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Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat Question 2 –Threatened, 
Endangered Species and Region Sensitive Species 
 

Goal:  Maintain the abundance and distribution of habitats, especially old-growth forests, to sustain 
viable populations. Also, maintain habitat capability sufficient to produce wildlife populations that 
support the use of wildlife resources for sport, subsistence, and recreational activities. 

Objectives:  Provide sufficient habitat to preclude the need for listing species under the Endangered 
Species Act, or from becoming listed as sensitive due to National Forest habitat conditions. 

Background:   

The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) requires that the Forest Service provide for the diversity 
of plants and animals, based upon the suitability and capability of each National Forest, as a part of 
meeting overall multiple use objectives (16 USC 1604(g)(3)(B)). Further direction requires that fish and 
wildlife habitat be managed to maintain viable populations of existing native and desired non-native 
vertebrate species.  In order to insure that viable populations will be maintained, habitat must be provided 
to support, at least, a minimum number of reproductive individuals and that habitat must be well 
distributed so that those individuals can interact with others (36 CFR 219.3). 

In February 2009, the sensitive species list for the Alaska Region of the Forest Service was revised in 
response to extensive coordination and consultation with other agencies and organizations, review and 
synthesis of the latest scientific information, and participation by staff of the Chugach and Tongass 
National Forests and the Regional Office. Forest Service sensitive species are defined as: “Those plant 
and animal species identified by a Regional Forester for which population viability is a concern, as 
evidenced by significant current or predicted downward trends in population numbers or density and 
significant current or predicted downward trends in habitat capability that would reduce a species existing 
distribution” (Forest Service Manual [FSM] 2670.5.19) 

State lists of endangered, threatened, rare, endemic, unique, or vanishing species were examined for 
candidates for listing as sensitive species, especially those listed as threatened under state law. Other 
sources were also examined, as appropriate, in order to focus conservation management strategies and to 
avert the need for Federal or State listing as a result of National Forest management activities. These 
examinations were undertaken per FSM 2672.11. 

Identification of sensitive species is based on several factors, per USDA Alaska Region of the Forest 
Service manual supplement (2670-2672.11). Species identified as candidates by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) and/or the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) are automatically 
designated as sensitive species in the Alaska Region. The species (or subspecies, variety, or stock) must 
be recognized by taxonomic experts and must be known or likely to occur on National Forest System 
lands within the Alaska Region. Sensitive species status applies throughout the range of the species on 
National Forest System lands within the Alaska Region. A species warrants sensitive status (FSM 2670.5) 
based on eight evaluation factors in the Forest Service manual supplement: 1) geographic distribution 
within the Alaska Region, 2) geographic distribution outside the Alaska Region, 3) capability of the 
species to disperse, 4) abundance in Alaska Region, 5) population trend in Alaska Region, 6) habitat trend 
in Alaska Region, 7) vulnerability of habitats in the Alaska Region (recent and potential effects of habitat 
modification based on the historical range of variation [HRV]), and 8) life history and demographic 
characteristics. Animal species identified as Alaska Region of the Forest Service Sensitive Species are 
Kittlitz’s murrelet (Brachyramphus brevirostris); Queen Charlotte goshawk (Accipiter gentilis laingi); 
black oystercatcher (Haematopus bachmani); Aleutian tern (Sterna aleutica); dusky Canada goose 
(Branta canadensis occidentalis). All species occur on the Tongass except the dusky Canada goose. 
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The humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) and the Steller sea lion (Eumetopias jubatus) 
are the only federally listed wildlife species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) that are 
likely to occur within the boundary of the Tongass National Forest. 
 

Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat Question 2:  Is current management 
providing for sufficient habitat of federally listed threatened and 
endangered species and Alaska Region sensitive species? 
 

Evaluation Criteria 
We review and assess new information on the changes to important habitat for each TES species, 
including the effects determinations made to fulfill the Section 7 (a)(c) of the Endangered Species Act 
mandate.  In the case of the Queen Charlotte goshawk, we also review the implementation of relevant 
Forest Plan standards and guidelines. 

 

Monitoring Results 
Kittlitz’s Murrelet 

The Kittlitz’s murrelet is an Alaska Region Sensitive Species because it is a USFWS Candidate Species.  
The Kittlitz’s murrelet is one of the rarest seabirds in North America.  It is distributed in the Bering Sea, 
Gulf of Alaska, and Chukchi Sea, and breeds in parts of Alaska and far eastern Russia.  Rare occurrences 
(twenty total) have been recorded as far south as southern California (Carter 2011).  The only population 
in the U.S. occurs from Point Lay south to Endicott and Tracey Arm in southeast Alaska with a few 
occurrences recorded as far south as the southern end of Clarence Strait (Carter 2011).  The largest 
population during the breeding season is believed to be in Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve, Prince 
William Sound, Yakutat Bay, and Icy Bay (Wrangell-St. Elias National Park).  Kittlitz’s murrelet 
populations are concentrated in glaciated areas, but this species also occurs in lower numbers in non-
glaciated areas such as the Alaska Peninsula, Aleutian Islands, and the Seward Peninsula.  During the 
breeding season, the species seems to be associated with tidewater glaciers, glaciated fjords, outflows of 
glacial streams, and areas that have been recently deglaciated (Day et al. 1999, 2003; Kuletz et al. 2003). 
Breeding sites are usually in the vicinity of glaciers and cirques in high elevation alpine areas with little or 
no vegetative cover.  Non-breeding or “off-duty” birds spend the summer in inshore areas, especially 
along glaciated coasts. 

The range-wide Kittlitz’s murrelet population has apparently declined rapidly, although most populations 
seem to have stabilized in recent years (Kuletz et al. 2011a and b, Piatt et al. 2011).  It should also be 
noted that the declines have been called into question (Day 2011) due to the lack of quality baseline data.  
This criticism does not negate the potential for smaller declines in parts or the whole of its range (Day 
2011), but may be explained by shifts in geographic preferences. 

Reasons for these apparent declines are not clear, but may be related to climate change and glacial retreat.  
Two known sources of human-caused mortality are gillnets and oil spills.  Other factors may include 
chronic oil pollution, disturbance by commercial and recreational boaters, and flight-seeing tours 
(Armstrong 1995, Day et al. 1999, IUCN Internet Website (2005), Kendall and Agler 1998, Kushlan et al. 
2002, Manly and Nations 2002, and Wynne et al. 1991 and 1992 in USFWS internet website 
(http://alaska.fws.gov/mbsp/mbm/seabirds/pdf/kimu.pdf) 2006. 

There is a great deal of work being conducted on the Kittlitz’s murrelet throughout its range, including 
southeast Alaska. Specifically, the USFWS and National Park Service (NPS) are developing a long-term 

http://alaska.fws.gov/mbsp/mbm/seabirds/pdf/kimu.pdf
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research and monitoring program for the Kittlitz’s murrelet in Glacier Bay and Wrangell-St. Elias 
National Parks and Glacier Bay recently initiated a study of the impacts of cruise ships on Kittlitz’s 
murrelets. 

Considering the proposed projects on the Tongass from fiscal year (FY) 2008 through 2012, it was 
determined that one “may affect” Kittlitz’s murrelet or their habitat under Section 7 Consultation.  The 
biological evaluation for the proposal for the Herbert Glacier Load Mineral Exploration concluded there 
is potential for the project to cause “disturbance in suitable nesting habitat” and the “surveys prior to work 
[are] recommended.”  These effects would be “insignificant” or “discountable.”   

