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CHAPTER 1: PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR ACTION
INTRODUCTION

On March 24, 1989, the T/V Exxon Valdez ran aground at Bligh Reef resulting in the release of
at least 44 million liters of Prudhoe Bay crude oil into Prince William Sound (PWS; Figure 1).
Oil spread to the southwest through the PWS and into the northern Gulf of Alaska. An estimated
500 to 1,500 pigeon guillemot in PWS were immediately killed due to oil exposure (Piatt and
Ford 1996). Ten to 15 percent of the pigeon guillemot (Cepphus columba) population within the
entire spill area, an estimated 2,000 to 6,000 birds, died from acute oiling (EVOSTC 2010). The
Naked Island group (Naked, Storey, and Peak islands), located within PWS (Figure 1) were one
of the first areas to be oiled (Oakley and Kuletz 1994). Evidence indicates that pigeon guillemot
were exposed to and negatively affected by residual oil for at least a decade after the spill (Golet
et al. 2002). By 2004 there was no longer an indication of pigeon guillemot exposure to residual
oil from the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill (EVOS; Bixler 2010).

As a result of the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill (EVOS), the State of Alaska, the federal government,
and Exxon Corporation entered into “the Agreement and Consent Decree (Consent Decree), as
approved by the court on October 8, 1991 (A91-082-CIV)”, to ensure restoration of injured
resources and resources dependent services due to the oil spill. The Consent Decree provided
that money paid to the Governments would only be used for certain purposes, which included to
“plan, implement, and monitor the restoration, rehabilitation, or replacement of Natural
Resources, natural resources services,...injured as a result of the Oil Spill...”. The EVOS
Trustee Council established a list of resources that suffered population-level injuries due to the
spill and developed specific, measurable recovery objectives for each injured species. The pigeon
guillemot is on that list. Studies were completed in 2010 (see Most Recent Research and Studies
section, Chapter 1) to address the lack of population recovery of pigeon guillemot.

The Naked Island group is particularly important because it was historically the main pigeon
guillemot breeding location in PWS (Sanger and Cody 1994). One fourth of all pigeon guillemot
nests in PWS in 1989 (just after the spill) were located at the Naked Island group, although the
islands constitute only about two percent of the total shoreline in PWS (Bixler et al. 2010).
Restoration of pigeon guillemot at the Naked Island group to the 1989 levels could result in a
substantial PWS-wide population increase. The Naked Island group is also the site where
researchers and managers have the most information and have investigated mechanisms
regulating pigeon guillemot populations in PWS. Data on population size, nesting success, and
diet of pigeon guillemot has been collected at the Naked Island group for 15 years between 1978
and 2008.

Predation by American mink (Neovision vision) (hereafter referred to as mink) appears to be the
primary factor limiting pigeon guillemot population recovery at the Naked Island group (Irons et
al. 2013). Mink predation on eggs and chicks in nests and adults combined with the decline due
to EVOS has likely suppressed pigeon guillemot populations at the Naked Island group. Other
seabirds have also been affected. Parakeet auklets (Aethia psittacula), tufted puffins (Fratercula
cirrhata), and horned puffin (Fratercula corniculata) declined from about 1,400 breeding birds



to approximately twelve (Bixler 2010). Prior to the EVOS the Naked Island group supported the
highest number of nesting pairs of parakeet auklet in PWS.

Available evidence and modeling indicate that reducing mink predation on eggs, chicks and
adults would result in a measureable increase in the breeding population and productivity of
pigeon guillemot.

To assess potential methodologies for recovery of pigeon guillemot within the oil spill area, the
EVOS Trustee Council authorized Project 11100853, Pigeon Guillemot Restoration Research in
PWS; providing an opportunity to restore the population of pigeon guillemot at the Naked Island
group. Preparation of this Environmental Assessment (EA) represents the first phase of
implementing Project 11100853. The EVOS Trustee Council, comprised of three state and three
federal trustees, has provided funding for this EA. Once a preferred alternative is selected
(except the No Action Alternative) with potential funding partners, the EVOS Trustee Council
and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation would provide funding for project
implementation.

PURPOSE OF ACTION

The purpose of the action is to restore pigeon guillemot at the Naked Island group from the
present 100 birds to 1,000 birds (observed at the time of the 1989 EVOS) and to remove pigeon
guillemot from the EVOS Trustee Council “not recovering” list. This recovery at the Naked
Island group would effectively recover pigeon guillemot in Prince William Sound. Mink are the
primary predator responsible for pigeon guillemot declines and the Proposed Action discussed in
Chapter 2 requires reduction in their population. Recovery is expected to be measureable three
years after project initiation. Initial signs of recovery would be recognized by observing
sustained or increasing pigeon guillemot productivity and an increase in the number of nesting
birds. Productivity is defined as the number of young pigeon guillemots produced from each nest
each year (Table 1). While recovery will be slow during initial implementation of the Proposed
Action, it is anticipated that their population would be “recovered” in 15 years after the mink
trapping program has been completed.

