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FWI Quarterly Newsletter, Winter 2018
We are excited to share the inaugural edition of the University of Washington
Freshwater Initiative (FWI) Quarterly Newsletter! Here, you'll find updates about
the latest happenings in the FWI community, including upcoming FWI events,
highlights of the past quarter, and ways to get involved with FWI.
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FWI Graduate Student Steering Committee, January 2018

What is FWI?
By Claire Beveridge (CEE)
Freshwater “flows” across many academic disciplines and sectors of society. Most issues surrounding freshwater
are so complex that no single discipline can tackle these freshwater problems alone. To respond to growing
research needs, faculty at the University of Washington (UW) College of Engineering, UW College of
Environment, and UW Tacoma formed the Freshwater Initiative (FWI) in 2014. FWI researchers are committed to
developing collaborative programs that make freshwater research relevant to scientists, decision-makers, and
the public alike. This commitment resulted in the addition of four new freshwater faculty members and the
formation the Mountain to Sea Strategic Research Initiative, which catalyzes freshwater sustainability research
with support from multiple UW campuses and colleges.
In October 2017, twelve graduate students from the College of Engineering, College of Environment, and School
of Medicine joined forces to form the FWI student steering committee. Together, we brainstormed what role FWI
might play in helping students develop the research, communication, and professional skills needed to be
successful in freshwater science. The result was a variety of proposed activities, communication outlets, and
collaboration opportunities aimed at promoting connectivity in freshwater research at the University of
Washington and beyond (see figure below).

The current focus of our student steering committee is facilitating four recurring student activities: Themed Topic
Panel Discussions, WaterHackWeek, TED-style Talks, and Writing Circles. Each of these activities will be
designed to help students become “T-shaped”—that is, possessing a deep knowledge of their own specialization
yet also able to effectively collaborate with various other freshwater-related disciplines. Each proposed activity or
communication medium will be independently managed by a dedicated student leader, providing opportunities for
both leadership and professional development. The student steering committee hopes to give all members of the
FWI community the freedom to shape and guide the various facets of FWI.
FWI activities will begin in spring 2018, but the student steering committee remains open to new ideas and ways
to collaborate in the freshwater community. The goal is to be flexible and adaptive as FWI continues to grow and
develop. We hope students, researchers, faculty, and other friends of UW will join us in this exciting pioneering of
the FWI.

Managing river flow to balance energy and fish
production in the Mekong
By Thiago Couto & Julia Hart (SAFS)

Large river basins in many developing countries are, and continue to be, dammed for hydropower, posing
challenges for environmental conservation and food security. For example, about 60 million people across six
different countries rely on the Mekong River for food, yet dams block fish migration and modify flow regimes. The
8th largest river in the world, the Mekong supports the largest floodplain system in Southeast Asia: Tonle Sap
Lake, which boasts an annual fishery harvest of roughly 250,000 tonnes. However, the rapid development of the
region coupled with a growing demand for electricity is putting fish harvest at risk.
An article recently published in Science and co-authored by SAFS professor and FWI member Dr. Gordon
Holtgrieve offers a potential way to mitigate tradeoffs between hydropower operation and fishery yields in the
Lower Mekong Basin. Using 17 years of hydrological and fish catch data, the researchers developed an
algorithm to predict fishery yields from river flow and used it to design an ideal flow regime that would provide
ample water for hydropower and also support the fishery.
“We need to provide more options for managers than the dam or no-dam dichotomy. The reality is that many
dams are being built anyway and we need options to at least mitigate their negative effects,” says Holtgrieve.

"The reality is that many dams are being built anyways, and we need
options to mitigate their negative effects."

The researchers found that fishery yields depend directly on the high flows of the previous year, but surprisingly,
the low flow period plays an equally important role.

“Higher floods provide more habitat for fish to rear and grow, and the seasonality of flood pulses represent
important migration cues for many species,” says Holtgrieve. “We suspect that longer periods of terrestrial
production are a fundamental mechanism for fish production in the river. The organic production and the
accumulation of nutrients in the soil during the dry season are transferred to aquatic ecosystems during floods,
providing food for fish through the food chain.”
The result is a management strategy which may actually increase fishery yields in the Mekong River and other
tropical rivers facing similar pressures worldwide.
The study is part of a larger project titled “Innovations at the Nexus of Food, Energy and Water (FEW) Systems
(INFEWS)” that aims to improve and integrate the scientific understanding of FEW systems and also support
management decisions that best maximize a set of societal objectives. These objectives include energy
production, fish harvest, rice production, nutritional value of fish and rice, food contaminants, conservation of
biodiversity and flood protection. The project is comprised of an interdisciplinary group of researchers with
background in hydrology, fishery sciences, economics, ecology, civil engineering, remote sensing, computer
science and public health.
You can find more about the INFEWS project here.

Who is FWI? An Interview with Dr.
Gordon Holtgrieve
By Thiago Couto (SAFS)
Dr. Gordon Holtgrieve is an Assistant Professor in the School of Aquatic and Fishery Sciences and a member of
the FWI steering committee at the University of Washington. Here, he sits down with graduate student Thiago
Couto to discuss his experience working with large, multidisciplinary research groups and why an open mind is
often critical for success in freshwater research.

TC: What is the value of a multidisciplinary group of researchers for the success of projects like INFEWS?

