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2010 Alaska WatchList Takes Flight
How are Alaska’s bird populations doing? That’s the question that drives research and conservation 
alike. Audubon Alaska’s newest Alaska WatchList, released in spring 2010, answers that question.  

The Alaska WatchList is Audubon Alaska’s science-based, early-warning system to focus attention and 
resources on vulnerable and declining bird populations across the state. A supplement to the National 
WatchList, the Alaska WatchList identifi es and ranks Alaska birds at risk, those species that have the 
greatest conservation needs—and opportunities. The 2010 WatchList features several new species 
and highlights a few conservation success stories.

What makes the WatchList so useful to agencies and organizations? Matt Kirchhoff, Director of Bird 
Conservation for Audubon Alaska, says, “This WatchList provides a transparent, verifi able process for 
identifying the species most vulnerable in Alaska.” The WatchList evaluates all commonly occurring 
species and subspecies of birds in Alaska (299). It draws upon the best, most current data from 
agency reports, surveys, and peer-reviewed publications—and uses that data to identify the birds at 
greatest risk. 

How do you sift through all the information about birds to come up with a list like this? First, start 
with some basic principles: 
• Small populations are more vulnerable than large populations; 
• Populations that are concentrated in a small area are more vulnerable than populations spread 

over large areas;
• Rapidly declining populations are at greater risk than stable or increasing populations;
• Our stewardship responsibility is greater for species that have a large percentage of their popula-

tion in Alaska than for species with a small percentage of their population in Alaska. 

I N S I D E

 ALASKA WATCHLIST SPECIES
 Photograph on masthead by Milo Burcham

Dusky Canada Goose 
Branta canadensis occidentalis

This subspecies of Canada Goose breeds 
exclusively on the Copper River Delta and 
Middleton Island in Alaska. Dusky popula-
tions on the delta have declined over the last 
24 years. The 2009 population estimate was 
6,709, the lowest recorded since surveys 
began. Population declines are the result of 
habitat changes and increased predation.

The Arctic-dwelling Ivory Gull is rare and rapidly declining.  Photograph by Brad Benter

The complete 2010 
Alaska WatchList will be available 

on Audubon Alaska’s website, 
www.audubonalaska.org, along 
with a technical report that details 

methods, the data used, and 
annotations on each WatchList 
species. Printed copies will be 

available on request by contact-
ing the Audubon Alaska offi ce.
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DIRECTOR’S VIEWPOINT

Change Is in the Wind
By John Schoen, Interim Executive Director

Spring greetings to all our members and friends. Audubon Alaska has had a successful and extremely 
productive year, so I want to bring you up to date on new and exciting developments for our con-
servation program. 

Since Stan Senner’s migration south to work with the Ocean Conservancy in Oregon, I have been 
serving as Interim Director and Lorelei Costa as Interim Associate Director. Taldi Walter moved 
back to Audubon’s Washington, D.C. Public Policy Offi ce to represent Alaska; we enticed Eric Myers 
to leave our Board and become our full-time Policy Director; and Beth Peluso joined our staff as 
Audubon’s new Communications Manager (see the People of Audubon section on page 7 for details).

Here is the news you’ve all been waiting for: I’m thrilled to announce that Dr. Nils Warnock recently 
accepted our offer to join us as Audubon Alaska’s new Executive Director. Nils is currently serving as 
the Wildlife Specialist for the Oiled Wildlife Care Network at the University of California Davis and 
is also an adjunct professor at Humboldt State University. Prior to his work at Davis, Nils was the 
Co-Director of the Wetlands Ecology Division at the Point Reyes Bird Observatory. Nils has a strong 
background in shorebird ecology. He has considerable Alaska experience, conducting shorebird 
research for a number of summers on the North Slope, Seward Peninsula, Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, 
and Copper River Delta. Nils, his wife, Sarah, and their two children will be moving to Anchorage in 
early summer. Nils will be starting with us in June, and I know he looks forward to meeting Audubon 
Alaska’s incredible network of supporters.

Audubon has a long history in Alaska—we established a regional offi ce here in 1977. The hallmarks 
of Audubon Alaska are that science underpins our conservation advocacy, and we focus on specifi c 
issues and invest the resources to address those issues in a thorough and thoughtful manner. Nils 
continues our tradition of having a wildlife biologist serve as State Director. 

