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Welcome WISE friends!

As we look to the future, we feel
infinitely grateful for your endless
support of WISE. In everything we
do, it takes a community, and
each of you are a core piece of
what makes these programs
possible. Thank you for helping
create opportunities for local
youth to become leaders and
stewards of this incredibly special
place.

Growing up in the Copper
River Watershed, | was lucky to
have the experience of connecting
with our environment in life-
changing ways through WISE programs. Getting to
grow amidst braided rivers and the laughs and
learning had alongside them shaped the future |
hope to see in the Copper River Basin for
generations— a future full of strong communities
committed to uplifting one another, a future of
interconnectedness, stewardship, and resilience,
and a future that embodies WISE’s mission to have
environmental education resources readily
available to all.

After another year of being teachers in the
community, whether it is in or out of the classroom,
and fostering connections between youth and the
environment, | am continuously inspired by all that
WISE does. The role that WISE serves as a catalyst
for youth involvement in environmental
stewardship is truly irreplaceable. Programs like
the Copper River Stewardship Program create an
opportunity for youth who live both upriver and

downriver to build a deeper
relationship with the environment
around them, and inspire them to
think about the
interconnectedness we have with
it and each other. Bridging these
connections can empower young
people to be advocates for the
well-being of the watershed and
everyone who lives within it.

| will never forget the
transformative memories | made
in the stewardship program. From
canoeing and wading along the
Alaganik Slough to restore nest
islands for Dusky Canadian Geese,
to building mud slip ‘n slides and spending hours
laughing with my new lifelong friends, I truly could
not be more grateful to be one of the many people
impacted by the amazing work this organization
does.

To program participants, community
members, devoted board members, partners, staff,
and wonderful executive director, Robin Mayo,
thank you for each being irreplaceable tributaries
that make up the resilient and mighty river of
WISE. Cheers to another year of growing together,
and | can’t wait to see what's downstream!

Cassidy Austin-Merlino
WISE Board of Directors

We live and work ov the past, presewt, and
future homeland of the Alhtna and Upper
Tanana People. We honor the wisdom of the
elders, the promise of the youth, and the
stewardship ethic that has watched over +his

Rehabilitating Dusky Canada Goose nests on the
Copper River Delta. Cassidy participated in Copper
River Stewardship Program in 2017, and was the

ldVld since time b@@aw. student leader in 2019.
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Winter Fun Day was held during the winter school holidays,
featuring outdoor and indoor fun at Wrangell-St. Elias NP Visitor
Center.

Audubon Christmas Bird Count has been held at Kenny Lake
every year for decades, and brings out birdwatchers of all ages
no matter what the weather.

In-Class Science lessons took place in classrooms throughout
the Copper River Basin, and also included a trip to Hermon
Hutchens Elementary in Valdez, with 15 lessons ranging from
electricity to birdwatching.

Camp Chosen Frozen was held at 2 mile Lake near Chitina.
WISE served up a hearty lunch and also shared a lesson in snow
science

Family Ice Fishing Day was at a

‘( new location this year, Tex Smith
o Lake on the Glenn Highway. It
was a slow day of fishing, but
families enjoyed kites, skiing, a
campfire, and sunshine.

Science Lecture Series included a
double header lecture on wildlife
toxicology, as well as bison, trap
safety for pet owners, and
computer modeling of glaciers.

Spring Science Fling at Wrangell Mountains Wilderness Lodge
on the Nabesna Road included raptor migration, field sketching,
ice measurement, an evening lecture, and a trivia game.

We are ALL Teachers gatherings continued all winter and spring.
We are seeing a greater level of skill and confidence in
presenters at our programs thanks to this ongoing project.
Copper Basin Environmental Fair on Earth Day was a wonderful
chance to celebrate our
community-wide commitment
to caring for the environment.
WISE hosted an interactive
game called “Cave Quest.”
Earth Discovery Day in Early
May gave about 80 4™, 5%, and
6" grade students a chance to
learn outdoors at Wrangell-St.
Elias National Park Visitor
Center. 12 learning stations
are presented by partner staff
and volunteers.

