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NOAA Commissions
Ship Nancy Foster
—By Jeanne G. Kouhestani

Under a beautiful, sunny sky in
Charleston, S.C., a former

Navy ship officially became part of
the NOAA fleet in a traditional
ceremony that also paid tribute to
a much-beloved NOAA scientist
and leader.

On May 10, the NOAA Ship
Nancy Foster was officially commis-
sioned into service. The former
Navy yard torpedo test craft, which
was transferred to NOAA in 2001,
began operations last year after
being converted for coastal oceano-
graphic research. The original plan
to commission the ship in Septem-
ber 2003 was scrapped when
Hurricane Isabel paid the East
Coast an unwelcome visit.

Homeported in Charleston,
S.C., Nancy Foster conducts re-
search along the Atlantic and Gulf
coasts, primarily in support of the
National Marine Sanctuary and
National Sea Grant programs.

A commissioning ceremony—
steeped in tradition and maritime
history—marks a significant event
in the life of a government ship.

“At the commissioning cer-
emony, the government official who
took receipt of the ship from the
builder transfers responsibility of
the vessel to the first master or
commanding officer,” said Rear
Adm. Nicholas Prahl, deputy
director of NOAA’s Marine and
Aviation Operations and the
NOAA Corps. “The new command
then orders a watch to be set and a
continued on page 6

Scientists Launch Balloons
to Improve Storm Forecasts
—By Keli Tarp

Day and night from May 9
through June 20, a team of

fourteen researchers and university
students has been scrambling to
get in position to launch weather
balloons beneath storms in central
Oklahoma. The goal of the Thun-
derstorm Electrification and
Lightning Experiment, or TELEX
for short, is to use lightning
observations from instruments on
the balloons to improve forecasts
and warnings of hazardous weather.

Each day in the TELEX field
program, scientists from NOAA’s
National Severe Storms Laboratory
and research-
ers and
students
from the
University of
Oklahoma in
Norman, set
out in search
of a severe
storm with
an armada of
cars and a
field com-
mand van
that can
receive the
balloon Jame L. Murnan/NOAA

NOAA and university scientists prepare to launch a yellow tarp-covered
balloon  carrying meteorological instruments into a thunderstorm.

signals.
By com-

bining and
coordinating their resources, the
scientists were able to gather data
on the storms using a variety of

sensors, including weather bal-
loons, Doppler weather radar with
polarimetric technology, mobile
Doppler radars and a lightning
mapping network.

The broad objective of TELEX is
to learn how lightning and other
electrical storm properties are
dependent on storm structure,
updrafts and precipitation. This
year is the second of two sequential
spring field programs.

“We want to relate the electrical
structure of storms to the produc-
tion of lightning—especially
positive ground flashes—and their
relationship to severe weather,” said

Don MacGorman, a lightning and
storm electricity researcher from
continued on page 7
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NOAA, California Scientists Use Phantom
to Study Channel Islands Sanctuary Fish
—By Mary Patyten

Flying 70 feet below the sea
surface off the coast of southern

California in mid-May, the Phan-
tom remotely operated vehicle was
relaying live video back to biolo-
gists aboard the NOAA research
vessel Shearwater when a ghostly
image came into focus on the
monitor. Jagged rocks thrust up
toward the sea surface, draped in
finely webbed fishing nets, like a
graceful stage set for some under-
water drama.

With the nudge of a joystick, the
ROV pilot aboard Shearwater used
thrusters to steer the Phantom
away from the menacing webbing.

The lost and abandoned netting
would continue to catch fish,
which was not good news for
struggling bottom fish populations.
But on that particular day in May,
the nets would not catch the little
ROV, which had a big job to do—
scan the depths of the new Channel
Islands marine reserves, the largest
system of reserves off the West
Coast, to measure how fish popula-
tions were responding to their new
sanctuaries.

Over time, monitoring fish
populations there may provide
evidence of whether bottom-
dwelling species such as rockfish,
lingcod and abalone can take
advantage of the no-fishing zones
to repopulate areas outside marine
protected areas.

“Using the Phantom, we can
identify where fish live, survey
those areas and identify changes in
the numbers of fish over time,” said
Konstantin Karpov, the California
Department of Fish and Game
senior marine biologist heading up
the survey. “This is really some-
thing that has not been possible
before.”

David Jeffrey/Deep Ocean Engineering
Scientists from NOAA and the California Department of Fish and Game launch a Phantom
remotely operated vehicle from the NOAA research vessel Shearwater to survey fish in
marine protected areas off the Channel Islands.

