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In 2008, a Naknek third grader wondered why there couldn’t be a safe walking trail to her school. This 
fall, after her idea spurred interest within her community and across the state, her simple idea is a reality 
along with many more health and recreation opportunities. 

Isabel Babiak was eight years old when she thought about easier access to her school. With 
encouragement from the Borough and her parent’s guidance, she contacted the National Park Service’s 
Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance program in Anchorage seeking technical assistance and 
information on how to create a trail. 

What ensued was a sometimes lengthy four-year process of gathering ideas, identifying partners, finding 
funding and negotiating a mix of government agencies and rules. The result was a September 28 ribbon 
cutting, celebrating not only the Sockeye Run Fitness Trail and Bike Path, but a new parking lot, filled land 
that will become a school ball field, a fitness path with exercise equipment that loops around the school 
and community health clinic, and the creation and installation of interpretive signs along the trail. 

Over 150 people participated in the ribbon cutting ceremony. The high attendance may have been due to 
the clear blue sky, but more likely it was due to a community-led and grassroots grown local idea that had 
full community support from the beginning.  Attending the ceremony was State Representative Bryce 
Edgmon, who said, "the community spirit behind the whole project was amazing. It was not an easy project 
but working together the community overcame all the obstacles.  It was a real treat for me to be a part of 
the ceremony". 

 “The RTCA program had never had an application from an eight-year-old, but Isabel knew what she 
wanted and the community rallied around that idea, nurtured it and saw it grow,” said RTCA Program 
Leader Lisa Holzapfel. She and Heather Rice, a RTCA outdoor recreation planner, worked with Isabel, to 
map out the project and help the community find both volunteers and funding partners.  

Over time, the list grew to include staff from Katmai National Park and Preserve, funding and participation 
from the Bristol Bay Borough and school district, the Alaska Department of Transportation and Public 
Facilities and the Safe Routes To School program, Alaska State Parks and its Recreational Trails grant 
program and Interpretive Specialists, a volunteer from the American Society of Landscape Architects, 
Alaska Film Services, and donations of labor, funds and materials from community businesses, parents 
and youth. 
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“What a fantastic project!  Seeing so many people involved in making something positive happen for our 
community is inspiring to all of us,” said Katmai Superintendent Ralph Moore. In addition to being 
headquartered a short distance away in King Salmon, Katmai staff also worked with community youth to 
give them an opportunity to see the national park that forms part of their backyard.  

“Through generous donations from two professional film makers, Deborah Schildt and Elizabeth Rogers, 
and funding from a NPS Challenge Cost Share Grant, the students were offered three multi-media video 
workshops,” Holzapfel said. The students learned to pick a theme, write a story board, shoot their footage, 
manage sound, and put the pieces together into a final video product. The highlight was a three-day visit 
to Katmai where the youth were able to walk off trail to learn about and identify Native house pits, explore 
bear habitat, view brown bears, and visit the Valley of 10,000 Smokes.” 

“Appreciation of Alaska’s amazing natural resources starts at home on something like a trail to your 
school, but as these children grow they’ll be our next generations of stewards,” Holzapfel said. “Working 
with communities on recreation opportunities, building health and exercise opportunities, and connecting 
youth with the wider natural world are all part of the broad National Park Service mission,” Moore added. 
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