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Natureôs Night-Lights: Floridaôs Bioluminescence 
by Natalie Al-Shibabi 

MIWA Intern 

      Bioluminescence is an incredible phenomenon that 

produces beautiful views of light within our natural 

world. Many people never get the chance to see it in 

real life, or donôt even realize how to see it. For people 

living on or near the Space Coast they can experience 

this occurrence as one of the most reliable areas to 

see bioluminescence in the United States is located 

within Brevard County in the Indian River Lagoon at 

the Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge.  

     Bioluminescence is defined as the production of 

light through the release of energy from a chemical re-

action in or ejected out of an organism. For biolumines-

cence to work there needs to be a light-producing 

chemical called luciferin or a photoprotein present. It is 

only when that molecule has an oxygen molecule 

bonded to it that the reaction will occur. Luciferase is 

an enzyme that may also be present and after interact-

ing with luciferin it can help speed up the reaction. 

     People may be familiar with bioluminescence in the 

water through some marine creatures exhibiting light-

emitting qualities, such as an anglerfish, or through a 

sheen of green-blue light rippling across the water on a 

dark night. There are some creatures that utilize a 

symbiotic relationship with light-emitting bacteria, such 

as the Hawaiian Bobtail Squid, and some that are able 

to synthesize luciferin by themselves, such as dinoflag-

ellates.                                         (continued on page 3) 
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Photo courtesy of A Day Away Kayak Tours 

July Sea Turtle Walks Still Available 
7:30 - 11:00 pm Å Playalinda Beach 

 Tickets: https://bit.ly/2025turtlewalks  

Join us on a USFWS-guided sea turtle walk. Learn 
about nesting habitat while enjoying a chance to 

watch a loggerhead turtle lay her eggs!  

https://bit.ly/2025turtlewalks


     Did you know the National 

Wildlife Refuge System manag-

es more public lands, with fewer 

resources than the U.S. Forest 

Service, National Park Service 

and the Bureau of Land Man-

agement? And those resources 

are shrinking under the current 

Administration. Just this year at 

Merritt Island National Wildlife 

Refuge, the staff has been reduced through layoffs, 

early resignation incentives, and retirements. The pro-

spect of backfilling those positions is slim to none in 

the near term.   

     While the remaining staff are 

doing everything they can to keep 

programs and access available to 

all citizens, it is a challenging en-

deavor. As a supporter of the Ref-

uge System, your help is needed 

now, more than ever. Be a voice 

for those who cannot speak --

wildlife and government employ-

ees. You can write letters to the 

editor of your local media outlets, 

call and write your elected repre-

sentatives, post and share com-

pelling stories via your social me-

dia accounts. 

     These lands belong to all of us. They were set 

aside to conserve wildlife, protect biodiversity, and 

connect people to nature--now and for generations to 

come. If we donôt speak up and act, we could see ex-

isting public lands sold off for development projects 

that will threaten the wildlife and habitat, and your ac-

cess.   

     This link provides a list of members of Congress 

with responsibilities for the National Wildlife System:  

https://coalitionofrefugefriends.com/resource-center/119th-

congress-members-with-responsibility-for-nwrs/   

Within Florida, both Darren Soto and Daniel Webster 

sit on several of the committees. They need to hear 

from you, the taxpayers who fund their salaries and 

fund the wild spaces.  

You can also help by volunteering with both the Ref-

uge and with the Merritt Island Wildlife Association 

(MIWA). Each year volunteers provide the equivalent 

support of 10-15 staff members, and more will be 

needed with the reduced staffing of 2025. As a 

Friends group, MIWA can and does advocate for the 

benefit of the Refuge. By supporting MIWA through 

membership, volunteering and engaging in outreach 

and community science, you are contributing to the 

future of the Merritt Island National Wildlife Complex. 

