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Arctic soil reveals climate change clues
Newly published UAF research show-
ing that frozen arctic soil contains nearly 
twice as much organic material that gives 
rise to planet-warming greenhouse gases 
as was previously estimated is garnering 
international attention.

School of Natural Resources & 
Agricultural Sciences Soil Sciences 
Professor Chien-Lu Ping published his 
latest findings in the Nature Geoscience 
and Scientific American websites, after 
conducting extensive examinations of a 
wide range of landscapes across Alaska.

Right away, Ping began get-
ting calls and e-mails from The Los 
Angeles Times, Discover.com, Earth 
Magazine, Polar Cities Research 

Institute, Satcom Resources, Planetary 
Emissions Management, Inc., American 
Meteorological Society, Georgia Straight 
(a newspaper from Vancouver, Canada), 
Environment Canada, Green Options 
Network, United Daily News (Taiwan), 
Department of the Interior Office of 
Policy Analysis, and Yahoo News. He 
also received about a dozen reprint re-
quests from South America, Europe, 
Asia, and the US.

The great show of interest from the 
media and other organizations focused 
on what Ping’s research says about cli-
mate change predictions: “Arctic tundra 
soils are more sensitive to climate change 

Chien-Lu Ping, left, and Gary Michaelson at Galbraith Lake, north of the Brooks Range, unpack-
ing equipment at a soil pit exacavation site. 

—photo by John Kimble, USDA-NRCS research soil scientist, ret.

Continued on page 2

Continued on page 3

Above: Dr. Milan Shipka barbequing reindeer 
bratwurst at the Kerttula Hall dedication cer-
emony and picnic August 29. See story on p. 6.

—photo by Nancy Tarnai 

Fish composting
Thinking about the waste left over after 
2 million metric tons of fish are filleted 
in Alaska each year is almost painful for 
Dr. Mingchu Zhang.

Rather than stew about the problem, 
Zhang, associate professor of agronomy 
and soil sciences at SNRAS, cooked up 
a solution. Through research and testing 
he and his associates created a recipe for 
fish compost that can be used to enrich 
the soil and improve agricultural yield 
while at the same time making use of a 
byproduct that would ordinarily be dis-
carded in the state’s seas or rivers.

“Using fish waste in the soil works,” 
Zhang said, due to the nutrient content. 
Nitrogen, phosphorus, potash, zinc, and 
copper, found in fish waste, are essential 
nutrients for plant growth.

While the fishing industry routinely 
grinds up its waste and returns it to the 
local water source, waste for compost 
doesn’t need to be processed at all. Heads, 
tails, and other fish parts are mixed with 
peat moss and allowed to heat up in the 
summer sun, creating an organic, in-
expensive solution for gardeners. The 
fishermen in Homer were so supportive 
of the tests and pleased that they didn’t 
have to grind up and dispose of the waste 
that they even made regular deliveries of 
their byproducts to the farm.
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and are likely the most impacted by 
increasing temperatures due to its dis-
proportional carbon stock. The arctic 
soils will release more gases than previ-
ously predicted, thus the effect of global 
warming will be amplified by the arctic 
tundra.”

During their research, Ping and his 
team of scientists took soil samples at 
117 sites. Rather than testing to a depth 
of only 40 centimeters, as previous re-
searchers had done, the team consistently 
dug down to more than one meter at 
each site. Similarly conducted Canadian 
research was added to Ping’s study.

Wielding jackhammers, the scientists 
discovered that underneath the surface, 
there is a second layer of organic matter 
(carbon) accumulation right on top and 
in the upper part of permafrost, ranging 
from 60 to 120 centimeters deep. This 
“buried” organic matter is produced on 
the surface of the tundra soils, where it 
accumulates and is then dragged down 
because of frost heave and patterned 
ground formation. Due to the turbu-
lent nature of the arctic landscape, arctic 

Chien-Lu Ping, wielding jackhammer. Frozen soils are hard.
—SNRAS file photo 

Arctic soil, continued from page 1:

tundra soils are characterized by warped, 
broken, and distorted soil horizons. 
Movement is routinely caused by crack-
ing of the Earth’s surface during freezing 
and thawing cycles, transporting organic 
matter to the lower active layers and up-
per permafrost.

The resulting patterned ground plays 
a key role in determining tundra vegeta-
tion and the dynamics of carbon storage 
and release, Ping found. When tempera-
tures warm and the arctic soil “churns,” 
less carbon from the surface gets to the 
deeper part of the soil, and the carbon 
stored in the deeper part of the soil is 
released into the atmosphere as carbon 
dioxide, methane, and other gases.

