The Rewards and Risks of Working in Alaska’s National Parks

By Robert Winfree

As we were working to prepare this issue of Alaska
Park Science, the NPS science and resources community
received sad news that several close friends and col-
leagues had passed away. Meg Hahr and Phil Brease were
active participants in two studies published in this issue.
Four others, Mason McLeod, brothers Neal and Seth
Spradlin, and pilot Marco Alletto were lost in a tragic
accident when their plane went down while returning
from fieldwork in Katmai National Park and Preserve.

Losing a close friend and coworker is hard, regardless
of the cause. The shock of learning that it occurred
unexpectedly through a severe accident or other medical
emergency compounds our sense of loss. For those
of us who share a love of the natural world, and who
value a sense of adventure and self-reliance, the time
we spend in parks often feels like our dream come true.
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Our love of the outdoors may seem reason enough to
spend time in parks, but we have learned from experi-
ence that successful fieldwork results from preparation.
We train for our job; plan for severe weather, wildlife
hazards and challenging travel; and try to anticipate
other contingencies. We carry emergency gear and extra
supplies, but teamwork and good judgment are the
most important tools we bring to difficult situations.
Sometimes, after successfully working through
a difficult situation, we realize that luck was with us.
Other times however, our own resources may not be
enough, and we have to seek help from others. These
situations give each of us cause to reflect on the time
we spend in remote and hard-to-reach locations,
where help is often far away. Have we done everything
we can to ensure that we, and the people around us,
are prepared to deal with unexpected contingencies?
What else can we do before our next trip to ensure
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that it will be our best and not our worst trip ever?

Our work in national parks is important to us
and to others, but nothing we do in the national
parks is as important as ensuring that everyone
returns home safely at the end of the day.
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