Icy Bay Research and Monitoring 

In 2005, the NPS and USFWS completed a study to estimate the population size of Kittlitz’s murrelets in 
Icy Bay to determine the spatial and temporal factors influencing Kittlitz’s abundance patterns, and to 
develop reliable trend estimation methods for conservation planning (Kissling et al. 2007).  They 
estimated the population during the peak survey period (July 3–9) was 1,317 ± 294.  The estimate 
decreased to 68 ± 37 during the last survey period (July 31 – August 6).  The densities of Kittlitz’s 
murrelets they observed were some of the highest ever recorded (18.6 ± 7.8 birds/km2, mean ± SE).  Of 
all the explanatory variables they measured, tidal current strength had the most consistent influence on 
murrelet abundance.  Abundance increased with increasing current strength.  Their observations 
contradict those by Kuletz et al. (2003) in that they did not find higher densities of Kittlitz’s near stable 
and advancing glaciers, and suggest that generalizations regarding the relationship between glacier status 
and Kittlitz’s murrelet abundance cannot be made.  Based on power simulations, Kissling et al. (2007) 
made recommendations for monitoring Kittlitz’s murrelets when factors affecting abundance are 
uncertain. 

Since 2005, the USFWS and NPS (and others) have expanded their at-sea monitoring efforts in Icy Bay, 
and from 2007 to 2011 they have been collecting data to develop an empirically-based population growth 
model to help interpret trends of Kittlitz’s murrelets at sea.  As part of their mark-recapture study to 
estimate survival they have been capturing and banding Kittlitz’s murrelets in the bay.  They recaptured 
eighteen birds in 2011 that had been banded between 2007 and 2010.  In addition, the USFWS fixes VHF 
radio and satellite transmitters to a subset of the captured birds so that they can estimate the population 
reproductive measures and true survival.  Nests are located by relocating birds during aerial telemetry 
flights.  Of the thirty-one radio marked birds in 2011, thirteen nested.  Two additional nests were found 
and out of the fifteen total, six were successful.  Nests were located on cliffs and nunataks.  The Yakutat 
Ranger District has contributed to these efforts through logistical support, and in some cases personnel.  
Other work in the Icy Bay area includes studies by the USFWS, NPS and others to understand the 
influence of lethal and sub-lethal factors such as nest predation by raptors and contaminants on the 
Kittlitz’s population in Icy Bay.  ABR, Inc.  Environmental Research and Services has also been studying 
plumage variation in Kittlitz’s murrelets since 2006.   

The USFWS also conducts population surveys of Kittlitz’s in Icy Bay on an annual basis.  They estimate 
the bay population (±SE) of Kittlitz’s in 2011 was 1492±339 birds, roughly double that in 2010. As part 
of this work, population surveys and trend estimates are being developed for  Lost Coast, Malaspina 
Forelands, and Yakutat Bay.  Schoen et al. (2011) reports an estimated population of 2348 (S.E. = 593) 
Kittlitz’s murrelets in Yakutat Bay from boat based surveys in June 2009. 

The USFWS (in partnership with Oregon State University) recently completed work on the feeding 
ecology of the Kittlitz’s murrelet in Icy Bay. This project used stable isotope analysis of Kittlitz’s 
murrelets feathers from Icy Bay in comparison to museum specimens collected in southeast Alaska from 
1907-1984 to investigate potential long-term trends in food habits and foraging ecology (Hatch 2011).  
Results indicate that the pre-breeding diet was composed primarily of low trophic level prey from 
offshore habitats, such as macrozooplankton and/or larval fish.  During the summer breeding season, 
Kittlitz’s murrelets gradually switched to consuming higher proportions of planktivorous fish from 
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nearshore habitats.  By the post-breeding period, the diet was comprised almost exclusively of higher 
trophic level prey, presumably forage fish, from offshore habitats.  Stable isotope analysis also indicates 
these seasonal patterns occurred during the past century, but suggest a gradual change in diet and/or 
foraging habitat or a long-term shift in the isotopic composition of prey. Results of a  bioenergetics model 
also developed in this study suggest that, under conditions of low energy content in available prey and/or 
long commuting distances to inland nest sites, Kittlitz’s murrelets would be required to expend energy at 
a rate that, if maintained over an extended period, could be detrimental to subsequent adult survival and 
overall fitness. In addition, energy expenditure rates at the high end of the estimated range may exceed 
the rate at which food energy can be assimilated by adult Kittlitz’s murrelets.  This research suggests an 
adaptive explanation for the low breeding frequency and low reproductive output of Kittlitz’s murrelets 
reflective of the high energy expenditure rates required to raise young at nest sites as much as 70 km 
inland from the coast and up to 2,500 m above sea level (Hatch 2011). 

In 2010, Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADFG) conducted surveys in the Yakutat area to 
determine the degree of overlap between the gillnet fishery and the on-the-water population of Kittlitz’s 
(Blejwas and Wright 2012). This study documented coarse-scale spatial overlap between Kittlitz’s 
murrelets and gillnet fisheries; however, most of the coarse-scale overlap disappeared when examined at a 
finer scale.  Although most of Yakutat Bay was open to gillnet fishing, nets were set in 3 highly localized 
areas near the harbor entrance; only four Kittlitz’s murrelets were observed in any of these areas, all on 
the outside of Khantaak Island and all during the June 2010 survey.  Along the outer coast of Yakutat, 
most nets were set in the rivers and estuaries and overlap was confined to small areas at the mouth of the 
Situk and Dangerous Rivers. One by-catch mortality was detected through the Alaska Marine Mammal 
Observer Program in the Manby Shore region, where fishing effort was low but Kittlitz’s murrelet 
abundance was high. The Manby Shore was identified as an area with higher risk for gillnet mortality, 
relative to the other areas surveyed due to the high abundance of Kittlitz’s murrelet. Schoen et al. (2011) 
compared boat-based survey data to vessel traffic patterns to quantify the likelihood of interactions 
between birds and moving vessels in Yakutat Bay.  This research indicated that the average probability of 
an individual Kittlitz’s murrelet encountering a vessel at least once a day during the breeding season was 
0.0097 (S.E. = 0.003100), which equated to 0.98 percent of the local population subject to vessel 
disturbance each day.  The greatest area of spatial overlap was at the head of Yakutat Bay. Manly (2009) 
reported a mean annual by-catch of Kittlitz’s murrelet in Yakutat Bay between 2007 and 2008.  
Combining these data with the 2009 estimated total population results in an estimated 0.30 percent of the 
local (Yakutat Bay) population of Kittlitz’s murrelets killed in gillnets annually (Schoen et al. 2011). 

Since 2010, USGS has been conducting a comparative study of glacier fiord ecosystems in the Gulf of 
Alaska, with the objective to examine marine food web relationships, community structure and habitat 
correlates by sampling oceanography, zooplankton, forage fish, and marine birds, and a secondary 
objective to document Kittlitz’s murrelet foraging ecology and at-sea distribution.  Icy Bay and Yakutat 
were sampled in 2011, and work will continue in Prince William Sound in 2013.  

The USFWS and the University of Montana are collaborating to address the challenges of monitoring 
Kittlitz’s murrelet.  A graduate student began work in January 2012 to address non-identification and 
misidentification of Kittlitz’s murrelets during at-sea surveys, and to document ocean productivity and 
stress for Kittlitz’s murrelets.   

