualities act as a stabilizer of top soil in the swales, or hollows of the 
secondary dune. Large patches of beach heather are referred to as 
“heather balds”. Important not to walk amongst the back dune areas 
covered in Hudsonia!
(Look for this species on AKT trips to sandy beaches – including Cape 
Cod and Sandy Hook.)

Photo 7: Beach Heather - Fire Island National Sea Shore, Long Island, NY. (fwie.
fw.vt.edu/www/cmigis/FIISfiles)
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Marsh Elder (Iva frutescans)

Also called “high tide bush”, this woody plant grows on sea beaches 
and salt marshes, often forming a band of bushes in the general 
location of the high tide line. Its opposite branching (leaves growing 
opposite one another on the stem) help distinguish it from the 
other common shrub of the high marsh - groundsel bush (Baccharis 
halimifolia).

Photo 8: Marsh Elder (Gwen White) 

Herring Gull (Haematopus palliates) and Ring-billed Gull (Larus 

delawarensis):

These are perhaps the most common seagulls in our area in summer 
and therefore good birds to learn to recognize if only to distinguish 
them from other gull species (like the Greater Black Backed and 
Laughing gulls, also common in our area). The trouble when it 
comes to identifying gulls is often their juvenile plumage – this sooty 
appearance can last several seasons and cause confusion. Stick with 
the adult plumage for now, move on to identifying juvenile gull 
species as an advanced degree! Ring billed gulls can be distinguished 
from similar gulls by the ring around their bills and their yellow feet. 

Photo 9: Herring Gull (Jim Nash)                             Photo 10: Ring Billed Gull (Jeff Poklen)
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Photo 11: Double Crested Cormorant  (Glen Tepke)

Double-crested Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus):

The cormorant is the most abundant diving bird you will sea in the 
NY/CT area during summer months and becoming quite numerous 
in places – a testament to improved water quality perhaps. Big black 
bird with a narrow head and bill cocked slightly upwards - not easily 
confused with diving ducks due to distinctive silhouette shape. You’ll 
often see cormorants drying their wings on rocky shores, pilings or 
docks. When approached by a kayaker, for some reason cormorants 
don’t quite realize that they can simply dive to get away. Instead, 
they take flight.
(Look for this bird on AKT trips on the Hudson and Long Island Sound 
- especially abundant on trips with offshore islands where cormorants 
can nest free from predators.)

Great Egret (Ardea alba) and Snowy Egret (Egretta thula):

Similar looking, elegant, tall white birds - but fairly easily distinguished 
by size (the great egret is larger) and by different leg coloring. The 
snowy egret is significantly smaller, has dark legs but bright yellow 
feet - looks a bit like yellow socks, quite distinctive. Both birds wade 
in shallow water hunting small fish and invertebrates. Egrets and 
herons are really making a great comeback in recent years after near 
extinction stemming from over hunting (for their feathers) before the 
turn of the century. Improvements in water quality and protection of 
select offshore and coastal nesting sites over the past two decades 
may also be having a positive effect on these birds. Old timers will 
tell you that they used to see herons very rarely - now it’s hard not to 
see at least one or two on any boating trip. (As an aside, the reason 
feather hunting for hats tapered off, allowing these birds to rebound, 
may have as much to do with a change in women’s fashion tastes as 
by a concern for the birds themselves. It is true that the newly formed 
National Audubon Society publicized the slaughter of shorebirds for 
the hat trade as one of its first initiatives - but in addition, it’s reported 
that Parisian prostitutes started wearing feathered hats which killed 
the fashion trend - no NYC high society lady would be caught in a 
feathered hat after that!)
(Look for these birds on all AKT trips – Hudson River, Long Island Sound 
and beyond.)