Outdoor Leadership Week with the Wrangell-St. Elias NP Youth
Conservation Corps team and Ahtna Inc. interns was an intense
week of learning, with a hike up Willow Mountain as the final
adventure.

Copper River Stewardship Program in June contemplated what
the watershed could look like in 100 years. Learn more about
the stewards and their adventures on Page 4

WISE/BLM Summer Hikes took us on familiar trails, and some
new adventures. The Crystalline Hills trail on the McCarthy Road
was a highlight!

2025 Programs

Geology Camp spent 4 days backpacking in Wrangell-St. Elias
National Park, including a spectacular day on Root Glacier. We
love working with Wrangell Mountains Center on this program
every year.

Aquatic Ecology Camp in August convened at Silver Lake for 3
days of watery fun. A highlight was travelling to Long Lake,
where technicians from Prince William Sound Science Center
showed us the weir and spawning
grounds.

At the Kenny Lake Fair, we joined
Park Ranger friends for a booth
where participants tried the art of
gyotaku, Japanese fish printing
Copper Country Discovery Tour
took over 300 guests on an
afternoon exploring Wellwood
Nature Preserve. See the article
on page 5 for guest reflections.
Alaska Native Cultural Tour, new this year, was a joint effort
between WISE and Native Village of Tazlina. See the article on
page 3 to learn more.

Nic’anilen Na’, our 60 acre property at lower Tonsina, was the
site of a lively work party in
September. We cleared
trails, mowed the parking
area, and selected a site for
the next project, an
outhouse!

Changing Seasons in Mid-
September welcomed
Autumn for 2"¢ and 3™ _
graders. We fired up the ' L s, e
time machine, acted out the seasonal cycle of Ally the Aspen,
created watersheds, and tasted delicious traditional cranberry
pudding.

Kids Don’t Float stations at Pippin Lake and Squirrel Creek
Campground provided loaner Personal Flotation Devices for
boaters and swimmers. The Pippin Lake station goes through a
lot of adult size PFDs, which we hope are keeping dipnetters
safe at Chitina.

Mission Statement

WISE provides science and
environmental education, supports
scientific research, and shares the natural
wonders of the Copper River Basin.
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In a quiet spot on the banks of the Copper River, an elder
and a tall young man are singing together, their
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for the 20 minute ride to the fish camp location.
There, Tazlina Village staff take

voices led by the steady beat of a skin drum. X over, leading the group in
Behind them, a homemade fish wheel turns in Ala S ka N a‘hve thoughtful discussions about
! ik iﬁi""""- the current as Ahtna  history,  subsistence

o . theriver lifestyles, and present-day

Al * murmurs and Cu Itu ral Tou r realites for Alaska’s native

swirls. people. Guests eagerly watch the

WISE
embarked on a new tour
program this summer,
working in partnership
with Native Village of
Tazlina on the pilot
season of Alaska Native
Cultural Tour. The goal of
the project was to give
guests an authentic look
at Ahtna culture,
including a fish camp with active fish wheel on the banks of
the Copper River.

This idea started with conversations in the WISE
office about what unique features of the Copper River
Basin might make a compelling tour to share with guests.
Our Copper Country Discovery Tour has been a success, but
we were looking for ways to use our tour infrastructure and
relationship with the Copper River Princess Wilderness
Lodge to increase the exposure and revenue generated by
this program.

Fishwheels were one of the unique attributes we
identified. Of course, fishwheels are intrinsically
intertwined with Ahtna Native culture and subsistence, so
we knew we couldn’t do this without the right partner.

Tazlina Village Council recently completed an
ambitious project to purchase a large tract of land with
deep significance to their people. This beautiful homeland
includes Copper River frontage, and traditional fish camp
locations. They are also valued WISE partners, with a deep
commitment to youth and community.

After many thoughtful conversations with the tribal
administrators and council, we decided to take the next
step and pitch the idea to Princess Tours. They were
enthusiastic, as they have no other excursions on the land
portion of their tours which focus solely on Alaska Native
culture.