Glacier Bay Research and Monitoring 

The NPS has focused research efforts in the Glacier Bay area on the development of a survey design and 
protocol for estimating Kittlitz’s murrelet population trend.  Work has been ongoing by USFWS, 
Audubon Alaska, and ADFG since 2009 to determine the current Glacier Bay and Icy Strait Kittlitz’s 
population and assess the population change since 1993; a publication is in preparation as of February 
2013.  Other work includes a study of the response of Kittlitz’s to boating activities.  This collaborative 
research by the University of Washington, NPS, and USGS found that Kittlitz’s group size was not 
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affected by vessel activity and that near-shore densities of birds were suppressed temporarily by vessel 
passage, but recovered within the day.  This suggests that vessel traffic did not cause a persistent loss of 
Kittlitz’s foraging habitat.  However, vessel passage caused a thirty-fold increase in flight behavior, 
which is energetically costly. Large and fast-moving vessels caused the greatest disturbance to Kittlitz's 
murrelets (Agness et al. 2008).  

Renner et al. (2012) examined physical and biological attributes of Glacier Bay to determine the factors 
that most influence the structure of predator and prey communities.  These researchers conducted bay-
wide surveys for marine birds and mammals, including upper-trophic level (UTL) marine predators, to 
evaluate species abundance and distribution patterns, while simultaneously measuring environmental 
variables likely to influence their distribution. Kittlitz’s murrelets tended to concentrate in the upper arms 
of the bay near tidewater glaciers during the sampling period (June 23 to July 14).  The UTL community, 
including Kittlitz’s, was closely correlated with the distribution of prey; however, strong correlations with 
environmental gradients suggest that the UTL community is also structured by the physical environment.  
Results indicated a more restricted distribution for Kittlitz’s murrelets relative to some other species 
sampled, suggesting a specialized ecological niche within Glacier Bay (i.e. more specialized habitat 
requirements related to glacial influence).  These authors predict that within the Glacier Bay marine 
ecosystem, Kittlitz’s murrelet is one of the species that will be most negatively affected by the 
disappearance of glacial influence.    

Since 2011, the USGS, Oregon State University, and Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve have been 
collaborating on the study of cruise ship disturbance to the Kittlitz’s murrelets in the park.  Up to two 
cruise ships enter the park per day during the summer months.  Therefore, this study is quantifying the 
magnitude of response of Kittlitz’s murrelets to the cruise ship traffic.  Time- activity behavioral data are 
being collected by land-based observers for before during, and after the cruise ship disturbance.  How 
vessel speed, size, and distance are associated with the response of Kittlitz’s is being measured by on-
board observers.  This information will be incorporated into a model for determining how the cruise ship 
disturbance variables relate to the magnitude of disturbance behavior by the Kittlitz’s.  The goal is to 
provide practical management suggestions for limiting cruise ship disturbance to Kittlitz’s murrelets.  
Field work was completed in 2012, and data analysis and thesis preparation are currently in progress. 

Statewide (Including Southeast Alaska) 

The USFWS has been developing a focal species conservation plan since 2011 which summarizes 
Kittlitz’s murrelet status and will ultimately result in an action plan, with secondary objectives to provide 
a template/plan for USFWS actions and research priorities.  Oregon State University, USFWS and NPS 
are also collaborating on developing a statewide monitoring plan. USGS and USFWS are also conducting 
a state wide study of Kittlitz’s murrelets population genetics, and have collected over 200 biological 
samples from Glacier Bay, Icy Bay, Prince William Sound, Kachemak Bay, and Kodiak, as well as other 
parts of the Gulf of Alaska and the Aleutians.  These samples are currently being analyzed.   

Population Monitoring 

Based on boat-based surveys conducted from 2002 to 2009 and covering a broad geographic area of 
Southeast Alaska (from LeConte Bay to the Lost Coast), Kissling et al. (2011) found that the majority of 
the area population (roughly 79 percent) is found between Icy and Yakutat Bays. In addition, they found 
the Kittlitz’s murrelet composed 7 percent of the murrelet abundance throughout the area and that their 
abundance was unstable compared to the marbled murrelet (B. marmoratus). The authors suggest that the 
recent absence of the Kittlitz’s murrelet from LeConte Bay indicates a change in the species range in 
southeast Alaska. 

Trends reported for the Glacier Bay population of Kittlitz’s murrelets vary.  Piatt et al. (2011) report a ≥ 
85 percent decline in the population over the period of 1991 to 2008 with a rate of decline between -10.7 
percent and -14.4 percent each year.  In contrast, Hoekman et al. (2011a) report the population increased 
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between the periods of 1999-2007 and 2009-2010, although it should be noted their earlier survey period 
may have been negatively biased.  Kirchhoff et al. (2010) also recorded an increased density of Kittlitz’s 
in Glacier Bay between 1993 and 2007, although the trend was not significant.  Kirchhoff et al. (2010) 
and Hoekman et al. (2011b) conclude that variability in survey methods and coverage likely negates any 
comparisons between these studies. 

The need to improve the survey design and methods for monitoring Kittlitz’s murrelet population status 
and trends has recently been emphasized in the literature.  Hoekman et al. (2011c) conducted a study of 
the influence of the number of observers (one versus two) and the assumption of 100 percent detection 
rate on boat-based density estimates for Kittlitz’s murrelets at Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve. 
They found that two observers in the boat increased the encounter rates by 56 percent, had a >20 percent 
higher probability of identifying murrelets to species, and increased the precision of the estimated 
detection probability (0.94; SE 0.03) and group size. Including murrelets not identified to species in the 
estimate of Kittlitz’s murrelets increased estimates by >100 percent and reduced variation.   Conversely, 
excluding unidentified murrelets caused great and variable bias and error in the density estimate, thereby 
reducing the value of these estimates for assessing population status and trends.   

Day (2011) and Kirchoff (2011) reviewed the methods and results of surveys for Kittlitz’s conducted over 
the past 30 years. Kirchoff (2011) reviewed the methods and results for a selection of boat-based near-
shore surveys in Alaska.  He concludes that boat-based surveys pose a particular challenge in estimating 
Kittlitz’s murrelet density because Kittlitz’s are difficult to detect and identify at a distance, and because 
they have a clumpy and contagious distribution.  He makes several recommendations for improving the 
accuracy and precision of boat-based density estimates. The Day (2011) report, which was commissioned 
by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, concludes that, although more recent studies have been 
more robust, the methods and design for collecting baseline data during the 1980s and early 1990s upon 
which recent trend estimates are based are inadequate for determining whether the population has 
undergone a dramatic range-wide population decline.  The comparison of population estimates based on 
different methods is strongly criticized by Day.  Day does point out the possibility of smaller declines in 
parts or all of the Kittlitz’s range, and that shifts in geographic preferences could account for perceived 
local declines.  In addition, his interviews with Kittlitz’s experts reveal diverse opinions on whether 
Kittlitz’s are declining, but general agreement that the primary factor influencing populations are 
variability in food and physiological stress. 

Northern Goshawk 

The northern goshawk favors dense stands of productive old growth (POG) forest for nesting habitat.  The 
USFWS was petitioned to list the Queen Charlotte goshawk subspecies of the northern goshawk as 
endangered in May 1994. Listing was found to not be warranted in 1997 due to the Tongass conservation 
strategy contributing substantially to goshawk habitat through the old-growth reserved system (and other 
non-development land-use designations) and through standards and guidelines protecting goshawk habitat 
in portions of the forest open to timber harvest.  In 2004, the finding that the listing is not warranted was 
remanded back to the USFWS for further review to determine whether the Vancouver Island, British 
Columbia population is a significant portion of the subspecies’ range. If the British Columbia population 
is found to be a significant portion of the range, the question “Is the listing warranted?” would be asked.  
In 2007, the USFWS published their finding that the Alaska and British Columbia populations of the 
Queen Charlotte goshawk constitute distinct population segments under the ESA, thus qualify for 
individual consideration as threatened or endangered.  In addition, they concluded that again, they did not 
support listing the Alaska segment as threatened or endangered under the ESA because of protections 
provided by the Tongass conservation strategy.  In 2012, the USFWS listed the British Columbia distinct 
population segment of the Queen Charlotte Goshawk as threatened under the ESA.  