 
Photo 12: Great Egret (Glen Tepke)
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Photo 13: Snowy Egret (photo: www.assateague.com)

American Oystercatcher (Haematopus palliatus):

This is one cool bird! Less common than many shorebirds but perhaps 
the most distinctive in our area, it really stands out if you happen 
to be looking at a group of gulls on a rocky island. “Hey, that’s not 
a seagull?” was my first reaction to seeing this bird. Its red bill and 
black head and shoulders are unmistakable. Often seen singly or in 
mating pairs in Long Island Sound on rocky islands, you may notice 
its territorial nature toward other oystercatchers who attempt to 

share its patch of shoreline real estate. With its chisel-tipped bill, this 
bird feeds on mollusks, crabs and marine worms. Several studies of 
American Oystercatcher productivity have suggested that the species 
is inherently intolerant to human disturbance and experiences 
low productivity rates in areas where their breeding habitat is also 
used for human recreation. As a beach-nesting bird, their nesting 
attempts are also vulnerable to destruction by mammalian and avian 
predators. 
(Look for this bird on AKT trips to New York Harbor and coastal 
Connecticut programs.)

Photo 14: American Oystercatcher (Glen Tepke) 
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Photo 15: Common Tern (Glen Tepke)

Common Tern (Sterna hirundo) and Least Tern (Sterna albirons): 

Terns are a remarkable product of evolution. Much like swallows in 
general shape, these birds have evolved such streamlined wings 
and bodies that they almost look like little jet fighters. Able to turn 
on a dime, terns catch small fish with a sudden plunge into the 
water. Both common and least turns nest in Long Island Sound on 
sandy beaches and shoreline habitat, aggressively defending their 
territory and diving at predators.  Colonies that are disturbed too 
often by dogs may be abandoned. Predators of eggs/young include 
gulls, crows, skunks, raccoons, and outdoor cats among others. In 
Connecticut, Faulkner Island has a large colony of common terns, as 
part of the Stewart B. McKinney National Wildlife Refuge.  (Common 
tern is NYS “threatened”. Least tern is NYS “threatened” and federally 
“endangered” – interior U.S. only).
(Look for these terns on AKT’s Saugatuck River/Norwalk Islands, 
Housatonic, and Mystic trips or any trip along salt water coasts.) 

Piping Plover (Charadrius melodus):

Cute little bird the color of sand with a black forehead stripe and 
neck band. Many sandpipers and plovers nest and rear their young 
far north of us in the arctic. Those that rely on sandy beaches in 
our area for nesting have witnessed significant declines due to 
development or from human disturbance during the breeding 
season. The piping plover is perhaps the most well know of these, 
and is listed as “endangered” in New York State. The most recent 
surveys place the entire Atlantic population at less than 1400 pairs.  
Nesting piping plovers form a depression in the sand somewhere on 
the high beach close to the dunes. The nest is sometimes lined with 
small stones or fragments of shell. Both the eggs and young are well 
camouflaged but wholly unprotected out on the beach. Garbage 
may attract predators which prey upon piping plover eggs or chicks. 
Piping plover is a Federally “threatened” species. According to the 
CTDEP, only 34 pairs of piping plovers nested along the State’s entire 
coastline in 2005.

(You may see this bird 
along the CT shoreline, 
on AKT’s Housatonic 
or Great Island trips 
on a protected sandy 
beach.)

Photo 16: Piping Plover 
(Glen Tepke)
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Photo 17: Brant (Glen Tepke)

Brant (Branta bernicla):

If you are a winter kayaker and see groups of smaller, blacker geese 
along the shore, chances are they are brant geese. Far more timid 
than the similar looking Canada goose, and therefore less likely to 
be observed by the casual daytripper, brants are coastal birds seen in 
small flocks along Long Island Sound, and the coasts of New England 
and mid-Atlantic States in winter months. Brant lack the large white 
throat patch of the Canada goose and feed on sea lettuce (Ulva sp.) 
primarily.  In early April, they’ll feed on the newly emerging Spartina 
grass before heading north at the end of May.
(Look for brant in early April AKT trips – but not in summer as they have 
migrated northwards.)

Black Crowned Night Heron (Nycticorax nycticorax):

Usually hunched and inactive during the day, the black crowned 
night heron is a beautiful and distinctive bird.  Kayakers will most 
commonly see them on stone jetties or rip-rap shorelines standing 
alone, motionless or slowing stalking small fish in shallow water. 
(Look for night herons along rocky shorelines on all AKT trips.)