     The Refuge System remains the only public land 

network in the country where wildlife conservation is 

the primary purpose. If that mission collapses under 

budget cuts and attrition, we risk losing not just spe-

ciesðbut the very foundation of conservation. Thank 

you for all that you do to support your Refuges. Eve-

ry action and every dollar helps.   
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Special thanks to the following for their 

generous donations in support of the  

Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge 

for the 2nd Quarter of 2025: 

    Manatee ($5,000)   Laurilee Thompson 

    Sea Turtle ($500)   Rochelle Hood 

    Bobcat ($250)         Rebecca Chapman 

  Walter Guptill     

    Gopher Tortoise ($100)   

Janet and Ralph Saczawa, John Tank Sherman, 
Deborah Smith, Suzanne Taylor 

MIWA Presidentôs Message 

Nancy Bray 

Numbers above are from FY2024 Congressional reports and Agency 
budget justification documents. 
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 Reminder: Our  
    gift shop has 
    moved to the 
    Visitor Contact  
 Station (trailer) at the 
west entrance to the Refuge.  

Come in and visit us! 

has moved temporarilyé 
Tuesday-Saturday Å 9:00 am-4:00 pm 

Photo courtesy of FWS 

Call (321) 861-0669 for Refuge maps, 
passes and other information 

Temporary Visitor Contact Station Hours 

8:00 am to 3:30 pm 

 Tuesday through Saturday 

(west entrance to Refuge on SR 402, at end of the 
A. Max Brewer Memorial Parkway bridge) 

Site Preparations Continue 
At Refuge Visitor Center 

Site preparations for the new Community 

Conservation Education Center (CCEC) 

started in January. The contractor has 

built a new entrance road, new parking 

lot, and new septic system as well as 

clearing the space for the new building. 

Work is expected to be finished by the 

end of August. The current Merritt Island 

NWR Visitor Center will re-open to the 

public sometime in September.  

Bioluminescence 
(continued from page 1) 

     The latter of the two examples is what usually pro-

duces the green-blue light when disturbed on the sur-

face of the water, and what is seen here on the Space 

Coast. Dinoflagellates are small, single-celled, plank-

tonic organisms that utilize these luciferin-luciferase 

reactions to produce bioluminescent light. In the cor-

rect conditions it is possible to view this green-blue 

light shimmering with any movement across a body of 

water.  

     What are the best conditions to see this phenome-

non in the Indian River Lagoon? The bioluminescent 

dinoflagellates are normally found on the surface and 

in warm bodies of water with small openings into the 

ocean. It is best to view this phenomenon on a dark,  

 
moonless night and 

during the summer. 

Since this particular 

strain of dinoflagel-

lates, pyrodinium, pre-

fers warm tempera-

tures, it is best to go 

in the summer 

months.  

     To experience this 

natural marvel, reserve a spot on a guided eco-kayak 

adventure with one of the Merritt Island National Wild-

life Refuge-permitted tour companies. A list of the ap-

proved eco-tour kayak guides can be found at 

 https://www.fws.gov/media/merritt-island-nwr-
approved-kayak-guides. 

A comb jellyfish, glows with 
bioluminescence. 

https://www.fws.gov/media/merritt-island-nwr-approved-kayak-guides
https://www.fws.gov/media/merritt-island-nwr-approved-kayak-guides


     Join us for a free, family-friendly event celebrat-

ing the incredible sea turtles that nest on the Merritt 

Island National Wildlife Refuge. Learn how to identi-

fy Green, Loggerhead, and Leatherback sea turtles 

by their size, nesting tracks, and unique features. 

Enjoy interactive activities that explore sea turtle 

biologyðfrom hatchling to adult!  

     Perfect for all ages, this hands-on experience 

will deepen your appreciation for these ancient mar-

iners and the role we play in their conservation.      

The refuge program includes refreshments and a 

free raffle for a chance to win a copy of the Our Sea 

Turtles book by Blair and Dawn Witherington. 

     Kids and adults alike can enjoy hands-on activi-

ties such as turtle diet matching card games, a sea 

turtle beach obstacle course, turtle track identifica-

tion, and a coastal habitat scavenger huntðall de-

signed to spark curiosity and teach how we can 

help protect these amazing animals. 

