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A Tale of Two Rivers: Contrasting trajectories of development 
and conservation on the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers

Dr. Robert B. Jacobson received his Ph.D. from the Department 
of Geography and Environmental Engineering, Whiting School 
of Engineering, The Johns Hopkins University, and he holds an 
undergraduate degree in Geology from Carleton College. He 
has worked for the U.S. Geological Survey since 1983 in geologic 
hazards, neotectonics, paleoseismology, geomorphology, surficial 
processes and riverine habitat dynamics. He is the Chief of the 
River Studies Branch, where he supervises a staff of ecologists, 
fish biologists, geomorphologists and hydrologists engaged in 
interdisciplinary research in fundamental river processes, applied 
to pressing river management decisions.

Climate Observations, Trends, and Projections for the 
Upper Mississippi

Dr. Kenneth (“Kenny”) Blumenfeld is a climate scientist who grew 
up in Minnesota with a love for storms, blizzards, and being outside. 
He works for the Minnesota State Climatology Office (Department 
of Natural Resources), where he provides the state’s agencies, 
communities, and citizens with up-to-date scientific information 
about Minnesota’s changing and variable climate. Kenny enjoys 
telling and hearing weather stories, and often does it long after 
the workday is done. 

Land Cover and Vegetation Changes in and along the 
Upper Mississippi River: c. 1890-2020

Nathan De Jager has been a Research Ecologist at the US 
Geological Survey’s Upper Midwest Environmental Sciences 
Center since 2008. His work focuses on spatial and temporal 
patterns in the Upper Mississippi River System, such as land cover 
change, floodplain inundation dynamics and forest succession. 
He has helped lead the Upper Mississippi River Restoration (UMRR) 
Program in developing a Habitat Needs Assessment to identify 
priority resources and areas along the river for restoration. He 
also leads the Spatial Data component of the UMRR’s Long-Term 
Resources Monitoring element, which focuses on collecting land 
cover and topo-bathymetric data and using them in both empirical 
and simulation modelling analyses. When he’s not chasing his 
kids around baseball and softball fields, he enjoys trout fishing in 
the driftless region and archery hunting in the swamps.

Benjamin Finley
Geographer, USGS – 

Upper Midwest 
Environmental Sciences 

Center

Creation of a Method for Spatially and Temporally 
Accurate Mapping of Emergent Aquatic Vegetation

Benjamin received his Bachelor of Science in Geography from The 
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse in 2019. He is presently working 
toward earning a Master of Science degree from his alma mater. 
His career with the USGS began in 2019 and has focused on the 
planning, acquisition, processing, and analysis of aerial imagery 
from crewed and uncrewed platforms.

Andy Meier
Lead Forester, 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers – 
St. Paul District

Flooded Forests: Is There Any Hope in a Wetter World?

Andy Meier is the lead forester for the US Army Corps of Engineers 
in the St. Paul District. The St. Paul District has forest management 
responsibilities for approximately 24,000 acres of Corps-owned 
land on the Mississippi River in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and 
northeast Iowa. Andy has been with the Corps since 2015; prior to 
that he worked for a short time as a forest ecologist for Audubon 
Minnesota on the Mississippi River and held various positions in 
the Department of Forestry and Natural Resources at Purdue 
University. He holds a B.S. in Forest Science from the University of 
Wisconsin – Madison and an M.S. in Forest Biology with a focus in 
Silviculture from Purdue University.

Abbey Rabine
Pro-Staff Field Team, 

Ice Fishing and Outreach 
Liaison, Baztec

Enjoying the Magic of the Mississippi River

Abbey Rabine was raised in Minneapolis, Minnesota where she 
resides with her five children. Her passion is spending time with 
family & friends on the water. She is inspired by individuals who 
enjoy seeking adventures and new experiences in nature. 

Currently, Abbey is employed full time in the industry serving as 
Pro-Staff to several fishing companies. She operates as a field team 
member to the Ice Fishing Minnesota & Fishing Minnesota Teams. 
In addition, Abbey works as the Outreach Education Liaison with 
Baztec. She interacts with numerous cities and counties in the 
Mississippi watershed educating about the importance of future 
recreation and conservation of the Mississippi River.  Through her 
various outdoor pursuits, she continues to remove barriers for 
certain demographics and shares valuable resources to groups 
wanting to engage in the outdoors. She can’t wait to see what 
the future holds for the Mississippi River and all the Minnesota 
waters that create memories and perhaps that fish of a lifetime!