The cruise specialized in innova-
tion, from the use of a remotely
operated vehicle to count fish to
the remarkable collaboration
between federal, private, academic
and state agencies in search of
better methods to collect the
scientific data that are vital to
fishery managers and biologists
trying to preserve and enhance
California’s marine resources.

It all began in September 2003,
when Sarah Fangman, NOAA’s
research program coordinator for
the Channel Islands National
Marine Sanctuary, was approached
by Karpov’s ROV group about
surveying the new marine protected
areas from the NOAA research
vessel Shearwater.

“We were happy to participate,”
Fangman said. “This group pro-
posed doing work we want to see
done. By collaborating with people

who have the equipment and the
expertise, we can all accomplish our
goals.”

The survey sites lay off Santa
Rosa Island, Santa Cruz Island and
the smaller Anacapa Island in
southern California. The team had
also planned to visit San Miguel
Island, the most northwesterly
island in the chain. But rough
weather precluded any surveying,
with 50-mph winds buffeting them
in the “protected” lee of the island.

The cruise exceeded everyone’s
expectations. In just four days, the
team surveyed for 16 linear kilome-
ters within six sites despite the
blustery weather, proof of the rapid
synergy between NOAA vessel
captains and the ROV crew and the
refinement and improvement of
ROV survey methods.

Likely survey sites were chosen
by first consulting side-scan and
multibeam sonar maps that showed
the topography of the sea floor.
Precise two- to three-kilometer
paths, called transects, were
continued on page 7
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Laura Letson Is the
Team Member of
the Month for June

Linda Baldwin Is
the Employee of
the Month for June

—By Ben Sherman

Laura Letson has quickly made a
 reputation in NOAA’s Na-

tional Ocean Service as a person
who knows how to get things done.
It is just that attribute which
brings her this month’s recognition
as NOAA’s June Team Member of
the Month.

In the short time that Letson has
worked at the Ocean Service’s
Center for Coastal Monitoring and
Assessment in Silver Spring, Md.,
the management and staff there
said she has had a tremendous,
positive impact on the center’s
mission and has made a significant
impression with her dedication and
responsiveness.

As the center’s program support
specialist, Letson works closely
with center management in every-
thing from detailed program
planning to developing informa-
tional briefings for NOAA senior
management, responding to
questions from Capitol Hill, and
helping formulate a non-point

—By Lori Bast

It didn’t surprise employees at
 NOAA’s Aircraft Operations

Center in Tampa, Fla., when they
heard that Linda Baldwin, a pur-
chasing agent at the center, was
chosen as June’s Employee of the
Month.

“Linda personifies excellence in
the spirit of teamwork with her
dedication to the AOC mission,”
said Julie Robertson, chief of the
center’s Resource Management
Section.

The Aircraft Operations Center
is a team effort of civilians and
NOAA Corps officers who support
the aircraft that fly in support of
NOAA’s mission. NOAA’s aircraft
operate throughout the United
States and around the world,
sometimes making procurement a
real challenge.

Lt. Devin Brakob, an aircraft
navigator, works with Baldwin
regularly preparing requisitions and
contracts for flight training.
continued on page 8

source pollution strategy.
“Laura is an important part of

our team,” said Russell Callender,
who nominated her for NOAA
recognition. “She brings a strong
work ethic, teamwork and customer
service orientation to everything
that she does and is becoming well
known in the Ocean Service for her
ability to get things done quickly
and efficiently.”

One of Letson’s more recent and
notable contributions was her
leadership and initiative in com-
pleting the final crucial steps in
moving the Operational Gulf of
Mexico Harmful Algal Bloom
Forecast System from the research
realm to a soon-to-be operational
product. When it becomes available
later this year, it will represent a
major step in NOAA’s goal of
creating an operational algal bloom
forecast system.

Largely on her own initiative,
Letson actively engaged senior staff
and office management in three
Ocean Service program offices—the
National Centers for Coastal Ocean
Science, the Coastal Services Center
and the Center for Operational
Oceanographic Products and
Services—to finalize discussions
and make the decisions needed to
make the harmful algal bloom
forecast product operational. Under
considerable time pressure, she was
able to reach consensus among the
offices and accurately represent the
concerns of NOAA senior manage-
ment.

“All the briefings, all the paper-
work, all the approvals—she got it
all done,” said Richard Stumpf, the
lead scientist for the harmful algal
bloom forecasting project. “The
success of the project required
getting these things done so we
could determine budgets, staffing,
the details necessary to move
forward. Laura was instrumental in
making that happen.”

Letson grew up in Kentucky,
continued on page 8

Lynn Takata/NOAA
Laura Letson.

Lori Bast/NOAA
Linda Baldwin.






