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May 10, 2009 
 
 
Dear Colleagues, 

 

Welcome to òLiving on Earth,ó Alaska NSF EPSCoRõs Social-Ecological Systems 
Workshop. The purpose of the workshop is to achieve the following goals: 

 To bring together researchers from Alaska and the rest of the nation to share 
information on the current state of integrated and interdisciplinary research 
addressing social-ecological systems. 

 To afford an opportunity for attendees to experience Alaskaõs unique social-
ecological systems firsthand. 

 To engage researchers in questions of how to make social-ecological systems 
research relevant and accessible to policymakers and resource managers.  

 To foster the spread of new paradigms, opportunities and techniques in 
integrated research. 

 To facilitate the brainstorming of future projects, and to foster the inter- and 
intra-jurisdictional collaboration needed to undertake them.  
 

The workshop will offer a variety of activities, including numerous presentations and 
discussions and several noteworthy speakers. The centerpiece of the event will be the 
immersion activity, in which conference participants will be able to take an informed 
look at three sites in and around Anchorage, a perfect example for the intersection of 
human and non-human domains of ecosystems. 

We are all excited to be hosting such an array of accomplished researchers from 
across North America. We welcome your contributions and encourage you to take an 
active part in discussions over the next three days.  

 
Thank you for joining us, 
 
Peter Schweitzer 
Alaska EPSCoR Director 
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Living on Earth:  Agenda  

Sunday, May 10, 2009  

6:00 pm to 8:00 pm Registration and Reception, Millennium Hotel 

Monday, May 11,  2009  

7:00 am to 8:3 0 am Breakfast 

8:30 am to 9:00 am  

Welcome Remarks 

 
Peter Schweitzer, Alaska EPSCoR Director; Mike Driscoll, Provost, University of 

Alaska Anchorage; Uma D. Venkateswaran, NSF EPSCoR Program Officer 

9:00 am to 9:15 am Recognition of NSF Directors and Program Officers and Out of State Visitors 

9:15 am to 10:00 am 
Keynote address, Frances Westley, "Transdisciplinary Competencies for 

Research and Action in Complex Linked Social Ecological Systems" 

10:00 am to 10:30 am  Break 

10:30 am to  12:30 pm 

Foundations of SES theory including tools and modeling strategies; Terry 
Chapin (UAF), ñConcepts and Policy Strategies to Address Sustainability in a 

Changing Worldò and Lil Alessa (UAA), ñThe Forgotten Side of Resilience: How 

Next Generation Tools Show Us Why Weôre Wrong About Sustainabilityò 

12:30 pm to 1:30 pm Lunch 

1:30 pm to 3:30 pm 
Presentations of current SES research by Erica Hill, Andrew Kliskey, Amy 

Lovecraft, Chanda Meek, Jennifer Rohrs-Richey, and Sarah Strauss 

3:30 pm to 4:00 pm Break 

4:00 pm to 5:00 pm 
Informal presentations of current SES research by jurisdiction with time for 
networking and collaborating 

5:00 pm to 6:00 pm  
Preparation for Anchorage area immersion activity on Tuesday ï practical 

information,  safety reminders and group organization 

6:00 pm to 9:00 pm Dinner on your own ï round trip transportation provided to downtown area  

Tuesday, May 12, 2009  

7:00 am to 8:0 0 am Breakfast 

8:00 am to 8:45  am Orientation for immersion activity  

8:45 am to 9:00 am  Pick up lunch and board bus 

9:00 am to 3:00 pm Immersion activity in Anchorage area (brown bag lunch included)  

3:00 pm to 3:30 pm Break 

3:30 pm to 4:30 pm Immersion groups meet to prepare reports  
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4:30 pm to 6:00 pm Summary of reports from immersion activity (with do cents) 

6:00 pm to 7:30 pm Dinner at Millennium with speaker, Steve Heimel 

7:30 pm to 9:00 pm Poster session with dessert and time for networking 

Wednesday, May 13, 2009  

7:00 am to 8:3 0 am Breakfast 

8:00 am to 10:00 am 

Presentation and discussion ï implications for Alaska resource management 

and current policy; the critical need for communicating SES research to the 
public; Vice Chancellor for Research Buck Sharpton 