This event is made possible thanks to the generous 

sponsorship of the Canaveral Port Authority.  
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Eco-Buggy Tour of Lake Woodruff NWR  

     On the morning of June 5th, Merritt Island Wildlife Association (MIWA) members and guests went on 

an Eco-Buggy tour of Lake Woodruff National Wildlife Refuge. Naturalist and MIWA volunteer Joan 

Tague narrated the tour sharing her stories from more than 30 years of hiking Lake Woodruff NWR. The 

group was able to see a vast variety of plants and wildlife at the refuge, including over 30 species of 

birds. Some notable observations include a river otter, Swallow-tailed and Mississippi Kites, Saltmarsh 

Mallow in bloom, Gulf Fritillary butterflies, and banana spiders. Participants also learned more about the 

Duck Stamp history of the refuge. The buggy passed by the marsh area that was burned two months 

ago to observe firsthand the benefits of fire ecology.   

Saturday, July 26
th
, 2025 Å 10:00 am - 12:00 pm 

Sand Point Park 
101 N. Washington Ave, Titusville 

Register Here: https://bit.ly/seaturtleeducation Photo by Joel Cohen 

https://bit.ly/seaturtleeducation
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by Rochelle Hood, Susen Wilcox, and Jack Windle  

     Canaveral National Seashore, nestled between 

Daytona Beach and Kennedy Space Center, is the 

longest stretch of undeveloped Atlantic coastline in 

Florida. Originally acquired by NASA for safety and 

expansion during the early days of the space industry, 

the land was later designated a National Seashore in 

1975. This March, MIWA visited three historic sites 

within the park to celebrate its 50th anniversary. 

     Our first stop was Seminole Rest in Oak Hill. Pre-

served by the Snyder family and later donated to the 

National Park Service, this site includes a historic 

home and what remains of a shell mound built by the 

Timucua people. The mound, once much larger, was 

reduced over time as shells were harvested for rail-

road construction. Today, about 13 feet remains, offer-

ing insight into the Timucuaôs daily life through pottery 

and shell artifacts. 

     Next, we visited Turtle Mound, one of the area's 

prominent oyster shell mounds. Though diminished by 

use in road building, it remains one of the tallest mid-

dens in the region. These mounds reveal the diets and 

seasonal habits of the Timucuan and other Indigenous 

tribes. The Timucua were skilled huntersðso much so 

that their deer-hide disguises occasionally fooled fel-

low hunters! At the Visitor Center, we enjoyed a short 

historical film, shared stories with park rangers, and 

celebrated the anniversary with cake.  

     Our final stop was Eldora 

House, once part of a citrus-farming 

community that later became a re-

sort destination after harsh freezes 

and changing trade routes. Eldora 

House is now a museum showcas-

ing life in early 20th-century Central 

Florida. We also learned about Do-

ris Leeper, an artist and conserva-

tionist instrumental in preserving 

Eldora. Today, her former home is 

visited by local art coalition students 

to learn about her legacy. 

     Special thanks to Rangers Jab-

ez, Ashley, and Laura for their time 

and knowledge. Many thanks to 

the Friends of Canaveral for sup-

porting the Seashoreôs preserva-

tion.  

Hereôs to 50 years of history, nature, and communityð

and many more to come! 

Canaveral National Seashore: Celebrating 50 Years 

Photos by Rochelle Hood and Jack Windle 

Hi! Iôm Remi Siegel-Ventura, origi-
nally from Fanwood, New Jersey. I 
recently graduated from Florida 
State University where I studied En-
vironmental Science and Classical 
Civilizations with a minor in Earth 
Science. At FSU, I conducted ma-
rine biology research, taught a re-
search course, performed with the 
Flying High Circus, and served as 
President of the Jewish Student 
Union. This year, Iôm working with 
FSU Student Affairs in their Sus-
tainability and DEI Offices and am 
thrilled to be interning with the Mer-
ritt Island National Wildlife Refuge! 

Meet Sea Turtle Education Intern 
Remi Siegel-Ventura 

MIWA members enjoy a field trip to Canaveral Na-
tional Seashore which is managed by the National 
Park Service. 
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by Rochelle Hood and Natalie Al-Shihabi 

     On April 10
th
 MIWA members celebrated National Go-

pher Tortoise Day by visiting Longleaf Pine Preserve in 

Volusia County. Members were able to view a 

recipient site for gopher tortoises never be-

fore seen by the public. Attendees learned 

about the relocation process of these 

imperiled species and the recipient site 

habitat. 

