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Sea of Cortez Expedition 2026. 
The Sea of Cortez Expedition 2026, is a pioneer 
effort to investigate life along the intertidal shores of 
the Gulf of California. We are retracing the historic 
route described by Nobel Laureate John Steinbeck 
aboard the historic Western Flyer along with his 
biologist friend Ed Ricketts in 1940. Green Flash 
Conservation Science [Fig1] is a multidisciplinary, 
multicultural, and binational team of scientists and 
philosophers focusing on larger organisms and 
microbes. We study the interactions, genetics, and 
ecological dynamics. The group established 
international partnerships with initiatives such as 
Marine Biodiversity Observation Network (MBON), 
NASA Astrobiology, Blue Marble, Conserva Loreto 
AC, Ecologists Without Borders (ECOWB), WINGS Women of Discovery, Sonoran Desert Next 
Generation of Researchers, the Autonomous University of Baja California (UABC) and the 
University of Arizona Astrobiology Center to strengthen scientific collaboration, education, and 
research efforts. 

Collaborative activity. 

The main objective of my participation with Green 
Flash Conservation Science was to obtain subsoil 
samples from intertidal microbial habitats [Fig2]. I 
collected a total of 100 samples from three different 
environments: (1) mangrove sediments, (2) 
biocrusts, and (3) clay deposits. Over the course of 
twenty days, we navigated from La Paz across 

Espiritu Santo Island, San Jose Island, and Cayo Island. We later visited Loreto and Isla 
Coronado, moving north to the sampling station 
located at Bahia Concepcion in Santispac. The 
expedition concluded in Los Cabos by land. 

In Loreto, we collaborated with the Autonomous 
University of Baja California Sur and hosted a field 
class for junior students majoring in management 
and alternative tourism [Fig 3]. The class was led 
by Dr. Sula Vanderplank, a well-established 
botanist in the region. Our meeting with students 
and personnel from Conserva Loreto took place at 
the Puerto Escondido field site, where we 

 



 

demonstrated the methodologies used to monitor intertidal organisms and collect environmental 
data. Some students volunteered to filter water samples for environmental DNA (eDNA) 
analyses using commercial filtration kits, while others participated in biocrust sampling activities. 
During these activities, I discussed early Earth analogs, microbial life, and the ecological 
significance of microbial communities in extreme and transitional environments. 

The research vessel was a 45-foot catamaran 
named “Ninnin.” Onboard, we filtered gallons of 
water collected from tide pools, integrating 
water-column sampling with site observations 
and visual biodiversity assessments to support 
environmental DNA (eDNA) analyses through 
amplicon sequencing. The expedition was 
equipped with pumps, filtration systems to 
capture microbial biomass, sterilization and 
preservation solutions, and specialized tools for 
processing rock and sediment samples [Fig4]. 
The vessel effectively became a mobile biological 
laboratory, allowing us to examine rocky shore 
ecosystems and document organisms adapted to 
the constantly shifting conditions of intertidal life. 

What is next? 

We envision continuing the remaining route 
in the coming years, generating scientific 
knowledge about the mechanisms that 
allow intertidal organisms to adapt to 
extreme environmental fluctuations due to 
tides, nutrient availability, oxygen levels, 
and other physicochemical conditions. 
Through this work, we aim to better 
understand the ecological and evolutionary 
processes that shape life in planetary 
systems. 

This expedition was an effort to continue 
the legacy of pioneering scientists and 
explorers. Although we were not able to 
complete the entire route traveled by John 
Steinbeck and Ed Ricketts, we successfully 
covered the first third of the Baja California Peninsula [Fig 5] Our next step is to finalize the 
sequencing analyses from the collected environmental samples. 
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