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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

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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Zandy-Marie Hillis-Starr

Jake Barrow
ordered the well plugged and
fined the operator $3,000. Sub-
sequently, the commission
plugged the well and bore the
cost of $120,000.
Ecosystem partnership
formed

Working closely with the
Biological Resources Division
of the U.S. Geological Survey
(BRD), Wrangell-St. Elias Na-



tory database,” Gabriele said,

Wh
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tional Park and Preserve has
helped form the Prince William
Sound-Copper River Natural
and Cultural Resources Coop-
erative, an ecosystem partner-
ship. The cooperative includes
the primary federal, state, and
native resource managers for
the ecoregion. The park has led
the cooperative in the realm of
geographic information sys-
tems by sponsoring training and
providing spatial data sets to co-
operative members.

Participation in the coopera-
tive has strengthened the rela-
tionship between the park and
the BRD. The cooperative has
also helped depolarize formerly
troublesome relationships be-
tween some of the partners.
This improvement in relation-
ships paves the way for coop-
eration to address the priority
issues for Wrangell-St. Elias and
the region–burgeoning tourism
and a catastrophic spruce beetle
infestation that has killed trees
on more than 600,000 acres (an
area the size of Rhode Island).
• • •

Whale photo catalog no
fluke

Researchers Chris Gabriele
of Glacier Bay National Park
and Preserve and Jan Straley of

the University of Alaska South-
east (Sitka) will be publishing in
December a catalog of south-
eastern Alaska humpback
whale “mug-shots.” Individual

ale #117—“White Eyes”
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humpback whales can be iden-
tified by the coloration, shape,
and scarring of the ventral sur-
face (belly side) of their tail
flukes. Released in both hard
copy and on a series of CD-
ROM discs, the images show
the tails of some 1,110 hump-
backs identified in southeastern
Alaska between 1986 and 1996.
Each fluke identification pho-
tograph is indexed and corre-
sponds to sighting data for that
individual that is contained in a
companion database. Together,
the sighting data and photo-
graphs will help the research-
ers learn more about
reproduction and recruitment
of the humpback whale in
southeastern Alaska.

The partners secured fund-
ing last year for the project
through the NPS Challenge
Cost Share Program. In Octo-
ber 1996, the humpback whale
researchers began gathering
sighting data and organizing the
photographic catalog. “We are
very enthusiastic about the po-
tential uses of the sighting his-
“because it will allow us to
document the movement of
whales throughout southeast-
ern Alaska. In particular, we will
use it to compile the reproduc-
tive histories of southeastern
Alaska female humpbacks and
the return of their young to the
study areas.” Humpback whales
have strong site fidelity to their
feeding areas, with calves re-
turning to the same places
where their mothers took them
to feed in their first year of life.
Thirty-six calves have been
identified in the Glacier Bay
area, and park staff have docu-
mented the return of 16 of
them, including one female
who returned with her first calf
at age eight. The eventual re-
cruitment of individuals as
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breeding adults is a vital com-
ponent of the future health of
the population.

The researchers plan to up-
date the photo catalog and
sighting information database
annually. The photo catalog will
be distributed to local charter
boat operators to help them
recognize whales seen out on
the water. The database and
catalog will be circulated to col-
leagues to facilitate collabora-
tive research on the behavior,
migrations, and biology of the
species throughout the North
Pacific. A number of catalogs
will be also be made available
to the public. For more infor-
mation, contact Gabriele at
chris_gabriele@nps.gov.
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El Malpais reclaims sand-
stone quarry

Students from New Mexico
Highlands University kicked off
a large-scale project last April
to reclaim an abandoned sand-
stone mine at El Malpais Na-
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tional Monument when they
salvaged 150 plants for later use
in revegetating the disturbed
site. The 5-acre quarry, which
is located in the southeast por-
tion of the park, was a safety
hazard and blemish in the sce-
nic landscape. The park spent
nearly a year planning the
project, which involves the help
of the NPS Geologic Resources
Division and Southwest Sup-
port Office, U.S. Army Reserve,
the university, and other part-
ners.

In July, Army Reserve engi-
neering units from Santa Fe and
Albuquerque began moving
earth to reduce the 30-foot high
walls of the quarry and re-
contour the pit to blend in with
the surrounding area. The same
crews also constructed a way-
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side exhibit and viewing area for
McCarty’s Crater and the dis-
tant chain of craters, important
volcanic features of the park.
Additional park improvements
were undertaken at the same
time and include construction
of a road to an existing trailhead
(Lava Falls), removal of an erod-
ing road, and removal of water
impoundments.

The project has been very
cost-effective for the National
Park Service, and all partners
have benefitted from the expe-
rience. The NPS Geologic Re-
sources Division funded on-site
technical support for the
earthmoving phase of the
project and paid for diesel fuel
for the heavy equipment. The
Army Reserve donated staff
time and equipment in ex-
change for a practical field train-
ing exercise. The students, who
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collected plants from the site for
later use in the revegetation
phase, receive credit to meet
undergraduate degree require-
ments in biology and environ-
mental science and
management. Some of the ma-
terials used in preserving the
native plants were donated by
a local company, Santa Fe
Greenhouses. Revegetation will
be completed this fall and top-
soil will be added to the quarry
next spring.

An Army Reserve bulldozer
recontours the sandstone quarry
at El Malpais National Monument




