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Student Research on American Eels:

NYSDEC Hudson River Estuary Program, 
National Estuarine Research Reserve, 

NYS Water Resource Institute at Cornell
Contact: Chris Bowser

catching inspiration from tiny slimy creatures
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American eel
(Anguilla rostrata)

American eels are bony fish, found in many eastern rivers and coasts. 
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Hudson 
River

American eels are born in the Sargasso Sea, roughly between Bermuda and 
Puerto Rico. The red lines show the fabled “Bermuda Triangle”. 
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A species in decline

Eels enter rivers as tiny “glass eels”. They mature for decades before returning to the 
sea as “silver eels”. Scientists note declines in eel populations of many areas.
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Need for baseline studies
Student project modeled on previous work

Scientists use nets and traps to study glass eel migrations. These methods can be 
adapted for educational research by students and community groups.
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Goals
• Involve students in community-

based scientific research 
• Gather baseline information 

about eel migration

• Do these tributaries support an 
eel migration?

• What environmental conditions 
affect this migration?

Questions

Students work with NYSDEC staff to come up with research goals and questions 
relevant to their local ecosystem.  
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Study design with partners

Teachers, students, and volunteers maintain schedules and data collection protocols. 
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Indian Kill (Dutchess BOCES Env. Academy)

Hudson River sampling sites

Fall Kill (Poughkeepsie); urbanized watershed, 
freshwater outlet

Hunters Brook

Furnace Brook;  suburban watershed, 
brackish outlet

Albany

New York 
City

Indian Brook (new for 2009)

Saw Kill (Bard College,Tivoli Bays)

There are multiple sites along the Hudson. This presentation 
features the Fall Kill and Furnace Brook. 

Crum Elbow Creek (new for 2009)



NYS Department of Environmental  Conservation

• Poughkeepsie HS 
and community 
partners

• Daily teams of 
students with teacher 
leader

• Highly visible urban 
site

Fall Kill study
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Fall Kill results
• Migration peaks correspond to higher tides during full and new 

moons.
• Scattered results in later weeks suggest we’re recapturing 

some eels. Students will study this question further in 2009.

Fall Kill
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Furnace Brook 
study

• Westchester County 
• Ossining HS research 

program
• Focus on lunar cycle
• Low tide sampling
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Furnace Brook results

Furnace Brook
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• Fewer students focused their sampling on lunar cycle
• Found a huge peak during May’s new moon
• 2009 efforts will start earlier to catch early part of migration, and 

look at eels upstream



NYS Department of Environmental  Conservation

Added Community 
Benefits

• Public outreach and presentations
• Involved family and friends
• Place-based research close to home
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Extension topics
• Teacher Resource
• Student Research
• Advocating for citizen-science
• Sharing science is critical for 

students and managers

This project has led to other connections, including science fairs, research on other 
species, and a focus on eel habitat in tributaries.
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Thank You!

Contact: Chris Bowser, Science Education Specialist
chbowser@gw.dec.state.ny.us,   tel: (845) 889-4745 x104