The EVOS Trustee Council has three definitions for the status of injured species: “not
recovering”, “recovering”, and “recovered”. The pigeon guillemot would be considered
“recovering” when productivity at the Naked Island group is sustained or increasing, as
stipulated within the EVOS Restoration Plan 2010 Update Injured Resources and Services.
“Recovered” 1s defined as increasing the pigeon guillemot populations at the Naked Island group
to 1,000 birds observed at the time of the 1989 EVOS from the current 100 birds. When the total
population at the Naked Island group has reached 1,000 birds, the PWS population would also be
“recovered” by having a stable population, as stipulated within the EVOS Restoration Plan 2010

Update Injured Resources and Services.



Table 1. Expected results for Proposed Action-Control of Predatory Mink and No Action-
Current Management Alternatives.

Timeline* Pigeon Guillemot Status*
Proposed Action — Control No Action-Current
of Predatory Mink Management
Current Not Recovering (100 birds) Not Recovering (100 birds)

3 years after project initiation

Recovering

Chick productivity increases
to 0.5 chicks and nesting birds
increase up to 10% from 100
(baseline) to 110 birds
observed three years after
project initiation

Not Recovering

Chick productivity of <0.5
chicks/nest static or declining
and nesting birds declining
from the 100 birds (baseline)
to 70 birds

5 years after project initiation

Recovering

Chick productivity remains at
0.5 chicks/nest or higher and
nesting birds increase to 10-
30% from 100 (baseline) to
110 to 130 birds

Not Recovering

Chick productivity of <0.5
chicks/nest and nesting birds
declining to 55 birds

10 years after project
completion

Recovering

Chick productivity remains at
0.5 chicks/nest or higher and
nesting birds increase to 500
birds or more

Not Recovering

Chick productivity of <0.5
chicks/nest and nesting birds
declining to 30 birds

15 years after project
completion

Recovered

Chick productivity remains at
0.5 chicks/nest or higher and
nesting birds increase to 1,000
birds or more

Not Recovering

Chick productivity of <0.5
chicks/nest and nesting birds
declining to 18 birds

*Timeline and milestones for observing “not recovering”,

2% ¢

recovering”, and “recovered” pigeon

guillemot status as defined by the EVOS Restoration Plan: 2010 Updated Injured Resources.

NEED FOR ACTION

The number of pigeon guillemot breeding at the Naked Island group has declined from
approximately 1,000 birds in 1989 to about 100 in 2008; a 90 percent decline. Other PWS pigeon
guillemot populations, excluding the Naked Island group, declined 22 percent during the same
period (Irons et al. 2013; Bixler et al. 2010). The Naked Island group had 47.8 pigeon guillemot
observed per kilometer of shoreline in 1990 and 0.96 in 2008 (Bixler et al. 2010, Irons et al.

2013).




Pigeon guillemot is the only marine bird species listed as "not recovering" on the EVOS Trustee
Council's Injured Resources List, and shows no indication of population recovery. An EVOS
Trustee Council objective is to pursue alternatives to actively shift the population status toward
full recovery. Research and several studies to address the lack of population recovery of pigeon
guillemot were completed in 2010. Pigeon guillemot recovery would allow the EVOS Trustee
Council to remove this bird from its “not recovering” list and added to the “recovering” list and
eventually to the “recovered” list.

The primary limiting factor for pigeon guillemot recovery at the Naked Island group appears to
be mink predation (Irons et al. 2013). Reduction of mink is critical to the success for
“recovering” pigeon guillemot, but complete removal is currently not a viable alternative.

Figure 1. Prince William Sound, Alaska.



Figure 2. Naked Island group, Prince William Sound, Alaska.
BACKGROUND
Importance of Naked Island group

The Naked Island group was one of the most important historical breeding and rearing locations
for seabirds in PWS (Bixler et al. 2010). From the early 1970s until the EVOS in 1989, the
Naked Island group supported some of the highest densities of breeding pigeon guillemot (93.2
birds/km?) as well as parakeet auklet (23.8 birds/km?), tufted puffin (39.2 birds/km?), and horned
puffin (6.0 birds/km?) on approximately 100 km of shoreline as compared with the remainder of
PWS, which encompasses approximately 5,000 km of shoreline (Isleib and Kessel 1973; Table
2). While the purpose of the Proposed Action is the recovery of pigeon guillemot, it is important
to understand the benefit to other seabirds as a result of removing predatory mink.



Table 2. Seabird densities of randomly selected transects at the Naked Island group (NIG)
and Prince William Sound (PWS).

Period Pigeon Guillemot | Parakeet Auklet Tufted Puffin Horned Puffin
Yeer;f of birds/km> birds/km?> birds/km?> birds/km?>
NIG PWS | NIG | PWS | NIG PWS | NIG | PWS
1970°s * 93.2 15.5 23.8 1.9 392 9.6 6.0 3.6
1990 * 34.4 1.78 5.1 0 59.0 0.2 32 0.1
1998* 273 1.74 8.4 0 37.6 0.4 3.0 0.2
2010% 2.6 1.51 0 0 0 0.1 0 0.1

*Dywer et al. 1976, Oakley and Kultez 1979, and Cushing et al.2012
Population Decline

Declines in numbers of pigeon guillemot at the Naked Island group were concurrent with the
onset of sightings of and predation by mink. No predation of pigeon guillemot nests was
observed in 1978, but by the late 1990’s at least 60 percent of pigeon guillemot nests and10
percent of breeding adult pigeon guillemot were depredated by mink (Irons et al. 2013, Bixler
2010, and Bixler et al. 2010). Mink were identified as a predator of pigeon guillemot at the
Naked Island group by:
e snaring mink entering pigeon guillemot nest cavities (Irons et al. 2013).
e confirmation that bite wounds were the cause of chick death and that these wounds were
consistent with the inter-canine width of mink (generally nine tol1 mm) (Irons et al.
2013); and
¢ identification that the method of death is consistent with mink predation, i.e., bite wounds
on the head and neck, decapitation of the bird, and caching of carcasses (Irons et al.
2013).

