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STEELE/BURNAND ANZA-BORREGO DESERT RESEARCH CENTER
The goal of the annual report is to summarize activities at the University of California, Irvine (UCI) Steele/Burnand Anza-Borrego Desert Research Center (hereafter referred to as the Research Center). The Research Center has a cooperative agreement with Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP) and the Anza-Borrego Foundation (ABF). The sections that follow are in fulfillment of the Research Centers annual reporting responsibilities and represent research and activities known to have occurred at the Research Center between 1 July 2025 and 30 June 2026.

Staff Roles and Responsibilities
Kirsten Dutcher is the Desert Reserves Director for the Research Center (75% time) and the Burns Piñon Ridge Reserve (25% time). Sicco Rood serves as the Research and Facilities Coordinator. Michael Siniscal continues in the role of Reserve Assistant (Table 1).

Research Center Use
Use at the Research Center totaled 5090 user days with 2118 total users. The number of user days decreased from the last fiscal year (6927) while the number of users increased (1896). It is worth noting that this may be related to the way RAMS3 calculates user days and the difficulty correcting errors. It is likely that the report last year contained more errors and is not an accurate representation of use.

Users visited the Research Center from eight University of California (UC) campuses including UCI, nine states outside California, and three countries outside the United States (Table 2). For a list of abbreviated affiliations see Table 2.
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The majority of use by user days, was by universities and colleges (34%) with over half coming from UC (54%). University and college instruction accounted for 17% and academic research 8% of the total user days at the Research Center. The next largest block was K-12 education (24%). Non-profits/non-governmental organizations (NGOs) made up the third largest user group (16%), followed closely by the “other” category (16%), which was largely comprised of public attendance at education and outreach events, then government agencies (9%; Table 3). 

University and College Instruction
A total of 12 university or college courses used the Research Center as part of their curricula (Table 4). Three classes were taught by UCI professors from the departments of Earth System Science, Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, and Center for Environmental Biology. Two UC professors from other campuses provided instruction for courses in Earth and Planetary Sciences and Urban Studies. Five classes offered by Biology and Geology were taught by professors affiliated with other institutions in California. Two colleges outside California used the Research Center for classes from the departments of Biology and Geology.

Academic Research
During this reporting period the Research Center supported 27 unique research projects (Table 5). Projects from UCI included long-term vegetation monitoring to evaluate changes through time, greenhouse trials of native plants and restoration work at a desert Cienega, rehabilitation and monitoring of fallowed desert farmland, and investigations of atmospheric chemistry to uncover links between temperature, vegetation, water, and air pollution. 

Additional UC led studies included:
· botanical studies (UCD quantified carbon biomass in shrublands, UCSB used remote sensing to evaluate wildflower evaporative stress, UCR investigated community ecology of ocotillo and dune sunflower demographics)
· dust impacts on human health (UCSD monitored dust from the Salton Sea)
· geology mapping (UCR recorded Pliocene and Pleistocene rivers)
· novel techniques (UCB used immersive 360° video documentation to build on virtual field station methodologies)
· parasitic interactions (UCR studied parasitic plant ecological roles)
· wildlife monitoring (UCD established standardized monitoring plots as part of the larger California Sentinel Site Network)

Botanists from SDSU continued documenting an endemic borage range extension. Researchers from SFSU studied the photosynthetic responses of desert mosses to better understand the effects of climate change. An entomologist from USD worked on an ongoing catalogue of macroinvertebrate diversity across fragmented aquatic habitats. Researchers from UConn resumed work on a caterpillar field guide. Geneticists from Rutgers collected honeypot ants to determine the relationship between foraging and gut microbiome. Geologists from UT Austin continued investigating Quaternary environments. A writer from UAlberta researched chapters for a memoir to be published in 2027. 

Scientists affiliated with CSP, largely through ABDSP, used 3D photogrammetry to document fossil specimens, conducted paleontology field surveys, employed aerial Lidar to assess management needs at restoration sites, and conducted biological surveys at the Salton Sea State Recreation Area.

K-12 Education
The ninth year of the BASIC Summer Learning Academy was held at the Research Center in July 2025. BASIC is a nonprofit organization focused on K-12 education. They oversaw a five-week program to improve academic success in the local rural community by working with historically marginalized students in the Borrego Springs Unified School District, especially English language learners. BASIC had nine teachers and three graduate students from UCI working with 37 elementary and middle school students. The elementary reading program reported a 70% increase in reading comprehension, with 50% of the students completing the program at grade level. In the English language development program, all students improved in writing and reading comprehension, with a 77% improvement in reading fluency and 82% completing at or above grade level. The elementary math program increased all students understanding of multiplication and division, with 11% of the students approaching grade level. The middle-school math program increased all students’ understanding of multiplication and division, with 16% completing at, or above, grade level.
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Non-profit/NGO and Government
Recurring public education lectures and programs by ABF were held at the Research Center on a variety of topics including astronomy, birding, photography, and wildflower identification. ABF also ran training sessions for California Naturalists and K-12 teachers, offered Native American and writing workshops, led a Bioblitz, and collaborated on a state park oral history project. ABDSP used the Research Center to host Botany Society meetings, wildland fire training, and the annual Christmas Bird Count. They also used the Research Center to support archaeology, dark sky, geology, and paleontology volunteers.