We considered the summer of 2025 to be a “pilot”
project, and were pleased to welcome almost 100 guests.
WISE staff and vehicles pick up the guests and take them

Ahtna Elder Donna Renard

fish wheel, hoping to see a salmon
get caught in the baskets. When there’s fish available, the
guides demonstrate caring for the catch, setting aside the
filets to share with an elder.

The entire staff of Tazlina Village contributed their
skills to the project. They built a beautiful little gazebo,
providing a bug-free place for the guests to gather. Many
staff members learned to be guides, and lead guide Kaela
Taylor fully embraced the role, especially enjoying the pride
she felt in deepening her knowledge of her culture, and
sharing it with guests from around the world.

Every tour finishes s
with drumming and singing,
sharing  the heartbeat
rhythm that helps connect
the Ahtna people to the land,
the rivers, and the salmon.
Guests were very
appreciative, especially
noting that the tour did not
have the “performance”
aspect that dominates many
cultural tours. Instead, it felt
like a heartfelt two-way
conversation, with the goal
of increasing understanding
and appreciation.

Drummer and guide Ben Neeley

Partner Spotlight: The staff, council, and tribal
members of Native Village of Tazlina have worked
alongside WISE on programs for many years, and
we are excited for this new partnership. We honor
Native Village of Tazlina’s commitment to
preserving and sharing their culture.
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What will the world look like in 100 years? How
do human activities affect the landscape?
What impact will the choices we make
have on the future world?

These were some of the questions
pondered by 10 high school students as
they travelled throughout the Copper River
Basin in June. This year’s cohort for the
Copper River Stewardship  Program
included students from Cordova and the Copper River
Basin. Together, they explored the watershed with the

theme of “Into the Future.”

Full Speed Ahead? Even the amazing optimism of our 2025
stewards wasn’t enough to get this old truck moving again.

This program aims to challenge students
physically, mentally, and emotionally, and this year was no
exception. From rigorous days of hiking, canoeing, and
kayaking, to late night candlelight chats which challenged
the group to think deeply and share honestly, the stewards
worked hard. The group bonded quickly and created fun
wherever they went. One memorable evening, they found
a decrepit truck in the woods and used it as a prop for
glamor photo shoots.

Reflecting at the end of the 10 days, the students
expressed what they had learned.

“Learning about the problems people have been
through and are going through can help prevent them in
the future. Knowing more about the past can make sure
we’re educated enough to not make the same mistakes
twice.”

“I had to think about more than what was
happening right now and right here. | had to think about
the greater picture, including the whole of the Copper
River Watershed.”

Looking to
the Future
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“Programs like CRSP are the best way to invest in
the future because it will be up to our
generation to take care of our area.”

As the teens grappled with the
shape of the future, at WISE we have
been chewing away at some hard
guestions too. The past few years have
brought a lot of uncertainty about the
future, especially as the federal funding
and agency partnerships we have relied on for a long time
become uncertain. We’ve had conversations about setting
priorities if the budget has to be drastically reduced, and
crafted board and staff succession plans to help ensure our
partnerships and programs will continue as the faces
change.

In conversations
with nonprofit partners,
similar themes emerge.
How can we stay
focused on mission and
impact with all the

distractions? How can
we fully utilize our
partnerships,  sharing

our strengths with the
whole sector? How can
we avoid competition,
putting the good of our

communities over  Learning about sustainable energy
organizational at a Cordova hydroelectric project.
concerns?

Most of the WISE board and staff are getting up in
years, which gives an urgency to this work. We need to be
sure we are setting WISE up for success not justin the next
few years, but for decades to come. This includes building
a culture that welcomes new generations, building
capacity to offer competitive salaries, and setting up
infrastructure and finances with an eye to the future.

There are no easy answers, but we all agree that
this work is essential in ensuring a positive future.

B,

Partner Spotlight: Cordova based
Prince William Sound Science Center
is one of several partners who make

EEVHIE FILAR) : Copper River Stewardship Program
SCIENCE possible. They provide staff, funding,
CENTER and Cordova facilities and vehicles.
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Sharing the Connection

By Jan Miller

It was my great pleasure to be a tour guide for
WISE this season. Through all the chaos and noise in
today’s world, sharing the wilderness with others was
genuinely uplifting.

