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Throughout a twenty-six-year career, Dr. Shirley 
Baker has been studying marine species and 

ecosystems and has come to understand the 
effects of climate change on the world around 
us. Now as Associate Professor and Faculty 
Coordinator at the University of Florida, Baker 
works behind the scenes securing grants and 
serving on numerous academic and industry 
committees. Though she’s not done with the field 
just yet. An upcoming research project will reveal 
the effects of prescribed burns in close proximity 
of aquatic systems, something that has never 
been studied before.
 

I’ve always had this interest in how 
fire regimes might impact freshwater 
organisms. I got those two together 
[Crandall, Resinger] and said, 
nobody is doing this. Let’s talk about 
doing some work on this.”

Baker grew up in Washington state where priority 
is placed in giving students first hand experiences 
in STEM. Exploring the Pacific Science Center, 
observing salmon migration, and sampling for 
marine species are common field trips in the 
Pacific Northwest. Baker attributes growing up in 
that environment as instrumental to her future 
path.
 
In the present day, Baker has established an 
impressive career as a marine scientist, and 
she currently advises the next generation of 
young scientists in her field. Her class, “Natural 
Resources in a Changing Climate” explores 
thinking creatively when applying conservation 
management tools in a changing world.                  

The topic of climate change is often met with a 
mixture of agreement, disagreement, science, and 
emotion. Baker says both perspectives on climate 
change can be incomplete and incorrect.
“Biofuels seems like a great idea, but then, you 
have countries burning down forests to plant 
soybeans or corn for biofuels. Is that really a good 
option? Not really because you are releasing all 
of that carbon and the forests are no longer there 
for carbon sequestration.” 

Baker agrees that there are ways that climate 
change skeptics may be correct. “They are correct 
in that there is disagreement in the projections 
but incorrectly take that as scientists don’t know 
what they’re talking about. A lot of it depends 
on how much humans will limit emissions 
and knowing how much land use is going to 
change. People are hard to predict!” Observing 
these public opinions of climate change from a 
scientist’s perspective has only further fueled 
Baker’s fascination with its effects and the 
potential breakthroughs. 

Collaborating with colleagues Dr. Raelene Crandall 
and Dr. Lindsey Resinger from the UF School 
of Forest Resources and Conservation, their 
upcoming project will study fire regime’s impact 
on freshwater organisms. With subject matter 
experts of prescribed fire, aquatic insects, and 
aquatic bivalves, this exciting new research has a 
great chance of making new discoveries for both 
aquatic and terrestrial systems. 

Baker said, “Fire can have a huge impact on the 
water resources surrounding it. You might see 
an influx of nutrients, leaf litter, and changes to 
sedimentation. This could have implications all the 
way down to the estuaries.”
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