Aside from river otter (Lontra canadensis) and mink, no other mammalian predators including
American marten (Martes americana) and weasel (Mustela ssp.) have been documented on the
islands, despite extensive trapping efforts. River otter have been documented on the islands since
at least 1908 (Heller 1910) and have been known to depredate a limited number of pigeon
guillemot nests. River otter access nests by digging into them and the disturbance is obvious and
easily distinguishable from mink. No such disturbance was detected in depredated nests since
1989, suggesting that the recent observed predation events can only be attributed to mink (Bixler
et al. 2010).

Other predators of pigeon guillemot exist. Corvids have been observed in the vicinity of pigeon
guillemot nests at the Naked Island group, but have not been observed entering a nest cavity
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(Irons et al. 2013). A few adult pigeon guillemot beaks have been found in bald eagle
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) nests, but bald eagles cannot access the pigeon guillemot nest cavity.

Pigeon guillemot nest in talus and rock crevices and are susceptible to ground based predation.
Mink are the only known ground-based predator occurring at the Naked Island group, except for
river otter. Little predation of seabirds by river otter has been observed at the Naked Island group
(Irons, pers. obs.).

Mink and Seabird Populations

As stated earlier, while recovering pigeon guillemot is the purpose of the Proposed Action, it is
important to show the benefit to other seabirds as a result of removing predatory mink from the
Naked Island group. By comparing trends in seabird numbers susceptible to mink predation to
trends in seabirds not susceptible to mink predation at the Naked Island group and the rest of
PWS, indicates that an increase in mink likely caused pigeon guillemot and other seabirds to
decline.

Densities of seabirds susceptible to mink predation were much higher in 1989 at the Naked
Island group than in the rest of PWS. From 1989 to 2008 the seabird densities declined sharply at
the Naked Island group, while declining only slightly in the rest of PWS (Figure 3). Initial
densities and trends in densities of seabirds not susceptible to mink predation are similar at the
Naked Island group and the rest of PWS (Cushing et al. 2012, Cushing unpubl. data). These data
support the premise that in 1989, few mink were at the Naked Island group compared to the rest
of PWS and mink numbers increased over the next several years at Naked Island group, but
changed little in the rest of PWS. Likewise, the increase in mink caused pigeon guillemots and
other bird species (whose nests are susceptible to mink predation) to decline significantly at the
Naked Island group as compared to the birds in the rest of PWS.



Species With Nests Susceptible to Mink Predation

Species With Nests Not Susceptible to Mink Predation

Figure 3. Comparison of population trends from 1989 to 2010 for species of fish-eating seabirds,
with nests are susceptible to mink predation, and with nests are not susceptible to mink predation
at the Naked Island group (filled circles) and the remainder of PWS (open circles). Data are from
EVOS Trustee Council-funded, PWS-wide surveys of a random sample of 25 percent of the
shoreline transects. (Note: negative values on the natural log scale indicate that densities were
less than one bird/km?* (Cushing et al. 2012).

In 1978 when little pigeon guillemot predation by mink occurred at the Naked Island group,
birds nested mainly in three different habitats: crevices on cliff faces; overhanging soil at a cliff



top, and under boulders at the base of a cliff, or amidst rocks on a cliff edge. Mink could access
most nests in overhanging soil at a cliff top and nests under boulders at the cliff base or amidst
rocks on a cliff ledge, but mink were not able to access crevice or cliff face nests easily. Most
nests in the habitat easily accessible to mink were gone by 2008 and remaining nests occurred in
habitat difficult for mink to access (Table 3.). These results provide evidence that mink predation
is responsible for the pigeon guillemot decline at the Naked Island group.

Table 3. Number and percent of active pigeon guillemot nests in different nest site types at the
Naked Island group, Prince William Sound, Alaska in 1978 and 2008.

1978 2008
Nest Type Number Percent Number Percent
In a crevice on a cliff face 52 35.6 15 88.2
In overhanging soil at a cliff top 58 39.7 2 11.8
Under boulders at the base of a cliff or
amidst rocks on a cliff ledge A 247 0 0.0
Total 146 100.0 17 100.0

"Reproduced from Bixler et al (2010).