Denny Lassuy, North Slope Science Initiative, US Fish and Wildlife Service 
Christopher Arp, USGS Biological Resources Division 
William (Bill) Overbaugh, Bureau of Land Management 
Jeffrey Olsen, Conservation Genetics Laboratory, US Fish and Wildlife Service 

10:00 am to 10:30 am  Break 

10:30 am to 1 2:00 pm Presentation ï NSF Directors and Program Officers and time for networking  

12:00 pm to 12:30 pm  Viewing of the 2008 VT Water Dynamics Workshop dvd 

12:30 pm to 1:30 pm 
Lunch with participants of the Alaska EPSCoR All-Hands Meeting; Keynote 
speaker, Maurie Cohen, New Jersey Institute of Technology 

 

 



Page | 5  
 

 

Living on Earth:  Keynote Speakers  

 
Frances Westley is the J.W. McConnell chair of Social Innovation at the 
University of Waterloo in Ontario, Canada. She is head of òSocial 
Innovation Generation,ó a cross-sector Canada-wide initiative to build 
capacity for social innovation.  
 
Dr. Westley is a renowned scholar and consultant in the areas of social 
innovation and strategies for sustainable development. Her books include 

Getting to Maybe (Random House, 2006), which focuses on the dynamics of social 
innovation and institutional entrepreneurship in complex adaptive systems, and Experiments 
in Consilience (Island Press, 2004), which focuses on the dynamics of inter-organizational 
and interdisciplinary collaboration in the management of ecological and conservation 
problems. 
 
Before joining the University of Waterloo, Westley was director of the Nelson Institute for 
Environmental Studies (2005-2007) at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Other positions 
she has previously held include the James McGill Professor of Strategy at McGill 
Universityõs Faculty of Management, director of the McGill-Dupont Initiative on Social 
Innovation, and director of the McGill-McConnell Masters program for National Voluntary 
Sector Leaders. 
 
 
 
 

 

Steve Heimel is one of the most recognizable voices in Alaska. He has 
been a radio broadcaster for more than 40 years, more than 20 of them with 
the Alaska Public Radio Network. He currently hosts several statewide 
radio shows, including the Alaska Morning News and Talk of Alaska, which 
was one of the first regional call-in shows on public radio.  
 
Heimel has won dozens of awards from the National Press Club, Alaska 
Broadcaster's Association, and the Regional Society of Professional 
Journalists. He has received the Edward R. Murrow Brotherhood Award 

and was part of the team that won a special citation from the CPB for coverage of the 
Exxon Valdez oil spill. He has covered science and environmental issues for many years, and 
has been a member of the American Association for the Advancement of Science since 
1979.  
 
Also significantly, Heimel is a longtime Anchorage resident and observer and will speak to 
attendees about the city and its peculiarities, serving as an appropriate bookend for the dayõs 
immersion activities. 
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Living on Eart h: Keynote Speakers  

 

Maurie Cohen is Associate Professor of Environmental Policy and 
Sustainability in the Department of Chemistry and Environmental 
Science at the New Jersey Institute of Technology, a member of the 
NJIT Graduate Program in Environmental Policy Studies, and an 
Associate Faculty Member in the Division of Global Affairs at Rutgers 
University. His current work is at the intersection of environmental 
social science and sustainability science and focuses on systems 
innovation with respect to transportation and mobility. Dr. Cohen is the 

editor of Sustainability: Science, Practice, and Policy, an open-access e-journal supported by the 
National Biological Information Infrastructure (a part of the United States Geological 
Survey) devoted to the wide dissemination of academic research and professional insights on 
sustainability. 
 