Many people travel to Alaska for the
adventure, photo opportunities, and to see the sheer
beauty of this state. Working for 18 years with The
Copper River Princess Wilderness Lodge, WISE offered
two tours this season, the Copper Country Discovery
Tour and the Alaska Native Cultural Tour. Most of my
interpretation was on the Copper Country Discovery
Tour.

| learned a few months prior to the tour about
the value of engaging your tour guests. Many ways
exist to do this, one option | chose was posing a
guestion to guests as we looked out over the Tonsina
Bluff. That question was: Why is a connection to
nature important?

What followed was many inspirational thoughts
and values that people seemed to feel, and here | will
share some of those responses:

“It is part of us”
“We need nature to survive”

“Nature is a connection to God’s
creation”

“l need nature to be able to decompress
from the negative things in my life”

The view from the Tonsina River bluff where Jan asked
Copper Country Discovery Tour guests to reflect on their
connection to nature.

It was interesting that so many people offered
these same answers. It filled my soul with hope.

After the responses | told people my reasons
for asking the question. | said that it seems we are
losing a connection with nature. Our youth are plugged
in, people don’t get outdoors as much as they used to
and we are hearing talk about selling off our public
lands. | asked people to go back from their trip, share
their photos and stories, but also share the connection
they felt with nature and why it is important.

My hope is that these wonderful guests will
keep the conversation of a connection to nature alive in
their homes, with friends and with family. As my father
would always say, “There is always hope.” Hope after
all, is the first step.

Jan Miller works for WISE as Tour
Manager, Lead Guide,
Development Director, Program
Assistant, and anything else that
needs done! She brings a passion
for working with youth and
sharing the wonders of Alaska.




One of the silver linings of living in the Copper
River Basin is the abundance of wild foods available to
harvest. As well as providing amazing sustenance, it is a
way to connect with our landscape and community.
Families hunt, fish, and forage. As well as essential
protein, they bring home berries, mushrooms, and wild
plants. We also have an abundance of gardeners,
backyard farmers, and beekeepers.

For the next two years, WISE is excited to be
working with Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and
Preserve on a series of workshops which will share
knowledge on harvesting and preserving wild foods and
plants. We will also be producing a small field guide to
local wild foods, designed to be used by teachers,
subsistence harvesters, and visitors.

Wildcrafting and food preservation are not new
topics for WISE. In 2013 we hosted author Janice
Schofield for an inspiring wild plants workshop which
concluded with an amazing meal harvested and
prepared by the participants. Our own Janelle Eklund
has also shared her knowledge with people of all ages
through the years. We are excited to have this
opportunity to dig deeper, reach further, and expand our
horizons with this opportunity.

The workshops will be designed to serve
residents in our outlying communities, and will include
practical skills in food gathering and preservation, such
as identifying resources, sustainable harvest, and
operating pressure canners. We will also be including
traditional knowledge, and facilitating open formats
which celebrate the subsistence traditions of sharing and
cooperation.

The events will be advertised on the WISE
website, social media, and local channels. Stay tuned!

Happy blueberry pickers show off their harvest in this photo
from 2010.

At a 2016 Wild Plants Workshop, participants harvest
Ssnruce san.

Highbush Cranberry Viburnum edule
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From “Big Red” to “Great White”

Since 2007, WISE summer youth activities have
often included a ride in “Big Red,” WISE’s beloved Ford
Econoline Van. Big Red travelled throughout the watershed
carrying kids, staff, and gear, rattling along the highways
with extraordinary reliability. But we’ve known for a few
years that it was time for a new van, and in 2025 we took
the plunge.

Alaska’s nonprofits have an amazing ally in the
Rasmuson Foundation, which funds a wide variety of
projects across the state. They have a grantmaking process
that operates with a high degree of dignity and trust, and
are willing to fund capital projects like buildings, vehicles,
and other high dollar necessities. We also reached out to
Alyeska Pipeline Service Company, which has been a steady
supporter of WISE for over a decade, and our local
telephone utility, Copper Valley Telecom.