Mink predation was not a recorded cause of pigeon guillemot nest failure at the Naked Island
group during studies in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. However, by the mid-1990’s mink
predation on pigeon guillemot nests was frequently recorded (Hayes 1995, Golet et al. 2002).
The population of pigeon guillemot has declined at a dramatic rate, and mink are the major
reason for this population decline

Mink are native to the Gulf of Alaska ecoregion (ADF&G 2006). Genetic analysis of populations
in PWS (Fleming and Cook 2012) indicates mink at the Naked Island group are of the same or
very close lineage to mink found in PWS. Fleming and Cook (2010) also regarded the Knight
Island Archipelago, as the primary source of mink at the Naked Island group. Neither mink nor
their predation was noted until mid-1990, although studies of pigeon guillemot were ongoing at
the Naked Island group since the late 1970’s (Hayes 1995, Golet et al. 2002). As definitive data
are not conclusive, ADF&G considers mink to be native to the Naked Island group. Whether or
not mink are native or introduced will not be addressed in this EA. However, what is clear is that
the population of pigeon guillemot has declined at a dramatic rate, and mink are the major reason
for this population decline. Additional information can be found at Irons et al. (2013).

Theoretical projections of the mink population at the Naked Island group, based on published
values on reproduction and survival in other systems, suggested that mink colonization most
likely preceded the EVOS and may have been followed by a decline as a result of the spill,
although no study was done to confirm this (Ben-David 2012a, b). Simulations also support the
hypothesis that a recovery of the mink population in the late 1990’s, which coincided with low
numbers of nesting seabirds, led to increase in predation rates by these carnivores (Ben-David
2012a, b). This is supported by the observation that the highest predation rates on pigeon
guillemot nests occurred in 1998 (Irons et al. 2013). Mink forage at sites with shallower tidal
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slopes, with mostly bedrock, and protected from wave action, mostly during low tides when
large areas of shallow rock-pools are exposed (Ben-David et al. 1996). To avoid contaminated
intertidal resources, a still high mink population may have switched to feed on nesting seabirds.

MODELING

The potential changes in the growth of the pigeon guillemot population at the Naked Island
group were modeled in an effort to inform the decision-making process. Two management
alternatives were modeled: Alternative A: No Action-Current Management; and Alternative B:
Proposed Action-Control of Predatory Mink. A stochastic Leslie matrix model after Golet et al.
(2002) and Bixler et al (2010) was used to project pigeon guillemot population growth under
these two alternatives at the Naked Island group.

The following equation was used to project the growth rate of the pigeon guillemot population:
(A): L= ((PF * FX * PA %) + (NX * PA)) / NX

Where,
A = annual population growth rate
Py = annual sub-adult survival rate
Fx = number of offspring produced
P4 = age-constant annual adult survival
Nx = initial population size

The details of the model and justification are found in Appendix C.

Figure 4. Results of stochastic Leslie matrix modeling of the changes in the pigeon guillemot
population at the Naked Island group for the Proposed Action-Control of Predatory Mink and No
Action-Current Management Alternatives (Fleming and Cook 2010). Pigeon guillemot
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productivity varies in a monotonic fashion across the two model scenarios. The graphs start with
the year after the actions were completed.

Under the Proposed Action-Control of Predatory Mink alternative, the model projecting pigeon
guillemot population growth assumes minimal mink predation (~2 nests depredated per year).
Pigeon guillemot population is projected to reach 1,000 in about 15 years but could be as early as
13 years or as late as 18 years.

The No Action-Current Management alternative represents no control of mink and a predation
rate based on the empirical predation rate during the 1990s (Bixler et al. 2010). The result would
be a continued reduction in the pigeon guillemot population.

DECISION FRAMEWORK
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

The Department of Interior (DOI), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is the lead agency
responsible for preparing this EA, as defined in 40 CFR 1508.16, as well as developing the
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analysis and findings. The USFWS has a
responsibility for evaluating possible impacts on Federal trust resources (birds, mammals, etc.) in
accordance with applicable Federal law. The USFWS’s Chief of Migratory Bird Management is
responsible for any decision document once a preferred alternative is selected.

U.S. Forest Service

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), U.S. Forest Service (USFS) is authorized by
applicable Federal law and regulations to administer the management of natural resources,
including fish and wildlife habitat, wilderness, and recreational resources on the Chugach
National Forest. The Naked Island group is within the Chugach National Forest, Glacier Ranger
District and within the Nellie Juan-College Fiord Wilderness Study Area.

The Forest Supervisor is the Responsible Official. The Forest Supervisor is responsible to ensure
that action alternatives are consistent with the 2002 Chugach National Forest Revised Land and
Resource Management Plan, as amended, including maintaining the character of the Nellie-Juan-
College Fiord Wilderness Study Area which was designated in 1980. The Forest Supervisor’s
decision would be documented in a Decision Notice and if the proposed action is selected as the
preferred alternative, would specify measures to implement actions proposed on National Forest
System land and would issue a special use permit for project implementation.

Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service — Wildlife Services

The USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service-Wildlife Services (APHIS-WS) mission
is to provide Federal leadership and expertise to resolve wildlife conflicts. APHIS-WS is
recognized as having the authority and expertise to conduct wildlife damage management
activities on federally administered lands and would implement field operations under a funding
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Agreement. The APHIS-WS Western Regional Director would sign a decision document based
on selection of the preferred alternative.

Alaska Department of Fish and Game

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) has the responsibility and authority to
provide for the sustainability of all fish and wildlife in Alaska, regardless of land ownership or
designation, unless specifically preempted by Federal law. If the proposed action is selected as
the preferred alternative, the ADF&G would assist the USFWS in consulting with those State
entities necessary to gain authorization for a predator control program. The ADF&G is
responsible for issuance of applicable permits.

