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An internship in park management with Colorado State Parks, Arkansas Headwaters Recreation Area
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River Ranger (SWP-U, Limited Commission)

I spent the summer as a seasonal, unarmed (SWP-U) river ranger at AHRA,  
working with three other river rangers under the supervision of AHRA senior 
ranger Stew Pappenfort.  My river section duties revolved around public safety 
and rules compliance, and included regular patrol of river sections by boat, 
emergency response, search & rescue, medical assistance, river hazard 
mitigation, boat accident investigation and documentation, and enforcement of 
Colorado Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation statutes and regulations. 

Highlights of my river ranger experience were rowing the Royal Gorge, search & 
rescue, gaining confidence as a law enforcement officer, and helping people.

Rescue below Royal Gorge Bridge Shore-based swimmer rescue On patrol near Canon City, CO

Park Management Intern

Following the completion of the seasonal position, I began 
the Park Management Internship in earnest.  Over the 
next three months, I cycled through each of the AHRA 
operational sections ςManagement, Administration, 
Commercial Agreements & Use Verification, Facilities 
Maintenance, Project Maintenance, and Land Rangers. 
Additionally, I attended regional park manager meetings, 
citizen stakeholder meetings, and outfitter meetings. 

In addition to the duties of each section, I conducted 
visitor surveys as part of a Division-mandated program, 
performed AHRA site inventories, collaborated in 
developing site boundary signs, taught 3rd graders about 
wetlands, educated the public on boating and water

safety, assisted with a Bureau of Land Management recreation impact assessment, 
completed a ride-along with rangers at Mueller State Park, helped prepare MSDS 
information for an OSHA inspection, toured a fish habitat improvement project, and 
conducted regular land patrol of AHRA sites and facilities. Applying for a full-time 
ranger position was an added bonus to the normal internship responsibilities. 

My workspace

AHRA Headquarters, Salida, CO 

State Parks of Colorado & location of AHRA

The Arkansas Headwaters Recreation Area (AHRA)

The Arkansas Headwaters Recreation Area (AHRA) is one of 
/ƻƭƻǊŀŘƻΩǎ ŦƻǊǘȅ-two state parks offering incredible vistas and 
recreation opportunities including river sports, fishing, mountain 
biking, OHV trails, hiking, and camping.  The heart of AHRA is a 148-
mile long corridor of the Arkansas River, which offers class II-V 
whitewater and is the most commercially rafted river in the world.  
Founded in 1990, AHRA is a unique partnership between Colorado 
State Parks and the Bureau of Land Management.

Colorado State Parks
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A product of 
my sign project

Looking down on the Upper Arkansas Valley 
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Management beyond 2008

Colorado State Parks and AHRA must continue to address present 
management concerns ςsuch as tighter budgets, increasing workload, 
and invasive species ςwhile looking ahead to anticipate future issues. 
High, sustained water flows in the Arkansas River during the 2008 
season brought to light several safety concerns that AHRA and the 
outfitter community cannot ignore.      

As populations of nearby cities like 
Denver and Colorado Springs grow, 
recreation use at AHRA will increase. 
AHRA should employ methods to 
monitor and mitigate the impacts of 
higher recreation levels on the 
resources they manage. Persuading 
a cash-strapped state and agency to 
boost the AHRA budget will be a 
more than formidable challenge.

Letter from DNR announcing exam for 
Park Manager I position

Concluding Thoughts
Overall, my experience at AHRA was worthwhile, positive, and relevant.  
I gained confidence in my abilities, learned applicable skills, and made 
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the state system and will continue to explore career options within. 
Integrating a Taylor education with practical natural resource 
management and obtaining professional experience was 

invaluable. Although opportunities 
for professional application of a 
scientific education are limited, they 
are available.  A career as a full-time 
ranger with Colorado State Parks 
would provide experience, skills, and 
training that are applicable in any 
natural resource field or recreation 
management occupation. 