Dr. Cohen has held prior academic positions at the University of Leeds (UK), Binghamton 
University (State University of New York), Mansfield College of Oxford University (UK), 
and Indiana University. His books include Exploring Sustainable Consumption: Environmental 
Policy and the Social Sciences (with Joseph Murphy), Risk in the Modern Age: Social Theory, Science, 
and Environmental Decision Making, and The Exxon Valdez Disaster: Readings on a Social Problem 
(with J. Steven Picou and Duane Gill). Dr. Cohen holds a masterõs degree in urban and 
regional planning from Columbia University and a PhD in regional science from the 
University of Pennsylvania. 
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Living on Earth:  Presentation Abstracts  

Implications of the Distribution of Prehistoric Walrus Remains on the 

Bering Sea Coast 
 
Erica Hill 

University of Alaska Southeast 

 
The Pacific walrus has long played a central role in Eskimo societies of the Bering Seañas 
food and as a source of hide, tusk, and bone. I examine the role of the walrus in Eskimo 
subsistence prior to European contact with reference to key sites in Chukotka, St. Lawrence 
Island, and along the coast of Alaska.  
 
I suggest, on the basis of settlement patterns and the distribution of walrus remains, that 
walrus migration patterns have significant time depth. This finding has implications for our 
understanding of sea mammal adaptations to changing climate regimes, nutrient distribution, 
and the variability of water mass productivity. 
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Living on Earth:  Presentation  Abstracts  

 

A Social-Ecological Hotspots Mapping Approach for Identifying Coupled 

Social-Ecological Space 
 

Andrew (Anaru) Kliskey  

Lilian (Naia) Alessa 

Resilience and Adaptive Management Group, University of Alaska Anchorage 

 
This paper discusses the concept of coupled social-ecological systems (SES), in which 
human and biophysical systems are closely linked, to examine and explain variations in 
landscape values perceived by people in their region. We describe an approach which allows 
the mapping of SES by linking social survey techniques with geographic information systems 
(GIS) to provide spatial representations of social and ecological system convergence.  
 
Using survey data that measured landscape values from multiple communities on the Kenai 
Peninsula, Alaska, we identify geographical areas referred to as social-ecological "hotspots" 
in which human-perceived and physically measured ecological values overlap. Community 
landscape values, collected as point data, were used to generate point density maps to 
produce hotspot surfaces for each value. These value surfaces were spatially correlated with 
other communities' value surfaces and with ecological surfaces to demonstrate social-
ecological mapping. The exploratory spatial analysis presented in this paper is a first step in 
identifying and describing the presence of SES in a regional context. We conclude by 
discussing the implications of coupled social-ecological systems for system resilience and 
vulnerability. 

 



Page | 9  
 

 

Living on Earth:  Presentation Abstracts  

The Method Behind the Madness: A Framework for Social-Ecological 

 
Amy Lauren Lovecraft 

Political Science Department, University of Alaska Fairbanks 

 
This talk addresses the imperative and methodology of using a transdisciplinary social 
ecological systems approach to explore the policy spaces among natural, built, and social 
environments. The focus is on power dynamics, often discussed as politics or governance, 
which affect the social to ecological behaviors of humans as well as the ecological drivers 
that force social choices. A general methodological framework, rooted in problem definition 
studies will be introduced and then illustrated using several different policy arenas: High 
latitude wildland fire, freshwater management, sea ice changes due to climate shifts, and 
polar bear survivability. 
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Living on Earth:  Presentation Abstracts  

Institutional Performance in Social-Ecological Systems  
 
Chanda L. Meek 

Ph.D. Candidate, University of Alaska Fairbanks Dept. of Resources Management  

 
Effective institutions are able to channel information about social-ecological systems into 
actions that affect the system. This talk reports on a comparative study of two federal 
agencies responsible for marine mammals management in Alaska. Organizational histories, 
cultures and structures affect the adoption of policy tools. The fit of these tools to social 
patterns in subsistence communities is examined through case studies of bowhead whale and 
polar bear harvest assessment in two communities in Alaska. 
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Living on Earth:  Presentation Abstracts  

