
Experiences Managing A Herring Run Count on Cape Cod 
Challenges and Benefits of A Volunteer Visual Count Program





Challenge: Site Accessibility 
• Difficult due to distance and terrain especially for volunteers with mobility issues

• Limited public access 

• Less volunteers capable



Challenge: Numbers – Volunteers & Counts 

• 2 ½ months 
7 days a week 
12 daily time slots  
2 fish ladders  = 
1,824 counts      

• Data gaps and less 
representative data

• Encourage 
volunteers to  
spread out counts



Challenge: Confusion
• “Flip-flopping” fish  

• Data entry and 
transcription errors on 
Google Doc Form



Challenge: Volunteer Demographics 
• Older, retired population on Cape Cod 

• Electronic communication, scheduling and uploading data 



Challenge: Maintaining Engagement
• Excited to count fish, not zeros

• Difficult to keep volunteers engaged



• Warmer water 
temperatures = earlier 
sightings

• Missed fish counts 
outside of the current 
counting window

• Recent counts are 
higher earlier in the 
season and lower later 
in the season

Challenge: Environmental Conditions



Challenge: Extenuating Circumstances

• Reporting  
Issues 

• Respecting 
Indigenous 
Tribal Member 
Rights 

• Removing 
Obstructions  



Benefit: Volunteer Recruitment 
• Popular volunteer opportunity 

• Flexible schedule, minimal time commitment

• Get outside, nature and wildlife 



Benefit: New Technology 



Benefit: Educate and Involvement  
• Students  
• Family Friendly 



Benefit: Organizational Education and Engagement 
• Educate and engage volunteers  

• Promote participation in other opportunities



Benefit: Encourage Citizen Science

• Scientific knowledge
• Community engagement
• Public trust in science
• Environmental monitoring
• Increased scientific literacy
• Free labor



Benefit: Build Relationships

• Volunteers 

• Barnstable Department of Natural Resources, 
WHOI Sea Grant, Cape Cod Cooperative 
Extension, MA Division of Marine Fisheries  



Benefit: Communication 
- Community outreach
- Publicity  
- Acknowledgment
- Social Media
- Photos 



In Their Own Words  
Marty R. 

1. I love science and love contributing data for scientists.

2. It is close to home, and I can schedule my own time. 

3. It is such a bizarre thing to do.  I leave my daily pickleball game at 11:30.  When 
someone asks me to stay for just one more game, you should see their face when 
I tell them I must go count fish.  It is truly priceless.

Jo-Ann N. 

I do it because I care about Cape Cod and its abundant life both in land and in the 
ocean. I do it to give back as a service to the Cape although it is a very minor 
thing. I love nature and the gifts God has given to us. We are stewards of this 
earth!

Lois C.

It’s a magical part of Mother Nature that we’re privileged to experience here on Cape 
Cod!  Also, it’s a way to support an awareness and a potential growth of our herring 
population.



In Their Own Words 
Jim W.

1. It gets me out into nature to actually see some natural 
activity.

2. I go to places I wouldn't have found otherwise.

3. I want to contribute to Cape ecology.

4. It's fun to watch the fish swim around and flop over the 
ladder.

Mary G. 

1. Giving back to the community/a civic duty

2. To assist in environment monitoring essential for Cape 
Codders

3. Personal well being - enjoying nature

4. Contest with spouse - who had the larger count



Thank You

Heather Rockwell   hrockwell@bcleanwater.org 

mailto:hrockwell@bcleanwater.org
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