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Oil and gas collaboration a
success

Padre Island National Sea-
shore, Texas, completed a suc-
cessful collaboration with the
Railroad Commission of Texas
in November 1996, culminating
three years of effort to bring a
leaking gas well under compli-
ance with NPS nonfederal oil
and gas rights regulations. The
well operator’s lack of diligence
prompted growing concern
about navigational safety and
potential environmental degra-
dation at the park. As a result,
the park filed a complaint to the
state about the well, which is
located in the Laguna Madre, a
shallow, hyper-saline water area
of the park noted for its exten-
sive seagrass beds, productive
fishery, and migratory bird
rookeries.

The Railroad Commission,
the state agency that adminis-
ters the statewide oil and gas
production and permitting pro-
gram, prompted the operator to
comply with state oil and gas
rules and pollution prevention
laws. But when the operator
failed to respond, the commis-
sion held an administrative
hearing in June 1995 to deter-
mine appropriate penalties.
Linda Dansby, the Intermoun-
tain Region Minerals/Oil and
Gas Program Leader, assisted
Paul Eubank, Environmental
Protection Specialist at the park,
to prepare the NPS statement
for the hearing. Held before a
legal and technical examiner,
the hearing resolved the issue,
and the Railroad Commission
ordered the well plugged and
fined the operator $3,000. Sub-
sequently, the commission
plugged the well and bore the
cost of $120,000.

The remote location of the
well, shallow waters of the la-
goon, and seagrass beds con-
tributed to the complexity of
plugging this well. Mr. Tim
McGilvary of the San Antonio
office of the Railroad Commis-
sion coordinated the project.
His professional expertise and
close communication with the
park resulted in identifying ac-
cess and resource issues, and
developing innovative methods,
such as using air boats to bring
the plugging rig to the well. The
well was plugged in November
1996 without impacting ecologi-
cally important seagrass beds.

In May 1997, the Railroad
Commission continued its
work with the National Park
Service by using the same oil
and gas rules and fund for plug-
ging wells to seal an abandoned
oil well at Big Thicket National
Preserve. The inactive oil well
was the subject of a complaint
filed by the park in 1995, and
the commission notified the
operator to plug the well. The
park monitored the site and
documented that the operator
had failed to take action. Later,
the Railroad Commission
plugged the well, at a cost of
$8,000, and also removed sal-
vageable oil field equipment.
The park’s skill in applying NPS
regulations along with state oil
and gas rules, maximized their
ability to develop a partnership
with the Railroad Commission
of Texas toward a common goal
of protecting park resources.
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Patterson was a Southeast Re-
gion resource manager who
died in a 1995 car accident; she
was well known for her efforts
to assist small parks in her re-
gion. Sponsored by the Student
Conservation Association, the
award provides extra assistance
to the winning park by supply-
ing a seasonal resource assistant
to help complete important re-
source management projects.

The first Trish Patterson-
SCA honoree is Zandy-Marie
Hillis-Starr, Biological Techni-
cian at Buck Island Reef Na-
tional Monument in the
Caribbean. The sole resource
manager at Buck Island Reef,
Hillis-Starr has established an
internationally renowned sea
turtle monitoring program at
the park and nearby

Christiansted National
Historic Site; she also has
established coral reef
monitoring at Buck Is-
land Reef. Her prepara-
tion of the Buck Island
Hawksbill Turtle Research Pro-
gram Manual has served to
standardize data collection
methods for endangered turtles
and reef monitoring. Informa-
tion derived from the sea turtle
program has been used to pro-

tect the hawksbill sea turtle un-
der the Endangered Species
Act. With a knack for getting
things done, Hillis-Starr insti-
tuted a program with volunteers
and visiting scientists to docu-
ment the effects of Hurricane
Hugo (1989) and monitor sub-
sequent reef recovery. She also
arranged cooperative agree-
ments with government and
private organizations to assist in
reef and turtle projects.

The Ray E. Appleman-
Henry A. Judd Award, which
recognizes achievement in cul-
tural resource management,
went to Jake Barrow, a Super-
visory Exhibit Specialist with
the Intermountain Cultural Re-
search Center in Santa Fe, New
Mexico. Barrow has been in-
strumental in several multiyear
projects to conserve historic
structures at Fort Union Na-
tional Monument and Hot
Springs National Park and other
cultural resources in the South-
west. His efforts have advanced
the conservation of cultural re-
sources made of earth, stone,
and wood. Whatever the need,
Barrow marshals researchers,
conservators, and funds to ini-
tiate projects and keep them

going until completion. In al-
most every case, the lessons
learned at one site are appli-
cable elsewhere.
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