Ping predicted that with even a two 
to three degree rise in air temperatures 
(Celsius) the arctic tundra would switch 
from a carbon sink (area that absorbs 
more carbon dioxide than it emits) to a 
carbon source (area that emits more car-
bon dioxide than it absorbs). The greater 
the carbon store the greater the impact of 
any future releases, Ping said.

“The distribution of the Arctic car-
bon pool with regard to the surface, 
active layer, and permafrost has not been 
evaluated before, but is very relevant in 

assessing changes that will occur across 
the Arctic system,” Ping wrote in his 
study. “Where soil organic carbon is 
located in the soil profile is especially 
relevant and useful to climate warming 
assessments that need to evaluate effects 
on separate soil processes that vary with 
temperature and depth throughout the 
whole annual cycle of seasons.”

Since earning his doctorate at 
Washington State University in 1976, 
Ping has been researching soil, particular-
ly permafrost soils, volcanic soils, organic 
carbon dynamics, and soil climate and its 
application in land-use interpretations.

Colleagues on the project were 
Gary Michaelson, UAF Agricultural 
and Forestry Experiment Station; Mark 
Jorgenson, Alaska Biological Research; 
John Kimble, professional soil scientist; 
Howard Epstein, University of Virginia 
Department of Environmental Sciences; 
Vladimir Romanovsky, University of 
Alaska Fairbanks Geophysical Institute; 
Donald Walker, UAF Institute of Arctic 
Biology.

Contact Chien-Lu Ping at the Palmer (Alaska) 
Research and Extension Center. 907-746-
9462. E-mail pfclp@uaa.alaska.edu. Website: 
www.uaf.edu/snras/faculty/ping.html

Example of patterned arctic ground, showing 
polygons seen from the air. The photo was taken 
on the Beaufort Sea coast.

—photo by Gary Michaelson 
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With the summer warmth heat-
ing the compost piles, it took only two 
months to complete the process. Probes 
measuring the internal temperatures 
showed that at times the mixture was 
as hot as 120˚F. The only maintenance 
throughout the composting process is 
occasional turning of the mixture and 
sometimes adding moisture.

Working with a Homer farm called 
Ocean Earth in June and July of 2008, 
Zhang conducted field trials that dem-
onstrated the nutritional value of the 
compost. Plots were tested at different 
ratios of compost to soil and resulting 
salt concentrations were measured. One 
of the most visible signs that the com-
post is useful is a photograph Zhang 
took of a hay field where half the crop 
had no compost applied and the other 
had a generous portion. The side with 
the compost turned out lush and green, 
while the other appeared pale and sickly.

Bob Pawlowski, director of the Alaska 
Fisheries Development Foundation, has 
been a supporter of Zhang’s research 
because “it’s very important we do every-
thing we can to use seafood processing 
waste versus just dumping it.”

Calling this “a good environmental 
project,” Pawlowski said he envisions the 
fertilizer being useful in all areas of the 
state. Rural places can create community 
gardens and grow their own produce. In 
urban areas he pictures school lawns and 
golf courses perking up when the mix-
ture is applied.

“The obstacles are minimal,” 
Pawlowski said.

“On one acre you can mix 100,000 
pounds of salmon waste with 400,000 
pounds of peat. The yield is one million 
pounds of garden soil.”

He believes that down the road there 
could be a market for selling the product 
to customers in California and Arizona 

Bob Van Veldhuizen, left, and Mingchu Zhang setting up a probe to take the internal temperature 
of the compost pile.

Fish composting, continued from page 1:

Continued on the next page

who would appreciate the water reten-
tion properties the compost has.

“It’s an excellent university project,” 
Pawlowski said. “It will be applicable 

Timothy growing in an experimental plot. The 
greener half in the background has had the fish 
compost applied, while the slightly yellowish 
foreground half had no compost applied.

—photos courtesy Mingchu Zhang



4

www.uaf.edu/snras • fax: 907.474.6184 • fynrpub@uaf.edu

throughout Alaska wherever there are 
peat bogs.”

Most often, regions that are tied 
to the fishing industry also have rich 
reserves of peat moss. This makes for 
a low-cost way to transition the waste 
into a valuable product. In addition to 
the Homer testing, experiments are be-
ing conducted in Fairbanks and Palmer. 
At the Matanuska Experiment Farm, 
Zhang’s doctoral student Jodie Anderson 
is using plastic containers as “cookers” to 
try new ways of creating fish compost. 
In addition to working peat moss into 
the fish waste, she is experimenting with 
cardboard and hay. “We are working to-
ward concrete solutions,” Zhang said.