Still, the Queen Charlotte goshawk is an Alaska Region Sensitive Species because a) there is continued 
uncertainty about goshawks in some geographic areas with concentrated past timber harvest (e.g., Prince 
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of Wales Island) which has resulted in a vulnerability of habitat conditions in those areas, b) the goshawk 
population trend is unknown, and c) management of the Tongass continues to play a large role in the 
conservation of this species (USDA 2009). 

The Legacy Standard and Guideline of the 2008 Tongass Forest Plan replaces standards in the 1997 
Forest Plan (USDA 1997) related to northern goshawk foraging habitat.  The legacy standard requires that 
old-growth forest structure (i.e. live trees, dead trees, and clumps of trees) be retained after timber harvest 
in value comparison units (VCUs) that have had considerable past harvest (USDA 2008b).  The benefits 
of leaving clumps of forest structure within timber harvest units, compared to single trees, is well 
documented in the scientific literature, including studies on goshawk and their primary prey species.  
Clumps receive more use by wildlife and are more windfirm than scattered residual trees. Applying the 
Legacy Standard and Guideline in required VCUs is expected to contribute to the effectiveness of the 
matrix as part of the overall Forest conservation strategy (USDA 2008a). 

The TES Wildlife Species Standard and Guideline for northern goshawk (including the Queen Charlotte 
goshawk subspecies) provides further protections in the matrix: a 100-acre buffer of old-growth habitat is 
maintained around each known nest.  Some management flexibility is allowed in stands where goshawks 
have been observed but no direct or indirect evidence of a confirmed nest is documented after two years 
of monitoring (USDA 2008b). 

Considering the proposed projects on the Tongass from FY 2008 through 2012, it was determined that 28 
“may affect” goshawks or their habitat under Section 7 Consultation (table 1).  The types of proposals 
ranged from communication sites (AT&T Auke Mountain Communication Site, Juneau Ranger District) 
to timber sales (Checkerboard Timber Sale project on the Hoonah Ranger District).  Biological 
evaluations were prepared for all 28 projects and all concluded the affects would be “insignificant” or 
“discountable.”  None concluded that goshawks or their habitat would be “adversely affected;” therefore, 
formal consultation with the USFWS was not sought. Table 1 shows the number of proposed projects on 
the Tongass National Forest by fiscal year for which the biological evaluation made a “may affect” 
determination for goshawk or their habitat and the number for which the likely response was 
“insignificant” or “discountable” versus “beneficial.” 

 
Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat 2 Table 1.   Biological evaluation of effects of proposed projects on 

goshawks, by fiscal year  

MAY AFFECT, NOT LIKELY TO ADVERSELY AFFECT 

Northern Goshawk 
Fiscal Year 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

# Insignificant or Discountable 3 8 3 5 9 

# Beneficial 0 0 0 0 0 

 

Two 2008 Forest Plan Amendment (Forest Plan) Standard and Guidelines in particular were designed for 
the protection of goshawk habitat.  The Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive (TES) Wildlife Species 
Standards and Guidelines for northern goshawk (WILD II. A., USDA 2008b, pp. 4-99 and 4-100) ensures 
surveys for nesting goshawks occur for any proposed project affecting goshawk habitat, provides 
protections to goshawk nesting and fledgling habitat in the matrix by leaving 100 acres of un-harvested 
productive old-growth (POG) around known nests, and provides buffer against activities near the nest 
during the nesting season that may cause nest abandonment.  Protections are provided for two types of 
sites, confirmed goshawk nest sites and probable goshawk nest sites. According to the forest plan, a 
confirmed goshawk nest site is indicated by a goshawk observed on or near the nest, nestlings on 
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branches (young not able to fly) observed on or near a nest, goshawk feathers or eggs obtained from the 
nest, or one or more nest structures indicative of goshawk were found with goshawk prey remains, but 
without positive identified goshawk on the nest and without positive identified feathers from the nest 
(USDA 2008b; p. 4-99). A probable goshawk nest site is indicated by either aggressive, territorial 
breeding season adults vocalizing or attacking an observer, or  adults observed during the breeding season 
in a territory and recently fledged young were observed, both in the absence of a nest (USDA 2008b; p.4-
99). 

The Legacy Standards and Guidelines (USDA 2008, pp. 4-90 and 4-91), which replaced the Northern 
Goshawk and American Marten Standards and Guidelines of the 1997 Tongass Forest Plan (TE&S II.4 
and WILD112 XVI in USDA 1997; pp. 4-91, 4-118, and 4-119), was also designed for the protection of 
goshawk habitat.  The intent of the Legacy Standards and Guidelines is to ensure “sufficient residual 
trees, snags, and clumps of trees remain in timber harvest units within value comparison units (VCUs) 
that have had concentrated past timber harvest activity and are at risk for not providing the full range of 
matrix functions” while providing flexibility to address on-the-ground issues with the implementation of 
timber sales. Therefore, it is intended to maintain the effective contribution of these at risk VCUs by 
retaining sufficient legacy forest structure in harvest units (USDA 2008b, p 4-90).  The standard is 
applied in VCUs where 33 percent or more of the POG has been harvested from 1954 to 2005, or where 
more than 67 percent of the POG is projected to be harvested within 100+ years and full implementation 
of the 2008 Forest Plan (USDA 2008b; p 4-90).  The Legacy Standards and Guidelines are not applied to 
harvest units less than 20 acres in size nor is it applicable to 36 timber sales under contract before the 
effective date of the 2008 Forest Plan (Category 1 timber sales in the 2008 Forest Plan amendment 
Record of Decision [ROD; USDA 2008a; pp. 68-69]).  In addition, a second category of timber sales was 
identified in the 2008 Forest Plan ROD where application of the Legacy Standards and Guidelines is 
encouraged, but not required.   These total 36 projects that had at least a Draft Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) developed and released to the public for comment prior to the effective date of the Plan 
(USDA 2008a; pp. 69-70).  The effects associated with implementing these pre-existing decisions were 
considered as part of the baseline and assumed to continue in the environmental analysis of alternatives in 
the Final EIS for the 2008 Forest Plan.  Because these earlier decisions were considered in the effects 
analysis, implementation is not in conflict with the amended Plan (ROD; USDA 2008a, p. 70).  Also note 
that the 1997 Forest Plan American Marten Standards and Guidelines are applied to these Category 1 and 
2 projects when the Legacy Standards and Guidelines are not applied and the project is located in a 
Higher Risk Biogeographic Provinces as identified by the 1997 Forest Plan (USDA 1997; p. 4-116).  The 
Legacy Standards and Guidelines can be applied to projects previously analyzed using the Marten 
Standards and Guidelines if a change analysis is completed that looks at differences in effects and these 
effects were found to not be significant  (FSH 1909.15, section18). 

