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The Yukon Flats Basin is world renowned as one of the most important breeding grounds for waterfowl in North America.  It also provides critical resources to over 1,200 residents that live in the Yukon Flats.  Thus, the Yukon Flats Refuge focuses on monitoring the population status of animal’s and their habitats important from both a local and national perspective.  Special emphasis is also placed on species that may have declining populations or low density populations.  Following is a summary of completed and ongoing refuge projects for 2013.Hildebrand 2006

Aerial scoter and scaup surveys – 2012 and 2013    
[image: ]   The 12th annual aerial survey to monitor scoter and scaup populations on the Yukon Flats was conducted 7-10 June, 2013.  These data are currently being analysed; below we present the data from the 2012 survey which was conducted 7-10 June, 2012. White-winged scoters accounted for 99%, and surf scoters accounted for the other scoter species observed in 2012. The number of white-winged scoters estimated in the study area (11,151) during the breeding season decreased 33% compared to the previous ten-year mean (2001-2005 and 2007-2011) of 16,692, and differences among years were not significant. No black scoters were observed in 2012. The scaup monitoring index for 2012 was 27,898, which was 1% higher than the average index value for 2002 – 2011 (28,128). Pacific loons and trumpeter swans were counted opportunistically. In 2012, a monitoring index for Pacific loons was estimated at 2,054, which was not significantly different than the 5 year average from 2007 – 2011 (1,677). The trumpeter swan population index was 836 birds in 2012, which was higher than previous years. High estimates were due to the observation of 1 flock of 22 birds.FWS Photo

Aerial loon surveys – 2012 and 2013                                                
[image: ]   Aerial surveys have indicated the Yukon Flats is an important breeding area for Pacific loons (Gavia pacifica) and common loons (G. immer). Loons have been surveyed during waterfowl breeding pair surveys conducted by the Division of Migratory Birds since 1953, and more intensive loon surveys have been conducted by the Yukon Flats Refuge since 1984 (1988, 1999 – 2003, 2006). The overall population index for Pacific loons for the study area was 3,089 in 2012, and there are no significant trends in overall population indexes from 2007 to 2012. Forty common loons were observed in 2012, which is within the range of detections observed in other years (13 – 53 detections). No red-throated Loon (G. stellata) pairs were observed in 2012, which is similar to previous survey years (0 – 5 detections).  In 2012, 9 Pacific loon young were detected (4 pairs with 1 young, 2 pairs with 2 young, and 1 single with 1 young), which was within the range observed from 2007 to 2011. Six common loon young (2 pairs with a single young, and 2 pairs with 2 young) were observed in 2012, which is a notable increase compared with previous years (0 common loon young observed in 2008, 2009, and 2011, and 1 pair with a 1 young in 2007).  Note that the 2013 survey was conducted 6-9, August 2013 and data is currently being analyzed.FWS Photo

Effects of radio-strontium on lesser scaup in the Yukon Flats Refuge
[image: ]   Lesser scaup waterfowl populations have been declining in North America since the early 1980’s.  To date, no single factor has been identified that explains the decline.  Habitat loss, poor spring nutrition, and environmental contaminants have all been suggested as potential causes for the decline.  Scaup eggs examined in 2008 indicated high levels of radioactive strontium present which prompted an intense effort in 2010 to sample additional scaup eggs and tissues.  Between 2010 and 2013 hundreds of lesser scaup nests were located and hundreds of eggs were sampled in the Yukon Flats and Minto Flats as part of a PhD study sponsored by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  Currently tissues are being analyzed for presence of strontium and other heavy metals.  FWS Photo

Moose population survey
[image: ]   A moose population survey was conducted on the Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge in March 2013.  The estimate for the 2,269 mi2 survey area in the western Yukon Flats (area from  Stevens Village to Beaver to the White Mountains, GMU 25D West) was 460 total observable moose (95% CI; 345-575).  Density of moose was 0.20/mi2 or 0.08/km2.  The population was comprised of 364 adults (95% CI; 269-458) and 103 calves (63-143).  Increased numbers of calves were observed relative to other spring surveys, but the reasons for this are not known.  There was no detectable trend in spring numbers of total observable moose.  Moose on the Yukon Flats continue to persist at low densities, which has been documented for >50 years.  Continued conservative management of harvest is recommended. ADFG Photo



Moose monitoring
[image: ]   It is important to closely monitor the health of a moose population by determining the numbers and weights of twin calf moose that are produced, the survival rate of calf, cow and bull moose, and monitoring their annual movements.   To address this need, Refuge staff will be collaborating with ADFG in October 2013 in collaring up to 40 moose near the communities of Beaver, Stevens Village and Birch Creek.  FWS Photo
FWS Photo

Moose willow habitat mapping
[image: ]   Refuge staff is collaborating with U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) remote sensing scientists to test the feasibility of mapping moose willow foraging habitats across the Yukon Flats. This map could help inform moose management plan habitat objectives and identify areas for habitat manipulation. It can also be used to evaluate proposed developments to avoid effects on sensitive moose habitats.  Spatially explicit willow forage maps will also provide products required to evaluate moose habitat carrying capacity, inform fire management, stratify moose habitats and contribute to larger vegetation and moose habitat modeling efforts that could be applied to State and Federal lands including eight additional Alaska Refuges within the Northwest Boreal Landscape Conservation Cooperative. Work completed this summer included aerially delineating and identifying shrub and forest communities across the Yukon Flats and later validating data with shrub measurements on the ground.  Data will be used by USGS, along with other remotely sensed satellite data, to further define moose willow habitats.FWS Photo
FWS Photo



