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USGS and NPS: Science Partners In the Parks 
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By Dallas Peck 
Director, U.S. Geological Sun·ey 

This specia l earth and water science i'sue of 
ark Science is just the latest di splay of the 

ong-te rm partnership between the U.S. Geo­
ogica l Survey and the National Park Service. 
ctually. the partnership between us. between 

he national parb and the earth. water. and 
apping sciences, began long before there was 

 Nat ional Park Service or a U.S. Geological 
uney. 

That early partner~h i p was based very much 
n exploration and discovery. The beauty and 
xcit ing geology o f the landscape were natural 
agnets that d rew some of the nation's first 

eologists to map. ~t udy. and defend the Crown 
ewels before they were added to the protected 
ublic domain. 

T wo of these early explorer~ and defender' 
f the not-yet nat ional parh. Clarence King in 
osemite and John Wesley Powell in the Grand 
anyon. carried out ~cicntific inve~t igations 

hat would he lp bui ld careers that made them the 
irst and second directors of the USGS. 

Our century-old partners hip has grown 
teadily. S ince the USGS was founded in 1879. 
undreds if not thousand' of USGS scient ists 
ave worked or >tudied in nat ional parks at some 
ime during thei r careers. I am personally proud 
o be part of that tradition. Several decades ago 
 worked for 2 years at the USGS Hawai ian 
olcano Ob<;e rvator) in Hawaii Volcanoes NP. 
onitoring eruption' of Ka lauea Volcano. 
omeday. when my turn as Director of SGS i' 
one. I hope to return to my field stud ies o f 
ierra Nevada granites in Yosemite NP. 

Why have earth ~cient ists ' pent so much 
ime in the national parks? Because that is 
he re the earth has revealed some of its best 

cience. To study volcanoes. one must go to 
olcano country. To ~tudy granites, one heads 
or gran ite mountains. Scientists are far from 
mmune to the beauty of the parks, but what 
ra\\ s us is the challenge of describing and 
xploring the forces and processes that built and 
ontinue to shape volcanic islands and mo un­
ain chain,. 

We could get into a chicken and egg argu­
ent: which came first. the beauty or the sci­

nce'' Was it beauty or science that drew the 
ir<;t explorers. that made the winning argu­
ents to convince the public. that laid the ground­
ork for establi shment o f the firs t parks? 

Continued 0 11 back CO\'e r 



The right answer, of course. is both. Both the 
wonder of the beauty and the wonder of the 
science combined to make the first parks pos­
sible. And that natural partnership has lasted 
and must continue. I cannot imagine doing earth 
science without our national parks. I cannot 
imagine national parks thriving without good 
science. 

As USGS Director. I can think of no better 
way to celebrate the accomplishments of the 
first 75 years of the National Park Service than 
to re-dedicate our partnership. As part of that re­
dedication, Doyle Frederick, Associate Direc­
tor of the USGS, and I had the pleasure earlier 
this year of ;itting down with PS Director Jim 
Ridenour and PS Associate Director for Re­
search Gene Hester to discuss ways of renewing 
and expanding the various understandings that 
formally bind our 2 agencies. 

In follow-up sessions between our senior 
staffs, it was evident that our work together 
really needs no formal bind. I think we all were 
extremely pleased with reports of many joint 
projects underway and being discussed. It also 
is evident that our partnership continues to in­
clude the original elements of scientific descrip­
tion, interpretation. and discovery. But more 
and more our modem partnership is and must be 
expanding into 2 key areas: 

"' We must work harder to help the NPS 
interpret and explain the earth. water, and geo­
graphic science of the parks. We scientists ~rc 
good at telling one another about the rnagmfi­
ccnt science revealed in each park. We must 
learn to share that scientific story with the park 
visitor and thus help to enhance the visitor 
experience. In a way. we've been too selfish 
with our science. It's time to share better the 
wonders of park science by providing more 
assistance where needed to the NPS park inter­
pretation program. 

"' Perhaps even more important, our geolo­
gists. hydrologists. and cartographers need to 
work harder to share their science with park 
management and to provide information needed 
by management to make the best-informed de­
cisions about protection and enjoyment of the 
parks. For our part, that means focusing on the 
information needed by park management and 
meeting the deadlines for supplying that infor-

mat ion. Not all science and not all scientists can 
meet these condit ions. but we are moving in that 
direction. 

USGS geologists, hydrologists, and cartog­
raphers are increasingly heing asked to help 
park manager~ develop the data and knowledge 
that wi ll rcpai ror head off overuse and misuse of 
parks by the swelling number of vi ~itors. In­
creasingly, the earth scientist i' asked to provide 
the long-term per,pcctive on the environmental 
condition~ of the pa;t and likely condit ions and 
changes of the future. 

The following articles provide a taste of the 
range of joint scientific t:ffort ~ underway: mod­
eling climate change. water temperature and 
biological productivity in Yellowstone Lake; 
sediment transport and beach erosion in Grand 
Canyon: natural resources and natural and 
manmade huards in and around park borders: 
coastal geology and pollution: fossils on the 
public lands: and atmospheric emission' and 
biochemistry. 

But these articles provide only a taste of the 
exciting science that USGS and PS arc con­
ducting together in the national parks ... only a 
tnste of the expanding partnership between the 
managers and scientists of NPS and USGS. 
Looking to the future, I am panicularly pleased 
that 3 of our newest major program initiatives­
-National Water Quality Assessment, National 
Geologic Mapping, and Accelerated Produc­
tion of Digital Base Cartographic Data--are 
finding immediate appeal and application to 
NPS. 

Like all good partners. we sometimes dis­
agrccon methods and answers. In fact. it i often 
hard for our own scienti, ts to agree on a single 
an wer. But that is the nature of science--to 
probe and challenge from different pcr,pec­
tives. As a bureau, we arc working harder to 
develop a consensus response to tough ques­
tions in time to help park management do it!> job 
and make the necessary tough management 
decisions. 

Few government agencies have accom­
plished as much in75 year' as the ational Park 
Service. We at the USGS congratulate you. 
And we accept the challenge to work with you to 
help make the next 75 years equally productive. 
Our natural partner ·hip is older than either of us. 
May it continue to prosper. 


