
Project Summary 

Visualizing Human Activity in the McMurdo Dry Valleys Over Time: Creating a Digital Photo Archive 

(A collaboration with Adrian Howkins, Department of History, Colorado State University) 

The McMurdo Dry Valleys offer a natural laboratory to evaluate the impact of past human activity on a 
cold desert environment.  Beginning with the discovery of a “curious valley” in 1903 by Captain Scott, 
the region experienced only two brief visits prior to 1950.  Since the 1950s human visits are common in 
summer when scientific activity becomes most intense.  Before the impact and legacies of human 
activities on the Dry Valleys environment can be fully understood, however, it is necessary to document 
past activities.  A unique advantage of the McMurdo Dry Valleys is the existence of a relatively well-
documented (if widely dispersed) history of human visitations with a generally well-defined manifest of 
proposed activities.  However, the spatial extent of localized activities and their tangible impact (e.g. 
distribution of machinery with leaking oil, garbage dumps, waste water dumps) are not well 
documented.  
 

This project proposes the creation of a digital photo archive to document the history of human activity 
throughout the McMurdo Dry Valleys.  These photographs will show the day to day living conditions of 
the camps, their construction, and the scientific and engineering activities supported by the camps.  
Importantly, the photographs will document the cumulative nature of human activities across the 
landscape.  Historic photographs will be collected through international archival research and personal 
communications, mostly, although not exclusively, in the United States and New Zealand.   The archive 
will be arranged both chronologically and geographically using ArcGIS software, and will be made 
available on the world-wide-web for use by scientists, historians, and environmental managers.  This 
digital archive will be used as a common point of departure for interdisciplinary research into the nature 
of human impact on the environment and to aid future efforts in preserving this pristine environment 
 
Intellectual Merit.  This work provides the foundation to evaluate the environmental legacy of past 
human activity in order to evaluate the impact of current and future activities.  This is an important 
requirement for efficiently managing this landscape for science and environmental conservation.  
Moreover, this work will fundamentally contribute to quantifying the fragility of the landscape to human 
activities and perhaps provide insight into the different legacies imposed by various human activities.  
The project will, (a) provide a working example of the utility of integrating social science scholarship into 
the scientific work of the Dry Valleys; (b) integrate visual and textual documentation for understanding 
impact over time and; (c) provide opportunities for comparative studies with different parts of 
Antarctica (e.g. McMurdo Station).   
 
Broader Impacts. The creation of a digital photo archive will provide an ideal platform for a 
comprehensive education and outreach plan to broaden the impacts of this research.  Photographs offer 
an accessible point of departure for discussions of human impact on Antarctica’s environment and 
support the national and international objective of making work in Antarctica transparent to the global 
community.  The project will increase international collaborations, especially with Antarctica New 
Zealand, and will provide useful information for the international management of the McMurdo Dry 
Valleys ASMA.  We would like to hold a workshop at the end of our study to bring together scientists and 
environmental managers to initiate a discussion of how our work might be best used to quantify the 
legacy of human impact on the landscape.  Our project will hire 2 graduate students who will be trained 
in historic/environmental research work.  