EVOS Trustee Council

The Trustee Council is providing partial funding for this project and would determine whether to
fund the proposed action, if it is selected as the preferred alternative. There are three State and
three Federal trustees, including ADF&G, the Alaska Department of Environmental
Conservation, the Alaska Department of Law, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, the USDA, and the DOL.

Cooperating Agencies

The USFWS, USFS, and APHIS-WS are cooperating agencies for preparation of this EA.
LEGAL/ADMINISTRATIVE REQUIREMENTS

Wilderness Study Area

The Naked Island group is located within the congressionally designated Nellie Juan-College
Fiord Wilderness Study Area (Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA)
(Section 702). The ANILCA directs the USFS to maintain the wilderness character of the area.
The Nellie Juan-College Fiord Wilderness Study Area is managed to maintain and protect the
existing (1980) wilderness character in the western half of PWS until Congress acts on
permanent wilderness designation or releases the area from Wilderness Study Area designation.
A Minimum Requirements Decision Guide is being prepared that would define the minimum
required activity necessary to meet the objectives of the proposed action.

Roadless Area Conservation

The Naked Island group was part of a Roadless Area Review and Evaluation (RARE II area) in
1978 and the Chugach Forest completed an inventory of unroaded areas as part of the national
process (USDA 2002). There are no roads on any of the islands at the Naked Island group and
none are proposed. No tree removal or other vegetation manipulation is proposed with this
action.
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2002 Revised Land and Resource Management Plan, Chugach National Forest

The Revised Forest Plan (USDA Forest Service 2002), as amended, provides a framework that
guides the Chugach National Forest’s day-to-day resource management operations. It is reviewed
and revised approximately every 15 years. The Naked Island group is managed under the
Recommended Wilderness management prescription. During preparation of this EA, the two
alternatives met the goals and objectives of the Revised Forest Plan. The USFS prepared a Forest
Plan Consistency Checklist (part of administrative record) to ensure that all Forest Plan standards
and guidelines were considered in this EA. The Recommended Management Area is managed to
maintain and protect the existing wilderness character. The ecological desired conditions
stipulate that the area would be largely unaffected by human activity and dominate the area. The
Recommended Wilderness Management prescriptions allow for treatments or measures to be
taken on exotic animals to minimize impacts on ecological processes.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT
Introduction

Collaborating and communicating with federal, state, and local agencies; stakeholders and the
public; including consultation with Native Alaskan Tribes and Corporations has taken place
throughout preparation of this EA.

A variety of means were used during the public scoping period to reach out to those who wanted
to comment. A news release was prepared; Native Alaskan consultations were conducted; four
public scoping meetings were held in Valdez, Cordova, Whittier, and Anchorage, Alaska; a
summary of the project was prepared and provided; and those interested in the EA were
encouraged to contact the project leader. Information gathered during the public scoping period
was considered during preparation of this Draft EA.

Tribal Consultation

The USFS began formal consultations on December 29, 2011. Glacier District Ranger sent out
consultation letters to the Chugach Alaska Corporation, Chenega IRA Council, Native Village of
Eyak, Port Graham Village Council, Seldovia Village Tribe, Tatitlek Village IRA Council,
Native Village of Nanwalek, and the Valdez Native Tribe. Call back to the initial consultation
did not result in further response. The Chugach Alaska Corporation stated there were pre-historic
sites on the island, that needed to be protected and suggested efforts should be made to
incorporate native trappers for project implementation if the proposal were to go forward. On
June 11, 2013, Ed DeCleva, Chugach Forest Archaeologist and Tribal Relations Specialist,
discussed the project with John Johnson, Chugach Alaska Corporation. Mr. Johnson reiterated
the corporation’s desire that the project would be implemented in such a way that local Alaska
Native hire would be utilized.
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Public Comment

The following issues, concerns, questions, and ideas were received during the public scoping
period. It is recognized that not all of the issues, concerns, and questions will be addressed;
however, it is important to recognize the wide range of comment received. It should be noted that
these comments were based on extirpation of mink from the entire Naked Island group rather
than just removal of mink in the pigeon guillemot nesting areas. Many of the questions and
concerns expressed during the public scoping are reflected in Chapters 2 and 4. Please note that
not all concerns related directly to the purpose and need for preparing this EA, and as such, will
not be addressed further. Responses to questions, concerns, and suggestions follow in italics

Questions and Information:

Are mink natural or introduced, and if so, are they part of the natural ecosystem process?
Evidence indicates mink may have been introduced at the Naked Island group, but
conclusive evidence is lacking. Whether or not mink are native or introduced is uncertain
and beyond the scope of this EA.

Mink always have been present (in PWS) and were there before the EVOS. Mink are
native to the mainland and many islands close to the mainland of PWS. Again, evidence
indicates mink may have been introduced at the Naked Island group, but conclusive
evidence is lacking. Whether or not mink are native or introduced is uncertain and
beyond the scope of this EA.

Did the original mink population decline from an event and then recover? We have no
data on this topic.

Don’t know of anyone trapping at the Naked Island group. Public trapping effort appears
to be minimal due to the isolation and remoteness of the Naked Island group.