He is creating a users’ manual so 
farmers will know how to produce the 
product to an optimum blend and apply 
it properly. A proposal to the USDA to 
get fishing communities involved in the 
project is also in the works.

A composting workshop was taught 
in Dillingham in April and Zhang plans 
to teach a course in Fairbanks in the near 
future. When making presentations about 
the compost project, Zhang likes to quote 
a poem by Ryan Bundy he found on a 
plaque near the shoreline in Homer.

The sea tells a story
It tells of the cycle of life
Running through the waters
Fish, spawning, dying, sinking to the 

ocean
Returning to the circle that engulfs life.

“That says what we do,” Zhang said.

Related information on com-
posting and fisheries in Alaska:
Indian Country Extension, Tanana Chiefs 
Conference. Webpage and links on rural agri-
culture and traditional knowledge in Alaska. 
hwww.indiancountryextension.org/extension.
php?=21

“Wetlands and wastewater treatment in 
Alaska,” www.uaf.edu/snras/afes/pubs/misc/
MP_05_02.pdf (PDF), by Deirdre Helfferich, 
MP 2005-02.

Composting, continued from page 3:

Mobile meat lab
A mobile meat processing lab that will 
arrive at the UAF Northwest Campus 
in Nome in July 2009 adds an impor-
tant element to the high-latitude range 
management certificate program. The 
USDA-funded equipment will support 
the meat production courses offered at 
the Northwest Campus.

Dr. Greg Finstad, SNRAS assistant 
professor and manager of the Reindeer 
Research Program, said the lab will bring 
together researchers from the University 
of Alaska and universities across the cir-
cumpolar north to engage with students 
and local residents in the design and con-
duct of animal production research. “This 
project exemplifies how local commu-
nity colleges can engage in partnerships, 
which encourage economic sustainability 
through university educational certifi-
cates and research that directly applies to 
local concerns,” he said.

With the portable lab, students and 
researchers will be able to conduct meat 
science experiments, and the informa-
tion will be incorporated into training 
protocols, coursework, published scien-
tific journals, and public information 
forums. Local applications in animal 
husbandry and slaughtering techniques 

are expected to become more responsive 
to regional needs.

Of the 20,000 reindeer in Alaska, 
17,000 are on the Seward Peninsula at 
Nome. Finstad is excited by the opportu-
nity to prepare Alaska Native students for 
careers in natural resources. Up to 10 stu-
dents will be enrolled in the program.

The self-contained lab, which will be 
able to move from one remote communi-
ty to another, will make possible on-site 
USDA inspections of reindeer meat for 
the first time. Such labs are in use in vari-
ous locations across the Lower 48, and 
this one will be winterized to prepare it 
for the extreme climate.

“This lab is a critical link to integrate 
a local educational platform with animal 
research,” Finstad said.

This white truck, above, is the mobile meat pro-
cessing laboratory, custom-made by the TriVan 
Truck Body company. At right is a view of the 
interior, showing the sink station at left and the 
processing area at right.

—photos courtesy Marty VanDriel
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Eat-and-sleep crane rest stop 
Sandhill cranes on their way to and from Alaska have a wel-
coming rest stop in Trapper Creek, thanks to the foresight of 
local homesteader and former Palmer Research Center employ-
ee Dale Saunders.

Each spring thousands of cranes migrate to Alaska and re-
turn south on the same path in late August or early September. 
Along the way, many stop at an 80-acre Susitna Valley parcel of 
barley fields and wetlands.

When Saunders died in 2003, he willed his property to 
Great Land Trust in hopes that the cranes would continue to 
use it during their migrations. Great Land Trust is a private, 
nonprofit land conservation organization founded by residents 
of Anchorage and the Mat-Su Valley. The trust works with 
willing landowners and other partners to conserve southcentral 
Alaska’s lands and waterways. Saunders worked as an agricul-
tural economist and seedgrower before he retired. In the last 
years of his life, Saunders placed extra barley in his fields in the 
spring if the snowfall had been deep and he thought the cranes 
could use it. A neighbor described the cranes as Saunders’ sur-
rogate family, and said the birds gave Saunders a feeling of 
being needed. He enjoyed looking forward to their yearly visits 
like old friends and relatives returning to visit.

