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COVID-19 Actions and Responses by IARPC Agency 

May 6, 2020 

This document summarizes actions and responses to the COVID-19 pandemic as of May 6, 
2020. For more up-to-date information, please refer to individual agency websites and check 

with program managers. 

 

US Geological Survey 

Since March 14, the USGS Alaska Science Center (ASC) has been limiting field work and travel to 
conduct only mission critical functions under the following guidelines: 

• The purpose of the travel is to perform essential duties related to the protection of life and 
property. 
• The travel is required by statute or contract. 
• The travel is for systems or equipment inspections if those systems or equipment are 
integral to security, safety, or proper functioning of the mission. 
 
In compliance with the State of Alaska DHSS orders issued on March 27 limiting intrastate travel, the 
USGS ASC filed a plan to proceed with water resource monitoring and stream gage maintenance on 
sites accessible out of Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau, beginning on April 6 and continuing through 
May 30. Activities to be conducted are all deemed critical to support flood and water resources 
monitoring and cannot be delayed without loss of information needed by various entities to protect 
infrastructure and communities. At this time, all sites are located on the road system and do not 
require travel to rural communities.  
 
USGS is also working with partners to identify appropriate adjustments in work priorities and cost-
sharing arrangements.  
 
Currently, USGS in Alaska is undertaking hydrology-related work (stream gauge maintenance) to 
prepare for the spring break up (flood season). Our trips are almost entirely on the road system.  Most 
trips require two technicians for safety reasons, so we are using multiple vehicles to maintain physical 
distance between employees.  We are evaluating if/how to conduct more remote work (requiring 
boats/small aircraft/helicopters) which would typically occur May through August -- to maintain the 
volcano monitoring system and sustain important projects related to Earth MRI and North Slope 
work.    
 
The Alaska Science Center has cancelled most wildlife/biology-related field work through May, and we 
are cautiously monitoring the situation with regard to work intended to occur in June and later.  NPS 
cancelled much of our cooperative field work in early April – with cancellations through the summer.  

• Polar Bear fieldwork suspended – less than half samples collected  
• Annual Denali Caribou census with NPS – March/April – cancelled 
• Landbird/chickadee sampling in Anchorage area – March/April – cancelled 
• Arctic Coastal Plain – stream fish habitats – March/April – cancelled 
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• Arctic Coastal Plain – nearshore fish @Kaktovik – June – cancelled 
• Avian influenza study on persistence in environment – Izembek NWR – April – cancelled 
• Kenai Fjords intertidal/sea otter field work NPS/EVOS – April/May – cancelled 
• Denali songbirds project with NPS – June/July 

Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 
 

BOEM is closely tracking the status of ongoing and upcoming research conducted by our scientific 
partners in marine and coastal waters in Alaska. Field seasons in April/ May have broadly been 
impacted, other work efforts have been able to continue.  BOEM is cognizant that rural Alaskan 
communities do not want visiting scientists entering at this time due to COVID-19 concerns. 

 
 

National Park Service 
 
• All NPS field work in Arctic parks has been cancelled through the end of April. At the end of April, 

NPS will reevaluate. 
• NPS cancelled our participation in an April muskox surveys N of Kotzebue, and a moose survey on 

the upper Noatak. A snow containment study on the N. Seward Peninsula was delayed for a year. 
• Currently, no NPS staff is going into the field unless it is related to human life and safety. 
• Past the end of April, park administrative offices in the Arctic are evaluating upcoming field work 

in the parks. Future decisions in regarding to the field season will be based on guidance from the 
White House, CDC, and local public health authorities. The Department of the Interior and the 
National Park Service are working to gradually increase access to national parks in a safe manner. 
The NPS will continue to work with state and local officials as these changes are implemented.  

• The health and safety of our visitors, employees, volunteers, and partners continues to be 
paramount. In our parks, our operational approach will be to examine each facility function and 
service provided to ensure those operations comply with current public health guidance. 
Decisions on a phased resumption of operations will be made on a park-by-park basis and 
regularly monitored. 
 