Every organization we approached responded
quickly and enthusiastically, and we had the funds we
needed months before our goal. We found a 2024 15
passenger Ford Transit with very few miles, and had it
shipped to Seattle. From there, WISE board members
drove it home on the Alcan.

With the new van arriving just a few days before

Great White for a short hike to a wilderness cabin.

the start of the tour season, it was a flurry of activity to get
ready, including taking apart the dashboard for a new
public address system, installing a trailer hitch, and finding
the gas cap. This mystery was solved when we discovered

2019 Geology Camp participants gather around Big Red for a

map session.

it doesn’t have a gas cap, and the filler is located inside the
drivers door.

We left the naming of the van up to the kids, and
after some creative and entertaining conversations we
agreed on “Great White,” which could refer to a shark, a
whale, a rock and roll band, or the frozen north.

The new van is also a hit with the tour guides. Big
Red used to help with tours on busy days, and it always felt
a little awkward to pull up to the Princess Lodge with our
battered road warrior. We all miss Big Red, but are enjoying
the smooth ride, good gas mileage, and easy to clean vinyl
seats!

L — R R e

BASMUSON ~
FoOUMDATION e it

Warm Thanks to: Rasmuson Foundation, Alyeska Pipeline
Service Company, Copper Valley Telecom, and State
ofAlaska Community Assistance Program via Kenny Lake
Community League.



WISE Board of
Directors Looks to
the Future

Margie Steigerwald, Board Chair
Janelle Eklund, Vice Chair
Felicia Riedel, Secretary
Paul Boos, Treasurer
David Wellman
Sarah Gallt-Linnell
Cassidy Austin-Merlino
Cheryl Bowers

Summer staff Cecilia Dusek, Janelle Eklund, Margie Steigerwald, Executive
Director Robin Mayo, Felicia Riedel, Paul Boos, and Dave Wellman enjoy a
workday at Nic’anilen Na’

Jennifer Hodges
Brian Hodges

"All the youth that have gone through WISE
programs give me hope for the future. Many of
these youth are now young adults using the skills
and connections they have made with the earth
to make a better world.” Janelle Eklund

“T do find hope for the future, particularly v our
young) people.  They are so balanced, +echnically
savvy and simart. Just as each generation has
faced adversity and used their tools, <o will we.”
Cheryl Bowers

"I have been watching our youth for over twenty
years discovering their environment. It gives
me hope that WISE is doing the right thing
when we give them the opportunity to looking
through a binocular scope and "always” get
excited at what they discover.” Paul Boos

"Hope often shows up: twinkle lights in winter,
seeds sprouting, birth, alpenglow, days getting
longer, the aurora, being outdoors, a dog team,
seasons that change, . . . and most amazing, kids.
They are the actual future, the bright spot, our
dreams.” Felicia Riedel

“What aives me hope for the future is the
unsolicited aeverosity of our community of dovors.
Without us evew askivg, they know intuitively
that our federal grawts are likely to be less this
year and many dovors have increased their
contributions hoping that WISE will continue onr
most impactful programs. Thank vou, thank vou,
thank yon.”  Wargjie Steigerwald

"What gives me hope for the future is the
knowledge that the virtues that make us most
human are also the qualities that are necessary
for good decision-making and good governance.
It is a very hard lesson, but I believe we will
learn — as a rebellious teenager learns
eventually to become an adult.” Dave Wellman

“What gives me hope for the future is watchivg
my students learw about the deep connection
between salimon and bears in Alaska—how each
depends on the other and sustains the
ecosystem. Their wonder and respect for that
balance remind me that future generations can
protect and restore the natural world if we
+each thewm +o value i+.” Jewnifer Hod@@s

WISE needs your leadership! Please contact us if
you are interested in serving on the Board of
Directors, or as a volunteer. Thank You!
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Education Partners

Copper River School District
Prince William Sound College
University of Alaska Fairbanks