Cranes, which stand nearly three feet tall and boast a six-
foot wingspan, feed on waste grain and small animals found on 
farm fields. The ground feeders also like insects, seeds, and ber-
ries. Virtually all of Alaska’s sandhill cranes pass through two 
migration funnels. Birds using the Pacific Flyway pass through 
the Copper River Delta and end up in central California. 
Nearly a quarter-million mid-continent cranes pass through 
the Tanana Valley. In flight, cranes produce a loud, musical rat-
tle. They fly quite high (up to 3,600 meters altitude, although 
most migratory flights are under 1,600 meters) and can cover 
350 miles (560 kilometers) a day.

Pair of sandhill cranes. 
—photo courtesy US Fish & Wildlife Service, Alaska Region

Greenhouse partnership
Thanks to a community partnership, Fairbanks FFA students 
spent the summer growing vegetables, fruit, and flowers at 
Pike’s Waterfront Lodge. Using hydroponic systems in Pike’s 
greenhouse, the students and their advisor Marilyn Krause were 
able to successfully grow crops and demonstrate the process 
along the way. This was the second year the students ran the 
greenhouse for the hotel and restaurant owned by Jay Ramras, 
but the first-year hydroponics were the complete focus.

Jeff Werner, an AFES researcher and the state FFA advisor, 
helped with the project by  sharing his expertise on controlled 
environment agriculture. “This is hands-on learning with ac-
cessibility to the public,” Werner said. Free tours and evening 
educational seminars attracted tourists and locals alike. Open 
12 hours a day throughout the summer, the greenhouse featured 
several hydroponics systems, offering a sampling of demon-
strations for the public. The FFA’ers raised flowers for Pike’s 
beautification, and vegetables and herbs for the restaurant. The 
summer work was educational not only for the students, but 
for the visitors, enlightening them about Alaska agricultural 
methods. The participating FFA students gained management, 
marketing, landscaping, hydroponics, floriculture, and horti-
culture experience.

Dean Carol Lewis, Professor Meriam Karlsson, and Werner 
traveled to Barrow in July to try to start a similar project there. 
If funding is secured, a hydroponics greenhouse could be in the 
works by next summer.

Dignitaries from Barrow and Fairbanks touring Pike’s Greenhouse as 
a possible example of improving community food self-sufficiency. Jeff 
Werner is in the lavender shirt at right. 

—photo courtesy Jeff Werner

To reach Dale Saunders’ Crane Sanctuary turn east from the 
Parks Highway onto Susitna River Road (also called East 
Petersville Road) at Milepost 114.8. Go 1.5 miles, turn right 
onto Bradley Road. Go 0.5 miles to Saunders Road and turn 
right again. About a half-mile down the road is a 75-acre barley 
field. There’s no admission, but visitors are asked to watch the 
birds from the road.
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Kerttula Hall dedication

Sfraga earns award
The UAF Alumni 
Association selected 
Mike Sfraga, associ-
ate dean of SNRAS, 
to receive an award 
for outstanding con-
tributions to the 

university, the Alumni Achievement 
Award for University Support. Sfraga 
received the award at the UAF Alumni 
Association reunion luncheon Sept. 26 
at the Princess Hotel.

Sfraga has worked at the University of 
Alaska for over 23 years in several adminis-
trative, academic, and research leadership 
positions. He is the founding director 
of the University of Alaska Geography 
Program. Before that, Sfraga served as as-
sociate vice president for the University 
of Alaska and director of Research and 
Program Development for the College of 
Rural Alaska. Sfraga received his PhD in 
Geography and Northern Studies in 1997 
from UAF, the first such degree to be 
granted by the University of Alaska. His 
areas of academic concentration are polar 
geography, exploration, geography of the 
circumpolar north, geography of Alaska, 
and the history of field science.

He is the author of Bradford 
Washburn: A Life of Exploration (2004), 
the first comprehensive biography of 
celebrated American explorer Bradford 
Washburn. Sfraga lectures frequently 
about Washburn’s work and legacy. His 
next book covers the history of the first 
ascent of Mount Fairweather.

Sfraga is chairman of the Denali 
Education Center, and serves on several 
community and national boards, includ-
ing the Cold Climate Housing Research 
Center, Alaska Geographic Association, 
Interior Issues Council (Fairbanks), 
and the Institute of the North. He is 
chair of the UA International Polar Year 
Community Outreach and Engagement 
Committee and a member of the UAF 
IPY Steering Committee. 

