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Okay, confess. You probably thought the driest place  
on earth was the Sahara Desert, right? Nope, it’s the  
continent of Antarctica — the area you remember as 
nothing more than a vast, snowy white space on the  
bottom of your elementary school globe. But Antarctica 
has 70 percent of the world’s freshwater, so how can it be 
dry? The answer: it’s frozen as ice. This ice sheet makes 
up 90 percent of our planet’s ice. In some places the ice is 
about 15,000 feet thick. If it were to melt, the oceans would 
rise and water would cover some of the Earth’s largest  
cities, including New York City.

The reason there’s so much ice is obvious: it’s cold 
there. Colder than cold. The lowest temperature  
recorded in Antarctica was -128.6 F. This is colder than 
the surface of Mars and not the type of cold that lends 
itself to an outside frolic in the snow. 

Antarctica is not just dry, it’s big. It’s about 5.4 million 
square miles and comprises almost nine percent of the 
Earth’s land. That’s about 1.5 times larger than the 
United States and more than 56 times bigger than the 
UK. (No, not that UK, the United Kingdom.) In the winter, 
ice forms around the coastline and Antarctica doubles in 
size. Because of this, the true boundary of Antarctica is 
not the coastline of the continent but something called 
the Antarctic Convergence, a strip of sea that surrounds 
the continent about 25 miles out.

The continent has no native people. Except for a  
small half-inch insect, there are no indigenous animals on 
the mainland, although penguins and seals live on  
the coastline. 

Seven nations (Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, 
Great Britain, New Zealand and Norway) have laid  
territorial claims to Antarctica, but Antarctica is not 
“owned” by anyone. It is open to all nations for scientific 
exploration.

With no capital, national currency, golfing or  
Starbucks, who would want to live there?

Meet Scott Myers, one of the few individuals who can 
say, “Been there, done that.”
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A ‘Green’ Career
Myers, a 1985 graduate of the University of Ken-

tucky College of Arts & Sciences with a bachelor’s 
degree in geophysics, spends months at a time in 
Antarctica as part of his job. He’s director of en-
vironmental health and safety for Raytheon Polar 
Services, headquartered in Centennial, Colo., near 
Denver. Raytheon is the prime contractor for the 
United States Antarctic Program (USAP), which is 
run by the National Science Foundation (NSF).

“I’m responsible for maintaining compliance with 
the Antarctic Treaty and making sure we manage 
our waste properly and recycle as much as possible,” 
said Myers. “We also ensure that we have adequate 
spill protection and we do a lot of cleanup of old 
sites, which is very rewarding. The U.S. has had peo-
ple studying the continent for 50 years now and in 
the old days they didn’t manage things quite the way 
we do today. I’m also responsible for ensuring that 
our support people and scientists remain safe and 
that we protect them medically from the weather 
and other hazards associated with their work.”

The Antarctic Treaty, signed by nations with an 
interest in the continent, went into effect in 1961 
and in 1991 a Protocol on Environmental Protec-
tion was added. The NSF follows United States and 
international requirements regarding environmental 
protection. This covers a wide variety of issues, like 
the sorting and removal of all solid and hazardous 
wastes, of which about 65 percent is recycled; a per-
mitting system for all scientific and other activities 
involving Antarctic fauna and flora; and the opera-
tion of a sewage treatment plant. 

Myers, who grew up in Frankfort and graduated 
from Franklin County High School, has been in-
volved with the USAP since 2004. During his school 
days, he never imagined he would travel to Antarc-
tica. When he graduated from UK, he was interested 
in oil exploration, but the oil business was 
not flourishing at that time. His degree 
translated well, he said, into environmental 
work and he was hired by the Kentucky 
Department of Natural Resources to issue 
hazardous waste permits and remediate 
underground storage tanks.

“Ashland Petroleum came along and 
stole me from the state. I worked for Val-
voline for close to 10 years as its environ-
mental manager, then went on to BASF, 
another petrochemical company, doing en-
vironmental work there as well, until this 
job with Raytheon came along. I couldn’t 
resist it,” said Myers.  

Working Way Down Under
“We’re responsible for maintaining the stations 

and research vessels and making sure the scientists 
have a good platform from which to work,” he said. 

The year-round stations he is referring to are three 
U.S. research facilities that house scientists, labs, and 
support services in Antarctica. Each station is like a 
small village with a compound of buildings. 

