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As we shelter, citizen science can help us engage children, connect with others, 

enjoy learning and being productive, experience nature, and more.  

Citizen scientists – any of us – can collect, analyze, and share information about 

the natural world. With modern technology, folks all over the world are 

helping to amass and interpret huge volumes of data on everything from 

butterflies to satellite tracks.  For these volunteers, the rewards include 

learning, engagement, and a sense of contribution. For science, the sheer 

quantity and low cost of observations can lead to answers, or at least better 

questions, even when data quality is less than ideal. 

American colonists tracked weather for generations before Thomas Jefferson put together a network of 

observers for the young USA. Audubon bird counts stated almost 120 years ago. But citizen science has 

ballooned since the 1990s, thanks to computers, the internet, and cell phones with cameras. 

When you start, the biggest challenge may be choosing among thousands of 

projects. Of course, the topic and methods should intrigue you.  It’s perfectly OK to join a project just 

get involved with the subject and other people – for some projects, that is the main purpose. If you 

care about end results, you might want to consider whether the organizers are stable and likely to 

follow through, and whether the information gathered is likely to be scientifically useful. 

Here are some leads: 

For those who can bring patience and focus to time indoors, Zooniverse is probably  

the most grounded in professional-quality, publishable results. Headquartered at 

Oxford University and Chicago’s Adler Planetarium, it rocketed from a 2007 request 

for help in classifying distant galaxies and leans heavily on taking a close look at 

photos. A California project, for example, asks volunteers to  identify seals, sea lions, 

and birds in camera-trap and drone photos from the refuge island north of Santa Cruz. 

Other projects let you unlock data by transcribing it to computers, from labels of California  wildflowers 

in historic collections to military records of African American civil-war soldiers. 
 

UC Berkeley has two similar projects:  Calbug transcribes labels from bugs in the Cal’s Essig insect  

museum, while Stardust@home looks for the tracks of interstellar particles. 

By contrast, iNaturalist encourages folks to get outdoors, look, and learn.       
This brainchild of Bay Area grad students, easy to use and shepherded by the 

California Academy of Sciences, has become the world’s most widely used citizen-

science application. 

Artificial intelligence and volunteer experts help identify plants and animals in your 

cell-phone photos (and other photos, with some effort).  Your uploaded photos in 

turn build a big data bank that scientists can draw upon. A kid-friendly companion app, Seek, offers 

more privacy as well as badges as rewards There suggestions for teachers, and anyone can set up a 

project. For example, Friends of Five Creeks welcomes observations to What Lives On Codornices 

Creek, What Lives on Albany Hill/Cerrito  Creek, and What Lives in the El Cerrito Hillside Natural Area. 

  

http://www.fivecreeks.org/
mailto:f5creeks@gmail.com
https://www.zooniverse.org/
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/roxannebeltran/ano-nuevo-island-animal-count
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/roxannebeltran/ano-nuevo-island-animal-count
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/roxannebeltran/ano-nuevo-island-animal-count
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/md68135/notes-from-nature-capturing-californias-flowers
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/md68135/notes-from-nature-capturing-californias-flowers
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/md68135/notes-from-nature-capturing-californias-flowers
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/usct/african-american-civil-war-soldiers
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/md68135/notes-from-nature-calbug
https://essig.berkeley.edu/
https://essig.berkeley.edu/
https://essig.berkeley.edu/
http://stardustathome.ssl.berkeley.edu/
http://www.inaturalist.org/
https://www.calacademy.org/
https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/seek_app
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/what-lives-on-codornices-creek
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/what-lives-on-codornices-creek
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/what-lives-on-albany-hill-cerrito-creek
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/what-lives-on-albany-hill-cerrito-creek
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/what-lives-in-the-el-cerrito-hillside-natural-area


Friends of Five Creeks. www.fivecreeks.org, f5creeks@gmail.com 2  

 

SciStarter offers a huge, searchable potpourri of projects.       
Browsing could be a bit overwhelming. Instead, find what you like by 

location, topic, method (e.g. indoors or outdoors, cell-phone or other tools), 

age groups or families, projects with classroom materials, and much more.  

In California, for example, you can collect soil samples, report roadkill, photograph pollinators on plants, 

measure light pollution in the night sky, survey ants, report balloon debris or plastic “nurdles,” and build 

a database of sand-grain sizes for the Army Corps of Engineers,  among many others. 

If you like watching birds, whether in your yard or distant climes, the 

Cornell Library of Ornithology’s eBird lets you keep track of your observations 

while sharing with scientists and the worldwide community of birders. 

Some projects are seasonal, like the annual SODblitz, surveying bay trees (the main 

carrier) for the Sudden Oak Death pathogen that has devastated California’s Coast Live Oaks. 

Some projects require expertise, to maintain the quality of information.  
Folks who can accurately identify California native plants and invasives can 

contribute observations to CalFlo ra’s statewide database, which is open to all. 

High-quality, accurately identified photos of plants and animals may be eligible for 

UC Berkeley’s widely used CalPhotos pictorial database.  Standards are high, and 

you must submit samples to apply for an account. The International  Shorebird  Survey uses the eBird 

app, but requires knowledge. 
 

If you can find the time, explore some of these possibilities. You may find they enrich your life well 

beyond our time of sheltering. We’d love to hear about your favorites, at f5creeks@gmail.com! 
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