We report on the implementation of the 2008 Forest Plan Legacy Standards and Guidelines and the 
Northern Goshawk Standard and Guideline for nest buffers (WILD4 II.A.c; USDA 2008 c; p. 4-99) and 
nest inventories (WILD4 II.A.f; USDA 2008c; p. 4-100) in 2012 and summarize their implementation 
from 2008 through 2012. Specifically, we ask three questions. 1) Where POG timber was harvested, were 
the Legacy Standards and Guidelines to maintain clumps of old-growth structure within harvested stands 
in high risk VCUs implemented?  2) Were the required surveys for nesting goshawks conducted for all 
projects being proposed or under analysis that may affect goshawk-nesting habitat?  3) Where goshawk 
nest sites (confirmed or probable) were found in the vicinity of these projects, were buffers designed for 
their protection and did their design meet the standard and guidelines? 

Implementation of the Legacy Standard and Guideline  

Based on the Forest Activity Tracking System database, 5,800 acres of timber harvest (by all silvicultural 
systems1) were harvested from FY 2008 through 2012.  The Legacy Standards and Guidelines were 
                                                 
1 Activity codes: 4113, 4117, 4151, 4152, 4175, 4210, 4220, 4230, and 4231. 
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applicable to a single timber harvest unit (43) of the Diesel Timber Sale, which is located on Prince of 
Wales Island, Thorne Bay Ranger District (table 2).  This unit occurs in VCU 5710; a VCU listed for 
legacy retention.   

Much of the timber harvest in the five past years since implementation of the 2008 Forest Plan 
Amendment has been under the Category 1 timber sales (table 2). National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) analyses and decision documents have been completed for the majority of the ROD Category 2 
projects. Several resulting timber sales are under contract, and have been or are being harvested. Harvest 
through contracts of the ROD Category 2 projects will continue. In addition, several timber harvest 
projects have been proposed 2008 and are now being analyzed through NEPA and all 2008 Forest Plan 
Amendments standards and guidelines will be applied to these projects as specified in the Forest Plan.  
For further information on implementation of the Legacy Standard and Guideline see the report for 
Biodiversity Question 3 “Is old-growth structure retained in the matrix adequate and is it representative of 
old-growth types across VCUs and across the Forest?”  

 
Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat 2 Table 2.   Number of goshawk broadcast call station surveys conducted on 

the Tongass in calendar year 2012 by ranger district and project  

Ranger 
District 

Project 
PP = Pre-proposal, P=Proposal Development, 

U=Under Analysis, C=Analysis Complete 

Number of Broadcast 
Call Station Surveys 

Hoonah 
Neka Bay (PP) 13 

Mud Bay Otter Lake (PP) 1 

Petersburg 

Mitkof Island Small Sales (U) 184 

Thomas Bay Integrated Sale (P) 66 

Tonka Timber Sale (C) 31 

Thorne Bay 

Big Thorne Timber Sale (U) 44 

Coronation Island (PP) 3 

Dargon Point Commercial Thinning Project (C) 3 

Kosciusko Vegetation Management Project (U) 30 

Wrangell Wrangell Island Timber Sale (U) 645 

Sitka Peril Straits Timber Salvage Sale (C) 20 

Total  1040 

 
Implementation of Goshawk Nest Surveys  

Over 4,000 goshawk broadcast call and watch station surveys were conducted on the Tongass from 
calendar years 2008 through 2012 and in association with timber project planning.  A total of 1,040 of 
these were conducted in calendar year 2012 (table 2).  
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Implementation of Goshawk Nest Buffers  

No probable nest sites were found from calendar year 2008 through 2012.  A total of seven active 
goshawk nests (confirmed nest sites) were found during surveys on the Forest during this period.  Nests 
were found on ranger districts across the Forest including Wrangell (Navy Timber Sale), Thorne Bay 
(Heceta Commercial Thinning Study project and Big Thorne Timber Sale project), Juneau (Greens Creek 
Mine Tailings Disposal Facility Expansion project), Petersburg (Thomas Bay Integrated Sale project), and 
Hoonah (Iyouktug Timber Sale project).  This includes two goshawk nests that were found in 2012.  One 
of the 2012 nests was found on the Petersburg Ranger District during surveys for the Thomas Bay 
Integrated Sale project for which a proposal is being developed.  This nest was found active in mid-July 
and was located in a roughly 22 inch diameter at breast height (DBH) Sitka spruce tree.  A single 
fledgling was in the nest and the fledgling was able to fly a bit and hop out and around the nest.  An 
additional nest was found in 2012 on the Juneau Ranger District (JRD) during mid-May while conducting 
other wildlife surveys. A female goshawk was observed within approximately 75 meters of the nest and a 
pluck post was located roughly 50 meters from the nest.   

Of the seven nests found, five were provided a buffer of 100 acres or more of POG and the location of the 
buffers are indicated on all harvest unit cards that abut the buffers.  Their locations are also documented 
in GIS.  The nest found in 2012 on the Juneau Ranger District is located within a recreation area that is 
semi-remote recreation land use designation (LUD), which does not allow timber harvest and no other 
types of projects that may remove timber are currently planned within the area of the nest.  In addition, 
there is very little POG in the area surrounding the nest, which is characterized by a mix of natural young 
growth, unproductive forest, and non-forested habitats.  The nest is in an open understory young Sitka 
spruce stand, although the nearby mountain side does contain POG habitat.  Although a buffer has not 
been designed for this nest, the nest location has been documented in a GIS for use in future project 
planning in the area. 

The other nest without a formal 100 acre POG buffer was found in 2011 in a stand of 50-70 year old 
young growth in one of the units of the Heceta Commercial Thinning Study project (Heceta project; 
USDA 2011, USDA 2004) on the Thorne Bay Ranger District.  The decision notice (DN) for the Heceta 
project was signed in 2004 and approved the thinning of 400 acres of young growth over 5 units.  A 
single unoccupied nest had been found in the project area in 2002 as well and the 2004 DN provided a 
100-foot no-harvest buffer and a 250-foot wide corridor from the nest directly to the old-growth reserve 
LUD to the south of the harvest unit.   

In 2011, while surveying to determine the status of the nest found in 2002, an additional active nest was 
found in the project area. The buffer and corridor applied to the 2002 nest could not be applied to the 
2011 nest because of its location, the adjacent road and managed stands, and the distance to the old-
growth reserve (Heceta SIR; USDA 2011). Since the nest site is located in young growth and not 
productive old growth, the requirement for maintaining an area of 100 acres of POG generally centered 
over the nest could not be met (Heceta SIR; USDA 2011). 

A management strategy for the 2011 nest was developed that provides a 100-meter radius (approximately 
330 feet), or a little under 8 acres, of no-harvest buffer (based on Mahon 2005 and 2009 in Heceta SIR 
2011).  An additional 100-meter buffer, surrounding the no-harvest buffer, is to be thinned to no less than 
a 60 percent canopy cover (Heceta Supplemental Information Report (SIR); USDA 2011).  The rest of the 
stand will be thinned to approximately 50 trees per acre which is the prescription for the rest of the units 
(Heceta SIR; USDA 2011).  In addition, timing restrictions required by the Forest Plan (2008 Forest Plan, 
p. 4-99, Wildlife Standards and Guidelines) "permitting no continuous disturbance likely to result in nest 
abandonment within the surrounding 600 feet from March 15 to August 15" would be implemented to 
minimize potential disturbance for active nests. The timing restriction does not apply to the intermittent 
use of the road system; for example, log hauling may occur, but falling or yarding operations within the 
600 foot buffer would not be permitted during the timing restriction. If the nest is inactive or unsuccessful 
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for two consecutive years of monitoring, then no timing is necessary. These timing restrictions will be 
added to the contract. Whether the nest is active will be determined at time of operations.  