Forage resources, i.e. herring, that have declined are the possible impact to pigeon
guillemot and other birds. Forage fish have declined, but now are increasing and forage
fish been determined to have little effect on decline of pigeon guillemot and other
seabirds.

Herring and sand lance are recovering and you will see a recovery of forage fish, and
consequently a recovery of birds. Herring and sand lance are recovering. However, mink
is the primary predator of birds and the recovery of herring and sand lance do not
appear to be helping the recovery of birds.

Trapping will be a multi-year effort. We expect it would take three to five years. A
significant increase in the pigeon guillemot population is expected after ten years. The
Proposed Action has more information on this topic.

Will birds be transplanted to the Naked Island group after the removal of mink to
increase biodiversity? Pigeon guillemot still nests in greatly reduced numbers at the
Naked Island group, so no transplants are required.

How did mink get to the Naked Island group? There is uncertainty determining how mink
got to the Naked Island group.

Issues and Concerns:

There is concern that other animals, river otter, sea otter (Enhydra lutris), on these islands
will not be exterminated during this removal process. Traps that would be used are too
small to kill or harm other mammals living on the islands. The Proposed Action in
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Chapter 2 as well as mitigation measures discussed in Chapter 4 address this topic in
more detail.

It is impossible to eliminate mink at the Naked Island group. Recovery of pigeon
guillemot is the purpose of this EA, not the extirpation of mink at the Naked Island group.
Dangers exist with a trapping program in the winter, i.e. weather, poor anchorages. These
dangers are recognized and safety precautions would be undertaken.

Suggestions:

It is felt that the local PWS residents and the Native population of PWS should be offered
the jobs such as: the trapping, boat charters and maintenance of camp facility. APHIS-
WS, working closely with USFWS and the USFS would provide opportunities for
assisting in the trapping program.

The furs should be donated for cultural programs within the Chugach Region. Mink
Carcasses would be made available for cultural programs as requested.

Chugach Regional Corporation has a historic site on Storey Island that was once a fox
farm. Efforts should be made to protect this site from adverse impacts. Historic sites
would be protected.

Conduct a limited harvest to reduce mink numbers. Currently, no limit on the numbers of
mink that can be legally trapped exists, but little or no public trapping occurs at this time
because of the isolation of the Naked Island group.

Use a bounty or fee system and local trappers to eliminate mink. Local trappers may have
the opportunity to be part of the trapping program and work with APHIS-WS as part of
their funding Agreement. The recovery of pigeon guillemot on the Naked Island group
and PWS is the EA purpose, not the elimination of mink.

Utilize local people to conduct trapping effort. APHIS-WS, working closely with USFWS
and the USFS would provide opportunities for assisting in the trapping program.

Use a bid process to select trappers. APHIS would be conducting the trapping and has the
responsibility to select trappers.

Requested planning team to look at the Rat Island Plan/implementation to determine how
birds are recovering after removal of rats. The planning team reviewed the results and it
appears that birds are already recovering.

MOST RECENT RESEARCH AND STUDIES

Considerable pigeon guillemot research has been conducted in PWS, particularly since the
EVOS in 1989. Most recently, three reports, building upon prior research and studies have been
completed. These reports represent the most recent information on the pigeon guillemot
population at the Naked Island group as well as predation by mink. Please refer to these reports
for more detailed presentation of data, analysis, and findings. Lastly, please refer to the
Literature Cited section for a complete listing of all materials used during preparation of this EA.

Why Aren’t Pigeon Guillemot in PWS, Alaska Recovering from the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill?
Kirsten S. Bixler. A THESIS. Submitted to Oregon State University the requirements for the
degree of Master of Science. July 2010.

15



Exxon Valdez Oil Spill: Restoration Project Final Report. Pigeon Guillemot Restoration
Research in PWS, Alaska. Restoration Project 10070853 Final Report. Kirsten S. Bixler, Daniel
D. Roby, David B. Irons, Melissa A. Fleming, and Joseph A. Cook. November 2010.

MtDNA and Microsatellite DNA Provide Evidence of Fur Farm Ancestry for American Mink
Populations in PWS. Melissa A. Fleming and Joseph A. Cook. February 2010.
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CHAPTER 2: ALTERNATIVES, INCLUDING THE PROPOSED
ACTION

INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes two alternatives, No Action and the Proposed Action. Eight other
alternatives were considered and rejected. Rationale for their not being considered further is
provided. Under either alternative, the Naked Island Group would remain as part of the Chugach
National Forest and managed under State and Federal regulations for currently permitted public
uses, including trapping, hunting, wilderness recreation, and other activities. The Naked Island
group would continue to be managed as a wilderness study area to maintain and protect the
existing wilderness character.

ALTERNATIVE A: NO ACTION — CURRENT MANAGEMENT

No management action to control or reduce mink would be taken under this alternative. Nesting
pigeon guillemot and other seabirds would still persist at the Naked Island group but greatly
reduced from historical abundance numbers (see Table 1).

Cost of Alternative A
No new additional costs.
ALTERNATIVE B: PROPOSED ACTION- CONTROL OF PREDATORY MINK

Purpose: Restore pigeon guillemot in PWS, by removing them from the “not recovering” list to
the “recovered” list.

