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UC Santa Barbara researchers launch
CoastSnap, citizen science initiative
to monitor coastal changes

It’s a simple device but it can do so much: A photo cradle, installed on the steps
leading to and from East Campus Beach. The monitoring device invites citizen
scientists to document the beach’s many faces. It’s the first installation in Santa
Barbara County of the CoastSnap project, a global effort to keep watch on the coasts
as they change over time. Developed by researchers in Australia primarily to assess
beach width, the project has found its way across the globe and will benefit the local
community in several ways.

“It’s primarily to increase engagement with the community as they visit the beach,”
said UC Santa Barbara Marine Science Institute researcher Kyle Emery, who has
been overseeing the installation of the cradle and the accompanying signage.
Thanks to a research grant from the California Ocean Protection Council, his
intention is to establish CoastSnap stations across California, as well as a website
that integrates the photos from all of them.

The premise is simple: Place your phone in the cradle, which will provide the
appropriate height and angle at which to snap a photo. Then upload it to the 
CoastSnap app. Over time a collection of images will emerge to provide a sense of
how the interface of land and sea behave — in this case, the shoreline on the
campus’s east side that connects to Goleta Beach.
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“The benefit here is that because it’s in a high traffic location and you have so many
people taking these photos, you’ll end up with way more information than you need
and it gives you the ability to sort through the images by various attributes or
events,” Emery said.

 Indeed, a challenge for coastal researchers and resource managers is generating
and maintaining continuous documentation of the condition of the coastline. East
Campus Beach is particularly dynamic, sometimes with a walkable sandy shoreline,
sometimes submerged in times of high tide and storm surge, and one way to get a
sense of coastal change at longer timescales — such as sea level rise — would be to
watch the water’s edge over a long period to see how often and how far it inches
toward the bluffs. Photos uploaded to the app would serve as a time series that can
augment long-term data collected by the campus’s coastal researchers.

“Even though people are taking different photos with different phones at different
times of day, we can correct for most of those things and then get a mappable
shoreline position,” Emery explained.

In addition, the photos will provide important documentation of kelp wrack, those
piles of seaweed that are the primary source of nutrition of several types of tiny
invertebrates that live in the sand, who, in turn, are food for shorebirds. Recent
research has shown that beach width is one of the drivers of kelp deposition, and the
photography will allow the researchers to better assess how much kelp winds up on
the sand and how long it stays there.

“There are active research questions for which this will be useful,” said coastal
marine ecologist Jenny Dugan. “I think it will be really interesting to see how the
data from the app compares with our long-term dataset.”

A welcome byproduct of the project will be the additional monitoring of that portion
of the campus’s coastal bluffs, which are vulnerable to erosion.

“It is very important to the university to monitor the shoreline and bluff for erosion
— especially the east bluff — to protect critical infrastructure, public coastal access
and natural habitats,” said Shari Hammond, associate director of campus planning
and design at UCSB. The bluff and the beach are adjacent to critical university
infrastructure and built environment, she added, and monitoring erosion will help
the campus to plan and implement adaptation strategies. “CoastSnap data will
assist with this by providing even more, year-round data,” she said.
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The University of California, Santa Barbara is a leading research institution that also
provides a comprehensive liberal arts learning experience. Our academic community
of faculty, students, and staff is characterized by a culture of interdisciplinary
collaboration that is responsive to the needs of our multicultural and global society.
All of this takes place within a living and learning environment like no other, as we
draw inspiration from the beauty and resources of our extraordinary location at the
edge of the Pacific Ocean.
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