Mitch Hunter
Associate Director of 

Forever Green Initiative, 
University of Minnesota

The Forever Green Initiative: Developing a New Generation 
of Clean-Water Crops

Mitch Hunter, Ph.D, is Associate Director of the Forever Green 
Initiative at the University of Minnesota and Adjunct Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Agronomy and Plant Genetics. His 
postdoctoral research at UMN focused on dual-use management 
of Kernza® intermediate wheatgrass for forage and grain 
production. Mitch did his Ph.D in agronomy at Penn State where 
he studied cover crop mixtures, climate resilience, and sustainable 
intensification. His parents raise organic grass-fed beef in 
southeast Minnesota. 

Challenges – Past, Present, and Future: An Indigenous 
Community on the Upper Mississippi 

Gabe Miller serves as the Environmental Program Manager for 
the Prairie Island Indian Community’s Land and Environment 
Department.  He has worked with the Dept. for 13 years, initially 
serving as the wildlife and conservation biologist, but has led the 
dept. as Program Manager for the last 8 years. Responsibilities 
range from dept. program administration/oversight to various on-
the-ground efforts including but not limited to habitat restoration/
management, wildlife management, invasive species (displaced 
plant relative) management, forest management, hunting 
program oversight, community representation in natural resource 
and environmental topics and various other duties. The efforts 
of the dept. strongly support community engagement and 
assisting the community in reestablishing cultural connections by 
empowering community through participation and leadership.

Jeff Lorch
Microbiologist, USGS – 

National Wildlife Health 
Center

Factors influencing wildlife diseases in the Upper 
Mississippi River watershed

Jeff holds bachelor’s degrees in both Microbiology and Wildlife 
Ecology from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He graduated 
with a Ph.D in Molecular and Environmental Toxicology from UW 
in 2012. Since 2015, he has worked as a microbiologist at the U.S. 
Geological Survey’s National Wildlife Health Center in Madison, 
Wisconsin. At USGS, Jeff runs a diagnostic laboratory that helps 
identify the causes of wildlife mortality events across the country, 
and he also conducts research on emerging wildlife diseases. 
His work has focused heavily on fungal pathogens, including the 
causative agents of white-nose syndrome, chytridiomycosis in 
amphibians, and snake fungal disease.

Phil Willink
Researcher, Illinois 

Natural History Survey

From the Heart of the Amazon to the Head of the Mississippi:  
Rivers are a Continuum across Time and Space

Philip Willink is a fish biologist that has worked on endangered 
species, invasive species, and even described new species. This 
has involved hundreds of field surveys in the Midwest United 
States, Great Lakes region, and scattered across South America. 
Most of these projects are conservation-oriented, usually involving 
restoration, land protection, climate change, or outreach. He has 
also worked on amphibians, aquatic macroinvertebrates, and 
meteorites, as well as one archaeology publication.

Willink received his Ph.D. from the University of Michigan, then 
worked at The Field Museum. From there he moved to the Shedd 
Aquarium, then to the Illinois Natural History Survey. He is and 
active member of the Illinois Chapter of the American Fisheries 
Society, and sits on several governmental and non-governmental 
boards where he attempts to bridge the never-ending gap 
between science and policy.

Summer Streets
Environmental Research 

Scientist, Minnesota 
Pollution Control Agency

PFAS: “Forever Chemicals” in Minnesota’s Environment

Summer Streets is a research scientist at Minnesota Pollution 
Control Agency, where she has studied PFAS and other emerging 
contaminants in Minnesota’s environment for over 15 years.

Tyler Ramaker
Conservation Officer, 

Minnesota DNR

Pool 9 Shovelnose Sturgeon Investigation

Tyler Ramaker has served as a Minnesota Conservation Officer 
since 2018. Prior to coming to the Minnesota DNR, he worked as 
a Montana Game Warden in the Missoula area. Tyler is stationed 
in the La Crescent duty station, which covers Pools 7, 8 and 9. In 
addition to patrol duties, Tyler serves as a field training officer and 
is the enforcement division’s NASBLA certified airboat instructor. 
He enjoys the year-round complexity and challenge of working 
on the Mississippi River. 