Sfraga is a member of the Explorers 
Club, American Alpine Club, and past 
executive secretary of the Arctic Institute 
of North America. He is a mountaineer 

UAF’s Palmer Research and Extension 
Center was renamed “Kerttula Hall”  
Aug. 29 in honor of Alaska’ longest serv-
ing state legislator, Jay Kerttula.

“This is a celebration not of a build-
ing but of a vision and a man,” SNRAS 
Associate Dean Mike Sfraga said. He 
added that many of today’s trendy top-
ics, such as organic gardening, supported 
farming, food safety, and sustainability, 
were in Kerttula’s vocabulary decades 
ago. “Jay helped make agricultural re-
search happen.” 

Other speakers, including University 
of Alaska regents, chancellors from 
UAF, UAA, and UAS, the UAF Alumni 
Association president, and the UAF pres-
ident, called Kerttula “the dean of Alaska 

agriculture, a statesman of the highest 
order, and a friend of the university.”

UAF Chancellor Brian Rogers said 
the Board of Regents exhibited unprece-
dented support for renaming the research 
facility. “It’s the right thing to do for the 
university and the right thing to do for 
Jay,” Rogers said.

Dean Carol Lewis said it was fit-
ting to name one of the most important 
buildings in the Matanuska Valley after 
Kerttula. “He made it possible for us to 
dream and do new things,” Lewis said. 
“When I look at Kerttula Hall I don’t see 
a lab; I see classrooms and new students 
learning. I see a place for the community 
to participate in outreach.” She thanked 
Kerttula for his vision that will carry ag-
ricultural research into the future.

Kerttula came to the Matanuska 
Valley as a child with his family who were 
part of the Matanuska Colony farming 
families that helped to settle the Valley in 
the 1930s. The family farm gave Senator 
Kerttula the inspiration and skills to es-
tablish his own successful farm.

Kerttula is the only legislator who 
has served as both Speaker of the House 
(1968–1970) and President of the Senate 
(1980–1984). A lifelong interest in ag-
riculture led him to create the Alaska 
Division of Agriculture to assist farmers. 

Jay Kerttula, left, and SNRAS Dean Carol Lewis in front of the newly dedicated Kerttula Hall.

and often speaks at community pro-
grams and corporate conferences on the 
topics of leadership and organizational 
effectiveness by using mountaineering, 
exploration, and humor to underscore 
critical components of both areas.

 Dean Carol Lewis said, “Dr. Sfraga 
is adding excitement and new dimension 
to the school in his role as associate dean. 
I congratulate him on the alumni award; 
he has excelled in his extensive service to 
UAF and certainly deserves recognition 
for his efforts.”
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Google Earth, UA Geography reach out to rural areas
Calling the UA Geography Program 
“innovators in the field,” Josie Wernecke, 
senior technical writer at Google, and 
four other Googlers headed out to Bush 
Alaska in September for a week of edu-
cational outreach focusing on Google 
Earth and Maps.

“We are beyond happy,” said Mike 
Sfraga, UA Geography Program director. 
“The fact that Google came to Alaska and 
allows their staff to dedicate 20 percent 
of their time to education is wonderful.”

At a press conference prior to the 
group’s departure, Sfraga said, “This is 
not just about exploring landscapes; it’s 
about exploring the world. Google brings 
geography alive.”

The Google crew, along with Sfraga, 
Katie Kennedy, UA Geography edu-
cation and outreach coordinator, and 
John Bailey, adjunct professor with the 
UA Geography Program and researcher 
with the Arctic Region Supercomputing 
Center and the Alaska Volcano 
Observatory, flew to Barrow, Kotzebue, 
and Nome to work with high school 
students and teachers. Making the ex-
perience fun for the students, the team 
conducted geography trivia contests, 
built maps, and took GigiPan panoramic 
photos for Google Earth.

Kennedy said today’s students 
naturally gravitate to technology, and 
teachers who incorporate Google’s geo-
based tools into their lesson plans will 
find it powerful enough to grab students’ 
interest. Google Earth can be easily in-
tegrated into existing curriculum and 
lesson plans, Kennedy said. This trip is 
only the beginning, she explained, as she 
plans to share Google geo-based ideas 
with as many teachers across the state as 
possible.

The Googlers expressed delight at 
getting to see how the tools they had cre-
ated could be put to use in the classroom, 
in rural Alaska and beyond. A blog (www.
alaskageo.blogspot.com) kept interested 
parties informed of the trip.