Fine-Scale Resiliency in a Social-Ecological System: Evidence from the Alnus 

spp.- Cytospora sp. Pathosystem 
 

Jennifer K. Rohrs-Richey 

Roger W. Ruess 

Institute of Arctic Biology, Dept. of Biology and Wildlife, University of Alaska Fairbanks  

Barbara A. Roy 

Center for Ecology and Evolution, University of Oregon 

 
Since their arrival in the Holocene, alders (Alnus spp.) have been increasing terrestrial and 
aquatic productivity in Alaska through symbiotic nitrogen fixation, and these species are 
currently a cornerstone of ecosystem supporting and regulating services. The recent 
outbreak of alder canker disease throughout the state of Alaska illustrates how plant-microbe 
interactions can quickly introduce directional changes to the ecosystem. The canker disease 
(associated with fungal pathogen Valsa melanodiscus anamorph = Cytospora umbrina) kills active 
xylem and phloem, causes long, girdling cankers on stems, and has been frequently 
associated with stem dieback and mortality in the thin leaf alder (Alnus incana ssp. tenuifolia) 
and green alder (Alnus viridis ssp. fruiticosa).  
 
Alders are a large component of Alaskaõs vegetation, and this rapid disease progression and 
disease-related mortality has the potential to alter nitrogen input, successional dynamics, 
community structure, microbial processes, water runoff and stream discharge. The 
vulnerability of alders to this disease is directly affected by current social and climate changes 
in Alaska. Population increase and industrial development can facilitate pathogen spread and 
entry into hosts, while temperature-induced drought stress may increase host susceptibility 
and disease severity. We are identifying specific physiological mechanisms of tolerance that 
may allow alders to be resilient to this disease. Our research suggests that resiliency in green 
alders translates to fine-tuned adjustments in physiology, such as stomatal regulation of 
water loss or the up-regulation of photosynthesis. This fine-scale resiliency is ultimately 
manifested in larger scale processes and may determine if a diseased alder has the 
physiological capacity for re-growth, reproduction, and survival.  
 
Further investigation of the social and biological components of the disease cycle is essential 
to understanding the resilience and vulnerability of this social-ecological system to disease. 
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Living on Earth:  Presentation  Abstracts  

The Social Life of Water: A Study of Leukerbad, Switzerland 
 
Sarah Strauss 

University of Wyoming 

 
Leukerbad, Switzerland, offers a unique environment in which to study the òsocial life of 
wateró in a place where water resources are the primary economic focus of the community. 
This project, carried out with NSF support beginning in 2000, demonstrates the range of 
interpretations and understandings of waterñas a marketable commodity, a necessary 
subsistence resource, a health-promoting tool, and an aspect of the natural environmentñ
that exist in an Alpine village. The diversity of water resources and the òsocial life of wateró 
were studied from both geochemical and anthropological points of view.  
 
A key issue to emerge from the study of water resources in Leukerbad was the need to 
understand the potential impacts of climate change on local water resources, which in turn 
led to the funding of a second NSF grant in 2005 for learning about climate modeling 
methodology, in order to be able to help òtranslateó between the needs of local communities 
like Leukerbad and the information generated by climate modelers operating at a rather 
different temporal and spatial scale. 
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Living on Earth: Post -Conference Survey  

 
Please take a few minutes to fill out this form. Hand or send to Pips Veazey, Alaska 
EPSCoR UAF, PO Box 757010, Fairbanks AK 99775-7010. Thank you! 
 
Please rate the following conference events (1=not useful, 5=very useful). 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Welcome remarks      

Keynote speaker, Frances Westley      

Foundations of SES theory      

SES research highlights       

Immersion activity ð orientation      

Immersion activity      

Immersion activity ð group reports      

Speaker, Steve Heimel      

Poster session      

Implications for Alaska resource management and current policy      

Presentations by NSF Directors and Program Officers      

Keynote speaker, Maurie Cohen      

 
 
What did Living on Earth do well? Please give as specific examples as possible. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
In which ways could Living on Earth have been improved? Please give as specific examples 
as possible. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Living on Earth: Immersion Introduction  

 
Anchorage is more than just the site of the Living on Earth conference. Itõs a bustling, modern city 
perched on the edge of the wilderness, teeming with examples of the sort of social-ecological systems 
we have all come here to discuss.  
 