 
Photo 18: Black Crowned Night Heron (Glen Tepke)

Oldsquaw (Clangula hyemalis)

Also called the long-tailed duck, this is a bird that many land-lubbers 
won’t get a chance to see, but coastal kayakers have a better chance 
- especially in winter when this sea duck is common in the waters of 
Long Island Sound. Paddling you may hear these birds before seeing 
them - they have a yodeling style of call that is funny sounding, 
almost like a barking dog. Hard to approach, unless you stumble 
upon them as they surface from a dive, but visible with binoculars. 
In winter, males of this species look like they have a white mohawk 
haircut and long pointed tail.



��

Kayaking and Coastal Ecology

(Oldsquaw winter in our area, but spend summer in the Arctic – you 
might see them on AKT’s early spring trips.)

Photo 19: Oldsquaw – Long Tailed Duck (Glen Tepke)

Bald Eagle (Halieetus leucocephalus): 

A visitor in our area in winter when rivers are frozen, this magnificent 
bird frequents coasts, rivers, lakes and is becoming more common in 
the Hudson and Connecticut River valleys in recent years. Recently 
proposed for delisting from the Endangered Species Act, the eagles 
have rebounded due to banning of the pesticide DDT and wildlife 
conservation efforts monitoring and establishing nesting pairs. (NYS 
and Federally “threatened”).
(Bald Eagles are most commonly seen along the Hudson and Connecticut 
rivers in winter. Keep the kayak in the shed and go look for them south 
of the AKT Paddle Sports Center by the incinerator facility in Peekskill or 
at Croton Point Park in January. Then go put some 303 on your drysuit 
gaskets.)

Osprey (Pandion haliaetus):

The only hawk in our region that dives into (yes, into) the water for 
fish, the osprey is again becoming the most common coastal buteo 
(hawks and eagles) paddlers are likely to see in summer. Often 
mistaken for sea gulls at long range due to the long, narrow shape 
of their wings, ospreys can be distinguished from seagulls by their 
distinctive dark facial and wing marking, their call note repeated 
frequently and their flying pattern of hovering with rapid wing beats 
and circling. If you hear the call of an osprey and see a nearby nest, 
it may be because of YOU. Consider limiting the time you spend 
near known or suspected nest sites. Osprey are listed in New York 
as “special concern” species – meaning not threatened/endangered 
but exhibiting some conservation concerns.
(Look for Osprey everywhere – fresh/salt water – on AKT’s Hudson 
Highlands, Saugatuck, and even on an Annsville Easy if you’re lucky.)
 

Photo 20: Osprey (Glen Tepke)
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Photo 21: Gray Seals off Chatham, M.A. (J. Nash)

Harbor Seal (Phoca vitulina) and Grey Seal (Halichoerus grypus):

Harbor seals are the most common seal in our area (Long Island 
Sound) – they move into Long Island Sound during winter months 
from the Massachusetts and Maine coasts further north and can be 
seen hauled out on rocks at low tide. Grey seals are larger, with a 
more elongated head shape, and are less common in our region. The 
southernmost population of Grey Seals is located in Cape Cod, MA. 
Some of these seals enter Long Island Sound. 

Harbor Seals prefer rocks surrounded by water to quickly reenter for 
safety.  Avoid seals that are hauled out on rock and beaches – look for 
smaller seals (pups) often the last to leave the haul-out. If young are 
present, or if seals are getting close to you and slapping the water, 
give the seals an even wider berth. Several hundred yards is best.
(Look for Harbor Seals on early AKT trips in Long Island Sound. Look for 
Gray Seals on AKT’s multi-day trip to Cape Cod in October.)