“If any place should be promoting 
geography in the schools it’s Alaska,” 
Sfraga said.
For more information on the UA Geography-
Google collaboration and this trip, gt to: http://
earth.images.alaska.edu/alaska/

Above: Students in Nome. At right Eric Kolb, 
Googler, is showing  the students collaborative 
mapping. Left: Jason Cain, Googler, working 
with a student on image overlays in Google 
Earth. Below: Eric Kolb, left, and John Bailey 
of the UA Geography Program taking GigiPan 
photos at Anvil Mountain near Nome. To see 
the panorama they took, go to: http://gigapan.
org/viewGigapan.php?id=9330
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Annie Blue’s stories
Cungauyaraam Qulirai: Annie Blue’s Stories 
was the recipient of a HAIL (Honoring 
Alaska Indigenous Literature) Award this 
summer in Juneau. The Alaska Native 
Language Center book is a collection of 
traditional tales presented in both Yup’ik 
and English.

Jerry Lipka, professor of educa-
tion and principal investigator of Math 
in a Cultural Context (UA Geography 
Program), was very involved in the pub-
lication of the book. He came to know 
Blue while researching Yup’ik ways for 
the MCC project. Because of the trust 
developed between Blue and the MCC 
project, the renowned storyteller was will-
ing and eager to share her stories so the 
next generation could learn from them.

Blue was born in 1916 in Qissayaaq 
along the Togiak River. She was one of 
nine children. Annie moved to Togiak 
around 1945, where she still lives. She 
married Cingakaq (Billy Blue) and had 
seven children; four survived birth and 
one (Nellie) is still living today. She 
has fifteen grandchildren, twenty-five 
great-grandchildren and one great-great 

grandchild. When asked how she be-
came a storyteller, Blue credits Saveskar, 
the storyteller in her village.

The book was made possible by 
MCC, the Traditional Council of Togiak, 
and the Alaska Native Language Center. 
The HAIL Award is presented by the 
Alaska Native Knowledge Network at 
UAF.

Blog it!
In July, the Information Services Office 
launched SNRAS Science & News, a blog 
for the school featuring informative posts 
on current research, events and confer-
ences, job postings, degree offerings, 
alumni and faculty in the news, and so 
on. The site is designed to increase our 
visibility on the web, share our research 
with the public, attract students, and 
function as a resource and navigational 
portal to Alaska agriculture, geography, 
and natural resource sites. Links on the 
blog go to SNRAS and AFES publica-
tions and multimedia; Alaska markets, 
cooperatives, and community gardens; 
research partners; SNRAS and AFES 
program pages; and wikis, Alaska web-
sites, and Alaska blogs that treat subjects 
pertaining to the scope of the school.

Research highlights on the blog to 
date have explored senior thesis presen-
tations, biofuels, the SNAP program’s 
recent presentation to the governor’s Sub-
Cabinet on Climate Change, potential 
threats to geyser basins from geothermal 
energy development, spruce budworm 
infestations, compost using fish byprod-
ucts, carbon in arctic soils, sustainable 
agriculture, peony production in Alaska, 
and more. Tags on each post help readers 
find related subjects on the blog.

Faculty and staff are encouraged 
to submit news items and short articles 
detailing their research findings to the 
Information Services Office staff. 

The blog may be viewed at http://
snras.blogspot.com.

Josh Greenberg, in sunglasses, competing in the 2008 Forest Sports Festival. Axe-throwing, log-
tossing, and sawing contests were held on the Fairbanks Experiment Farm in the morning on 
October 4, and then the log birling contest was held in the afternoon at Ballaine Lake, north of 
the UAF campus. 

—photo by Nancy Tarnai
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In memoriam

Former dean of the UAF School 
of Agriculture and Land Resource 
Management James V. Drew, 78, of 
Fairbanks died July 9, 2008 after a battle 
with pancreatic cancer. Jim was born 
Sept. 21, 1930 in Flushing, New York. 
He served in the US Air Force and was 
selected for pilot training. He earned a 
doctorate in agronomy in 1957 from 
Rutgers University.

He served on the Resource Develop-
ment Council, the Interior Alaska 
Economic Development Council, Boy 
Scouts of America, and the Tanana Valley 
State Fair Board. Jim retired from UAF in 
1995 and began taking cross-country air-
plane trips and offering flight instruction.

He is survived by his wife of 52 years, 
Marilyn; daughters, Lisa and Kelly; son 
Michael; and one grandchild.

The family requested donations to 
the Drew Outdoor Amphitheater at the 
Georgeson Botanical Garden as a way 
to honor Jim. Donations may be sent 
to: UAF Georgeson Botanical Garden, 
c/o UAF Development Office, PO Box 
757530, Fairbanks, AK 99775 or on line 
at www.uaf.edu/giving. Please indicate 
that your contribution is for the Drew 
amphitheater.

