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This summer, Forest Service 
biologists, in collaboration 
with the University of Alaska 

Southeast (UAS), the University of 
Hawaii, and the Alaska Department 
of Fish and Game (ADF&G), con-
tinued research on Aleutian terns on 
the Yakutat Ranger District. Besides 
limited colony counts, very little is 
known about the breeding ecology 
of this species, and essentially noth-
ing is known about their winter dis-
tribution, except anecdotal obser-
vations of the species in Southeast 
Asia during the non-breeding sea-
son. The prevalence of the Avian In-
fluenza (H5N1) in Southeast Asia, 
coupled with potential impacts of 
human disturbance, are potential 
threats to Aleutian Terns. This spe-
cies is designated as a species of 
concern by several agencies and 
NGOs, including ADF&G, Audu-
bon Alaska, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (USFWS), and The North 
American Waterbird Conservation 

Plan, as well as a Forest Ser-
vice Sensitive Species, pri-
marily due to suspected pop-
ulation declines throughout 
their range.

The Aleutian tern colony 
on Black Sand Spit on the 
Yakutat Forelands is one of 
the largest in the world, sup-
porting up to 3,000 Aleutian 
Terns, or one third of Alas-
ka’s population and a signifi-
cant proportion of the global 
population. Aleutian terns 
were documented on the Spit 
as far back as 1923, and the 
colony appears to be stable 
despite apparent declining 
populations elsewhere with-
in Alaska. In part because of 
the large population of Aleu-
tian Terns found there, Black 

Sand Spit was recently named as an 
Audubon Important Bird Area (see 
article in SourDough Notes Winter 
2008 Issue).

 In 2007, Forest Service biolo-
gists worked collaboratively with 
ADF&G, USFWS, City and Bor-
ough of Yakutat, Audubon Alaska, 
Yakutat Tlingit Tribe, and UAS to 
identify specific conservation con-
cerns and develop a management 
priority list. This interagency “Aleu-
tian Tern Working Group” identi-
fied the need to develop an accu-
rate population estimation method 
as the highest priority for managing 
the species. Yakutat Ranger District 
Fisheries Biologist Nate Catter-
son, has been tackling this priority 
in his master’s work through UAS 
(see SourDough Notes Winter 2009 
Issue). 

The second highest priority de-
termined by the working group was 
to identify the tern’s migration path-
way and timing. Consequently, the 

Aleutian Terns: Migration Mystery
By Biologists Susan Oehlers, Nate Catterson, Mike Goldstein, and Sanjay Pyare

focus of the 2010 season was to de-
ploy tracking devices called archi-
val light loggers, or “geolocators,” 
on the terns, with continued finan-
cial support provided by USFS, 
UAS, and the ADF&G non-game 
grant program. Weighing as little as 
one gram, geolocators work by ar-
chiving data about day length that 
can be used to interpolate a physi-
cal location on the earth’s surface. 

A tiny sensor records light levels 
every couple of minutes. As every 
Alaskan knows, day length varies 
with latitude. Length of day can also 
be used to calculate solar noon. An 
internal clock records the time of 
solar noon, which, when compared 
with Greenwich Mean Time, can be 
used to estimate longitude; a calcu-
lation first employed by British mar-
iners over a hundred years ago. Us-
ing mesh wire boxes with trap doors 
placed over nests, and the trapping 
expertise of Dr. David Duffy from 
the University of Hawaii, we cap-
tured 47 terns on Black Sand Spit. 

Susan Oehlers releases a banded Aleutian 
Tern. Photo by William Richards.

 A bird in hand: an Aleutian tern fitted 
with a unique identification band, a 
color band, and a geolocator. Photo by 
Susan Oehlers.
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We also investigated smaller colonies in the Ya-
kutat area, and were successful at capturing 66 
terns from the colony located near the Italio Riv-
er. Although geolocators have been used on other 
tern species, this was the first deployment of geo-
locators on Aleutian terns. There are many chal-
lenges associated with geolocators; primarily that 
the individual bird has to be re-captured to obtain 
the data. By recovering even a few birds, how-
ever, we will obtain a much greater understand-
ing of this species, and bring us one step closer to 
identifying the reasons for their decline. We will 
attempt to retrieve the data during the next two 
seasons; stay tuned. 

The Prince of Wales Island Road 
System includes 1,500 miles 
of paved and gravel roads with 

multiple jurisdictions (State High-
way, Forest Service Roads and Com-
munity Roads). On May 28, 2010, the 
Organized Village of Kasaan (OVK) 
in cooperation with the Alaska De-
partment of Transportation and Pub-
lic Facilities  (AK DOT-PF) State 
Scenic Byways Department and oth-
er stakeholders, successfully nomi-
nated 260 miles of the total island 
road system as Scenic Byways. The 
selected road system contained miles 
recognized as through “spectacular 
scenery, abundant wildlife, natural at-
tributes and rich history and culture” 
on the island.

On August 5, 2010, over 200 local 
residents and special guests attended 
the formal Scenic Byway designation 
and ribbon cutting ceremony in Kla-
wock, Alaska. 

Ten communities are connected by 
the Prince of Wales Island Road Sys-
tem through National Forest System 
lands. During the ceremony, several 
members of the island communities, 
local tribes, Native corporations and 

local businesses thanked OVK, AK 
DOT, the Forest Service and other 
supporters for their work on the des-
ignation. Gary Davis, Assistant Com-
missioner AK DOT-pf represented 
the governor at the event. 

Prince of Wales Island’s New Scenic Byway
By Marie Messing, Region Transportation Engineer

Craig District Ranger Greg Killinger 
and Thorne Bay District Ranger 
Jason Anderson unveil the new Scenic 
Byway sign on POW Island. Photo by 
Marcheta Moulton.

The road 
was closed 
at the inter-
section of 
the Klawock-Hollis Highway while 
Richard A. Smith, Sr., Tribal Presi-
dent Klawock Cooperative Associa-
tion; Sam Thomas, OVK Transpor-
tation & Infrastructure Specialist; 
and Marcheta Moulton, State Sce-
nic Byways Coordinator, assisted 
in cutting the ribbon. Craig District 
Ranger Greg Killinger and Thorne 
Bay District Ranger Jason Anderson  
had the honor of holding each end of 
the ribbon and unveiling Scenic By-
way signs as part of the ceremony. 

Once designated, a Scenic By-
way is eligible for grant funding to 
enhance and promote the byway’s 
special qualities. The routes also be-
come eligible to apply for national 
designations.

For more on the Scenic Byway 
program, visit the 

Alaska DOT-PF website at:
http://www.dot.state.ak.us/stwd-

plng/scenic/index.shtml

Dave Duffy and Susan Oehlers band an 
Aleutian tern. Photo by William Richards.