I believe we have the best conservation staff in Alaska. Our suc-
cesses this year include the 2010 Alaska WatchList, successful 
advocacy to safeguard the Colville River Delta, and completion of 
our Arctic marine atlas of the Beaufort and Chukchi seas. You can 
read about all of these great projects on the following pages. With 
our staff now at full capacity and with strong support from our 
state Board, we will continue to focus our energies on our strate-
gic goals: protecting priority areas in the Tongass National Forest 
and the Arctic, promoting conservation of Important Bird Areas 
and Alaska WatchList species, and working on other key wildlife 

and habitat issues where Audubon has 
the resources and expertise to make a 
positive change for conservation. 

I want to thank all of our Audubon friends 
and supporters. It’s because of your gener-
ous support that we are able to continue 
our important conservation work in the 
incomparable wildlands of Alaska. ◆

Nils holding a Sharp-tailed Sandpiper during research on the 
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta.  Photograph by Åke Lindström
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Each species (or subspecies) received a score based on these criteria. The 
combined scores from the categories gave a number to use as an index of 
vulnerability. (See the technical report on our website for details.)

New in 2010
The 2010 list is the fi rst to recognize two levels of conservation concern 
in Alaska. The red list—31 species—has the highest level of conserva-
tion concern: species are vulnerable and declining. The yellow list—18 
species—is of somewhat lesser concern: species are either vulnerable 
or declining, but not both. Another change in 2010 is consideration of 
stewardship responsibility for each species, highlighting the birds most 
dependent on Alaska.

On the List
What species tops the red list as most imperiled in Alaska? Surprisingly, 
ranking at the very top in 2010 is…the Dusky Canada Goose. This subspe-
cies of Canada Goose breeds only on the Copper River Delta in Alaska. Never 
highly abundant, reproductive success plummeted in recent decades. On 
Good Friday, March 27, 1964, massive tectonic forces forced the Copper 
River Delta upward two meters, draining wetlands, lifting mudfl ats above 
the tide line, and setting the stage for new plant succession. Today, shrubs 
and trees grow in what were once open, safe nesting sites for Dusky Canada 
Geese. The new plants shelter a new suite of predators—Bald Eagles and 
brown bears take a high percentage of geese annually.

Also on the red list, the Rusty Blackbird is an example of a species that 
has undergone a dramatic long-term decline, from an estimated 13 mil-
lion birds in 1965 to only 2 million today. Acid rain and mercury accumu-
lation on its breeding grounds across Canada and Alaska may be harming 
the species. Loss of habitat on the wintering range, and the shrinking 
of boreal forest wetlands due to global warming, may also be factors in 
the decline. 

WatchList Takes Wing (continued from page 1)
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                      Mail this form with your donation to: Audubon Alaska, 441 West Fifth Avenue, Suite 300, Anchorage, Alaska 99501, 907-276-7034
                                                                   You can also donate securely online at www.audubonalaska.org

Donation Form

 Donate today & help us 
protect the birds, wildlife,

& habitats of Alaska

 If you’re already a member, please pass this on to a friend.

A Brighter Future
The 2010 WatchList also provides some bright spots. Several species have 
recovered enough that they’ve dropped off the list. The Trumpeter Swan 
was once an endangered species due to over-hunting. The protections 
instituted have allowed for a remarkable recovery, and the population is 
growing. Gyrfalcons and Peregrine Falcons have largely recovered from 
DDT-induced declines in the 1950s and 1960s, and are now off the list. 
Another species, the Kittlitz’s Murrelet, remains on the WatchList, but 
Audubon Alaska’s surveys in Glacier Bay, where 20 percent of the global 
population breeds, found the second-highest density of Kittlitz’s Murrelets 
ever measured there. 

A Useful Tool
Tools such as the WatchList permit Audubon, as well as state and fed-
eral agencies, universities, and nongovernmental organizations, to target 
conservation and research efforts on the species that need it the most. 
As Kirchhoff describes, “This is an excellent example of Audubon Alaska’s 
science-based approach to conservation. Given limited resources, we 
have to stay focused and strategic in our work. The WatchList helps us, 
and others, do that.” ◆ 

Red-legged Kittiwakes are on the WatchList because they breed in only fi ve or six locations 
in the world, all in the Bering Sea.
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Looking for a concise overview of the Tongass? See Audubon Alaska’s new special report, 
“Conserving Old-Growth Ecosystems in the Tongass National Forest.” This brief policy report, 
which focuses on conserving old-growth rainforest while providing for sustainable develop-
ment, includes:
•  A quick review of Tongass history,
•  An introduction to the Tongass ecosystem,
•  A summary of Audubon Alaska’s habitat-based Conservation Assessment, and
•  A map of conservation recommendations.