Botanist and forest ecologist Leslie 
A. Viereck, 78, of Fairbanks died Aug. 
31, 2008 after struggling with numer-
ous health issues. Born Feb. 20, 1930 
in South Dartmouth, Massachusetts, 

Les earned a doctorate in plant ecology 
at the University of Colorado in 1962. 
He served in the US Army, and made a 
first ascent of the South Buttress of Mt. 
McKinley.

Viereck was a research professor of 
forest ecology with BECRU and an af-
filiate professor with SNRAS. He was the 
first president of the Alaska Conservation 
Society, the first statewide conservation 
organization in Alaska. Viereck founded 
the Bonanza Creek Experimental Forest 
research program with Dr. Keith Van 
Cleve in the mid 1980s. He retired as 
principal plant ecologist from the US 
Forest Service’s Institute of Northern 
Forestry in Fairbanks in 1999, but con-
tinued on as emeritus scientist.

A former teacher and researcher 
at UAF, Les was awarded an honorary 
degree and emeritus status from the 
University of Alaska in 1993. He was 
well known for his love of gardening and 
keeping track of the changes in nature.

He is survived by his wife of 53 years, 
Teri; daughter, Sharon; sons, Rodney 
and Walter; and six grandchildren. 
The family requested donations to the 
Georgeson Botanical Garden in memory 
of Les. Donations may be sent to: UAF 
Georgeson Botanical Garden, c/o UAF 
Development Office, PO Box 757530, 
Fairbanks, AK 99775 or on line at www.
uaf.edu/giving.

UA Geography 
program hosts 
conference
After months of planning and hard work, 
the University of Alaska Geography 
program hosted the Association of 
Pacific Coast Geographers annual con-
ference Oct. 8-11 in Fairbanks. This is a 
regional subgroup of the Association of 
American Geographers.

Conference speakers included 
Terrence Cole, UAF history professor 
and author of Crooked Past: The History 
of Fairbanks, Alaska, A Frontier Mining 
Camp; UA President Mark Hamilton; 
John Walsh, director of UAF’s Center 
for Global Climate Change and Arctic 
Systems research; and Mead Treadwell, 
chairman of the US Arctic Research 
Commission. SNRAS/AFES faculty 
who presented papers were Associate 
Professor of Forestry and SNAP Director 
Scott Rupp, Post-doctoral Fellow 
Nancy Fresco, Associate Professor of 
Geography Cary de Wit, Assistant 
Professor of Geography Daniel Mann, 
and Geography Professor Emeritus 
Roger Pearson. Associate Professor of 
Geography Ken Barrick presented a 
poster. Cary de Wit, Daniel Mann, and 
Assistant Professor of Geography Patricia 
Heiser chaired sessions.

UAGP students Nick Toye, Kate 
Riffey, and Lily Ray presented posters. 
Emily Sousa, who graduated with a BS 
in environmental studies in May, pre-
sented a paper on tree ring response to 
climate.

Held at the Westmark Fairbanks 
Hotel, the conference concluded with an 
awards banquet, presidential address, and 
an “Evening with Pamyua: Tribal Funk 
in the Last Frontier”—a unique blend 
of traditional Alaska Native music with 
a twist of a cappella funk. Out-of-town 
participants were treated to a field trip 
that included stops at the UA Museum 
of the North, the Large Animal Research 
Station, the pipeline viewing station, and 
Chena Hot Springs Resort.

Above: Les Viereck (foreground) with forestry 
field trip group. Left: James Drew.

—SNRAS file photos



Contact us for information on subscriptions to our science magazine, Agroborealis, or to receive our other publications. Natural Resource News is available in alternative formats on line at www.uaf.edu/snras/afes/pubs/

Natural Resource News is written and edited by 
Nancy Tarnai, public information officer, and 

Deirdre Helfferich, managing editor. 
To simplify terminology, we may use product or 
equipment trade names. We are not endorsing 
products or equipment mentioned. Publication 

material may be reprinted provided no endorsement 
of a commercial product is stated or implied. Please 

credit the researchers involved, the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks, and the Agricultural and Forestry 

Experiment Station.
The University of Alaska Fairbanks is accredited 

by the Commission on Colleges of the Northwest 
Association of Schools and Colleges. UAF is an AA/

EO employer and educational institution.

