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Payne hiking with a llama in Rocky Mountain National Park after an early fall snow.

Cherry Payne ’74

R“Regardless of people’s opinion of the causes 
of climate change—it is real, and we saw it in 
the national parks. Glaciers are retreating.  
Pristine park waters are showing chemical changes that indicate 
stressors on the reproductive success and food sources of 
migrating species. Wildfires are becoming more common.”

Cherry Payne ’74 gained first-hand knowledge of the 
devastating affects climate change can have in her over 
thirty-four year career as a park ranger. The national 
parks serve as visible examples of how climate change 
can affect natural and cultural resources, according to 
National Park Service Director Jonathan Jarvis: 

“Climate change challenges the very foundation of the National Park System 
and our ability to leave America’s natural and cultural heritage unimpaired 
for future generations.”
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These climate change challenges were 
particularly evident to Payne while she 
worked in Glacier Bay National Park and 
the Everglades National Park. Glacier 
Bay National Park, located in the Alas-
kan panhandle, is home to ice fields, 
expansive river and stream systems, 
and tidewater glaciers, covering 5,130 
square miles. The Park also features val-
leys that reveal the scars of advancing and 
retreating glaciers dating back 115,000 
years. Payne served as Glacier Bay’s Park 
Superintendent from 2007 to 2010 and 
was responsible for all aspects of park 
operations. 

The National Park Service describes 
Glacier Bay as a dynamic place that they 
consider a “living laboratory, a place 
to observe how life returns in the wake 
of retreating ice. Glacier Bay celebrates 
change and natural processes.” Glacier 
Bay has also become a laboratory in 
which to most clearly observe the effects 
of global warming.

“In Alaska, climate change seems to be 
occurring exponentially faster,” said Payne. 
“The terrestrial glaciers are melting.” 

Indeed, according to the National Park 
Service, warming is more pronounced at 
higher latitudes, and Alaska’s annual  
average temperature has increased at 
more than twice the rate of the United 
States average. Additionally, 95 per-
cent of the more than 100,000 glaciers 
in Alaska are thinning, stagnating, or 
retreating. 

The Natural Resources Defense Council 
notes that rising global temperatures will 
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Alsek Glacier in Glacier Bay National Park.
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speed up the melting of glaciers, which 
has global implications. Scientists at the 
U.S. Center for Atmospheric Research 
predict that if the current rate of global 
warming continues, the Arctic could be 
ice-free by the summer of 2040 with 
polar ice caps melting at a rate of nine 
percent per decade. Rapid calving, or the 
breaking of chunks of ice at the edge of 
a glacier, contributes significantly to sea 
level rise, according to NASA. In turn, 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change forecasts sea levels rising 10 
to 23 inches by the start of the next 
century.

Though Glacier Bay follows these 
trends, Payne notes that there are a few 
exceptions:  

“While most folks associate glacial 
melting with climate change, many 
of the coastal glaciers in Glacier Bay 
continue to advance or remain static due 
to warm waters off the coast that bring 
moisture-laden clouds to the adjacent 
5-mile high mountain range.”

A Glacier Bay National Park official 
calls the coastal glaciers Payne refers to 
a “rarity.” 

Prior to her time at Glacier Bay, Payne 
was witness to one of the domino 
effects of climate change on glacier 
melt—rising sea levels—as Chief  
of Interpretation and Visitor Services  
at Everglades National Park. The Ever-
glades National Park remains  

one of the largest parks in the country, 
with 1.5 million acres of subtropical 
wilderness featuring marshes, man-
groves, and alligator holes. The Park 
itself only represents one-fifth of the 
historic Everglades, according to 
UNESCO.

“The Everglades have a complex  
hydrological system with the mixing  
of freshwater and salt, creating one of 
the most productive estuaries in the 
world,” said Payne. “With sea levels  
rising due to climate change, we were 
and are seeing intrusions of salt water 
into historically freshwater areas—
changing habitats from freshwater 
plant species and associated biota to 
salt-tolerant mangroves.”

SUSTAINABLE LIFE
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The Natural Resources Defense Council 
confirms Payne’s observations, claim-
ing that current rates of sea-level rise 
are expected to increase as a result of 
thermal expansion and melting glaciers. 
Consequences include loss of coastal 
wetlands and a greater risk of flooding. 

Leading the world in  
preservation
Rather than look for ways to reverse 
what had already been done to the 
environment, NPS Director Jonathan 
Jarvis instead encouraged National Park 
rangers to work to offset contributions to 
global warming in the future: “We’re not 
going to stop climate change tomorrow, 
but we can help slow it down, adapt, 
lead the world, and preserve these 
extraordinary places.”

Payne and her co-workers at both 
Glacier Bay and the Everglades took 
significant steps to address the effects of 
climate change on the natural park envi-
ronments. They conducted workshops to 
assess their carbon footprint from daily 
operations, converting to hybrid or elec-
tric vehicles and encouraging carpooling 
as well as biking. 

