
Kohout Early CarEEr 
award

Presented to

Laurel G. Larsen

denver, Colorado 
29 october 2013

hydrogeology division
the Geological Society of america

®



laurel larsen holds an undergraduate 
degree from washington university in St. 
louis, where she majored in Systems Science 
and Mathematics and Environmental Studies. 
For her master’s degree, also at washington 
university, laurel worked under the men-
torship of ray arvidson in the Earth and 
Planetary Sciences department on remote 
sensing of soil moisture using inverse 
modeling of heat and moisture transport 

through unsaturated sediments in unvegetated regions. while find-
ing the research fulfilling, laurel didn’t get enough of heat, mois-
ture, or vegetation during her master’s degree, so for her Phd, she 
turned to the Everglades. there, motivated by how a striking par-
allel-drainage landscape pattern formed and then rapidly degraded 
with anthropogenic changes to south Florida’s hydrology, she em-
barked on a career of studying how water flow sculpts landscapes 
and affects ecosystem function. Based in the Civil, Environmental, 
and architectural Engineering department at the university of 
Colorado, laurel collaborated with an interdisciplinary committee 
on her research: John Crimaldi, her advisor, Jud harvey and George 
aiken from the uSGS, and John Pitlick, diane McKnight, and Joe 
ryan, from the university of Colorado. 

In 2008, laurel moved to reston, Virginia, to continue her 
research in the uSGS National research Program. Part of the 
hydroecology of Flowing waters Project, she continued to work on 
Everglades hydrogeology and landscape processes while beginning 
a new project on hydrogeomorphic differences between restored 
and unrestored streams of the Chesapeake Bay watershed and im-
plications for ecosystem function. In January 2013, she began as 
an assistant professor in Geography at the university of California 
Berkeley. her latest projects focus on the hydrology and biogeo-
chemistry of intermittent streams that are critical habitat for coho 
salmon and on biophysical feedbacks impacting the success of wet 
meadow restoration projects across the uS. She teaches courses on 
hydrogeology, complex environmental systems, and data analysis.
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It is with great pleasure that I cite dr. laurel G. larsen for the 2013 
Kohout Early Career award. the award honors Francis Kohout, a 
visionary who advanced fundamental science  on topics having ma-
jor societal implications. decades later laurel larsen continues that 
tradition. She specializes in understanding co-evolution of fluvial 
geomorphology and ecology of river corridors, with a focus on pre-
dicting outcomes for biodiversity, carbon and nutrient cycling, aquatic 
metabolism and food webs, and attenuation of waterborne contami-
nants. In addition to asking questions like “how do fluvial geomor-
phology and ecology co-evolve?” , she also asks ”how and why have 
ecological functions been degraded under human influence?”, and “are 
certain management strategies more effective that others in restoring 
lost functions?”. laurel understands that such environmental changes 
are extraordinarily hard to predict because hydrologic and ecological 
processes do not operate in isolation but instead interact nonlinearly.  
Consequently, degradation of valuable functions of a river or wetland 
corridor subjected to drastic flow changes cannot necessarily be re-
versed simply by restoring prior hydrologic conditions.  

one of laurel’s “model” systems was south Florida’s 100-mile long 
“river of Grass”.  For her dissertation she proposed solving a problem 
that was thought to be untestable using conventional methods in 
hydrology and ecology.  the question was how the landscape of 
flow-parallel ridges and sloughs evolved to maximize both habitat 
diversity aNd connectivity, why it degraded in a century of man’s 
care, and whether flow restoration will restore the lost functions. one 
of the keys to her success, a reduced complexity model of hydroeco-
logical processes, has since been adopted as a predictive management 
tool to guide the Everglades restoration toward realistic priorities.  

In summary, laurel is part of a new cadre of scientists who 
recognize that complex environmental problems cannot be solved by 
subdividing them and finding separate solutions to “water” problems 
and “ecology” problems. Instead new quantitative interdisciplinary 
techniques must be advanced. laurel’s nomination committee all 
agreed that dr. larsen deserves the Kohout award for “fundamental 
advancements combining field research and systems modeling to 
solve complex problems in hydrology and ecology”.

—Judson w. harvey, Citationist
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the Kohout Early Career award is considered annually in accordance 
with the bylaws of the division. It is awarded to a distinguished early-
career scientist (35 years of age or younger throughout the year in which 
the award is to be presented or within 5 years of receiving their highest 
degree or diploma) for outstanding achievement in contributing to the 
hydrogeologic profession through original research and service, and for 
the demonstrated potential for continued excellence. the recipient need 
not be a member of the hydrogeology division, or of the Society.

the Kohout Early Career award is funded by a generous bequest from 
the estate of Francis a. Kohout, a long-time uSGS hydrologist. Francis 
Kohout was the 1961 recipient of the aGu’s robert E. horton award 
(now hydrologic Sciences award). Kohout conducted hydrogeologic 
and marine geologic research primarily along the continental margin 
of North america. he is probably best known for the so-called “Kohout 
convection”, the geothermally driven circulation of sea water deep into 
carbonate platforms (as illustrated in the figure below).

Figure from Kohout, F.a., 1965, a hypothesis concerning cyclic flow of salt water related to 
geothermal heating in the Floridan aquifer: New york academy of Sciences transactions, ser. 2, v. 
28, no. 2, p. 249-271.


