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Industry &
nature

are often
viewed as being as at odds with each other; you cannot have one without sacriﬁcing the
integrity of the other. Yet in South Carolina, along the Savannah River lies a place that is
both a major industrial facility and a biologically diverse and productive natural reserve.
Spanning more than 300 square miles, the Department of Energy’s Savannah River Site
(SRS) has played a key role in the nation’s defense mission by housing nuclear reactors and
waste processing facilities, as well as research laboratories. A unique coupling of technology
and natural and semi-natural ecosystems sit side by side on what is also the nation’s ﬁrst
National Environmental Research Park (NERP).
Designated by the federal government as a NERP in 1972, the SRS serves as an outdoor
laboratory for environmental research on energy technologies and the effects of human
activities on the natural environment. With thousands of forested acres managed by the
U.S. Forest Service, hundreds of freshwater wetlands and a rich bounty of native wildlife and
vegetation, the site is a valuable venue for basic and applied research, education and public
outreach.
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Dennis Ryan, technical advisor for the Department of Energy’s Natural Resource program
at SRS, notes that as a NERP the site provides a “unique opportunity that lends itself to
long-term studies.”
“The industrial and cleanup projects underway here provide opportunities for researchers
to study the impacts of our operations,” he says, adding that it is primarily a user facility that
serves scientists and scientists in training.
In the 37 years since the park was ﬁrst named, the SRS has come to demonstrate the
compatibility of nature, human technology and environmental research. Yet, in spite of the
designation in the 1970s, the NERP concept does not currently carry the force of law, nor
does it guarantee the long-term protection of this ecologically valuable land. Consequently,
legislation was introduced in 2009 to permanently secure and designate this land area in
perpetuity. H.R. 2729, drafted to authorize the designation of National Environmental
Research Parks by the Secretary of Energy, and for other purposes, was introduced by
Representative Ben Ray Luján of New Mexico.
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“Stability of these areas is
necessary if research on
the interactions between
industrial development
and nature is going to
proceed.

”