At the Everglades Park, Payne’s group 
worked with students from the  

University of Miami to develop eco-lodges for visitors that were easily removable. 
According to NPS, the park also uses solar power to light parking lots, solar-powered 
heaters to provide hot showers, and biodiesel trams for traveling. In 2000, Congress 
enacted the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan, a multibillion dollar project that 
is viewed as Florida’s preeminent adaptation strategy against climate change. According 
to the Natural Resources Defense Council, the plan should take about forty years  
to complete.  

According to NPS, Glacier Bay was the first national park to complete an inventory of its 
greenhouse gas emissions, earning the “Climate Friendly Park” designation in Alaska, 
and it is home to an award-winning recycling program—diverting 58 percent of its 
waste stream. 

“We generated all of our own electricity, and developed a plan to convert to a more fuel-
efficient generating system,” said Payne. “We also began work to investigate tying into 
a hydro-power system used by the local community 10 miles away from our campus. 
We worked with our concessioners to encourage them to use the most fuel efficient and 
cleanest sources for travel and implemented and /or required recycling programs. And of 
course, we educated the public about what we were seeing.”

Go exploring
Though she retired in 2010, Payne continues to pursue her passion for nature and 
conservation through travel and volunteering. She has completed a two-week raft trip 
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The Everglades are the only place in the world where both crocodiles and alligators  
are found.

“Fall in love with the 
natural resource!  

Enjoy what you love 
and learn about it.  

Develop your sense of 
curiosity and wonder.” 
            Cherry Payne ’74
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ask the 
expert

ask the expert
Climate change is a hot topic these days, but 
concern doesn’t always translate into action. 
What are three things a person can do today to 
help combat this complex problem?

An article in The Onion a few years ago carried the headline, “‘How Bad For 
The Environment Can Throwing Away One Plastic Bottle Be?’ 30 Million 
People Wonder.” It’s the same with climate change. Climate change is huge. 
It’s a massive global weather crisis that we can’t see or hear or taste or smell. 
But we can sense it. And despite the deniers, science—really good, legit 
science—tells us that we better take it seriously or else. And that is just 
downright upsetting. I’m just one person! What can I do? (30 million people 
wonder). Here are three things:

Eat less meat. It turns out that one of the major contributors to climate 
change is the production of meat, especially beef. A 2006 report suggested 
that meat production contributed between 15 percent and 22 percent of 
greenhouse gas emissions (bit.ly/hYhlg).  A more recent study by the World 
Watch Institute puts that figure at 51 percent (bit.ly/18GU4SZ). 
 
I know it’s hard for meat lovers to contemplate giving up cheeseburgers and 
prime rib. And I know that some, though not all, meat substitutes taste a little 
too much like, well, science. But by reducing meat consumption, eating more 
fruits, vegetables, nuts, and grains, we can reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
and slow deforestation. You might even see your cholesterol levels go down!

Park the car.  According to the EPA, one gallon of gasoline produces 
about 19 pounds of CO2 , 22 pounds for diesel (1.usa.gov/18gkaKC). If you 
reduce the number of miles you drive in a single year by 2000, you will 
prevent nearly 40,000 pounds of CO2 from going into the atmosphere. Walking 
and biking are also good ways to get in shape, reduce stress, and enjoy the 
outdoors.

Take action. Educate yourself, vote, donate, volunteer, sign petitions, 
lobby, march, sing, dance. Repeat. 

Dr. Jeanne Hamming is Associate Professor of English and advisor for the  
Greenhouse Living Learning Community (LLC) at Centenary College.

through the Grand Canyon, climbed 
Mount Rainier, and snorkeled with 
whale sharks in Mexico. In between 
her travels, Payne has managed to 
serve as a guest instructor at the NPS 
training academy, volunteer for two 
weeks at the Museum of the Park 
Ranger in Yellowstone, and become a 
Master Gardener in Sante Fe, her cur-
rent home, educating the community 
on responsible, water-wise gardening 
techniques. 

“I also serve as a member of the  
Executive Council of the Coalition of 
National Park Service Retirees,” said 
Payne. “We have about 1,000 members 
and collectively share over 30,000 
years of management experience at all 
levels of the National Park Service.  
We consider ourselves the ‘Voices of  
Experience’ on park issues and can 
speak out candidly about precedent-
setting issues such as the removal of a 
private oyster farm operating in a desig-
nated wilderness area or political efforts 
to overturn rules for off-road vehicles in 
designated beach nesting areas.”

Payne also continues to be conscious 
of the affects of global warming and 
climate change in her personal life. 
She drives a Prius, composts, re-
cycles, and tries to buy products with 
responsible packaging. Most of all, 
she advises those who are interested 
in making a difference to go exploring: 
“Fall in love with the resource! You 
might be passionate about birding,  
or geology, or botany, or history. 
Enjoy what you love and learn about it. 
Develop your sense of curiosity  
and wonder.”   �
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