
For 20 years, the Conservancy has been 
working in partnership with people like 
you to conserve the best of Alaska.

This fall, we’ll be celebrating these conservation 
successes. We’re sharing the stories of some of those 
who have contributed to the work of the Conservancy 
over the years in these pages and at nature.org/
Alaska. And in October, we invite you to join us at 
our anniversary gathering at the Bill Sheffield Alaska 
Railroad Depot in Anchorage.

Since our earliest days, we’ve committed ourselves to 
investing in a legacy as extraordinary as the Great Land 
itself. With your help, we’ll continue to roll up our 
sleeves and invest in Alaska’s conservation future.

—RANDY Hagenstein

20celebrating
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State director Randy Hagenstein with his wife, Evie Witten, who serves as 
Boreal Program director for the Conservancy’s Canada/U.S. Partnership.
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Susan Ruddy
Before The Nature Conservancy in Alaska had even a chair 

for its office, Susan Ruddy began fostering the conversation that 
brings unlikely partners to the same table. Since the beginning, the 
Alaska chapter has relied on a committed leadership drawn from 
the business and conservation community alike.

“It was really clear that 
people were so polarized 
here that there was no way 
to have a conversation. 
I felt that we needed to to 
bring people together,” says 
Susan, who served as the Alaska 
chapter’s first director and 
continues to serve as a trustee. 

Always at the center of 
that conversation, Susan says, is 
is the science that explores 
Alaska’s diverse and broad 
landscapes. Over its 20 year 
history, the Conservancy 
has brokered land deals and 
easements that ensure the protection of key habitats, but it also 
has contributed much to a landscape-scale understanding of 
Alaska’s ecoregions. With its ethos of helping Alaska to do it 
right the first time, the Conservancy helps to plan the thoughtful 
conservation of important habitats. It helps decision makers 
understand a decision’s consequences.

In reflecting on two decades of conservation, Susan recalls the 
Conservancy’s instrumental work in developing the Kenai River 
Watershed Council and its quiet role in establishing the state’s 
five land trusts. More recently, the work of the Tongass Futures 
Roundtable and the Pribilof Island Collaborative has shown how 
all sides can work together for conservation. She recalls, too, 
the hours of engaged discussion among people from across the 
political spectrum who sat down together at the behest of the 
Conservancy. In this way, the Conservancy has helped Alaska 
shape its own conservation future.

“I’m just so proud of the Conservancy’s entire legacy in 
Alaska,” she says.

conservation voices
Robert Ruffner

When school children draw water samples from the Kenai 
River these days, they’re discovering that the water is cleaner 
than it used to be. Levels of the most worrisome pollutant—
gasoline—are in sharp decline. Why? A long-term water quality 
monitoring project initiated by the Conservancy in 2000 led to 
a community-wide plan to buy-back 200 inefficient two-stroke 
boat motors—the source of what added up to thousands of 
gallons of spewed gas on summer days.

“The results are pretty dramatic. It’s a major success story 
that probably has national significance. The Conservancy 
deserves credit for getting it started,” says Robert Ruffner, 
director of the Kenai Watershed Forum. 

In addition to a seed grant that 
helped the watershed forum open 
its doors eleven years ago, the 
Conservancy shared its particular 
style of science-based conservation 
that has been so effective on the Kenai 
Peninsula.

“The Nature Conservancy in 
Alaska has been a mentor in a type of 
conservation philosophy that’s been 
really effective for us here,” Robert 
says. “We are well respected and 
people seem to really appreciate our 
apolitical stance on things, not just 

politics but also fish politics. It’s been an important aspect of 
developing credibility for the watershed forum.”
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Residents of the village of St. Paul participate in the 
Pribilof Island Collaborative.
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Al Parrish
Al Parrish had just bought his first new car and was driving it 

north on the Alaska Highway. He was 19 years old. At one point 
along his journey, he steered the blue Corvair onto the side of the 
road and killed the engine. There, he listened.

“It was May 13, 1965, and the sun was setting. It was one of 
those beautiful days. There wasn’t anybody around, and it was the 
first time in my life that I heard silence,” Al says. “In that moment 
of silence, I thought to myself, ‘this is important to me and my 
soul. I need to do something in my life that will help share this with 
people.’”

Years later, Al continues to recall that spring day with a 
vivid clarity. He’s led a successful career in Alaska’s hospitality 
industry, and now serves as chief executive of Providence Health 
and Services Alaska. In addition to chairing the Alaska chapter’s 

board of trustees, 
Al has continued his 
involvement with the 
Conservancy. He and 
his wife Ann recently 
became members of 
the Last Great Places 
Society, which honors 
those who have made 
a gift of $10,000 or 
more over the course 
of a year to support 
conservation work. 

“The Nature 
Conservancy has always looked for collaborative processes,” Al 
says. “And to me, that approach has always been the best one.”

Read more 
Conservation Voices 
at nature.org/alaska

It was May 13, 1965, and the sun was 
setting. It was one of those beautiful 
days. There wasn’t anybody around, 
and it was the first time in my life that 
I heard silence.                            —Al Parrish 
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Francisca Yanez 
Each place has a story. Where there are berries or salmon, 

caribou or beaver, there are names. These place names are 
written not on paper, but kept in a community’s understanding 
of its place. 

The Nushagak River Watershed Traditional Use Area 
Conservation Plan helps preserve the names that tell important 
stories in the Bristol Bay watershed. Francisca Yanez, a native 
Yup’ik speaker who grew up in the village of Togiak, has 
taken the time to hear these stories, listening for important 
understandings conveyed within, and translating them from 
Yup’ik to English. By serving as translator for the Nushagak 
River project, she has helped to preserve traditional ecological 
knowledge in Bristol Bay.

“I think it’s very important to preserve these place names,” 
says Francisca, who graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Yup’ik 
from the University of Alaska Fairbanks. She works for the land 
department of the Bristol Bay Native Corp.

There are very telling names: Tuunrivik, for one, is an old 
village site that someone pointed out on a map. Its meaning: “a 
place where shamans were praying.” Or Neqerpaleq: “a place 
with many fish” or “a big fish.”

In these names are the histories—both human and natural— 
of a remarkable place and time. With the traditional ecological 
knowledge recorded in this project on behalf of the Nushagak-
Mulchatna Watershed Council, Francisca’s work helps to 
safeguard traditional ecological knowledge in Bristol Bay.
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Francisca Yanez, right, translates place names as Elia Ishnook studies a 
map in the village of Koliganek.
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Join Us

2celebrating

years

Alaska Conservation: 
Beyond Our Borders

The Nature Conservancy 
Celebrates 20 Years in Alaska!

October 9, 2008
6-8 pm

Cocktails and hors d’œuvres
Bill Sheffield Alaska Railroad Depot

4980 W. Int’l Airport Road, Anchorage
Free validated parking
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