The standards and guidelines include specific language to "consider surrounding landscapes when 
managing for goshawk nest sites” and “plans for an alternative nest management strategy to c) and d) 
above may be implemented if the rationale is documented" (WILD4 II, A, 1. (e), USDA 2008, pg. 4-99), 
and "develop an aggressive young-growth management…to improve understory forage production and to 
increase the development of old-growth characteristics in young-growth timber stands for a variety of 
wildlife species” (WILD2, USDA 2008, pp. 4-97 and 4-98). The standards and guidelines for protection 
of goshawk habitat were implemented.   

Black Oystercatcher 

The black oystercatcher is an intertidal obligate that favors rocky shorelines and forages in sheltered low-
sloping gravel or rock beaches with abundant prey.  It is listed by the U.S., Canada, Alaska, British 
Columbia, Washington, Oregon, and California shorebird plans as a species of high concern, by Audubon 
as a watch list species, by USFWS as a Focal Species, and is a Chugach National Forest management 
indicator species.  The greatest threats to this species are thought to be development of their habitat, oil 
spills, and sea level rise associated with climate change.  Black oystercatchers have a small global 
population (estimates of 8,500 – 11,000 individuals) with distribution from the Aleutian Islands down the 
Pacific Coast to Baja California.  The majority (65 percent) of the population breeds in Alaska.  
Populations were affected by the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill in Prince William Sound, recovery has been 
slow, and oil still lingers in nesting areas.  Extensive data collection has occurred in the past five years 
from Kodiak Island to British Columbia showing these long-lived birds have high site fidelity but low 
reproductive rates and high inter-annual variability in nest success.  Chick survival is low due to several 
natural and human-induced factors, including snow conditions, timing, prey availability, nest predation, 
and human use.  Because viability of this species remains a concern and populations in some areas have 
dramatically declined due to unknown causes (from 48 pairs to two pairs in Sitka Sound), and there is 
high overlap between nest sites and areas permitted for recreational use (e.g., Prince William Sound), the 
black oystercatcher is an Alaska Region Sensitive Species (USDA 2009). 

Considering the proposed projects on the Tongass from FY 2008 through 2012, it was determined that 
nine projects “may affect” black oystercatchers or their habitat under Section 7 Consultation.  The types 
of proposals ranged from trail projects, outfitter guide permits to timber sales, and generally involved 
temporary coastline use or crossing of potential black oystercatcher habitat.  Biological evaluations were 
prepared for all nine projects and all concluded the affects would be “insignificant” or “discountable.” 
Additionally, for one project, the biologist determined there would be a “beneficial” effect.  This was the 
extension of a withdrawal from surface entry and mining on the Dog Island Research Natural Area.  None 
concluded that oystercatchers or their habitat would be “adversely affected”; therefore, formal 
consultation with the USFWS was not sought.  Table 3 shows the number of proposed projects on the 
Tongass National Forest by fiscal year for which the biological evaluation made a “may affect” 
determination for black oystercatcher or their habitat and the number for which the likely response would 
be “insignificant” or “discountable” versus “beneficial.” 
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Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat 2 Table 3.   Biological evaluation of effects of proposed projects on black 
oystercatchers, by fiscal year  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Alaska Region of the USFS recently collaborated with the USGS, Parks Canada, USFWS, and 
ADFG in a study of seasonal movements, winter range use, and migratory connectivity of the black 
oystercatcher (Johnson et al. 2010).  In spring of 2007, breeding birds from migratory populations in 
Prince William Sound, Montague Island, and the Juneau area were fixed with satellite transmitters and 
were followed for two migrations (2007 and 2008) to their nonbreeding sites and a single migration 
(2008) to their nesting sites.  This one and one-half year cycle allowed researchers to determine the level 
of both breeding and nonbreeding site fidelity.  All birds followed returned to their breeding (8 birds) and 
nonbreeding (4 birds) sites in 2008. Breeding site fidelity in black oystercatchers is well known (Andres 
and Falxa 1995, Hazlitt and Butler 2001, Morse et al. 2006, and Spiegel 2008), but fidelity to 
nonbreeding sites in black oystercatchers had not previously been documented.  In addition, birds from a 
breeding site tended to not overwinter together.  All birds followed overwintered along the coasts of 
southeast Alaska and British Columbia.  Black oystercatchers from the Juneau breeding site migrated to 
nonbreeding sites in both British Columbia and Southeast Alaska.  Five of 13 birds tracked overwintered 
at Pybus Bay (Admiralty Island), Heceta Island, and Koskiusko Island and all birds documented 
overwintering in southeast Alaska were from the Juneau breeding site.  All migrations generally followed 
a coastal route and stopovers occurred on Duke Island and the Dundas Island group, southeast Alaska. 

The non-profit organization, The Wildlifers, conducted black oystercatcher surveys in Yakutat Bay 
surrounding the Yakutat Ranger District in 2011 and 2012.  This work was supported by funding from the 
Alaska Region Coastal Marine Grant (from the NPS and National Park Foundation) and The Wildlifers, 
as well as in-kind support by the Yakutat Ranger District.  Shoreline surveys were conducted during late-
May from the water and while hiking extensive stretches of shorelines.  Locations of oystercatchers and 
survey routes were recorded with GPS units.  Fifty-eight black oystercatchers and a wide variety of 
waterbirds and other wildlife were detected during shoreline surveys of portions of Yakutat Bay in 2011.  
Results from 2012 are pending analyses. 

Aleutian Tern  

The Aleutian tern relies on islands, shrub-tundra, grass or sedge meadows, and freshwater and coastal 
marshes for nesting.  Aleutian terns breed in Alaska and Siberia.  Viability concerns for this species stem 
from the loss or size reduction of colonies in Kodiak, Prince William Sound, Yakutat, and Icy Bay.  The 
largest colonies on record exist or existed on the Cordova (Chugach National Forest) and Yakutat Ranger 
Districts.  Some colonies are in remote sites, whereas others are in areas where USFS can manage 
perturbations of sites (e.g., Black Sand Spit in Yakutat).  The Aleutian Tern Working Group recently 
reviewed the species status, natural history, uses, and threats; the data suggest to the working group a 
range-wide population decline.  Suspected causes are both natural and human-induced (e.g., isostatic 
rebound, structural changes in vegetation, shifts in forage prey populations, disturbances from human 
activities, access allowed through special use permits).  Little is known about migratory routes, wintering 
range, diet, and chick provisioning.  Possible migration routes include coastal south China, Taiwan, 

MAY AFFECT, NOT LIKELY TO ADVERSELY AFFECT 

Black Oystercatcher 
Fiscal Year 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

# Insignificant or Discountable 0 5 1 0 3 

# Beneficial 0 0 0 0 1 
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Korea, Philippines and other parts of Southeast Asia.  Based on steep declines in the population of the 
large breeding areas on USFS lands, and the potential for overlap of management activities with those 
breeding sites, the Aleutian tern is an Alaska Region Sensitive Species. 

Considering the proposed projects on the Tongass from FY 2008 through 2012, it was determined that 
one “may affect” Aleutian terns or their habitat under Section 7 Consultation.  The biological evaluation 
for the proposal for Authorization of Special Use Permits for Crab Pot Storage Area” on the Petersburg 
Ranger District Biological concluded the project may impact individuals, but in not likely to cause a 
listing or a loss of viability.  Thus, the affects would be “insignificant” or “discountable.”   