Notes
Staff news
Welcome Raaj Kura-
pati, who became the 
executive officer of 
SNRAS-AFES/CES joint business of-
fice June 15. Kurapati came to Alaska 
from the Northern Marianas Islands, 
where he was chief financial and admin-
istrative officer at Northern Marianas 
College, Saipan, Commonwealth of the 
Northern Mariana Islands. Before that 
he was vice president and chief financial 
officer/compliance officer for a bank and 
worked for 10 years with Deloitte and 
Touche as an experienced senior auditor. 
He earned a bachelor’s degree in business 
administration in 1991 from East Texas 
Baptist University.

Kurapati has been pleased to get to 
know the people at SNRAS-AFES/CES 
and to see the passion they have for their 
work. “I am also impressed at the poten-
tial for us to do great things in research 
which will generate positive benefits to 
the communities we serve,” he said.

He and his wife Kyumi have two 
sons and three daughters. Kurapati en-
joys sports, fishing, soccer, and reading.

Katie Kennedy was promoted in mid 
August to Education and Outreach 
Coordinator for the UA Geography 
program. In her new job she provides 
professional development for teach-
ers, presents curricula such as the new 
National Geographic curriculum, and 
promotes geographic literacy, work-
ing with students and teachers in the 
schools. Kennedy is the co-coordinator 
of the Alaska Geographic Alliance.

New hires: Welcome!
Melody Cavanaugh-Moen, program 

coordinator for the Reindeer Research 
Program

Debbie Gonzalez, business office fiscal 
technician

Brandon Uzzel, Math in a Cultural 
Context administrative assistant

Nicolle Gilsdorf, Math in a Cultural 
Context instructor

Christine Volker, Math in a Cultural 
Context instructor

Faculty news

Dean Carol Lewis and all of SNRAS wel-
come Patricia Heiser, Daniel Mann, and 
Dave Veazey to the geography faculty. 

Heiser, assistant 
professor of geogra-
phy, earned her PhD 
from the University 
of Alaska in 1997. 
Her research focuses 
on landscape evolu-
tion, paleogeography, 
Quaternary environments, and post-
glacial landscape changes in Lake Clark 
and Katmai National parks. She teaches 
classes in physical geography, mapping, 
landscape analysis, and natural disasters.

Mann, assis-
tant professor of 
geography, earned 
his PhD in 1983 
from the University 
of Washington. He 
studies forest ecology, 
ice-age climate change, 

and the interactions between prehistoric 
humans and changing climate. He teach-
es biogeography, research methods, and 
geomorphology.

Veazey, instructor 
and director of enroll-
ment management, 
is responsible for 
recruiting and retain-
ing students through 
public outreach ef-
forts and staying connected to students. 
He assists in teaching natural resources 
management. Veazey represented our 

school at the national FFA Convention 
in Indianapolis Oct. 22–25. Dr. Veazey 
informed potential students about the 
benefits of a UAF education, particularly 
at SNRAS/AFES. Research professional 
and state FFA director Jeff Werner at-

tended also.

The Palmer Research 
and Extension Center 
welcomes Jodie 
Anderson, a research 
instructor and director 

of the Alaska Community Horticulture 
Program. A UAF doctoral student, 
Anderson earned her master’s of science 
degree from Brown University in 1994. 
Her research is focused on community 
horticulture, Alaska potato varieties, fish 
composting, and soils. She teaches biol-
ogy and natural resource management and 
is involved in curriculum development at 
the Bristol Bay and Northwest campuses.

Congratulations to the following pro-
fessors for being promoted: Peter Fix, 
associate professor of Outdoor Recreation 
Management, Mingchu Zhang, as-
sociate professor of Agronomy/Soil 
Sciences, and Elena Sparrow, professor 
of Resources Management.  

Professor Milan Shipka has been appoint-
ed associate director of the Agricultural 
and Forestry Experiment Station. 
Assistant Professor Mike Sfraga has been 
appointed Associate Dean of the School 
of Natural Resources and Agricultural 
Sciences. Associate Dean Sfraga’s primary 
responsibility is program development. 
Associate Dean Stephen Sparrow is re-
sponsible for academic programs.

Professor of Silviculture John Yarie and 
Assistant Professor of Forest Management 
Jingjing Liang attended the Society of 
American Foresters 2008 annual conven-
tion Nov. 5–9 in Reno, Nevada. The theme 
of the conference was “forestry in a climate 
of change.” Dr. Liang presented a seminar 
on “Cooperative Alaska Forest Inventory: A 
Key to Study Northern Forests of Alaska.”


