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William J. Zielinski, Research Ecologist, USDA Forest Service, Pacific Southwest Research Station, Arcata, California

9 April, 2013

US Fish and Wildlife Service,

I submit the following peer review comments for consideration for two rules: the listing and the experimental population rule.  My comments are structured such that I address the questions requested of me (in the letter dated 6 March 2013) in the order presented, and I do so separately for each of the proposed rules.   

For the listing:

1. Is our description and analysis of the biology, habitat, population trends, and historic and current distribution of the species accurate?

Yes, the descriptions and analyses seem remarkably accurate and consistent with the conventional interpretation of the scientific literature.  Furthermore, the Service is careful to state where information is lacking and how the absence of particular data affects their conclusions. 

2. Do the Proposed Rules provide accurate and adequate review and analysis of the factors affecting the species?

Yes. I found the analysis of threats very balanced indeed and consistent in how existing data were used to either recognize a factor as a threat or to dismiss it.  The overwhelming weight of evidence points to climate change, mediated by the reduction in area with deep spring snow, as a significant threat – and one that makes most others appear insignificant by comparison.  The only exceptions are the direct mortality effects of trapping (managed and incidental) and the demographic risks of small population size.  These two additional threats are recognized as potential contributors to the negative effects of climate change.  This conclusion, as well as the conclusion NOT to include other factors as significant threats (e.g. winter recreation), appears consistent with the strength of evidence provided by the existing scientific literature. 

3. Are there any significant oversights, omissions or inconsistencies in our proposed rules?

A few, based on my interpretation.  I note a few instances, listed below, where there appear to be omissions or inconsistencies:

a. Failure to designate critical habitat.  It would appear, with the downscaled predictive model developed by McKelvey et al. (with results supported by other similar work), and the strong endorsement of this work as describing loss of snow habitat over time as a key threat to the wolverine, that this model –and its predictions – could be used to define critical habitat.  If no breeding locations in the globe have been found to occur outside this predicted envelope (i.e., no wolverines have been reported to create natal dens but in snow), and the model is predicting breeding habitat (not simple occurrence) then it would appear to be an excellent proxy for critical habitat.  Neither of the two situations that would prevent the establishment of critical habitat appear to apply (“critical habitat designation will increase the threat”; “critical habitat would not be beneficial”, pg. 7889) nor does it appear that the conditions for critical habitat being “not determinable” apply (i.e., “biological needs are not sufficiently well known”; “information to determine impacts is lacking”).  I find no scientific basis for the failure to designate critical habitat.   

b. The prohibition of incidental take.  Estimates of incidental take appear to be based on anecdotal or happenstance reports, rather than interviews of trappers. On page 7881 (third column) the Service reports that “Four cases of incidental wolverine trapping have occurred in Idaho in recent years”.  This is poorly worded since this would appear to include only the cases that have been reported to some authority – certainly many more have occurred but have not been reported. Have trappers been interviewed to determine incidental capture rates?  For example, Lewis and Zielinski (1996) were interested in the effects of incidental capture on fishers in California and, using data obtained from 5 trappers found 1 incidental capture/407 set nights and a mortality and injury rate of 24%. Although I believe the Service comes to the correct conclusion regarding the impact of even a few incidental mortalities on subpopulation persistence (pg. 7881, third column), the Service concludes that “the level of mortality from incidental trapping appears to be low”. I don’t think the data are sufficient to conclude this.  I would prefer to see incidental capture data obtained from trapper interviews, especially data collected in such a way that the reporting rate could also be estimated.  This would result in a less biased estimate of morbidity and mortality from incidental trapping.   

c. The wolverine metapopulation.  On page 7867 (middle of center column) a sentence begins with: “The wolverine metapopulation….” yet I did not see any scientific justification for referring to the DPS as a metapopulation.  In the same section, the document refers to small numbers of wolverines occupying mountain-top habitat, but no citations.  Perhaps I overlooked this information elsewhere in the document.  This issue is important, because metapopulations can be at heightened risk to population loss. 

d. Elevations used in the Sierra Nevada.  On pg. 7868 (center column) the Service states that “Elevation ranges used by historical wolverine populations in the Sierra Nevada….are unknown..”.  On the contrary, Grinnell et al. (1937:255) state that they are found “chiefly above 8,000 feet..” and range from 5,000 – 13,000 feet.
  
e. Poor basis for estimating population size.  On pg. 7868 the Service cites Inman 2010b pers. comm. to reveal a reasonable estimate of 250 – 300 individuals.  This is an estimate with fairly high precision so I was curious as to the source.  I examined the reference, which was an email from Bob Inman.  In that email he suggests that the estimated could well be lower and Bob calls for surveys to improve the estimate.  I think the passage in the register should include those additions so that the reader is not mislead by the appearance of a scientific citation into believing that there is any real merit in the population estimate.  Furthermore, the notation for citing personal communications in the document is misleading.  This case is a good example where “(Inman 2010b, pers. comm.)” looks like it could be two sources, one published (Inman 2010b) and one not (Inman, pers. comm.) whereas the entire citation is personal opinion represented in an email.  

4. Are the conclusions we reach logical and supported by the evidence we provide?

Yes, I find very few conclusions reached that are not supported (but see the list above for a few exceptions).  In particular, the evidence for the effects of climate change on wolverine winter (and summer) habitat is strong, as is the fact that the additional threats of trapping (managed and incidental) and small population size may add cumulative weight to the overarching threat of climate change. The evidence presented supports the conclusion that climate changes are likely to result in permanent loss of a significant portion of wolverine habitat in the future.  I also find credible the conclusion that the effect of climate change may have already had impacts that have reduced the extent of suitable wolverine habitat.  I also agree with the conclusion reached that the wolverine population in the contiguous US is both discrete and significant, as defined by DPS policy (pg. 7874, first column).  