Marine Mammal Commission 
 

The Marine Mammal Commission continues its work to protect and conserve marine mammals 
and their ecosystems. Our thoughts are with all of those who have been impacted by the virus and 
we look forward to a time beyond the present difficulties. Currently, the Commission is following 
the direct and indirect impacts of COVID-19 disruptions on marine mammal research even as we 
continue our work on our priority topics. Many scientists and policy-makers are asking questions 
about how changes in human activity, such as shipping and fishing effort, as a result of the 
response to the COVID-19 virus may affect marine mammals and their ecosystems. Reductions in 
surveys and monitoring of critical populations and marine mammal stranding response are two 
areas of particular concern to the Commission. In the meantime, the Marine Mammal Commission 
remains open and all employees are teleworking. 
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Department of Energy 
 

Updates from Atmospheric Radiation Measurement Facility  
• Overall impacts on ARM sites 

- No users/visitors allowed at ARM sites – only ARM site operations staff on site 
- All field campaigns (other than mobile facility deployments) on hold until further notice 
- Travel of ARM instrument mentors to sites on hold; instrument repairs delayed 
- All sites implementing social distancing, increased cleaning/sanitation procedures, and 

limiting number of staff on site at the same time 
• MOSAIC 

- ARM mobile facility deployed on Polarstern; 3 ARM staff maintaining ~50 instruments 
- Currently ARM measurements proceeding as planned and ARM staff in good 

spirits/health; may have to reduce instrument operations if that changes 
• COMBLE 

- ARM Mobile Facility deployment to study cold-air outbreaks in Andenes, Norway 
- Currently no COVID-19 cases in region 
- No major impact to measurements/operations at this time  

• Barrow/Utqiavik 
- Reduced staff time on site; more remote monitoring of instrumentation 
- Autosonde launcher may be classified as critical infrastructure as ARM also launches NWS 

radiosondes 
- No major impact to measurements/operations at this time 

• Oliktok Point 
- Small field campaign (Pratt group) ended early 
- Site operators had to move offsite to Deadhorse (1.5 hour drive) – reducing number of 

visits to site with more remote monitoring 
- Instrumentation that is not operated over winter (due to risk for freezing damage if power 

fails)  and would normally be started up for spring/summer season is on hold 
- Site operators normally shift out on 3-week intervals; unclear at this time how Alaskan 

travel restrictions may impact this 
- Possibility that site will have to move to reduced operations/remote monitoring from 

Deadhorse with visits to site only for critical issues (such as generator/power problems) 

Updates from the Next Generation Ecosystem Experiment – Arctic 
• The NGEE Arctic project had planned two field campaigns for sites near Nome, AK (Mar 18 to April 

15) which included snow surveys and drilling of multiple boreholes for determining permafrost-
bedrock interactions. Both campaigns have been cancelled and all field work have been stopped 
until the pandemic subsides.  

 
Environmental Protection Agency  

 
Travel has been cancelled, so field work is on hold for the foreseeable future.  Some locations are in 
COOP status, and others are at least on telework.  The Alaska Operations Office, in particular, is in 
telework mode, at least through April, and before anything starts up this summer they will defer to 
local health guidance and their tribal/local partners in specific communities.  Currently their essential 
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business would be related to emergency response needs, and they are maintaining readiness, should a 
need arise. 
 
 

National Science Foundation 
 

• The NSF Office of Polar Program, Arctic Sciences Section is tracking about 150 projects that 
originally had Arctic field work scheduled for 2020, not including MOSAiC expedition-related 
projects (described separately). About 100 projects are supported by our Arctic logistics prime 
contractor CH2M-Hill Polar Services (CPS), and about 50 projects have field logistics funded 
direct to grant to PI institutions. Of these, there are about 85 projects in Alaska and 44 
projects in Greenland, with the others in Canada, Russia, Iceland, Norway and the Arctic 
Ocean.  