Andrew Wickert
Associate Professor, 

Department of Earth and 
Environmental Sciences – 
University of Minnesota

From Global Glaciation to Plow-Based Agriculture: 
20,000 Years of Change along the Upper Mississippi and 
Whitewater Rivers 

Andrew Wickert studies changes in rivers, landscapes, glaciers, 
and sea level, and develops open-source instrumentation and 
tools to measure and predict how changes to our natural 
environments. Now an associate professor at the Saint Anthony 
Falls Laboratory and in the Department of Earth & Environmental 
Sciences at the University of Minnesota, Wickert earned his S.B. 
in Earth, Atmospheric, and Planetary Science from MIT (2008) 
and his Ph.D. in Geology from the University of Colorado Boulder 
(2014). He has studied the formation and evolution of the upper 
Mississippi valley since 2008, and is currently coordinating projects 
to reconstruct the glacial and recent past of its tributary valley 
carved by the Whitewater River. This research is motivated by 
twin goals: (1) telling the story of the landscape and (2) building 
foundational data sets to better model and predict river and 
landscape response to climate and land-use change into the 
future.

Bradley Perkl
District Archeologist, 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers – 
St. Paul District

Upper Mississippi River Archaeology 

Dr. Perkl has been practicing archaeology along the Upper 
Mississippi River and elsewhere for over 30 years, 22 of those with 
the Corps. He completed a Bachelor of Arts in American History 
(1992), a Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Archaeological Studies 
(1996) and earned a Doctorate of Philosophy in Interdisciplinary 
Archaeological Studies (2009) from the University of Minnesota 
in Minneapolis.  His research interests include precontact societies 
of the Upper Mississippi River Valley, Western Great Lakes 
and Northeastern Great Plans, geoarchaeology, Quaternary 
paleoecology and climate, Indigenous peoples partnerships, 
public outreach and education.  He has mentored numerous 
anthropology undergraduate and graduate students at 
various institutions and has facilitated research endeavors in 
collaboration with Minnesota State University Mankato, Hamline 
University, the University of Minnesota (Minneapolis), Macalester 
College, the Science Museum of Minnesota, the University of 
Wisconsin (Madison, La Crosse), the University of Illinois (Urbana-
Champaign), and the National Science Foundation.  In 2016 he 
supported the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency with a 
search and recovery of an aircraft crash site in Vietnam.  He is 
the author of numerous cultural resource management technical 
reports, has appeared in various film, radio and other media 
venues and is published in several peer reviewed publications, 
such as The Minnesota Archeologist and American Antiquity.  He 
is currently collaborating with others on writing open educational 
resource materials for archaeology and anthropology.

Jason Jech
Director, Red Wing 

Environmental Learning 
Center

Red Wing Environmental Learning Center

Jason Jech has a long history with the Red Wing Environmental 
Learning Center from 1980- 2023, as a student, Instructor 
Naturalist, Field Instructor, Program Director and since 2000, the 
Executive Director.

He earned his degree in Outdoor Education from Northland College, 
in Ashland Wisconsin. He obtained his master’s from Minnesota 
State University, Mankato Minnesota, in Education Administration. 
He and his wife Jackie have three children, Jayden (22), Jackson 
(20), and Joycie (14).  All three of his children have enjoyed being 
involved with the ELC. Jason enjoys building custom fishing rods in 
his spare time, and fishing with his kids using rods they have built.

Jason considers himself fortunate to have a career that allows 
him to work with amazing students, taking them to beautiful 
places, and helping create memories and develop skills that will 
last a lifetime. 

T H E  7 8 T H  A N N U A L  M E E T I N G  O F  T H E  U P P E R 
M I S S I S S I P P I  R I V E R  C O N S E R V AT I O N  C O M M I T T E E

R E D  W I N G ,  M I N N E S OTA 
M A R C H  2 0  -  2 3 ,  2 0 2 3

Clare Pavelka
Marketing Communications, 

Corporate Archivist & Historian, 
Red Wing Shoe Company

Red Wing Shoes-Past, Present, Future

For 118 years Red Wing Shoe Co. continues to craft footwear in Red 
Wing, Minnesota that is available in 110 countries around world. 
Learn from company historian, Clare Pavelka, how the rich legacy 
of the past inspires innovation and growth into the future.  Join the 
walking tour that starts at the St. James Hotel with a company 
overview and concludes at the Red Wing flagship store with a 
guided museum tour and personalized shopping experience. 

Tour Tuesday 5 - 6pm, meet in St. James Lobby