So it only makes sense that we focus some of our collective attention on this wonderful natural 
laboratory which surrounds us. Our immersion activity on Tuesday will allow workshop attendees to 
visit three disparate sites within the Anchorage Bowl. Ship Creek is a busy urban waterway. 
Westchester Lagoon is a popular lake important for both recreation and wildlife habitat. And the 
Eagle River Nature Center is a nature preserve seated at the cityõs suburban margin. Please refer to 
the materials provided to you in this packet for more information about the sites. 
 
This will be more than just a field trip: participants in the activity will be split into three groups and 
given questions to help focus their attention on SES concerns. Each group will be asked to give 
reports afterwards on their observations. 
 
There is a specific list of questions on the next page of this packet. But in a broader sense, the first 
one you may want to answer is also the broadest:  òWhat is the primary purpose of this SES?ó 
 
The most likely answer would be òwell, there are several,ó in which case you can begin to articulate 
these purposes. Is recreation a primary purpose? Habitat for a certain species? Revenue generation? 
All of the above? Depending on your answers you can then ask the following question: òWhat 
information do I need to understand how these different purposes interact?ó 
 
This is the intricate part. Your group will have to determine which data you would collect and how 
different data sets would inform each other. This is the crux of SES science: visualizing the 
integration before collecting the data. When you have an idea of which data and information you 
would collect you can then ask the following question: òHow will these data be used and what 
methods/platforms/tools/approaches are best used in order to integrate them? What will the 
products/outputs look like?ó 
 
This last question addresses a key issue in the practice of science: how to make our results useful to a 
wide range of people and how to communicate their value to the public.  
 
At each of your sites a Site Host will be available to help you work through your assignment and to 
offer feedback. Guides on all of our buses will also relate information about the sites and about 
Anchorage in general.  
 
The immersion activity will be a busy few hours and we strongly suggest that you use your time 
wisely. Some suggestions are to: 
 
1. Talk on the bus. 
2. Make lunch a òworking lunch.ó 
3. Assign a note-taker, a photographer, and a group leader. 
   
Also please remember your safety briefing and listen to instructions from the site hosts and your 
guides. Above all, have fun and keep an open mind as we explore our cityõs unique landscapes. 
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Living on Earth:  Immersion Questions  

Use these questions as a guide in studying our immersion sites and preparing your 

presentation. 

 
Å What are the major ecosystems of this landscape? 
 marine? lacustrine? terrestrial? alpine? arctic? boreal? 
 
Å What processes have created/are creating this landscape? 
 glacial? tectonic? erosional? hydrologic? geological? anthropogenic? 
 
Å What role(s) does weather or climate play in the structure of this landscape? 
 sea/water levels? erosion? wind? wave action? temperature? humidity? 
 
Å What social/economic roles are evident on this landscape? 
 recreation? habitation? commercial? ôwildernessõ? extractive? 
 
Å What is the social/economic composition of people using this landscape? 
 gender? class? ethnicity? age? profession? student? educational or income level?  
 
Å What effects have humans had on this landscape? 
 alteration of ground surface? alteration of plant or animal communities? 

architectural/construction effects? effects of roads/highways/trails? effects of 
mining? 

 
Å How are humans and plant/animal communities interacting on this landscape now? 
 role of invasive plants/animals (including pets)? negative/positive effects of human 

activities? effects of humans on animal movements/migration patterns/diversity? 
effects of humans on plant communities/botanical diversity? 