The largest station — and the largest community 
on Antarctica — is McMurdo Station, located on 
bare volcanic rock on Ross Island. “Mac Town” as 
the temporary locals call it, is accessible by ship and 
has about 100 buildings that are used as research 
laboratories, living quarters, supply storage areas, 
and medical facilities. It has a helicopter pad and 
an air strip not far away. The other two stations are 
Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station, located at the 
southern-most point of the Earth’s axis, and Palmer 
Station on Anvers Island in the Antarctic Peninsula 
region, the “Riviera” of Antarctica, Myers said, be-
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Scott Myers stands with the UK flag at 
the ceremonial South Pole.
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A scientist drills an ice core as a group of Adelie  
penguins pass by at Cape Hallett.
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cause some months see temperatures in the balmy 
30s and 40s and it has “ocean-front views.”  

Myers spends the bulk of his time working from 
his office in Colorado but travels to Antarctica sev-
eral times a year to monitor projects. He typically 
splits his time during the same trip between McMur-
do Station and the South Pole Station. In the spring, 
he’s likely to make a trip to Palmer Station. When he 
was hired, Myers expected to visit the continent for 
a few weeks at a time, but he quickly realized that 
wasn’t feasible. 

“To do what I have to do and do it well, you have 
to be there. You can’t do it from a desk in Denver,” 
he said.

When stateside, a part of Myers’ job entails doing 
an environmental impact assessment whenever NSF 
receives a proposal for a research grant to study in 
Antarctica. If approved, he generates documentation 
giving permission for the study to go forward. 

When a project is finished, a thorough cleanup  
is essential.

“I make sure we don’t keep anything there that we 
shouldn’t. You’re not allowed to store waste in Ant-
arctica,” he said. “It’s like backpacking. You bring it 
in; you take it right back out.”

On his most recent excursion, which lasted about two 
months, Myers was able to return stateside just in time 
to enjoy the holidays with his family in December. 

“The payoff is that he can make a difference at a 
place where only a few can go,” said Lynette Myers, 
Scott’s wife, in an e-mail message. “The best way for 
our kids to understand what he does is to tell them he 
is helping to save and protect the penguins and seals.” 

Coincidentally, that was precisely the result of a 
project Myers recently oversaw at Cape Hallett, an 
old U.S. station that also was used by New Zealand. 
It had several buildings and a diesel fuel storage 

tank that could hold about 25,000 gallons. The station 
was abandoned 15 years ago.

“We went in and took down all the old structures, 
and emptied and dismantled the fuel tank,” Myers 
said. “We remediated the contamination there, and 
then turned it back over to the penguins.” 

Myers said this was a success story because the 
penguins had all but disappeared from that area 
about 20 years ago when the site had been occupied 
with people. 

Mars and Antarctica

Recent announcements from NASA about  
putting U.S. astronauts on Mars in 30 years  
have thrust Antarctica as a research area back into 
headline news. Antarctica has been called the clos-
est place to Mars, with a temperature  
in some places colder than Mars. For years,  
astrobiologists (biologists and geologists)  
have conducted various research projects on Ant-
arctica aimed at interplanetary travel. For example, 
life at the bottom of ice-covered lakes that might 
emulate similar conditions on other planets, includ-
ing Mars, has been studied.

The harsh conditions in Antarctica also can  
provide a near-perfect laboratory for studying the 
difficulties of sending astronauts to other planets. 
Among other disciplines, medical,  
physiological and psychological research  
conducted there can help determine the  
consequences of long-term missions in space. 

A skua sits on the Hut Point Ridge Trail with 
McMurdo Station in the background.
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“It was too crowded for them, but now that the 
penguins have reoccupied the area, even the skuas 
are back,” he said. “A skua looks like a seagull on 
steroids. They’re the only predators a penguin has 
other than seals and killer whales.” 

Myers explained that the contamination found at 
the Cape Hallett site wasn’t because someone did 
something wrong or was irresponsible, but was the 
result of things being different years ago, such as 
technology and our attitudes toward preservation.

Not all the environmental and safety issues that 
Myers deals with are outdoors. “For example, we 
also make sure that all the labs are adequately ven-
tilated,” he said. “Down there on the ice we have the 
same OSHA compliance systems that we have here 
in the United States. 

“All companies have safety rules and regulations 
and anyone that works for that company is required 
to adhere to those rules and regulations,” he said. 
“We train everyone and hold them accountable.” 

Life on the Ice
How you live in Antarctica depends on where you 

are and what month it is. During the coldest part of 
the year, the austral winter from March through Sep-
tember, McMurdo Station harbors about 200 people 
but its summer population can swell to around 1,000, 
Myers said. Throughout that season, Mac Town is 
host to a diverse group of scientists from around the 
world who are there to conduct research. Then the 
station turns into somewhat of an urban oasis on ice.

