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*A “moon pool” is a feature of marine plat-
forms, ships, research and other vessels also 
known as a “wet porch.” It is an opening in 
the deck and through the hull, giving access 
to the water below. This allows scientists to 
lower samplers and instruments into the 
water. It provides shelter and protection so 
that even in high seas conditions, researchers 
can work in comfort rather than on a deck 
exposed to the elements.

By Bob Kruger

The King County Environmental Laboratory (KCEL) recently 
replaced their existing research vessel, the Liberty – a 

40-year-old converted fishing charter – with a new vessel 
specifically designed for the job: the Research Vessel (R/V) 
SoundGuardian. The R/V SoundGuardian is a 48–foot, foil-
assisted aluminum catamaran built by Kvichak-Vigor, in 
Seattle. This new vessel will continue to provide King County 
with environmental sampling and monitoring services. 
The new boat has much cleaner engines, greater efficiency 
(almost doubling the speed of the R/V Liberty), enhanced 
lifting and technological capacities, and increased safety 
features. The SoundGuardian is fitted with a 2,500-pound 
capacity A-Frame, a moon pool*, advanced navigational 
electronics and systems allowing for real-time measurement 
of conductivity, temperature, and water depth, and continu-
ous temperature/salinity data collection. The vessel has the 
capacity to carry 24 passengers and crew. It is also equipped 
with a cabin-top mounted crane, a specialized winch system 
that protects against cross contamination when collecting 
water samples for analysis of very low metals concentra-
tions, a transducer ram, and high speed hydrowire. These 
and other customized features make the SoundGuardian the 
most advanced and capable research vessel of her size in 
the Pacific Northwest.

The KCEL’s Field Science Unit uses a variety of equipment 
and techniques to obtain samples representative of the 
environment from which they were collected. The Sound-
Guardian is an essential element of technology in that en-
deavor. The vessel will conduct water column and sediment 
sampling in Puget Sound, Lake Washington and Lake Union, 
as well as storm sampling of combined sewer overflow dis-
charges. The vessel will also enable staff to perform studies 

in Puget Sound using Doppler current meters, drift cards, 
and dye studies in a fraction of the time the Liberty was 
capable of.

In an average year, the KCEL serves more than 150 King 
County projects, analyzes 15,000 samples, and produces 
close to 400,000 data points for use in environmental stud-
ies and decision-making. This information is used to:

• Monitor status and trends in regional waters; 

• Design and operate wastewater treatment plants; 

• Enforce industrial waste regulations; 

• Formulate plans and action programs to protect and 
enhance regional and local water bodies; and 

• Participate in cooperative studies with other governmen-
tal and research agencies. 

The KCEL is accredited by the Washington State Depart-
ment of Ecology (Ecology). During recent audits, Ecology 
has cited the KCEL as an “exemplary laboratory,” whose 
“dedication to quality assurance and the production of ac-
curate and defensible data is evident throughout the Lab.” 
The SoundGuardian will assist in maintaining these high 
standards and protecting King County’s waters for genera-
tions to come. ■

The Sound Guardian

King County Environmental Lab’s 
new research vessel, the R/V 
SoundGuardian
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Bob Kruger, Environmental Laboratory Scientist
Bob is in the Field Science Unit at the King County Environmental Laboratory. His main responsi-
bilities and projects include large boat master, vessel captain, marine moorings and marine sedi-
ments lead, QA/QC and LIMS oversight and CTD data lead. He also works with the other scientists in 
his group to complete sampling and analysis in streams, lakes, aquafers, air quality, soils, etc.
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