Dr. Kenneth McLeod, co-director of the University of Georgia’s
Savannah River Ecology Laboratory (SREL), which conducts
ecological research on the SRS, views the establishment of
permanent NERPs to be a logical next step in the process—and an
important one. “It allows for longer stability,” he notes, adding that
stability of these areas is necessary if research on the interactions
between industrial development and nature is going to proceed.
Dr. I. Lehr Brisbin, senior ecologist emeritus of SREL, adds “It
is only through formal federal legislative designation that we can
be assured that the ‘national treasure’ represented by these lands
and their associated programs will be designated for generations
to come.”
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NERP Deﬁned
The NERP concept was spawned in the late 1960s, as the United States began to address
the harm associated with a growing and largely unregulated pollution problem.
“As a nation, we realized the critical need for research on the effects of discharges to our
water and air because by this time it was apparent we were poisoning our nest,” says Karen
Patterson, local resident and a member of the South Carolina Governor’s Nuclear Advisory
Council.
At that time, this growing environmental awareness by the general public and
recommendations by scientists and members of Congress pointed to a need for designated
areas for research and education. Many of the ideas about an environmental research park
were formulated during a review of the environmental activities at the SRS in 1971. During
that session many participants pointed out the potential for the nuclear reactor site to
provide environmental information on crucial issues. An enthusiasm for such a concept was
articulated, and the plans for developing the research park system began to take shape.
Establishing the research park program meant ﬁnding legal authority to do so: An
endorsed report to President Nixon from the Office of Science and Technology provided
the license to proceed. The designation of the SRS that followed at that time then led to the
DOE designation of six of its other land areas as research parks.
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Other U.S. NERP
Sites
The National Environmental Research
Parks are outdoor laboratories that provide
opportunities for environmental studies on
designated lands that act as buffers around
Department of Energy (DOE) facilities.
The research parks are used to evaluate the
environmental consequences of energy use
and development as well as strategies to
mitigate these effects. They are also used to
demonstrate possible environmental and
land-use options. The research parks were
established by DOE and its predecessors, the
Atomic Energy Commission and the Energy
Research and Development Administration.
The seven parks are administered through
the regional DOE Operations Offices and
coordinated and guided by the Office of
Science.
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Text reprinted with permission from the Oak Ridge National Laboratory website.
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With the creation of NERPs, the Federal government sought
to provide land on which to study the interactions of industrial
and natural systems, thus helping to improve our understanding
of how best ro manage both, while providing a healthy business
environment. In addition to providing a place where scientists can
investigate fundamental environmental questions, the research
park program is also an arena where industry can partner with
science to demonstrate and improve technologies for remediation
and restoration of contaminated soils and groundwater.
Ecological research efforts at SRS and the other NERPs
focus on a variety of pertinent issues, including how to assess
the environmental consequences of energy and weapons
development and other human activities. Additional studies
determine how to eliminate or minimize the adverse effects
these activities may have on the environment and how best to
remediate those areas negatively affected by past activities.
The value of the research parks is obvious as humans seek to
understand how industry interacts with nature, says McLeod.
“Some people think that the concept of a NERP precludes
development and it doesn’t at all.” He notes that this is what
separates a national park from a NERP.
Dr. Brisbin adds, “The language [“environmental research
park”] implies that we want to lock it up and never touch it.” But,
he notes, that is not and never was the case.
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The Research Tradition at SRS
Nearly 60 years of research at the SRS have paid tremendous dividends in terms of
environmental knowledge. A vast database exists for the SRS, not just for the natural aspects
of the large land area, but also for the effects that human activities have had on the wildlife,
vegetation, soil, air and water resources. Extensive studies have been conducted in many
scientiﬁc disciplines from archaeology to zoology.
Over the years, a multitude of groups and individuals have participated in research at the
SRS. The majority of the effort has been expended by personnel employed by the major
contractor organizations and other federal agencies at the site, including the University of
Georgia’s Savannah River Ecology Laboratory, the USDA Forest Service, Savannah River
Nuclear Solutions (SRNS) and its predecessors, Westinghouse Savannah River Company
and E.I. duPont deNemours Company.
Environmental research has been in progress since the site was ﬁrst chosen for a production
facility, with research studies being conducted by scientists from the University of Georgia,
University of South Carolina, Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences, College of
Charleston, Clemson University, and many other colleges and universities.. One of the
important concepts of the research park is that it be a user facility. And, indeed, since the
NERP designation at the SRS, research programs have continued and expanded to include
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scientists from throughout the United States and abroad, including the former Soviet Union.
Such collaborations are yet another value of the NERP program.
Dr. J. Whitﬁeld Gibbons, professor emeritus and SREL senior ecologist, notes how much
information has been amassed by various researchers, which has turned out to be critical to
understanding the area, as well as the entire geographic region. “If you look at our knowledge
of wildlife, vegetation, aquatic systems and geology of the area, you could conclude that SRS
is one of the best characterized areas in the world.”
One of the earliest focuses of the research at SRS – and one that continues today – is
baseline studies of the land area, including annotated checklists and taxonomic keys for many
species of animals and plants, surveys of the status and distribution of certain populations,
and special purpose surveys, such as those directed at speciﬁc habitats or endangered or
threatened species. This basic research has resulted in an immense storehouse of valuable
information about both the natural and human inﬂuenced areas on the site: to date more
than 30 reports have been produced under the auspices of the SRS NERP and more than
3000 scientiﬁc papers published in the peer-reviewed literature.
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Technology Development and SRS
One of the major thrusts of the research efforts at SRS today, and one that falls neatly
within the original goals of the NERP program, is developing remediation technologies
to address the effects of the Energy Department’s activities on the environment. Speciﬁc
research programs designed to address various pollutants at SRS, including radioactive
and toxic waste, are being carried out by scientists at SREL and Savannah River National
Laboratory.
The cleanup technologies being developed at SRS illustrate how the NERPs can serve not
only a community, but the nation. The site, which is large and off limits to the general public,
provides an ideal setting where such projects can be carried out. Researchers from academia
and industry come to the SRS and work on new and better ways to develop technology
assisted by scientists and engineers who are thoroughly familiar with this environment. The
result, says Patterson, is that the site has a “well-deserved international reputation as a place
where scientists continue to break new ground in all aspects of environmental protection.”
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The Future of NERP
As the missions of some national agencies – including the
Department of Energy – change, so may the future of the land
areas they manage. For now, however, the NERP at SRS remains
intact, continuing under the stewardship of DOE. The essential
missions of the ecological research, environmental remediation
and education continue.
[More text to come]
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