This is a straightforward, simple explanation of the science behind the conservation. The brochure 
is available on the Audubon Alaska website, www.audubonalaska.org, or you can contact the 
offi ce for hard copies. ◆

CONSERVING OLD-GROWTH ECOSYSTEMS

IN THE

Tongass National Forest

A Special Report 
by the Alaska State Office, 

National Audubon Society on 
Conserving Old-Growth Rainforest while  

Providing for Sustainable Development  
in the Tongass National Forest

Many places in the Tongass, such as Crab Bay in Tenakee Inlet (above), provide important 
fi sh and wildlife habitat—also supporting fi shing, hunting, businesses, and recreation for 
local communities.
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A Brief Look at the Tongass

Controversial Sealaska Bill Has 
People Talking in the Tongass
A controversial legislative proposal before Congress would transfer pub-
lic land in the Tongass National Forest to the Sealaska Corporation. 
Communities throughout Southeast Alaska have expressed concerns and 
raised objections to the Sealaska legislation.

Sealaska still has some remaining land selections to make under the 
Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA). Sealaska’s proposal would 
substantially amend ANCSA to allow the corporation to obtain lands out-
side of areas previously identifi ed in federal law. The bill also includes the 
transfer of dozens of small sites peppered around the region with few, if 
any, restrictions on how Sealaska could use or develop these sites. Some 
of these smaller sites are important for local hunting, fi shing, tourism, 
and subsistence uses—resulting in numerous user confl icts. 

Sealaska plans to log a large portion of the Tongass lands proposed for 
transfer. Some of the areas the corporation wants to select for logging 
under the proposed bill are in watersheds that have extremely valuable 
fi sh and wildlife habitat. A new report, based on data from Audubon and 
The Nature Conservancy’s Tongass Assessment and Resource Synthesis, 
determined that the lands proposed for transfer had “exceptionally high 
ecological value” for large-tree forest, karst (limestone landscape) forest, 
and deer habitat when compared to Tongass-wide averages.

Audubon Alaska supports Sealaska’s right to obtain its remaining land 
entitlement, which it could do today under existing law. The Sealaska 
proposal, however, raises many signifi cant concerns. The Sealaska leg-
islation would have Tongass-wide impacts. Audubon Alaska is working 
to ensure that any fi nal legislation is balanced and that it addresses the 
public interest in high-value fi sh and wildlife habitat on the Tongass 
National Forest. ◆
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Offshore Oil and Gas Development:
Good News, Bad News, and Maps to Help Find a Way Forward

President Obama’s announcement in late March regarding offshore drill-
ing contained both good and bad news for Alaska. The good news: the 
administration cancelled the oil and gas lease sale in Bristol Bay and 
deferred additional lease sales in the Beaufort and Chukchi seas for at 
least two years. The administration has also expressly recognized the 
need to obtain a better scientifi c understanding of the Arctic Ocean to 
make sound development decisions. The bad news: despite recognizing 
the need for additional information about the Arctic marine environment, 
the administration remains committed to approving Shell Exploration 
Inc.’s plans for drilling in the Arctic Ocean this summer. 

Audubon Alaska has long held the position that oil and gas drilling in 
the Arctic Ocean should not proceed until 1) decisions regarding impacts 
on wildlife and habitat can be made based on sound science and 2) 
there is also a demonstrated ability to effectively respond to oil spills in 
Arctic marine conditions. So far neither qualifi cation exists. Last January, 
Audubon Alaska joined 13 other conservation and Alaska Native groups 
to fi le a legal challenge against the federal government for authorization 
of Shell’s plan to drill in the Arctic Ocean this summer. The lawsuit chal-
lenges the adequacy of the environmental review.

Soon after announcing the revised oil and gas plan for 2007–2012, the 
Obama Administration also initiated a review led by the United States 
Geological Survey (USGS). The agency’s task, according to USGS Director 
Marcia McNutt, is to document “knowledge gaps regarding environmental 
sensitivities.” The analysis will include consideration of climate change. 

This means the recent publication of Audubon Alaska’s Arctic Marine 
Synthesis: Atlas of the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas is especially timely. The 
atlas, prepared in cooperation with Oceana, is the most comprehensive 

and complete atlas of its kind. The atlas compiles information about the 
Arctic Ocean region from government agencies, peer-reviewed journals, 
university research, and others, bringing together a wide range of data 
from the past 40 years. 