• NSF Arctic Sciences and Research Support & Logistics (RSL) Program Officers have reached out 
individually to the PIs of all funded projects to request and gather information about their 
respective plans, and to encourage them to engage in robust risk management to reduce risks 
to the health and safety of their field teams and to northern communities, and to follow 
guidance provided by National and State authorities, the CDC, academic institutions, UNOLS, 
and others to develop and implement strategies to mitigate the spread of disease through 
best practices.  

• The overwhelming majority of planned fieldwork through May 2020 has been canceled or 
deferred. Fieldwork requests for summer 2020, including cruises, are being carefully assessed 
while monitoring conditions, as more data and information becomes available. 

• At this time, Toolik Field Station (University of Alaska, Fairbanks, Institute of Arctic Biology) is 
closed to researchers until July 1, 2020. TFS will have a small number of essential support 
staff. A TFS Virtual Town Hall will be held on April 8, 2020 to discuss remote access options for 
project PI’s who may want to request limited support for sampling or field observations that 
could be accomplished by TFS staff.  

• Multidisciplinary drifting Observatory for the Study of Arctic Climate (MOSAiC; https://mosaic-
expedition.org/): This international, year-round expedition to the central Arctic Ocean to 
research the Arctic climate system was launched in September 2019 using the German 
research icebreaker Polarstern, which was frozen into the Arctic sea-ice cover to drift from the 
Russian side of the Arctic to the Greenland side while supporting a wide range of sampling and 
time series measurements. The original plan split the expedition into 6 legs, ending in October 
2020.  

• The majority of the MOSAiC Leg 2 participants have now returned to their homes through the 
efforts of the Alfred Wegener Institute (AWI), Germany, and the Captain and crew of the 
Russian icebreaker Kapitan Dranitsyn, relying on support from several countries, agencies and 
individuals, including for the US participants, representatives from the US Department of 
State, the US Embassy in Oslo, Norway, the US Embassy in Berlin, Germany, the NSF, DOE, 
NOAA, and the University of Colorado-Boulder through the MOSAiC Coordination Office.  

• MOSAiC Leg 3 is currently being implemented onboard Polarstern and will likely be extended 
through April and May while plans are being formulated for a personnel exchange and 
resupply mission associated with the start of MOSAiC Leg 4.  

• Based on recent reports, the USCGC Healy is still planning to implement its 2020 schedule 
beginning in July.  

• UNOLS vessels currently have a 30-day pause in activities, which will likely be extended.  
 

https://mosaic-expedition.org/
https://mosaic-expedition.org/
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 Greenland/Thule/Summit Station  
• Greenland is currently closed to international and intranational travel. There are 11 confirmed 

cases, all in Nuuk.  
• Thule Air Base is closed to all but absolutely necessary travel.  
• The ANG/109th is on a stop movement order until May 23.  
• All science deployments to Greenland that were scheduled to occur through the month of 

May have been cancelled/postponed.  
• The US portion of the JSEP program has cancelled its field campaign and will go online this 

summer.  
• Summit Station currently has 5 people on site. NSF is working a plan to change the crew out in 

the first part of May. There is enough fuel on site to operate in “winter mode” until late 
August/early September. 

 
 
 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
 

April 3, 2020, NOAA Statement 
In support of Federal guidance to slow the spread of COVID-19, NOAA has implemented a risk-based 
approach to aircraft and vessel deployment to keep our teams and those they work with as healthy 
and safe as we can. 
 
Six NOAA ships and three aircraft have been directed to return to NOAA facilities and to remain there 
until further notice, and all NOAA research surveys planned for ships and aircraft scheduled for April 
2020 are now postponed or cancelled. NOAA ships and aircraft will remain ready to respond to 
national emergencies as appropriate and critical tasking as needed, including hurricane 
reconnaissance and surveillance and flooding and hurricane response. 
 
We will continue to evaluate our ability to conduct surveys while respecting the health and safety 
guidance from Federal, State, and local authorities, including prioritizing our planned surveys as 
needed through September 30, 2020. 
 