  
Å What is the future of this landscape? 
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Living on Earth:  Immersion Sc hedule  

 

 

 
GROUP 1  

   
  GROUP 1 GROUP 2 GROUP 3 

9:00 depart Millennium 
  

9:00 depart Millennium 

9:15 arrive at Westchester Lagoon 
 

9:15       

10:15 depart Westchester Lagoon 
 

9:30       

10:30 arrive at Lower Ship Creek 
 

9:45       

11:30  lunch at Ship Creek 
  

10:00       

12:15 depart Ship Creek 
  

10:15       

1:00 arrive at Eagle River Nature Center 10:30       

2:00 depart Eagle River Nature Center 10:45       

2:45 arrive at the Millennium 
 

11:00       

     
11:15       

     
11:30       

 
GROUP 2 

   
11:45       

9:00 depart Millennium 
  

12:00       

9:15 arrive at Lower Ship Creek 
 

12:15       

10:15  depart Ship Creek 
  

12:30       

11:00  arrive at Eagle River Nature Center 12:45       

12:00  lunch at Eagle River Nature Center 1:00       

12:45  depart Eagle River Nature Center 1:15       

1:30 arrive at Westchester Lagoon 
 

1:30       

2:30 depart Westchester Lagoon 
 

1:45       

2:45 arrive at the Millennium 
 

2:00       

     
2:15       

     
2:30       

 
GROUP 3 

   
2:45 return to Millennium 

9:00 depart Millennium 
      9:45 arrive at Eagle River Nature Center 

    10:45 depart Eagle River Nature Center 
 

  Westchester Lagoon 

11:30 arrive at Westchester Lagoon  
    12:30 lunch at Westchester Lagoon 

  
  Lower Ship Creek 

1:15 depart Westchester Lagoon 
     1:30 arrive at Lower Ship Creek 
  

  Eagle River Nature Center 

2:30 depart Lower Ship Creek 
     2:45 arrive at the Millennium 
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Living on Earth:  Immersion Site 1 

      
Eagle River Valley, Chugach Mountains 
 

Length: 273 miles (including forks and tributaries) 
Watershed: 263 square miles 

 
Introduction  
The mountains which lay before you 
frame a glacial valley through which runs 
the Eagle River. The Chugach mountains 
were first formed approximately 130 
million years ago through the action of the 
Pacific tectonic plate, far to the south. 
Over time, they moved northward and we 
see them in their current point in their 
journey. It is generally believed that much 
of landscape in Alaska, such as the 
landmass of the Chugach mountains, is the result of the massive accretion of terranes over millions of 
years. These masses òpiled upó against the North American continent and became òpartó of the 
mainland. It is estimated that the Chugach terrane reached Alaska some 65 million years ago. The 
continued action of the Pacific plate pushes them against the North American continent and thereõs 
no place to go but up. 
 
There were approximately four major glaciations which occurred during the Pleistocene epoch, 
ranging from as recently as 10,000 years ago to as far back as 1.6 million years ago. Global warming 
which occurred just under 10, 000 years ago resulted in the massive retreat of the majority of glaciers. 
Today, approximately 10% of the Chugach Mountains are glaciated and of course these recede each 
year. 
 
A major force which also formed and shaped these beautiful mountains is water - it has given rise to 
the remarkable topographic diversity you see at this site, as well as the Eagle River. There are 
substantial hydrodynamics associated with water, ranging from the way nutrients are transported to 
how difficult it is to develop into roads and buildings to how attractive it is to build energy-capturing 
structures like dams.  
 
Another engineer of this siteõs landscape: Earthquakes. Due to the underlying geologies of the 
Chugach some earthquakes can cause subsidence, a classic example being the Good Friday 
earthquake of 1964 which is estimated to have caused the mountains to subside by an average of 2 
feet! Keep your eyes out for some evidence of this immense force as you stand looking up the Valley. 
 