The atlas features a set of 44 maps depicting a wide range of informa-
tion: physical characteristics of the Arctic marine environment, such as 
sea ice dynamics and the shape of the sea fl oor; indicators of marine 
productivity and benthic life; key habitats of various bird, fi sh, and mam-
mal species; and human uses, such as energy development and protected 
area designations. Written narrative accompanies each map and includes 
background information, an evaluation of the data quality, and summary 
of key habitats. 

“The atlas is a tool that government 
agencies, scientists, policy makers, and 
others can use,” said Melanie Smith, 
Audubon Alaska’s Staff Biologist and GIS 
Analyst. “Understanding what we do—
and don’t—know about the Arctic marine 
environment is vital to making informed 
resource decisions.”

Audubon has already shared maps and 
geospatial data with agency offi cials and 
partners.  We will particularly share infor-
mation with USGS during its Arctic marine 
science gap analysis. Just as important, 
Audubon will use the atlas to identify 
wildlife hotspots and conservation pri-
orities. This will help us advocate for a 
national ocean policy that conserves and 
restores our nation’s marine resources.
 
The entire atlas is available on Audubon 
Alaska’s website www.audubonalaska.org. ◆ 

The Long-tailed Duck breeds in the Arctic Coastal Plain and congregates in dense fl ocks at sea, making them particularly 
vulnerable to natural or human-caused disasters, such as oil spills.   Photograph by Milo Burcham

Habitat maps for the Pacifi c walrus and over 25 other species appear in the new Arctic 
marine atlas.
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Corps of Engineers Helps Safeguard 
Colville River Delta Important Bird Area

The Colville River Delta   Map by Melanie Smith

On February 5 the US Army Corps of Engineers announced a decision 
that will help safeguard the Colville River Delta, a continentally signifi -
cant Important Bird Area on Alaska’s North Slope. The Corps rejected a 
proposal by ConocoPhillips to construct a permanent road, bridge, and 
elevated pipeline over a major channel of the Colville River.

The Colville River drains nearly one-third of the North Slope and has 
the largest and most productive river delta in northern Alaska. Both the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service and the Environmental Protection Agency 
have identifi ed the Colville’s delta as an Aquatic Resource of National 
Importance. The Colville River Delta contains approximately 70 percent 
of the fi sh overwintering habitat on the North Slope and provides key 
habitat for hundreds of thousands of migratory shorebirds. The region 
is particularly important for Brant, American Golden-Plover, and Stilt 
Sandpiper, and it provides habitat for three species listed as threatened 
under the Endangered Species Act—Spectacled Eider, Steller’s Eider, and 
polar bear—and one candidate species for listing—Yellow-billed Loon. 
Spotted seal and beluga whale occur seasonally in the Niglig Channel. 

As originally proposed, the ConocoPhillips project would have posed 
the risk of a major oil spill during spring break-up, when ice jams in 
the Colville River could breach an elevated oil pipeline. A spill could 
mean big trouble for the wildlife-rich area. “There is no reliable oil spill 
response capability under those circumstances,” said Eric Myers, Policy 
Director for Audubon Alaska. “The Corps concluded there are safer ways to 
move the oil using a pipeline under the river channel, as has been done 
elsewhere on the North Slope,” said Myers. The Corps found that placing 
the pipeline under the Niglig Channel would be a better alternative than 
a suspended pipeline over the river. 

Audubon Alaska supported this important decision, helped coordinate 
actions by other conservation partners, and provided comments to 
federal agencies. 

It is clear that oil and gas development will continue into the future. 
“The issue is not whether oil and gas development will take place in 
the National Petroleum Reserve–Alaska, but rather where and how it will 
occur,” Myers said. “The Corps of Engineers found that ConocoPhillips can 
still develop oil in the area but in a manner that has less environmental 
impact. Audubon Alaska is not opposed to all oil and gas development. 
In this case, however, there are safer alternatives.” 

ConocoPhillips fi led an administrative appeal in early April. The Corps 
is now reviewing its initial decision. Audubon will continue to moni-
tor this issue to ensure protection of the habitat values of the Colville 
River Delta. ◆

American Golden-Plover    
Photograph by Milo Burcham
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People of Audubon

BOARD

We’re excited to welcome Anissa Berry-Frick as a new member of the Audubon Alaska Board. 
Anissa is new to Audubon Alaska but has spent several years volunteering for conservation 
issues as a member of the Southeast Alaska Conservation Council Board, including a term as 
president. She’s looking forward to being involved with new leadership and board styles, as 
well as working on state-wide issues.