5. Did we include all the necessary and pertinent literature to support our assumptions/arguments/conclusions?

I find few instances where I would include additional literature; some are listed under question #3 (above) and include: Lewis and Zielinski (1996) – which is not referenced –  and additional information from Grinnell et al. (1937), which was previously referenced for other purposes.  

Lewis, J. and W. J. Zielinski. 1996. Historical harvest and incidental capture of fisher in California.  Northwest Science 70:291-297. 

I note also: 

a. On page 7880 (third column), in the discussion regarding “Overutilization…. purposes”, the authors have overlooked a paper by Dixon (1925) which, on the basis of trapper’s reports, called for the closure of the wolverine trapping season in California.  They reported an average of only 2 trapped per year from 1920-1923 and none in 1924.  This paper should be cited alongside the reference to Hash (1987) to support the role of trapping in the historical decline of wolverines in North America.

Dixon, J. 1925.  A closed season needed for fisher, marten and wolverine in California.  California Fish and Game 11:23-24.   

For the proposal to designate a nonessential experimental population:

1. Is our description and analysis of the biology, habitat, population trends, and historic and current distribution of the species accurate?

Yes.

2. Do the Proposed Rules provide accurate and adequate review and analysis of the factors affecting the species?

Yes. 

3. Are there any significant oversights, omissions or inconsistencies in our proposed rules?

Yes.  I understand and fully support the conclusion reached that a NEP should be established in the southern Rockies, but the reason that a similar NEP isn’t established in the southern Sierra Nevada of California is not provided.  The Service acknowledges this opportunity and admits that the California state agency has considered it and is largely favorable toward the idea, but the analysis focuses exclusively on Colorado and excludes California. Yet, California meets all the criteria for a NEP that the Service identifies for Colorado and the Sierra Nevada would appear to provide another high-elevation refugia for a reintroduced wolverine population, further buffering the DPS against the travails of demographic degradation. The southern Sierra Nevada meets the model specifications for year-round wolverine habitat and has the advantage over Colorado in that there are no other listed carnivorous mammals that might complicate a reintroduction.  In short, all the criteria outlined on pages 7893-96 that justify the possible reintroduction in Colorado also apply to California.  For example, (1) wolverines historically occurred in the Sierra Nevada and the Service considers the Sierra Nevada part of the “current range” (pg. 7873, first column), (2) the record, like that in Colorado, indicates that wolverines were extirpated in the early 1900s concurrent with systematic predator control suggesting that they were likely extirpated by human-caused factors that are no longer a threat, (3) the Sierra Nevada also has abundant food in the form of large rodents (e.g., yellow-bellied marmot) and ungulates, (4) abundant suitable habitat remains in the form of high-elevation areas with persistent spring snow (areas which may provide some protection from the negative effects of warming), (5) in addition to the state agency, there are a number of supportive stakeholders from the private sector, (6) the state has already listed the wolverine as “threatened”, (7) one male wolverine has been known to have dispersed to the Sierra, but the likelihood of additional females and males moving to California at the same time so that a genetically healthy population could be founded naturally is low, (8) California, like Colorado, is likely to be further than the average female wolverine could disperse from the northern Rockies, (9) like Colorado, the Service would consider a NEP in California as unoccupied by a wolverine population (despite the presence of one male). (10) trapping and hunting of wolverines is not allowed and there is unlikely to be incidental capture of wolverines by recreational trappers seeking smaller quarry.  

The Service does not provide any rationale for why California should not be considered as a NEP.  It is not clear to me why a second NEP wouldn’t be considered especially given the conclusion (pg. 7884, center column) that “Wolverine…population size in the northern Rocky Mountains, which is the largest extant population in the contiguous US, is exceptionally low and is below what is thought necessary for short-term maintenance of genetic diversity”.   This is used as rationale for establishing the NEP in Colorado, but would apply equally well to establishing a NEP in the southern Sierra. 

4. Are the conclusions we reach logical and supported by the evidence we provide?

Yes, as pertains the Colorado NEP, but it is illogical not to also consider a California NEP.

5. Did we include all the necessary and pertinent literature to support our assumptions/arguments/conclusions?

One oversight of note.  A great deal of text is dedicated to the details of implementing a reintroduction, should the NEP be established. There is a paucity of references, however, to the literature available that summarizes protocols for reintroductions for carnivore species other than wolverines.  Much can be learned from this body of work, as the Service plans reintroductions to establish the NEP.  A few such references, for lynx and fishers, are included below:  

Devineau, O., T. M. Shenk, P. F. Doherty, G. C. White, and R. H. Kahn. 2011. Assessing release protocols for Canada lynx reintroduction in Colorado. The Journal of Wildlife Management 75:623-630.

Devineau, O., T. M. Shenk, G. C. White, P. F. Doherty Jr, P. M. Lukacs, and R. H. Kahn. 2010. Evaluating the Canada lynx reintroduction program in Colorado: patterns in mortality. Journal of Applied Ecology 47:524-531.

Lewis, J. C., R. A. Powell, and W. J. Zielinski.  2012. Carnivore translocations and conservation: insights from population models and field data for fishers (Martes pennanti). PLoS Biology 7:15 pp.