NOAA teams continue to collect data remotely where possible and we are maintaining operational 
readiness and continuity. Other operations continue and our employees are following OMB and OPM's 
telework guidance.     
 
April 17, 2020, NOAA Fisheries Update Statement 
On Friday, April 17, NOAA Fisheries announced more specific information on the impacts to our 
research schedule for April and May 2020. In support of Federal guidance to slow the spread of 
COVID-19, on April 3, 2020, NOAA implemented a risk-based approach to aircraft and vessel 
deployment to keep our teams and those they work with as healthy and safe as we can. Recognizing 
the need to continue to follow all COVID-related health and safety guidance and the time and effort 
required to complete preparations and reconstitute ships’ crews, NOAA now estimates ship and 
aircraft operations will resume on June 1, 2020. Based on that projection, NOAA Fisheries has 
cancelled two Alaska surveys for this time period. NOAA Fisheries will continue to assess the feasibility 
to resume our surveys starting on June 1, in consultation with NOAA's Office of Marine and Aviation 
Operations and our partners. Once fleet operations return to normal, we expect to realign our 
research operations based on the availability of the NOAA fleet and private charter vessels. 
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The two NOAA Fisheries vessel-based surveys previously scheduled for Alaska that have been 
cancelled are the Bering Sea ice edge monitoring survey for ice seals from late March to late April and 
the southeastern Bering Sea EMA-FOCI larval groundfish assessment from mid- to late May. Both 
surveys were originally scheduled to take place aboard the NOAA vessel Oscar Dyson. 
 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

NASA’s involvement in Earth science field campaign deployments around the world scheduled for this 
spring have been postponed due to the risks and uncertainties of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

All NASA-funded projects have been advised to adhere to the recommendations of their home 
institutions regarding what, if any, types of field activities might be permitted over the coming 
months.  Moreover, all NASA-funded projects must closely follow the recommendations and/or rules 
issued by federal, state, provincial, territorial, and local governmental entities in Alaska and 
Canada.  The safety of the NASA investigators is a top priority as is the safety of Indigenous and other 
local populations in Alaska and Canada.   

NASA has canceled the 2020 ABoVE airborne campaigns of UAVSAR (L-Band) and AVIRIS-ng, and 
intends to reschedule these campaigns for 2021.  

Given the current circumstances, we expect all NASA-funded ABoVE projects to either cancel or 
postpone field activities until the situation improves. Investigators who use field logistics resources 
provided by NASA should contact the ABoVE logistics office to discuss revised protocols for accessing 
stored equipment.  

 ABoVE science management is in the process of assessing the impacts of these cancellations 
on ABoVE research projects and on ABoVE in general.   
 
NASA's Cryospheric Science Program is working with investigators to reschedule field work and assess 
any impact on project timeline.  

NASA continues to collect Earth-observing satellite data on a global scale and has planned for 
continuity of operations, while prioritizing the health, welfare, and safety of its employees during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  Our unique vantage point of space combined with our vast networks of semi-
autonomous ground sensors continue to operate with most personnel supporting missions remotely 
to keep onsite staff at a minimal level. 

 

Department of State 
 

Department of State: Marine Scientific Research (MSR) 
Situations remain fluid across the globe; thus, the consular section of the U.S. embassy in the country 
where a U.S. researcher is working - not Washington, DC - would be the best source of 
information.  Our consular sections are most closely connected to local authorities and have the best 
understanding of the evolving local guidelines, recommendations and requirements.    
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Status of U.S. MSR Abroad: The Office of Ocean and Polar Affairs (OPA) is closely tracking the status of 
ongoing and upcoming MSR by U.S. scientists in foreign waters. There are currently at least 12 MSR 
cruises that have now been either cancelled or postponed due to the COVID-19 outbreak; they were 
scheduled to conduct MSR in over 23 different coastal states from now until the end of this year. The 
University National Oceanographic Laboratory System (UNOLS) has decided to postpone all cruises 
and scheduling until at least July 1, 2020.  This community had 10 different cruises conducting 
research in 16 different coastal states, that will all have to be postponed or cancelled. We anticipate 
an increase in cancellation requests from several other cruises in the forthcoming weeks. 
 