Visitors have some of the same amenities that 
people on other continents enjoy, although not on as 
grand a scale. There’s a reverse osmosis water plant, 
a sewer system, medical facilities with excellent 
physicians, telephones and power lines, although cell 

phones won’t work due to a lack of satellites in that 
area. Actual living quarters are somewhat cramped 
as indoor space is at a premium. People work varying 
hours, some pushing 10, 12, and 14 hours a day to ac-
complish their goals, taking one day off a week. 

Getting around outside can mean climbing into a 
tracked vehicle and driving miles across the ice, or 
it might be as simple as walking from one building 
to the next, if adequately dressed. Depending on the 
time of year, Myers said, he typically wears boots, ski 
pants or Carhartt coveralls, fleece pants, a warm shirt 

Antarctica Quick Facts
 • The first person known to have set foot on 

the mainland of Antarctica was Frenchman 
Jules-Sébastien-César Dumont d’Urville in 
1840. 

 • The South Pole Station and a marker desig-
nating 90 degrees South sit on a glacier that 
moves about 33 feet per year. The ceremoni-
al South Pole marker is repositioned on Jan. 
1 each year to reflect this.

 • Antarctica has seven species of penguins, 
including the largest penguin, the emperor 
penguin.

 • There are no polar bears at the South Pole.

 • Need to talk to Scott Myers? A phone call to 
him in Antarctica rings at his desk just like it 
does in Colorado.

 • Antarctica is the best place to find meteorites 
because their dark color shows up against 
the white of ice and snow. 
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“Whenever I take the PistenBully out, I put the UK flag on it. I 
want everyone to know Kentucky is here, too.” – Scott Myers
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and a fleece jacket, and a big red parka. Each nation 
has its own colors, he said, red being the color of the 
United States, so you’ll see plenty of red jackets in 
photos coming back with U.S. researchers. 

Recreation can include some outside sports, like 
cross country skiing. For indoor enthusiasts, a person 
can grab a DVD for viewing or catch a movie being 
broadcast on the local McMurdo TV station or read 
the local newspaper, The Antarctic Sun, published 
during the austral summer, October through Febru-
ary, for the USAP. There’s a gymnasium with weight 
rooms, and Mac Town has a two-lane bowling alley.

Even with these amenities, it’s only natural that 
isolation for weeks on end can start to get to people. 
“Sometimes when you’re there for a long time 
— you’re away from family, it’s cold, it’s harsh, and 
you work very long hours — sometimes you can get 
to feeling ‘down.’ This last year I took a day to go out 
to check some fuel tanks at one of the seal camps. 
I got my little vehicle and went where a group was 
doing some work for the Smithsonian Institute with 
the seals. The drive out there and then sitting down 

next to the seals on the ice . . . I don’t know how to de-
scribe it, but it makes you feel good that what you are 
doing is the right thing,” he said. “It’s all worthwhile.”

Perks of the Job
 “It sounds bad because it’s so cold, dark — and 

then light — but just being down there is a perk,” 
Myers said. “You meet some brilliant people. Some 
of the best scientists in the world are there and 
you’re involved in an aspect of their projects.”

One unexpected perk of the job occurred when he 
was asked to be an escort for Sir Edmund Hillary 
who recently returned to Antarctica for a visit to the 
McMurdo Dry Valleys. This legendary New Zealand 
mountaineer and explorer is famous for standing at 
the summit of Mount Everest (1953) as well as stand-
ing at the South Pole (1958) and North Pole (1985). 

“I got to sit down and have tea and biscuits with 
him,” Myers said. “He talked about the old days. 
He’s still very bright, very witty, and was just a plea-
sure to talk to.” 

Then there’s the night that Myers was taking it 
easy and sitting in one of the lounge areas chatting 
with several others. 

“I’m talking to this electrician for about a half hour 
before I discover he’s from Kentucky. Then I find out 
he’s from Frankfort. And then I find out he went to 
Franklin County High School — and that he gradu-
ated in the same class that I did,” Myers said. “I sim-
ply didn’t recognize him.”

What are the odds of that?

Linda Perry is managing editor of Kentucky Alumni  
magazine. Linda can be reached at 859-257-1478 or at  
lperry@email.uky.edu
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WebXtra
Read the Antarctic Sun newspaper, 

see digital photos/ videos of the 
continent, watch the South Pole Web 
cam, and learn about research  

during the International Polar Year by visiting  
www.ukalumni.net keyword: Antarctica.

Looking for a Few UK Grads

Are you tough enough?

Scott Myers can use some help. “We hire people 
every year and I don’t think I’ve ever seen an appli-
cation come in from a UK grad. But I keep looking 
for them,” he said. 

If you’ve got a background in geology, biology or 
strong natural science, check out the Raytheon  
Polar Services Web site at: rpsc.raytheon.com