The only known Aleutian tern colonies on the Tongass occur on the Yakutat Ranger District. The largest 
known are at Black Sand Spit and in the Italio River area.  The Black Sand Spit colony is one of the 
largest known throughout their range, and has historically supported up to 3,000 terns; as much as nine 
percent of the estimated global 
population.  The Yakutat Ranger 
District is on the southern end of 
known Aleutian Tern breeding 
range, although small numbers of 
breeding Aleutian terns have been 
documented in Glacier Bay 
National Park (Armitsu et al. 
2007).  Prior to 2008, the Yakutat 
Ranger District surveyed the 
Black Sand Spit annually when 
possible, to obtain rough estimates 
of the number of Aleutian Terns 
present, based on visual ground-
based observations.  In 2006, 
Yakutat Ranger District 
collaborated with USFWS as part 
of a state-wide avian influenza 
sampling effort to capture and 
band 102 Aleutian Terns on Black 
Sand Spit. 

Since 2008, in cooperation with ADFG, USFWS, University of Hawaii, University of Alaska Southeast, 
and the USFS Alaska Regional Office, the Yakutat Ranger District has been gathering baseline 
information on the Black Sand Spit and Italio River area Aleutian tern colonies. In 2008 and 2009, a 
series of ground measurements and aerial monitoring was completed to assess nesting phenology, 
population density, and nesting density. Survey transects were completed in June and July of 2009. 
Transects and nest measurements were also conducted at other Yakutat area tern colonies, including the 
mouth of the Lost River, Dry Bay, and Orange Glacier in Russell Fiord.   

In 2010, the third year of this study, 113 Aleutian terns were captured and marked with geolocators in an 
attempt to gather information on their migration pathway and timing.  Re-capture of marked birds was 
attempted in 2011 and 2012.  Although terns were present in the Italio River and Black Sand Spit areas 
early during the nesting season, by mid-June they were scarce in these areas. Consequently, trapping 
efforts were also conducted in nearby areas where Aleutian terns were also nesting, including the Ankau 
River, Nine mile meadow, Turner Point on Khantaak Island, and the Old Italio River. Approximately 219 
Aleutian Terns were captured in 2011; one tern, captured at the Old Italio nesting area, was a recapture 
from 2010 fitted with a geolocator.  In 2012, forty Aleutian terns were captured at four of the previously 
described sites, one of which was a recapture from 2010.  Interestingly, the tern recaptured (on its nest) on 
Black Sand Spit in 2012 had originally been captured (on its nest) at the Italio River area in 2010.  

Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat 2 Picture 1.   Aleutian Tern, 
Onychoprion aleuticus, sitting on a nest at Black Sand 
Spit, Yakutat Ranger District 
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Preliminary analysis of the geolocator data indicates a general trend of winter migration to Southeast Asia 
and Oceania. Previously un-colonized nesting areas were utilized and identified during the course of this 
research.  There were no recaptures from the terns banded in 2006. This project also documented a high 
rate of inter- and intra-annual movement nesting areas, challenging the concept of a stable nesting 
colony/breeding area for this species. A final report for the research conducted from 2008-2012 is 
currently being drafted, including recommendations for future research.  

Black Sand Spit is used for multiple purposes including for commercial fish camps.  Recently 
implemented motor vehicle use regulations on the Yakutat Ranger District closes the spit to motor vehicle 
traffic except for below mean high tide.  The exceptions are two designated all-terrain vehicle (ATV) 
trails that provide a short and direct crossing between the estuary and gulf sides of the spit.  It is expected 
that this will reduce disturbance as well as damage to the tern habitat on the spit. Similar regulations are 
in place at the Italio River colony, which is also near commercial and sport fishing areas. The district has 
also engaged in public education efforts regarding terns and their sensitivity to disturbance, through 
efforts directed at local students as well as to local community members and visitors during the annual 
Yakutat Tern Festival initiated in 2011. 

Humpback Whale 

Considering the proposed projects on the Tongass from FY 2008 through 2012, it was determined that 
three projects “may affect” humpback whale or their habitat under Section 7 Consultation.  These 
proposals ranged from outfitter and guide management plans (e.g. Shoreline II Outfitter and Guide 
Management Plan, Juneau Ranger District) to a timber sale project (Tonka Timber Sale, Petersburg 
Ranger District).  In all cases, it was determined that the project is “not likely to adversely affect” 
humpback whales or their habitat, and that the proposed project effects would be “insignificant” or 
“discountable.”   

The local distribution of humpbacks in southeast Alaska appears to be correlated with the density and 
seasonal availability of prey, particularly herring and krill. The NMFS recovery plan for the humpback 
whale identified six known or potential categories of human impact to the species: hunting, entrapment 
and entanglement in fishing gear, collisions with ships, acoustic disturbance, habitat degradation, and 
competition for resources with humans (USDA 2008c). Tongass management activities that may have an 
effect on whale habitats or populations generally fall in the acoustic disturbance and habitat degradation 
categories.  These management activities include: the development of log transfer facilities (LTF) and 
associated camps, the movement of log rafts from LTFs to mills, and the development of docks associated 
with mining, recreation, and other forest uses and activities (USDA 2008c).  Potential effects of LTFs and 
other docks on humpback habitat are the reduction of prey through disturbance of their habitat and 
disturbance to whales by boat traffic associated with the LTFs and docks (USDA 2008c).  The Final EIS 
for the 2008 Forest Plan estimated less than two acres of benthic habitat would be disturbed per LTF 
because many sales require that logs be loaded on barges rather than placed in the water. 

Steller Sea Lion 

The eastern Pacific stock of the Steller sea lion (eastern stock), which occurs on the Tongass, is listed as 
threatened under the ESA.  The eastern stock population is increasing in southeast Alaska, but declining 
in Oregon, Washington, and California.  The optimum sustainable population size for the eastern stock is 
not known.  Although Steller sea lions use a variety of marine habitats, important habitats include haulout 
and rookery sites.  NMFS provides a summary of factors affecting the Steller sea lion populations 
including: reductions in the availability of food resources; commercial harvests of sea lion pups; 
subsistence harvests of sea lions; harvests for public display and scientific research purposes; predation by 
sharks, killer whales and brown bear; disease; the inadequacy of existing regulatory mechanisms 
regarding quotas on the incidental harvesting of sea lions during commercial fishing operations; and other 
natural or manmade factors such as incidences of fishermen shooting adult sea lions at rookeries, haul out 
sites, and in the water near boats (55 FR 45204 and 58 FR 45269).  Commercial fishing and climate 
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change have both been cited as potential causes for reductions in prey.  None of these factors are 
regulated or fall within the jurisdiction of the Forest Service.  Harassment or displacement of sea lions 
from preferred habitats by human activities is a concern with regard to the long term conservation of the 
sea lion in southeast Alaska and the threatened, endangered, and sensitive species standards and 
guidelines for the Forest are designed to prevent and/or reduce potential harassment due to activities 
carried out by or under the jurisdiction of the 
Tongass.  

Considering the proposed projects on the Tongass 
from FY 2008 through 2012, it was determined that 
three projects “may affect” Steller sea lion or their 
habitat under Section 7 Consultation.  These 
proposals ranged from outfitter and guide 
management plans (e.g. Shoreline II Outfitter and 
Guide Management Plan, Juneau Ranger District) to 
a timber sale project (Tonka Timber Sale, Petersburg 
Ranger District).  In all cases, it was determined that 
the project is “not likely to adversely affect” Steller 
sea lions or their habitat and that the proposed 
project effects would be “insignificant” or 
“discountable.”  