This action would be accomplished during a five year period at the Naked Island group. The first
two to three years of the project would entail removing mink through trapping or shooting within
500 m of historical nest sites, from January to May, with the expectation that mink removal
efforts could expand to include any new pigeon guillemot nesting sites.

If initial efforts did not produce the desired results, further action would evaluate expanding the
mink removal zone to 1,000 m around historical and current pigeon guillemot nesting sites in
later years to improve chances of pigeon guillemot recovery. Up to 250-300 mink may be
harvested during this five year effort. It is expected that reducing the mink population would
increase the current 100 pigeon guillemot at the Naked Island group to 1,000 pigeon guillemots
in about 15 years following the removal of mink (see Table 1).

Pigeon guillemot recovery would be assessed by data collected for this project and by data
collected for another ongoing pigeon guillemot boat-based monitoring project. The number of
pigeon guillemot nests depredated by mink would be assessed by this project and a separate,
ongoing pigeon guillemot boat-based monitoring project would assess pigeon guillemot
productivity and population levels during the five project years and then for an additional 15
years.
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After three years, chick predation by mink would be greatly reduced or eliminated and pigeon
guillemot productivity would increase to 0.5 chicks fledged per nest, and the number of nesting
birds would be stable or start to increase slightly to 10 percent. After five years chick predation
by mink would continue to be greatly reduced or eliminated and pigeon guillemot productivity
would be stable at least at 0.5 chicks fledged per nest, and the number of nesting birds would
begin to increase by 10 percent to 30 percent compared to the numbers at the beginning of the
project (see Table 1).

The pigeon guillemot nesting areas represent current potential and historical pigeon guillemot
colonies (Figure 5 and Figure 7). Features within these areas include; beaches, creeks, game
trails, cliff bases, driftwood, or points of land connecting adjacent beaches.

Trapping would be the primary means for reducing mink. Lethal body grip traps would be used
as the principal trap type. Approximately 100-500 traps would be placed in groups of one to five
within 500 m of nest sites and would be checked every one to14 days as weather allows. Traps
would be secured with a wire to deadwood, rocks, roots, or trees less than 50 years old or
approximately five inches in diameter. The wires would be attached loosely to the trees to
prevent any damage.

Carcasses of mink would be frozen and placed in a tamper-proof container and removed from the
island approximately every two to four weeks. Carcasses would be donated to research
organizations for additional genetic and other study or to permanent archives in public museums
or universities, whenever feasible. There is also the opportunity to provide carcasses to Native
Alaskans for their cultural programs. Not all carcasses may be donated and some carcasses may
not be salvageable (spoilage, unable to retrieve, scavenging by other animals, etc.) Carcasses that
cannot be salvaged for donation may be disposed of in a city landfill.

Firearms, using non-toxic ammunition, could also be used to remove mink. Shooting is a highly
species-specific method, as positive identification is made prior to shooting. Shooting would be
conducted primarily prior to pigeon guillemot arrival. Firearms with sound suppression would be
used to remove mink from around the breeding colonies after pigeon guillemot arrive, if
required. One or two small hunting dogs may be used for a few weeks to find trap-shy mink.
Dogs would be monitored at all times, when not kenneled, and would be leashed or under voice
control at all other times. Dogs would be kenneled on land or on a boat. Dog food would be kept
in a tamper-proof container.

The Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (AFWA) best management practices would be
utilized to determine trapping methods. Continuous monitoring and manipulations of trapping
efforts would take place to ensure maximum trapping effectiveness and to minimize or eliminate
non-target take. APHIS-WS would implement the management program under a funding
Agreement. An estimated eight to 12 experienced wildlife specialists would conduct mink
removal efforts for the project duration. Protocols and methodologies for mink removal would be
agreed upon by USFWS and APHIS-WS, prior to implementation.

Trapping success would be maximized through a continuous three to five month effort from
January to May during periods of heavy snow and the mink mating season (Bones et al. 2007).
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The precise timing of trapping would be determined by evaluating data collected during trapping
(e.g., trapping success, trapped animal sex and age class). If the specified objective is not being
achieved, restoration methods or actions could be altered as per agreement with all parties
involved.

Mink abundance would be assessed by numbers of tracks observed in the area, by catch per unit
effort (the number caught per number of trap-nights), or by the use of bait stations with track
plates or cameras placed along island shoreline., As mink numbers decline as a result of trapping,
the numbers of these measures would also decline. A fur sample would be taken for DNA
analysis, if further study was warranted. Age, sex, and diet from stomachs and perhaps, stable
isotopes of mink would be assessed. This information would be collected and analyzed by the
project leader to provide a greater understanding of pigeon guillemot and mink in PWS.

Bait, likely herring, would be purchased or caught and stored in tamper-proof containers at the
camp sites or on the support vessels.

No tree removal or other vegetation manipulation is proposed with this action. No exotic plants
or animals would be introduced.