TABLES

Table 1. Research Center staff. Staff that are based at the research center are bolded.
	NAME
	POSITION
	PERCENT TIME

	Kailen Mooney, PhD
	UCI-Nature Faculty Director
	

	Megan Lulow, PhD
	UCI-Nature Executive Director
	

	Kirsten Dutcher, PhD
	Desert Reserves Director
	75

	Sicco Rood
	Research and Facilities Coordinator
	60

	Michael Siniscal
	Reserve Assistant
	42





Table 2. Research Center use by location and affiliation. When affiliations are used elsewhere abbreviations (abbrev) are also shown. States within the United States are listed first, followed by countries outside the United States (in bold).
	LOCATION
	CATEGORY
	AFFILIATION
	ABBREV

	Arizona
	University/College
	Arizona Western College
	

	
	
	University of Arizona
	

	California
	University/College
	California Institute of Technology
	

	
	
	California Polytechnic, San Luis Obispo 
	Cal Poly

	
	
	California State University, Fullerton 
	CSUF

	
	
	Irvine Valley College
	

	
	
	Mesa Community College 
	Mesa

	
	
	Occidental College 
	Oxy

	
	
	San Diego State University 
	SDSU

	
	
	San Francisco State University
	SFSU

	
	
	San Jose State University
	

	
	
	University of California, Berkeley
	UCB

	
	
	University of California, Davis
	UCD

	
	
	University of California, Irvine
	UCI

	
	
	University of California, Los Angeles
	

	
	
	University of California, Riverside
	UCR

	
	
	University of California, San Diego
	UCSD

	
	
	University of California, Santa Barbara
	UCSB

	
	
	University of California, Santa Cruz
	UCSC

	
	
	University of San Diego
	USD

	
	K-12 Education
	BASIC Summer Learning Academy
	BASIC

	
	
	Borrego Springs Unified School District
	

	
	Government
	California Department of Fish and Wildlife
	

	
	
	California State Parks
	CSP

	
	Non-profit/NGO
	Anza-Borrego Foundation
	ABF

	
	
	Audubon Society
	

	
	
	California State Parks Foundation
	

	
	
	Soroptimist International
	

	
	
	Teranga Ranch Wildlife
	

	Colorado
	University/College
	Colorado College
	CC

	Connecticut
	University/College
	University of Connecticut
	UConn

	Florida
	University/College
	University of Florida
	UF

	Massachusetts
	University/College
	Harvard University
	

	New Jersey
	University/College
	Rutgers University
	Rutgers

	Pennsylvania
	Non-profit/NGO
	Carnegie Museum
	

	South Dakota
	Non-profit/NGO
	Center for American Paleolithic Research
	

	Texas
	University/College
	University of Texas at Austin
	UT Austin

	Canada
	University/College
	Queens University
	

	
	
	University of Alberta
	UAlberta

	Kazakhstan
	K-12 Education
	Foreign exchange student
	

	Mongolia
	K-12 Education
	Foreign exchange student
	






Table 3. Research Center use by user affiliation category. Users and user days are reported as raw numbers. 
	CATEGORY
	NUMBER OF USERS
	NUMBER OF USER DAYS

	University/College
	461
	1731

	K-12 Education
	325
	1240

	Non-profit/NGO
	478
	837

	Other
	684
	815

	Government
	170
	467
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Table 4. University and college courses taught at the Research Center by discipline. Affiliation is abbreviated.
	DISCIPLINE
	AFFILIATION
	COURSE TITLE 

	Biology
	CSUF
	Field Botany

	
	Cal Poly
	Field Botany, Herpetology, Ornithology

	
	Mesa
	Introduction to Biology

	
	UCI
	CEB Internship Class

	
	UCI
	Ecology

	
	UF
	Desert Biodiversity

	
	USD
	Ecological Communities, Vertebrate Natural History

	Geology
	CC
	Geology, Tectonics of Southern California

	
	Oxy
	Geomorphology, Climate

	
	UCI
	Advanced Geology

	
	UCR
	Basin Analysis

	Urban Studies
	UCSD
	Climate Action Scholars 







Table 5. Research projects by abbreviated affiliation and principal investigator (PI). Others may be involved. Multiple similar projects are on one line with the number of projects in superscript.
	AFFILIATION 
	PI
	PROJECT TITLE

	CSP
	Jared Barr
	Colorado desert lidar

	
	Corey Breininger
	Fossil 3D photogrammetry

	
	Leah Gardner
	Salton Sea SRA biological surveys

	
	Ralph Davis
	Paleontology field surveys

	Rutgers
	Faith Hill
	Honeypot ant gut microbiome

	SDSU
	Michael Simpson
	Boraginaceae systematics2

	SFSU
	Jenna Ekwealor
	Desert mosses and climate change

	UAlberta
	Rebecca Lawton
	Water in the west

	UCB
	Michael Hamilton
	Computational photography and ecology

	UCD
	Gary Bucciarelli
	Sentinel sites for Nature

	
	Oscar Companys
	Shrubland carbon sampling

	UCI
	Tim Bradley
	Salton Sea research

	
	Sarah Kimball
	Plant community dynamics

	
	Megan Lulow
	Fallowed lands rehabilitation 

	
	Megan Lulow
	Sentenac Cienega restoration2

	
	Suzanne Ou
	Bird point-count scouting

	
	James Smith
	Desert climate and atmospheric chemistry

	UCR
	Eric Barefoot
	Geology mapping

	
	Miranda Buckley
	Holoparasite host range and physiology

	
	James Cornett
	Ocotillo ecological relationships2

	
	Theodore Reitman
	Algodones dunes sunflowers

	UCSB
	Sarah Payne
	Wildflower blooms remote sensing

	UCSC
	Lalu Ozban
	Desert visual poems

	UCSD
	Amato Evan
	Salton Sea dust monitoring2

	UConn
	David Wagner
	Western North America caterpillars

	USD
	Kate Boersma
	Aquatic invertebrate biodiversity

	UT Austin
	Cornel Olariu
	Quaternary alluvial fans
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