The evidence of the glaciersõ presence is everywhere here. As you look up and down the Valley you 
will come to appreciate the scale of these òrivers of iceó which flowed well beyond your line of sight 
up and over the farthest end of the Valley and out, well out to ocean. On the drive out, appreciate 
the hanging valley (Hiland Valley). Imagine the enormous waterfall which cascaded off the iceõs face 
into the forming Eagle River below. At the base of the hanging valley you will see a small, well 
hidden canyon formed by torrential meltwater as the hanging glacier disappeared many thousands of 
years ago. 
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Living on Earth:  Immersion Site 1 
 
Human History  
Humans likely inhabited these lands as far back as 15,000 years ago but it was only approximately 
1000 years ago that an Athabaskan group called the Denaiõnas migrated into this area and it appears 
they were concentrated on the other side of the mountains, near what is now Turnagain Arm. They 
displaced various Eskimo peoples who traveled here to hunt and fish in summer and, by the time of 
Captain James Cookõs 1778 visit, the Eskimo had largely disappeared. Since salmon are abundant in 
these waters, numerous fish camps dotted the valley. More recently, the Eagle River Valley was the 
original route of the famous Iditarod Trek. The original trail that the mushers used to access the 
interior is the very ground on which you will be walking. The Historic Iditarod Trail went right out 
the Eagle River valley after emerging from the rugged Chugach Mountains via Crow Pass.  
 

òGiven its centrality to Alaskan life, mushing emerged early on as both a popular sport and a vital necessity. 
In the winter of 1925, an epidemic of diphtheria ravaged Nome, which lacked the medicine to combat it. The 
nearest supply of antitoxin serum was in Anchorageñnearly 700 frozen miles away. In what has become 
known as the "Great Race of Mercy," 20 mushers and some 150 dogs teamed up to deliver the drugs in 
under six days, quelling an epidemic that threatened to decimate the town. Balto, the lead dog on the final 
stretch of the relay, earned national acclaim.ó Time Magazine 
 

Flora and Fauna  
The natural inhabitants of the Eagle River site are 
diverse and each has their own wonderful story. In 
general you will see muskeg, riparian habitats, mixed 
boreal forests, subalpine areas, alpine tundra. The 
areas marshy lowlands form a distinct habitat home to 
animals such as beaver who have important 
relationships, both love and hate, with salmon who 
swim upstream each year and spawn in highly 
specialized substrata of pebbles, mud and silt. Other 
inhabitants include numerous birds, many of whom 
travel around the world and summer in Alaska, voles, 
mink, muskrats, shrews and the occasional very soggy 
hiker. Alders and scraggly black spruce are abundant 
and so are mosquitoes.  
 
The riparian habitats are often continuous with the 
muskeg inhabitants; look for beavers, river otters, 
plovers, waterthrushes, Canada geese, all kinds of 
ducks and, of course, ravens and eagles. There are also 
moose in almost every habitat in the Chugach, except 
for the higher, rockier areas, where sheep prevail. The forest you will be walking through is primarily 
a mixed one, though there are cottonwood stands interspersed reflecting the wetter parts of the soil. 
The principal trees are some spruce (mostly black), paper birch, quaking aspen, poplar and willow. As 
you look up to the higher elevations, the birch disappear and are replaced by thickets of alder and 
meadows. The forest understory is replete with flowering plants such as Labrador tea, geranium, and 
various berries, like highbush cranberries. There are also the less appealing species such as Devilõs 
Club and cow parsnip, a plant in the celery family, but not so good in egg salad. These forests 
support many animals, some big, some small: moose, bear (brown and black), porcupine, fox, wolf, 
marten, lynx, and so on. 
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Living on Earth: Immersion Site 1 

 
 

The Social -Ecological System  
The Eagle River site is considered a wilderness 
site even though youõll start out at a storied 
trailhead. Beyond the road lies only a few miles 
of undeveloped trail and wilderness all the way 
across and over to the Pacific ocean on the 
other side. There is no development at the 
head of this Valley and it remains one of the 
few relatively pristine areas on Earth. So how is 
it a social ecological system? It has a fairly 
robust ecology and it represents a ôbefore 
impactõ glimpse, despite the small pockets of 
human activity in the past. So what features of 
this SES are important and why? How 
should/could or will it be managed in order to 
protect them? What are the risks to this SES 
and what are impacts if those risks are realized? 
These are some of the questions weõll explore 
as we guide you through your Immersion 
Experience.  
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