If the pigeon guillemot is “recovering” after five years, and there is no mink predation, the
ongoing recovery of pigeon guillemots would be documented by a separately funded, ongoing
15-year, boat-only based pigeon guillemot population monitoring program to enumerate and
track pigeon guillemot numbers breeding at the Naked Island group. This monitoring program
has been established and funded through the EVOS Long Term Monitoring Program. If after five
years pigeon guillemot are not recovering because of mink predation, the program would be
reevaluated and alternatives considered. A new EA would be written to address the depredation
of pigeon guillemot by mink.
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Potential Pigeon Guillemot
Colonies

Figure 5. Locations of potential pigeon guillemot colonies based on sightings of breeding birds
on the water (red dots) at the Naked Island group.
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Storey Island

Peak Island

Naked Island

Figure 6. Map of Naked, Storey and Peak Islands showing three potential camp sites, Camp Al -
North Camp, Camp B1 — Cabin Bay and Camp C1 — Bass Harbor. All three camps would be
used in winter and Camp B1- Cabin Bay would also be used in summer.

During the three to five month trapping program from January to May, two options exist for
housing trappers. The trapping program would be identical for either option. Before any mink
removal would be initiated, a thorough review of the details regarding either a boat based or land
based operation would occur. APHIS-WS would follow all requirements agreed to by all parties.
The ADF&G would issue appropriate permits for the take of mink, while the USFS would be
responsible for issuing a special use permit for temporary camping associated with activities on
USFS lands during the trapping program. All operational details specified in the special use
permit would be according to the Forest Service Handbook, FSH 2709 — Special Uses
Handbook.
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Option 1: Boat Based

Under this option, up to two support vessels would provide lodging and food during the three to
five month trapping period from January to May for five years. Small boats would provide
access from the support vessel to Storey, Peak, and Naked Islands to conduct trapping
operations. This alternative would not require temporary field camps be established on the
islands. If this option is selected, additional details agreed to by all parties would be part of the
APHIS-WS funding Agreement and approved by the USFS during the permitting process.

Cost of Alternative B

$1.0 million - National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
1.2 million — EVOS Trustee Council
$2.2 million - Total (five years)

Option 2: Land Based

Up to three temporary field camps would be established where a support vessel could ferry
supplies at the beginning of the field season and return for resupply as necessary on one to three
islands for a three to five month period from January to May for up to five years. Each camp
would have two to three wildlife specialists present. All camp locations would be approved by
the USFS. Each year following trapping, the camps would be removed and tent platforms stored
out of sight. Camps would be placed on frozen ground or snow and would have no impact to
vegetation. If this option is selected, additional details agreed to by all parties would part of the
APHIS-WS funding Agreement and approved by the USFS during the permitting process. A
special use permit would outline the terms and conditions of the field operations, as well as
stipulations to ensure no to minimal environmental impact.

Camp sites may vary but would likely include Camp A.1-North Camp, Camp B.1- Cabin Bay,
and Camp C.1 -Bass Harbor (Figure 6). Research staff would use campsite B.1 during May-
August for five years. Each camp would consist of a Weather port® structure (approximately
four by seven m) for field operations (generator, fuel, oil, and battery storage); three
approximately two m? tents for sleeping; and possibly one additional approximately three m*
storage tent. Each camp would have a small inflatable boat, anchored off shore. Each camp
would have an approved fuel storage area with a containment system. Camps would be
resupplied and garbage and wastes removed every two to four weeks, weather allowing. All tents
would be located on wooden platforms. Oil stoves would be used for heat. Boardwalks would be
used, if necessary, to allow easy walking on the snow trails. Camps would be located along the
coastline within 30 m of the high tide line. Camps would be disassembled following activities,
leaving behind a stack of wooden floor sections for use the next season. All food would be stored
in tamper-proof containers and all garbage would be removed from the island. Human wastes
would be removed from the island when possible. There would be no fires unless allowed by a
USFS special use permit.
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Cost of Alternative B

$0.9 million - National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
1.0 million — EVOS Trustee Council
$1.9 million - Total (five years)

ALTERNATIVES NOT CONSIDERED IN DETAIL

During preparation of the Restoration Project Report for the EVOS Trustee Council, it was
important to explore all alternatives with potential for the recovery of the pigeon guillemot
population. The final report, published in November 2010, is the most recent analysis of a range
of alternatives for “recovering” pigeon guillemot.

Bixler et al. (2010) analyzed a wide range of alternatives in detail and provided the final report
to the EVOS Trustee Council, most of which are presented below. The alternatives presented
below represent alternatives that were considered, analyzed, and found not to be feasible for
“recovering” the pigeon guillemot population at the Naked Island group and were therefore not
recommended.

Removal of Mink

Complete removal of mink over a five year period from the Naked Island group would be
undertaken in this alternative. Circumstantial evidence exists that mink may have been
introduced at the Naked Island group, but a definitive finding with 100 percent certainty that
mink were introduced does not exist. ADF&G considers mink as native to the Naked Island
group. The ADF&G does not recommend removing all mink as a first management action. They
prefer that mink are reduced and then determine if the pigeon guillemot are recovering. In the
final report to the EVOS Trustee Council, complete removal of mink was recommended, but
uncertainty that mink are native or introduced has resulted in eliminating this alternative.

Nest Boxes to Enhance Nest Site Availability

Pigeon guillemot nest boxes would be installed on cliff faces inaccessible to mink. Boxes would
be placed in the immediate vicinity of either current or historical nesting locations (Figure 6). A
few nest boxes were installed at the Naked Island group during the late 1990s, but there was low
incidence of use (Irons; pers. obs.), most likely because there was an abundance of natural
cavities available. No evidence exists that