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Faculty Focus
Robert J. Naiman, Professor

MA, Zoology (Ichthyology), UCLA, 1971 
PhD, Zoology, Arizona State University, 1974

Bioenergetics of herbivorous pupfish population  

(Cypr inodon) and its algal food supply in a thermal stream 
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MD: Were you the only freshwater person at Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institution (WHOI)?

RN: Yes, for the most part. Seeing how the oceanographers at WHOI 
and Nanaimo thought so comprehensively—about entire oceans—
inspired me to look at watersheds similarly. This set the stage for 
the rest of my career.

MD: What brought you to the UW?
RN: When I became Director for the Center for Water and Environ-

ment at the University of Minnesota, I thought I’d put down roots. 
But then SAFS Professor Bob Wissmar told me that the new Center 
for Streamside Studies—a joint UW College of Forest Resources 
and School of Fisheries program—was seeking a director. I started 
that job in 1988 and have been here ever since, moving to SAFS 
full-time when the Center was dissolved.

MD: What is your nutrient deposition research about?
RN: We’ve focused on nutrient cycling and productivity in the coastal 

rivers of Alaska and the Olympic Peninsula, with an emphasis on 
nutrient deposition. Besides studying salmon in Southeast Alaska, 
we found other sources of nutrients that weren’t quite as “sexy.” 
For example, in the Peninsula’s Queets River, tree epiphytes and 
nutrients in old geological deposits play major roles in driving the 
incredible productivity in the riparian forest.

By understanding what drives production in our rivers, we can 
avoid mistakes. For example, we know that the big trees contribute 
organic matter such as epiphytes and large woody debris to rivers. 
Also, we better understand how floodplains provide a buffer zone 
against flooding. And the work also applies to having a sufficient 
supply of nutrients and clean water.
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After almost 25 years as a faculty  

member of the School, Bob Naiman 

retired at the end of 2012. Bob is from 

Pasadena, California. As a child,  

he spent time with his uncle,  

a professor who taught human  

anatomy. His uncle would take Bob  

to his anatomy lab and, using the  

abundant human body parts, teach  

him about nervous systems, muscle 

structure, and the like. His uncle also 

took Bob on salmon fishing trips,  

patiently explaining how things worked.

These adventures with his uncle 

motivated Bob to take a college  

zoology course, ultimately leading  

to a graduate program at Arizona  

State University, where he studied  

desert streams and their role  

in the broader ecosystem. 

Bob then underwent an extreme 

climate change to take a postdoc  

at the Pacific Biological Station  

in Nanaimo, British Columbia,  

to investigate land–ocean interactions. 

He then worked at the Woods Hole 

Oceanographic Institution as a research 

scientist and MIT faculty member.
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The Early Years 
Commercial salmon fisheries developed in western Alaska 
in the late 1800s and rapidly became producers that rivaled 
any salmon fishery in the world. By 1900, stocks were  
heavily exploited, supporting an enormous industry focused 
on producing canned salmon for international markets.  
Reduced catches in the 1940s were cause for alarm within 
the salmon canning industry, which saw a need to manage 
such profitable resources scientifically. 

In 1945, the canning industry approached the  
Director of the University of Washington School of  
Fisheries, William F. Thompson, to develop a program  
to improve understanding of the biology of salmon and 
their ecosystems. This led to the establishment of the  
Fisheries Research Institute (FRI) in 1947. 

FRI developed a science and monitoring program in 
the watersheds of the Wood, Kvichak, and Chignik rivers. 
The initial science program was remarkable in that it used 
what we now call an “ecosystem approach” to understanding 
salmon ecology, while navigating the formidable practical 
challenges of performing research in a remote and chal- 
lenging wilderness. The development of the field program  
is described in detail by past FRI Director Robert “Bud”  
L. Burgner in his book, My Career with Fisheries Research  
Institute, University of Washington (fish.washington.edu/ 
research/publications/pdfs/Burgner_Memoirs.pdf). (See  
fish.washington.edu/alaska/ for more information.)

The current program maintains many of the original 
methods for observing salmon and their freshwater habi-
tats, and now provides the only long-term environmental 
baseline in western Alaska against which potential impacts 
of emerging environmental threats can be measured. The 
monitoring program has a broad emphasis, spanning hy-
drology, limnology, and stream ecology, in addition to the 
ecology of salmon and their habitat requirements, which was 
the original research focus of FRI’s founding scientists (Bud 
Burgner, Ole Mathisen, Ted Koo, and their first cohort of 
graduate students, including Don Rogers).

The Present
Since its initial focused relationship with the canning 
industry, the ASP has also developed a broad base of col-
laborators and constituents, including state agencies (Alaska 
Departments of Fish and Game, and Parks and Recreation), 
federal agencies (US Fish and Wildlife Service, National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, US Army Corps 
of Engineers), regional development associations (Bristol 
Bay Native Association, Bristol Bay Economic Development 
Corporation), and commercial, sport, and subsistence fishers 
in western Alaska. 

In recent years, ASP has expanded its research dimen-
sions beyond its original “count, measure, and harvest 
salmon” mission:

• SAFS Professors Jim Seeb and Lisa Seeb use state-of-
the-art genetics and genomics tools (fish.washington.edu/
research/seeblab/people) to better understand the relation-
ship between salmon and their environment.

• SAFS Professor Lorenz Hauser (fish.washington.edu/
people/hauser/) is studying the controls on reproductive 
success by genetically identifying salmon offspring.

• Bioeconomic analyses and geomorphology studies are 
being conducted to improve our understanding of  
watershed responses to changing climate, as well as  
studies linking terrestrial predators to salmon resources 
(fish.washington.edu/alaska/research.html).

Opposite Page: Students sampling juvenile coho 

salmon in the Lake Aleknagik watershed.     
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Below: Current students, staff, and faculty of the 

Alaska Salmon Program. Robert “Bud” Burgner 

front and center.     Photo: Jim Seeb  
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