GH: There is no way to run a project like INFEWS without having a multidisciplinary group. In our case, it was
key to put together very specific people. Everyone brings something important to the table.
TC: Based on your experience with INFEWS, how important is the FWI?
GH: Huge, because it’s essential to have the right team together to conceptualize and run these projects. They
rarely flow by just coming up with an idea and then accumulating people to execute them. It works better as a
back and forth process of a priori thinking within a group, which takes time and requires open minds. UW
provides an amazing opportunity to build these links, because if you need something, there is probably someone
around that does it pretty well.
TC: What are the main challenges of working in INFEWS?
GH: First, people’s schedules. For example, I sent out a poll to try to get all the UW-PIs together at the same
room. Even with a month in advance, there were exactly zero hours that everyone was available. We are way too
busy. The second one is funding. The overall project is $2.5 million, but this amount is not even close to what we
need. We are underfunded by about 50%, which means that everyone is making sacrifices.
TC: Is communication among such a diverse group a problem?
GH: Cross disciplinary communication is not exactly a problem in our case. Everyone knows enough to be
literate about the other’s work. Let’s say that I know enough about hydrology to be dangerous, and they know
enough about fish to be dangerous. However, it requires some time to learn the language of the other disciplines.
The problem is that time slips away as you move in your career. That’s why graduate students will play a key role
in the FWI. Students will have the opportunity to expand their expertise about freshwater sciences as they
interact with each other. As a result, they will also bring interesting perspectives to their departments.

"Graduate students have a key role to play in FWI."

TC: What motivated you to start working in the Mekong and what are the challenges of doing research
overseas?
GH: I had the opportunity to go to the Mekong to help my wife with her post-doc research early in my Ph.D. We
spent a month and a half in Southeast Asia, which was an opportunity to see how important fisheries and
freshwater ecology can be to people. This experience was my motivation to go back.
The biggest problem is not being able to be there more than a few weeks a year. This limits the science that I
can do and makes it hard to manage relationships with locals. It’s not my country; I’m a guest over there. There
is a long history in that part of the world of outsiders essentially taking over, including western scientists that
arrive, collect data and disappear without leaving any kind of benefit. I have to make sure that what I do has
benefits to people.
You can find more about Gordon’s research and his lab here.

FWI News

AWRA, AWWA-WEF, & FWI Mixer
On January 29, 2018, FWI members had the opportunity to mix with the University of Washington
chapters of American Water Resources Association (AWRA) and the American Water Works AssociationWater Environment Foundation (AWWA-WEF). See here for a recap of our night talking freshwater,
conservation, and science communication.

An Evening of Freshwater Science & New Collaboration
On January 19, 2018, FWI held a Joint Faculty and Graduate Student Steering Committee Meeting to

discuss the FWI mission, proposed student activities, and FWI communications. Slides from that meeting
can be found here.

NSF RAPID Project Funded
FWI researchers at the University of Washington are the recipients of an NSF Rapid Response Research
Grant to develop and advance open-source software infrastructure to support scientific investigation and
data-driven decision making following natural disasters like Hurricane Maria. More information on this
project can be found here.

FWI Dam Research Published
FWI researchers Thiago Couto and Julian Olden were published in Frontiers in Ecology and the
Environment for their work synthesizing the global proliferation of small, hydropower dams. News
coverage of their publication can be found here.

Upcoming FWI Events

Science Talk 2018: Learn How to “Talk Science”
Science Talk, a science communication conference, will be held March 1-2, 2018 in
Portland Oregon. Registration is still open! It is open to scientists, communicators,
journalists, policymakers, students, and anybody else interested in learning how to
communicate science to a general audience. Register here today.

Pacific Northwest Water Research Symposium
The PNW Water Research Symposium, hosted by OSU Hydrophiles, is a student-centric
conference highlighting outstanding student research in the fields of water resources
science, engineering, and policy. Current graduate and undergraduate students in
freshwater-related fields are invited to present. Abstract submission is open Feb 15—
March 15, 2018; registration is free. Please contact fwi@uw.edu if you plan to attend and
would like to coordinate travel arrangements with other UW students.

FWI Student Happy Hour
WHO: All FWI Students
WHERE: The Masonry Fremont
WHEN: Friday, April 6th, 5:30—8:00pm

WHAT: Pizza, Beer, Meatballs, and a chance to socialize with some of your favorite
freshwater enthusiasts!

FWI Classifieds
GEOL 4015 (Geology for Engineers) at the University of Puerto Rico Mayaguez will be offered for
Summer 2018. This course will take advantage of numerous field sites that suffered damage during the
passing of Hurricane María over Puerto Rico in September of 2017. Students will experience traditional
lecture sessions mixed with frequent field outings. Interested students should contact the course
instructor by March 15, 2018. More information may be found on the course website.
Do you have sponsors in mind for WaterHack Week (coming Summer 2018)? Send them these flyers.

Follow UW FWI on Twitter!

Sign Up for Emails from FWI
If you received this email directly, you are already subscribed to the UW Freshwater Initiative and do not need to
sign up again. Please feel free to forward this newsletter to those in the freshwater community who you think
might be interested in getting involved!

Join FWI

Interested in contributing to future editions of the FWI Newsletter?
We invite all FWI members to write articles, suggest topics and ideas for future issues, or contribute
announcements for the FWI Classifieds.
The FWI Newsletter is released on a quarterly basis and is made up of features, news, upcoming events, and
classifieds. Contact us at fwi@uw.edu to contribute.
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