Anissa’s call to conservation began when she fl ew as a commercial pilot, seeing daily the devas-
tated landscape of the Southeast Alaska rainforest from her offi ce in the sky. Some of her most 
memorable moments fl ying were with Audubon’s John Schoen as they aerially surveyed the most 
intact, pristine watersheds on the Tongass for Audubon’s science-based Conservation Assessment.

Although she’s done with the fl ying, Anissa’s interests range from birds to bicycles, or better 
yet, birding by bicycle. She divides her time between Juneau and Haines and enjoys volunteer-
ing Healing Touch treatments at the hospital and learning to play the mandolin. ◆

STAFF

Eric F. Myers, after four-and-a-half years on the 
Audubon Alaska Board and seven months as part-time 
staff, fi nally accepted his fate and agreed to become 
the new full-time Policy Director for Audubon Alaska 
beginning April 1. He brings a strong background of 
legislative and nonprofi t experience to the position. He 
focuses on public policy and land management issues 
related to the Arctic and the Tongass National Forest. ◆

Taldi Walter migrated to Washington, D.C. in December, 
but is still part of the Audubon fl ock. As National 
Audubon’s Assistant Director of Government Relations, 
she now works on Alaska policy initiatives from 
Audubon’s Public Policy Offi ce, focusing especially on 
the Tongass National Forest and Arctic Alaska. ◆

Beth Peluso joined the Audubon Alaska staff as 
Communications Manager in February. She lived in Juneau 
for the last fi ve years and worked on Tongass issues for 
several years as Media Coordinator for the Southeast 
Alaska Conservation Council. She was an active Board 
member of the Juneau Audubon Society, often leading 
bird walks and trying to help people remember bird songs 
through various silly phrases. She also writes a monthly 
wildlife viewing column for the Juneau Empire.

Beth has a BA in English from Augustana College and a mas-
ter’s degree in environmental studies from the University 
of Montana. Although math gives her hives and prevented 
a career in biology, she indulges her passion for natural 
history through writing, illustration, and volunteering for 
fi eld research whenever possible. In Alaska, she has par-
ticipated in projects that studied owls, Marbled Murrelets, 
and Kittlitz’s Murrelets. When not birding, she also enjoys 
cross-country skiing, hiking, kayaking, and salsa dancing. 
She’s excited to explore new corners of Alaska and work on 
conservation issues around the state. ◆

Melanie Smith Wins Audubon Staff Award
The Audubon Cares about Excellence (ACE) Awards Program is the one opportunity Audubon staff members have each year 
to recognize and celebrate the efforts and accomplishments of their peers. Melanie Smith, Audubon Alaska’s Staff Biologist 
and GIS Analyst, was one of the 2009 New Star Achievement Winners. Melanie was selected for the award among Audubon 
employees across the country.

Since she has been with Audubon, Melanie has made substantial contributions to Audubon’s conservation efforts in the Arctic 
marine environment and in the Tongass National Forest. Melanie’s spatial analysis has revolutionized our conservation work, 
and her mapping skills are in high demand by other conservation organizations and natural resource agency scientists. For 
example, a US Fish and Wildlife Service polar bear expert stated Melanie’s map of polar bear habitat in Alaska’s Arctic was the 
best composite habitat map he had ever seen. There is no question that Audubon’s conservation success during Melanie’s time 
here has been in large part due to her consistent, high-quality performance. Congratulations, Melanie! ◆

Whiskered Auklet
 Photograph by L. Lauber, US Fish & Wildlife Service

Answer to 
WatchList Quiz
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WatchList 
Quiz Bird
Can you identify 
this species from 
the WatchList? 

Answer on page 7.

Tongass Limerick Contest 

Thanks to all the participants in the Tongass 
limerick contest! Here are the answers for the 
fi ll-in-the-blank limericks on the Audubon Alaska 
website www.audubonalaska.org. 

It’s the Tongass — why should we care?
The forest is ancient and rare!
In addition to that,
It’s prime habitat
For the burly and awesome brown bear. 

This bird is noble and regal.
It appears on tender that’s legal.
It lives in the Tongass
Where its numbers are strongest.
It’s the stately, majestic Bald Eagle. 

The bears would be facing a famine
If the Tongass lost all of its salmon.
Five species abound;
They’re there to be found
If the creeks we explore and examine. 