Temporary 6 Month Processing Policy:  While the Law of the Sea Convention allows for coastal states 
to require that MSR consent requests be submitted six months in advance of the research, OPA has 
historically processed some MSR requests under six months, either because a coastal state does not 
have a firm six month requirement, or in cases where U.S. scientists needed the request expedited. 
Given that U.S. diplomatic missions abroad are focused on repatriation of American citizens, and given 
the limited ability of foreign governments to expedite MSR requests, OPA has created a temporary 
policy that OPA will not accept MSR applications for U.S. scientists to conduct research abroad for 
MSR slated to occur earlier than six months from now. For those MSR consent requests that are 
received six months or longer before the research, OPA will confirm with posts that they can handle 
the request before it will be processed. This temporary policy has been posted on the OES/OPA public 
facing websites, and has been shared with numerous U.S. scientists (largely through the United 
National Oceanographic Laboratory System--UNOLS-- email distribution list). 
https://www.state.gov/marine-scientific-research/ 
 
Bringing Americans Home: As of May 4, 4:00 p.m., the U.S. Department of State has coordinated the 
repatriation of 77,910 Americans on 833 flights from 128 countries and territories. 
 
Assistance:  Since the outbreak of COVID-19, the U.S. Government has committed over $775 million in 
foreign assistance to date to improve public health education, protect healthcare facilities, and increase 
laboratory, disease-surveillance, and rapid-response capacity in more than 100 of the world’s most at risk 
countries. 

DOS LINKS 

•         https://www.state.gov/coronavirus/:  Main Department of State hub page on all things 
COVID-19, with many relevant links 

•         https://www.state.gov/subjects/covid-19/:  Collection of Department of State press 
remarks and official releases which include discussion/mention of COVID-19 

•         https://www.state.gov/coronavirus/repatriation/:  Coronavirus Repatriation Statistics 

•         https://www.state.gov/u-s-foreign-assistance-in-response-to-the-covid-19-
pandemic/:  March 26, 2020 press release on U.S. Foreign Assistance in Response to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

https://www.state.gov/marine-scientific-research/
https://www.state.gov/coronavirus/
https://www.state.gov/subjects/covid-19/
https://www.state.gov/coronavirus/repatriation/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-foreign-assistance-in-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-foreign-assistance-in-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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•         https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-announces-assistance-to-combat-the-novel-
coronavirus/:  February 7, 2020 press release on U.S. Assistance to Combat the Novel 
Coronavirus 

•         https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/covid-19-
information.html:  COVID-19 information for travelers 

•         https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/COVID-19-Country-Specific-
Information.html:  Country-specific COVID-19 information for travelers 

•         https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/travel-advisory-alert-global-
level-4-health-advisory-issue.html:  Global Level 4 Health Travel Advisory recommending 
against any international travel during COVID-19 pandemic 

•         https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/passport-covid-
19.html:  Information on passport operations during COVD-19 

•         https://j1visa.state.gov/covid-19/:  Information on J-1 visas (Exchange Visitor Program) 
during COVID-19 

 

https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-announces-assistance-to-combat-the-novel-coronavirus/
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-announces-assistance-to-combat-the-novel-coronavirus/
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/covid-19-information.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/covid-19-information.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/COVID-19-Country-Specific-Information.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/COVID-19-Country-Specific-Information.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/travel-advisory-alert-global-level-4-health-advisory-issue.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/travel-advisory-alert-global-level-4-health-advisory-issue.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/passport-covid-19.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/traveladvisories/ea/passport-covid-19.html
https://j1visa.state.gov/covid-19/
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	 All NPS field work in Arctic parks has been cancelled through the end of April. At the end of April, NPS will reevaluate.