Valdez City Schools
Campbell Creek Science Center

Nonprofit Partners

Alaska Natural Resource and Outdoor Education

Copper River Watershed Project
Copper Country Alliance
Copper Valley Community Library
The Foraker Group
Greater Copper Valley Chamber of Commerce
Kenny Lake Community League
Kenny Lake Public Library
Prince William Sound Science Center
Valdez Consortium Library
Wrangell Mountains Center
Wellwood Conservancy

Government and Tribal Partners

Ahtna Intertribal Resource Commission
Ahtna, Inc.
Alaska Department of Fish and Game
Alaska DNR Forestry
Copper River Native Association
Native Village of Chitina
Native Village of Gakona
Gulkana Village Council
Mentasta Traditional Council
Native Village of Kluti-Kaah
Native Village of Tazlina
US Bureau of Land Management
Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve

— “The earth has wmusic
for +hose who listen”

William Shakespeare

Evening at Jumbo
Camp overlooking
Root Glacier. 2025
Geology Camp.




Thank You!

Anonymous Donors
Nate Anderson
Cassidy Austin-Merlino
Ed & Elaine Begy
Carl Benson
Charlotte Bird
Nancy & Bob Boos
Cheri Bowers
Lynn Budzak
Michael Burke
Barbara Cellarius
Katrina & Steve
Chmielowski
Jack Dalton
Jamie Dawson
Nancy Deschu
Evan Franklin
Ruth McHenry & Cliff Eames
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Alaska

Conservation Mary Gianotti
" Sally Gibert
Foundation Lilly & Michael Goodman-
Allwright
Marnie Graham & Doug
m Vollman

Tamara Harper
Betty & William Harryman

Shari Hart
]}fm Jf'tLS T*:'f':}'-i :-5' Eﬁ [;f Ellen & Barry Hecht
L U L 8 L Jenna Hem

Mark Henspeter
George Jackman
Kirk & Leslie Johnson
Karen Jordan
Paula & Bruce Kaye
Sally & Terry Keizer
Kristin Link
Tami Long
Matt & Judith Lorenz

Alaska Glacial

Essentials Charles Maas
. . . L. Gail Mayo
Copper River Native Association Robin Mayo

Nancy & Donald Maclay
Bridger McGinnis
Carol Mcintyre
Debbie & Mark Moderow
Meg Jensen & Mike
McQueen
Marcia & Henry Milette
Trish Miller & Chip Hamann
David Mitchell
James Mitchell
Peter Mjos

Copper Valley Subway
Copper Valley IGA
State of Alaska CAP
Fred Meyer Community Rewards

American Legion
Gladys M. Heintz Memorial Post 27

AR WISE Fundérs and Donors

Susan Moore
Joe Morse
Kate Morse
Willow Morse
Jack Mosby
Jolene Nashlund
Miles Nashlund
Persephone Nashlund
Francis Nelson
Tari Patinka
Janelle Eklund and Paul
Boos
Butch Potterville
Greg Quinton
Gretchen Roffler
Danny & Arlene Rosenkrans
Linda Rutledge
Dorothy Sine
Mary Sine
Kelly Smith
Kristin Smith
Daniel & Diana Solie
Margaret Steigerwald
Laurie Thorpe
Carson, Amanda, & Afton
Tortorige
Katherine Trudeau
Conner Truskowski
Adele Valenti
Barb & Denny Wallace
Dick Ward
Jeremy Weld
Gay & Dave Wellman
Carrie Wittmer
Fran & Gary Wittmer
Erica Wolter

Special Thanks:

Paul Boos and Janelle
Eklund for use of the house,
maintenance, and
snowplowing.
Dave’s Toyostove Service
Copper River Record
WISE Volunteers

WISE HC 60 Box 338A Copper Center, Alaska 99573 www.wise-edu.org contact@wise-edu.org



.. “Rivers wind, change,converge,rest, keep moving forward and stay in the future.
2 They cycle and are never ending. In these challenging times we take our lessons
: from rivers. We are winding through changingtimes sowe converge to work
» together, we rest to make a plan, and we keep the flow moving forward for a
~ future that will perpetually re-cycle care,joy, respect and reciprocity.”
Janelle Eklund, WISEFounderand Board Member