     Gopher tortoises are seen all across 

Florida and are a state listed threatened 

species. Florida law includes stringent re-

quirements related to construction activity dis-

turbing tortoises or their burrows. These 

measures were put in place to stop the burying 

of tortoises at building sites. Developers must 

hire an authorized agent permitted by the 

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Com-

mission (FWC) to move and relocate gopher 

tortoises.  

     Longleaf Pine Preserve is a desig-

nated recipient site for Volusia Coun-

ty construction projects. After being brought to the preserve 

and marked for identification the gopher tortoises go 

through a soft release into an enclosed area with suitable 

habitat to monitor their progress. Members en-

joyed a journey around the preserve aboard 

an eco-buggy while learning about the land 

management plan incorporating use of 

prescribed burns.  

     The excursion included short hikes to 

provide attendees with a chance to see 

gopher tortoise burrows up close, observe 

a variety of native plants, participate in a bit 

of a scat scavenger hunt, and discover wildlife 

who share the burrows. Some of the special sight-

ings included fresh bear scat, viewing of a 

federally endangered plant - endemic to 

Volusia County (Rugel's pawpaw), and the 

discovery of a juvenile gopher tortoise. 

Thanks to a grant from the Gopher Tortoise 

Council guests received artist-designed juve-

nile and adult gopher tortoise stickers to com-

memorate their visit. 

MIWA Members Visit: Gopher Tortoise Recipient Site 

Clockwise from the top: A juvenile gopher tortoise; tortoise marking scheme and measuring carapace 

(upper shell) length; the group learned about tortoises, their habitat and prescribed fire; MIWA mem-

bers enjoyed a tour aboard an eco-buggy during a tour of Longleaf Pine Preserve in Volusia County to 

celebrate National Gopher Tortoise Day in April. Gopher tortoises are found all over Florida. 
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Meet Sea Turtle Education Intern 
Cataleya Vince 

My name is Cataleya Vinceða first-generation college student from 

Palm Beach Gardens, Florida, studying Marine Science with a minor in 

Climate Change at Florida Gulf Coast University. Iôve always been pas-

sionate about the ocean and finding ways to protect the ecosystems 

that depend on it. Iôm incredibly grateful to the Merritt Island Wildlife 

Association for funding my internship and to Merritt Island National 

Wildlife Refuge for welcoming me onto their team. This experience is 

not only helping me grow and learn, but I am also gaining the field ex-

perience I need for a future in marine and environmental conservation.  

Hiking Refuge Trails  
(continued from the Spring 2025 Habi-Chat) 

Cruickshank Trail and Tower 

Above and Below: Scrub Ridge Trail 

If you are hiking on the Refuge in the sum-

mer, remember to hydrate, protect yourself 

from sunburn, and use mosquito repellent. 

Here are three more walking trails on the 

Merritt Island NWR: 

Scrub Ridge Trail (moderate) ï 1-mile loop 

ï 30-40 minutes ï This easy trail leads visi-

tors through some of the most unique habi-

tats in Florida. Starting on a solid sandy lime-

stone trail, visitors will stroll between a fresh-

water impoundment and scrub habitat. 

Cruickshank Trail and Tower (moderate) ï 

5-mile loop ï 2 hours ï Allan Cruickshank 

Memorial Trail honors Cruickshank who ad-

vocated for the protection of sweeping wet 

landscapes when NASA began plans for the 

Kennedy Space Center. This open sunny trail 

offers wide vistas from atop dike roads with 

views out over the marshes. Good birding 

opportunities. 

Wild Bird Trail (easy) ï ı-mile round trip ï 

30 minutes ï Along Black Point Wildlife Drive,  

Wild Bird Trail is a short flat trail connecting 

two great bird observation platforms over-

looking the marshes. 

The Spring 2025 Habi-Chat featured infor-

mation on the Oak and Palm Hammock 

Trails, and the Pine Flatwoods Trail. See the 

Front Desk at the temporary Visitor Contact 

Station for maps or call (321) 861-0069. 