EXTRA BONUS SECTION - For those kayakers who like to camp, 

some low-impact tips to consider:

1.  Personal Hygiene: 
Most of what I know about minimum impact camping I learned 
from one of my NOLS* instructors Steve Goryl (the only person I 
know who climbed Mt. Everest for the express purpose of bringing 
back other people’s garbage from the mountain top - oxygen 
canisters and everything else you can think of - thanks Steve!). In 
his words, “There’s ‘dirt’ and then...there’s ‘filth’.”  There’s nothing 
wrong with dirt. Anyone who’s been on an extended wilderness 
trip can attest to the fact that “dirt” isn’t going to harm you. Soil, 
sand, salt - it’s all OK.  But then there’s “filth”. “Filth”, for lack of a 
better term, is the source of potential infection or transmission of 
illness – bacteria and viruses spread hand to mouth.

So how do I keep “filth” at bay?, you may ask.  Two easy words - “hand 
washing”.  Countless back country campers have kept themselves 
healthy for weeks at a time with daily attention to having clean 
hands when handling food and water. Even simply rubbing your 
hands together with clean water will kill bacteria via friction. Many 
a NOLS student has spent a month or more in the wilderness 
without soap of any kind using this method of water and friction. 
If you have some soap, it will more effectively cut oils that can trap 
bacteria - just make sure you are well away (100’) from all water 
sources when using soap to avoid adding contaminants to natural 
waters, and consider bringing a collapsible bucket on your trip to 
carry water for this purpose. Lastly, attention to keeping your finger 
nails clipped short and free of dirt is wise.  While a full body wash is 
always nice, it’s really clean hands that are most important. 

Human Waste - In frequent-use coastal campsites, the best method 
is to pack it out. A great article was re-published some time ago in 
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the Maine Island Trail Association (MITA) Handbook about the “crap 
wrap” – using newspaper and a good sealable Tupperware to pack 
out human waste. A smell free and sanitary method – check it out 
(www.mita.org).  In less frequently used back-country campsites, 
away from shoreline or island environments, shallow cat holes are 
the way to go.

2. Cooking: 
Unless you’re at a designated camp site with an existing stone fire 
ring, consider using stoves for cooking. Fires can damage coastal 
habitat and can leave a long lasting mark. 

Food waste – cook only what you’ll eat, pack out all extra food, 
even scraps. This will avoid modifying the balance of resident 
wildlife and subsidizing human-dependent animals. Better yet, 
save leftovers for eating later - some extra dinner noodles for a cup 
of soup the following day, or heat up the left over macs and cheese 
for breakfast. There is no need to pack a big bag of “garbage” out 
- camping food needs can be planned and fully consumed without 
a great deal of effort - try it, you’ll see.

Cooking dishes – the heat of boiled water is sufficient to kill bacteria 
– aside from cleaning out remaining food with a scotchbrite pad or 
even a spoon, no dish soap is needed for most uses. Why add soap 
to the environment. Never wash kitchen utensils directly in natural 
waters (lake, stream or ocean). Cleaning should always be done 
with a bucket of water a good distance from water sources – avoid 
contributing food waste and soap to natural waters.

3. Campsite Location: 
As discussed above, avoid coastal heath vegetation, tidal marsh 
vegetation and/or dune habitats - all are sensitive to foot traffic. 
It’s best to camp above high water (of course) ideally on sand/rock 

surfaces. If you see an upland area showing evidence of a former 
tent site, use that space rather than disturb a new area. When 
breaking camp, replace cleared debris that you may have moved 
(pine cones, sticks, etc.) from infrequently used areas - make it a 
more pleasant, wilderness experience for the next person.

*Begun in 1965 by Paul Petzoldt in Lander, Wyoming, the National 
Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) has been a leader in the field of 
outdoor education and minimum impact camping for 40 years. In 
1990 the U.S. Forest Service approached NOLS to develop hands-
on minimum impact training for wildlife visitors, land managers, 
and outdoor educators termed “Leave No Trace” (LNT). For more 
information on NOLS and LNT, visit www.nols.edu and www.lnt.org.

Jim Nash has been paddling with AKT since 1997 and a staff member 
since 2004. He works as an environmental consultant in Westchester, 
NY.
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