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Early Conservation Work in the
Sea of Cortez

When William Carr and Arthur Pack founded the Desert

Museum in 1952, they recognized the Sea of Cortez

(Gulf of California) as an integral part of the Sonoran

Desert. In fact, the Sea of Cortez divides the land por-

tion of the Sonoran Desert into two halves, the Baja

California peninsula on the west, and the states of

Arizona and Sonora to the east.  The surface area of the

Gulf is roughly the same size as the land surface area,

each about 100,000 square miles—thus, the Sonoran

Desert is actually half marine. In fact, it is the only

North American desert that is maritime in nature. And,

were it not for the Sea of Cortez and its high evapora-

tion rate, we would not have the moisture-laden air that

produces the summer monsoons that characterize the

Sonoran Desert, driving its extraordinary productivity

and biodiversity and setting it apart from the other

deserts of the New World.

Richard C. Brusca
Executive Program Director, Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum
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In 1959, Executive Director Bill Woodin and Exhibits Director Merv

Larson began making trips to the Gulf of California to collect marine

animals for a planned Sea of Cortez exhibit. In 1960, Merv began to rely

on Ike Russell’s bush pilot experience to fly him to remote places such

as Punta Libertad to collect tidepool animals for the Museum’s fledgling

marine exhibit prototype. The exhibit plan that Merv and Bill had in mind

was called “Gulf Hall.”  Although financial challenges kept Gulf Hall

from becoming a reality (so far!), research in the Sea of Cortez persisted.

Early on, the Museum also had a conservation mission in the Gulf. 

In 1946, Lew Walker, an ornithologist and the Museum’s Associate Director

at that time, began visiting Isla Rasa in the central Gulf of California. 

He was astonished to discover this small island, no more than one square

mile in size, was home to over a million breeding elegant terns, royal terns,

and Heermann’s gulls—one of the densest bird populations in the world.

In fact, Isla Rasa houses 95 percent of the world’s breeding 

individuals of Heermann’s gulls and elegant terns. Lew was also shocked

to learn that egg poachers had also recently discovered the island. Over

the following decade it became clear to Lew and to others at the Desert

Museum that this egg gathering could completely eliminate all of these

seabirds from Isla Rasa, and perhaps the world!  
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Above: Common dolphin.

Above: Gray whale. Below: Green sea turtle.

Intertidal zonation at Bahía de Los Angeles.
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Finally, in 1961 Merv Larson and Lew took

Joseph Wood Krutch and Roger Tory Peterson

to Isla Rasa, where they produced a film to help

build broad public support for the idea of 

protecting the island. In May 1964, after years

of intense effort (including a visit to Mexico

City to talk to President López Mateo) and with

the help of Mexico’s Dr. Enrique Beltrán,

Subsecretary of Forestry and Game, and 

Dr. Rodolfo

Hernández-

Corzo, Director

General of Wildlife, the

government of Mexico

declared Isla Rasa a

migratory waterfowl 

sanctuary—one of

the first ecologi-

cal preserves in

all of Mexico.

Throughout the

1980s the Desert

Museum financially supported research by U.S.

and Mexican scientists on Isla Rasa through its

Roy Chapman Andrews Fund.

Today’s Desert Museum in the 
Sea of Cortez

In 2001, I was hired by the Desert Museum to lead

their research and conservation efforts, and to

reinvigorate the Museum’s Sea of Cortez program.

About this same time, two major Gulf initiatives

were coming to fruition.  A 10-year effort to 

catalog every known animal species from the Sea

of Cortez was nearing completion—a project

spearheaded by myself and Dr. Lloyd T. Findley

(of CIAD, Centro de Investigacion en

Alimentacion y Desarrollo, Guaymas).  This “all-

species” database (known as the Macrofauna

Golfo project) is the first ever to compile a 

complete list of animals, and their associated

ecological and distributional data, for a major

region of the earth. Simultaneously, World

Wildlife Fund’s (WWF) Mexico Program, and

several other Mexican groups, began a series of

“expert workshops” to develop conservation 

priorities for the Sea of Cortez. The Macrofauna

Golfo database thus took on even more impor-

tance, and the entire data set was made available

to the conservation planning groups. The Desert

Museum played a key role in the WWF-led 

conservation planning initiative, both with the

database and with our expertise derived from so

many years of work in the Gulf region.

The Desert Museum also played an important

role in providing support needed to establish the

Reserva Islas del Golfo de California, which now

protects every island in the Sea of Cortez.

Emerging from this new federal reserve was a

plan for a nature center in Kino Bay, which is the

gateway for boaters and sport fishers to access

the ecologically important islands of the central

Gulf.  Again, the Desert Museum was invited to

serve in an advisory capacity, and we eventually

Brittle star. Blue-spotted octopus. Sea whip. Periwinkles.
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developed two of the key exhibits at the Kino

Bay Nature Center—one on the Sonoran Desert

and the other on tidepool life.

The Macrofauna Golfo database continues

to be mined and analyzed, and many scientific

and popular publications have derived from it,

including a new Arizona-Sonora Desert

Museum Seashore Guide to the Northern

Gulf of California. For the first t ime, 

conservation managers in the Gulf region are

able to extract lists of species for their reserve

or management area—everything from worms

to whales, and sponges to sea birds, all in 

one source.

In June, 2004, the Desert Museum hosted

the largest conference on the Sea of Cortez

ever convened, with over 400 attendees, most

of whom were presenters. For five days, Gulf

specialists from Canada, the United States,

Mexico, and a number of other Latin American

countries presented talks on every aspect of

the Sea of Cortez. In addition, two separate

conservation workshops took place in concert

with the conference, one on the Colorado River

Delta (hosted by the Sonoran Institute) and

another on the estuaries of the Gulf (hosted by

the Desert Museum and The David and Lucile

Packard Foundation). Through partnerships

with World Wildlife Fund, Conservation

International, The Nature Conservancy, The

David and Lucile Packard Foundation, and

others, over $250,000 was raised to support

the conference and provide travel scholar-

ships for nearly all of the Mexican participants

(more than half the audience!). The estuaries

project is determining conservation priorities

for protecting these vitally important wetlands

throughout the Gulf.

Future
Plans

A significant interpretive piece still missing from

Desert Museum grounds is a Sea of Cortez exhibit

(the “Gulf Hall” that Bill Woodin and Merv

Larson envisioned). However, staff and trustees

are now discussing how this marine component

of the Sonoran Desert might be best interpreted

at the Museum. Next year, in an effort to 

conserve through consumer education, the

Museum plans to publish a “sustainable seafood

guide” for the Gulf of California, working with

partner organizations in Mexico. In addition, a

proceedings volume from the Gulf Conference is

now underway (to be co-published with the

University of Arizona Press), a checklist of the

5,000 species of invertebrates known from the

Sea of Cortez will be published next spring, 

and our research on

coastal ecosystems

and conservation 

in the “marine

Sonoran Desert”

continues to

grow. We will

keep you posted! 

Sea lion. Beached jumbo squid. Jumping manta ray.
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Breeding elegant tern colony, Isla Rasa.
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