
There are many ways to gather information about remote Alaska, from satellites and drones to helicoptering in for field measure-
ments. But Todd Brinkman also includes another approach: talking to the people who live there. 
“I think working closely with communities results in stronger science,” said Brinkman, a UAF Assistant Professor of Wildlife Ecology 
and a member of the Alaska NSF EPSCoR Northern Test Case. “They bring a very unique perspective to the conversation. They also 
are spending a lot of time out in the environment, interacting with the wildlife, and seeing some of these changes that we’re not going 
to see from our offices here at the university.”
Brinkman’s interest in involving local residents in framing and interpreting 
research makes sense considering his scientific focus, which is interactions 
between humans and wildlife. Brinkman estimates he is currently working on 
seven to ten different projects, most of which touch on the intersection be-
tween ecology and social science. “In the field of wildlife management, we’ve 
largely ignored the human dimension, we’ve tried to look at these systems 
while isolating humans from them,” he said. “But I think that’s inappropriate 
because humans are influencing every natural system I can think of right 
now.”
Brinkman applied his research approach to the North Slope village of Nuiq-
sut - the main focus of the Northern Test Case - when he supplied local 
subsistence hunters and fishers with camera-equipped GPS devices and 
asked them to photograph environmental and social changes. The result was 
a database of more than 200 geotagged pictures and accompanying data 
documenting river erosion, wildlife locations, landscape change from oil 
development, and even cultural events. 
“It helped us understand what the community’s thinking about,” Brinkman 
noted. “It helped us better identify scientific research that we could conduct 
that would be of value to that area.” 
The hunters’ input led Brinkman and UAF Biology graduate student Taylor 
Stinchcomb to launch a project to track the noise generated by aircraft around Nuiqsut hunting areas, and to study how it might 
affect patterns of subsistence animals and hunters. Brinkman and Stinchcomb set up a series of field microphones for a pilot season 
in 2015 and a full season in 2016, which led to a number of significant findings about aircraft noise. Among other results, they found 
a close association between human development and aircraft activity, and determined that the amount of aircraft activity within 30 
kilometers of Nuiqsut was comparable to that around airports serving cities 900 times the size of the tiny subsistence village. Stinch-
comb and Brinkman plan to travel to Nuiqsut in January to host a community meeting about the research and also to disseminate 

results via a newsletter. 
“This has been a problem for 30 years,” Brinkman said, “and there’s really 
been no effective way to address it, so we’re just trying to get some baseline 
information on where and when this aircraft traffic is occurring, to maybe 
advance the discussion a little bit.”
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