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TEXAS MASTER NATURALIST PROGRAM 

By: Lonnie Matthew, Master Naturalist, Mid-Coast Chapter

The Texas Master Naturalist program was developed under the auspices of the Texas AgriLife Extension Service. We are now co-sponsored with Texas Parks & Wildlife Department. The mission of this program is to develop a corps of well-informed volunteers to provide educational outreach and service dedicated to the beneficial management of natural resources and natural areas within their communities. The name of our local chapter is the Mid-Coast Chapter and that covers Aransas, Calhoun, Jackson, Matagorda, Refugio, San Patricio and Victoria counties.

The course consists of approximately 40 hours of in-depth training in wildlife and natural resource management from recognized experts in the field. The training is customized to focus on the native ecosystems of our seven-county mid-coast area.  

The variety of activities open to Master Naturalists is wide-ranging. My husband and I enjoy doing van tours at Aransas Wildlife Refuge just north of Rockport. Most of the visitors are there to see the Whooping Cranes and we have the chance to introduce them to the many other wonders that are right here in our neighborhood. We, along with other Master Naturalists and groups, have also had the opportunity to be actively involved with the restoration of the Tule Creek East Marsh nature education and birding area. Several of our members are currently installing a native grass garden at Welder Wildlife Refuge that will be part of the on-going educational efforts for both children and adults.

Other projects include surveying areas for invasive species, including Chinese Tallow and Brazilian pepper trees, which are then reported to a central data base at the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center. The goal is to ascertain how widespread these species are and develop resources to eliminate the invasives and preserve our native species. We also received specialized training to enable us to monitor coastal waters for “red tide” which will hopefully lead to measures to prevent the large fish kills that make headlines.  

There are many opportunities to work and help with introducing children to the wonders of outdoor life. Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, including Matagorda Island, Mad Island, Fennessey Ranch, and Welder are our partners, and though they have an educator on staff, we are an important component of their programs. Many local fishing piers sport an interesting container to encourage the disposal of monofilament fishing line that could otherwise harm birds, turtles and other wildlife.

Another major project is “turtle patrol” on the beaches of Matagorda Island and the National Seashore on Padre Island. Again, we receive specialized training to be able to identify the location of the endangered Kemps Ridley turtle nests and communicate those findings to the appropriate people. This has been one of the most rewarding activities. Members of our chapter discovered the first nests on Matagorda Island and continue to find an increasing number. 

The Mid-Coast Chapter has the reputation of having one of the most hands-on training programs in Texas. By working to safeguard the natural areas of Texas, we hope to inspire in our neighbors a new appreciation of our unique environment so it can endure for generations to come. We are taking applications for a new class now. To find about more, explore our website:  http://midcoast.tamu.edu or contact the AgriLife Extension office.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX. For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