Steller sea lions are known to haul out at two sites on 
the Yakutat Ranger District. Steller sea lions 
generally congregate in early February at the mouth 
of the Akwe River, then move to Dry Bay along the Alsek River in early March.  Steller sea lions appear 
to be using these areas for seasonal feeding, since they are usually present from February to early May 
when eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) are most abundant.  Eulachon have been documented as an 
important seasonal food source for Steller sea lions, and the presence of eulachon is likely a contributing 
factor for the timing of the sea lion feeding and haul-out in the Yakutat area.  Steller sea lions begin to 
vacate the Dry Bay haul-out sites when Yakutat Bay Pacific herring (Clupea harengus pallasi) congregate 
to spawn, generally by early to mid-May.   

Regular surveys of the Yakutat haul-out sites were not conducted until 2000.  Prior to 2000, Jim Capra, 
NPS Ranger, obtained a reliable count of 1,500 animals in the Alsek River Dry Bay area on April 10, 
1996 (Jim Capra, personal communication). In 2000, the USFS identified index sites at the mouth of the 
Akwe River and Alsek River to monitor Steller sea lion abundance.  Hauled out Steller sea lions were 
counted annually between 2000 and 2006, after which USFS funding for surveys was no longer available.  
In 2008, two opportunistic surveys were conducted over the index sites on March 1and March 11, 
wherein 643 and 731 Steller seas lions were estimated, respectively.  Jim Capra photographed the Alsek 
haul-out site on April 13, 2009, and estimated a minimum of 1,195 Steller sea lions on or near the beach, 
and a minimum of 300 or more in the near shore surf.  Regular surveys were again conducted in 2010 by 
USFS, ADFG, Yakutat Tlingit Tribe, and Yakutat Salmon Board personnel, with funding provided by 
The Alaska Sea Otter and Steller Sea Lion Commission.  Surveys were conducted in 2011 and 2012 in 
conjunction with eulachon surveys funded by the USFWS Office of Subsistence Management Fisheries 
Monitoring Program and in collaboration with the Yakutat Salmon Board, Yakutat Tlingit Tribe, and 
ADFG.  The peak numbers of sea lions observed at the Alsek site were 3,426, 3,225, and 3,577 in 2010 
(Richards and Oehlers 2010), 2011 (Richards and Oehlers 2011), and 2012 (S. Oehlers, personal 
communication), respectively.  Survey results indicate an overall increase in numbers since surveys began 
in 2000, with 2012 reflecting the highest count to date.   

  

Wildlife Terrestrial Habitat 2 Picture 2.  
Steller sea lion, Eumetopias jubatus, 
aerial surveys on Yakutat Ranger 
District in 2007 
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In spring of 2012, biologists from ADFG and Yakutat Ranger District conducted ground-based 
observations of hauled out Steller sea lions at the mouth of the Alsek River.  The primary purpose was to 
identify and photograph branded Steller sea lions, to determine origin and movements of animals hauled 
out at this site.  A number of branded individuals were observed.  Results of this survey are pending 
analysis. 

 

Evaluation of Results 
Forest Plan standards and guidelines were developed to minimize or eliminate adverse impacts to the 
humpback whale, Steller sea lion, and Queen Charlotte goshawk and maintain island, beach, and estuary 
habitat important to the Aleutian tern and black oystercatcher.  Due to the Kittlitz’s murrelet’s association 
with glacial habitat, this species occupies areas outside of where timber harvest and associated activities 
occur.  However, activities related to mining, communications, and energy development have the 
potential to affect the Kittlitz’s murrelet, and continuation of the review of Section 7 affects 
determinations across the Forest every five years is warranted.   

The current 2008 Forest Plan Standards and Guidelines for Northern Goshawk were based on knowledge 
that goshawks preferentially nest in productive old-growth.  Goshawks are also known to nest in young 
growth where they will generally choose the largest diameter tree of stands with canopy cover > 50 
percent (McClaren 2004 in Province of British Columbia 2004).  Recommendations by the British 
Columbia Ministry of Water, Land, and Air Protection (BC Ministry) for harvesting and silviculture 
related to managing the Queen Charlotte goshawk are for “no commercial thinning within the core area” 
(McClaren 2004 in Province of British Columbia 2004). Core areas are defined by the BC Ministry as 
areas that are “protected from habitat alteration” and for goshawk they equate the core area to the post 
fledgling area [PFA]).  The BC Ministry guidance does allow for commercial thinning “within the 
management zone provided the activities promote the structural characteristics of forest for goshawk 
foraging (e.g. low density thinning of young seral stages to promote older structural attributes).”  
Management zones are defined by the BC Ministry as areas where disturbances during critical times, or 
disturbances to the core area, is to be minimized (McClaren 2004 in Province of British Columbia 2004).  
A review of the 2008 Forest Plan standards and guidelines in relation to young-growth management and 
goshawk ecology and conservation that includes a review of BC Ministry guidance is warranted.  

Since implementation of the 2008 Forest Plan  the Legacy Standards and Guidelines or the 1997 Forest 
Plan Goshawk and Marten Standards and Guidelines were implemented where applicable thus 
contributing towards the effectiveness of the matrix as part of the overall conservation strategy for 
goshawk.  The Category 1 timber sales, which were exempted in the 2008 Forest Plan ROD from 
application of the Legacy Standards and Guidelines, have largely been completed.  Category 2 timber 
projects, for which application of the Legacy Standards and Guidelines is encouraged, but not required, 
will continue to adopt the Standards and Guidelines where it will not disrupt their implementation. The 
2008 Forest Plan Legacy Standards and Guidelines and Northern Goshawk Standards and Guidelines, as 
well as, the 1997 Forest Plan Goshawk and Marten Standards and Guidelines, along with the old growth 
reserve network of the conservation strategy coupled with the 1,000-foot wide beach buffers and other 
features that provide habitat connectivity, provide a strong foundation for maintaining goshawk 
populations across the Tongass. Overall, at least 91 percent of the existing productive old growth (83 
percent of all old growth that ever existed on the Tongass) would remain on the Tongass, even if timber 
were harvested at the maximum level allowed by the Forest Plan for 100 consecutive years. 

Forest Plan standards and guidelines direct the Tongass to prevent and/or reduce potential harassment of 
Steller sea lions and humpback whales due to activities carried out by or under the jurisdiction of the 
Forest Service (USDA 2008b).  Construction and operation of all LTFs and similar facilities require U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency permits and State of Alaska 
Tidelands permits.  The permitting process provides that construction and operations maintain water 
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quality in the specific facility locations, and that marine circulation and flushing are maintained.  All 
facilities must conform to permit standards.  In addition, the Forest must comply with Section 7 of the 
ESA to make effects determinations for all projects with the potential to affect endangered or threatened 
species.  No impacts to the marine environment which would adversely affect whale prey species are 
expected (USDA 2008c).  In addition, the amount of human activity in the marine environment associated 
with Forest management activities is only a fraction of the total amount of overall human activity 
occurring in southeast Alaska.  The Forest Service does not regulate many of these activities (e.g. 
commercial fishing, sport fishing, hunting, and mariculture).  However, it will be important to continue to 
monitor our Section 7 effects determination for these species so that we are aware should this change.   

 

Action Plan 
Review the 2008 Forest Plan Northern Goshawk Standards and Guidelines in light of goshawk nesting in 
young growth stands. Recommend that the 2008 Forest Plan Legacy Standards and Guidelines be applied 
to VCUs as appropriate, and recommend consideration of adding VCUs  to the list of those where the 
2008 Forest Plan Legacy Standards and Guidelines apply.  Review biological evaluations and 
assessments Section 7 effects determinations annually to determine effects of projects proposed on 
Tongass that may affect TES species. Review new research, inventories, and monitoring related to TES 
wildlife species habitat every five years. 
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