Sheep survey
[image: File:Dall sheep lambs.jpg]Dall’s sheep occur on the southern Refuge boundary near Mount Schwatka.  In late July and early August the Refuge collaborated with BLM and ADFG to estimate the presence of Dall’s sheep in the White Mountains.  A total of 414 sheep were observed which is 12% below the 20 year mean of 470 sheep.  Preliminary results indicate a low ratio of lambs to ewes present which implies poor lamb production in 2013. Wikipedia Photo

Breeched lake investigation
[image: ]Refuge staff documented the breech of two large and several other small lakes which occurred in early June.  In each case it is suspected that the combination of a late and rapid spring thaw prompted lakes to discharge at weak points on their perimeter.  The lake pictured above is situated on an upland shelf several hundred feet above the Yukon Flats lowland basin which is underlain by loess, a sandy loose soil.  This particular lake, with depths approaching 90 feet, is estimated to have discharged hundreds of millions of gallons of water and tons of silt on its downstream neighboring wetlands.  Aquatic Ecologist Josh Rose deployed pressure transducers and temperature monitors on the lake after discharge to begin a monitoring program for the breeched lake so we can better understand the mechanisms that control water flow in closed and open basin lakes. FWS Photo

Fire
[image: D:\Users\mbertram\Pictures\Fire Picture1.jpg]Despite the dry early summer season the incidence of fire was below average.  In 2013 nine fires consumed a total of 20,000 acres.  Fires were distributed sparsely across the periphery of the Yukon Flats with the 2 largest fires occurring on the upper Chandalar River, upstream from Venetie and on Discovery Creek, near the West Crazy Mountains.
FWS Photo

Invasive plant control work
[image: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/3/33/Melilotus_alba_bgiu.jpg/220px-Melilotus_alba_bgiu.jpg]   Interior Alaska river gravel bar willow shrub communities provide important forage and shelter for snowshoe hare and moose.  These gravel bars are also suitable habitat for invasive plants such as white sweetclover (Melilotus officinalis) that tend to colonize and invade open disturbed habitats.  White sweetclover is ranked as highly effective by the  Alaska Natural Heritage Program, Alaska Exotic Plants Information Clearinghouse (AKEPIC) for its capability to impact wildlife habitat, primarily because its seeds are easily dispersed by water making river floodplain habitats vulnerable to invasion.  Both Refuge and private lands are downstream of a documented white sweetclover infestation in Fort Yukon and one of our objectives is to prevent its spread to downstream gravel bar habitats. The Refuge worked with the Gwichyaa Zhee Gwich’in Tribal Government, Fairbanks Soil and Water Conservation District, and Alaska Department of Transportation to survey and control (by weed wacking) white sweetclover infestations throughout the community.  To date, the smaller infestations are being managed; however the larger infestations near the airport runway and at the Air Force are too large for manual control.FWS Photo

Salmon spawning assessment
[image: D:\Users\mbertram\Pictures\Fisheries\Subsistence fish.jpg]Chandalar River – The salmon stocks in the Chandalar River support vital subsistence and commercial fisheries, and provide the largest stock of fall chum salmon in the Yukon River drainage.  This valuable stock is monitored annually using sonar by the Fairbanks Fish and Wildlife Field Office (FFWFO).  Fish passage past the sonar site in 2012 was approximately 198,000 chum salmon which is just above the long term average.     FWS Photo

In September 2013 staff from the refuge and FFWFO collaborated with the Village of Venetie and University of Alaska Fairbanks to begin work assessing chum salmon habitats on the Chandalar River.  The purposes of the project are to determine if groundwater discharge zones are associated with spawning presence and to develop a long term monitoring program of spawning habitats in the Chandalar River.FWS Photo

Camp Nahshii
[image: ]Camp Nahshii is encompassed by the Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge and is situated in the heart of Interior Alaska in the Yukon Flats Basin. This cultural camp comes alive the last two weeks of June each year and is host to over 60 youth that gather from the surrounding Yukon Flats villages. Although the primary purpose of the camp is to minister to youth that are exposed to domestic, drug, and alcohol afflictions, the camp also teaches youth about the Athabascan culture including subsistence living and survival training. The camp also provides a great venue for Yukon Flats Refuge Staff to educate youth about the refuge system and teach outdoor and science skills. In 2013 over 30 youth were instructed on radio-telemetry, archery, navigation by GPS and map and compass, and invasive plant identification. The camp continues to grow annually and Refuge staff look forward to interacting with the camp in future years. FWS Photo
FWS Photo

Venetie Lake Monitoring
[image: ]   Twelve students from the village of Venetie worked with the Yukon Flats Refuge staff  this summer to complete a sixth year of wetlands monitoring and habitat restoration efforts at Venetie Lake, called “Big Lake” by the locals.  The lake, surrounded by private lands, offers the Refuge an opportunity to collect waterfowl information and improve nesting opportunities for cavity nesting birds on lands not easily accessible to the Refuge, and more importantly, provide a learning opportunity for local youth while strengthening the relationship between the Refuge and Venetie residents.  Twelve students checked the status of 9 next boxes, inventoried ducks, collected invertebrates, deployed fish traps, collected dragonflies and other insects, and learned to operate radio telemetry receivers, Global Positioning Systems (GPS), compasses, and digital cameras. FWS Photo
FWS Photo



Fort Yukon Openhouse
[image: ]   Refuge staff in collaboration with the Fairbanks Fish and Wildlife Field Office, the Yukon River Inter-Tribal Watershed Council, Council of Athabaskan Tribal Governments and the Native Village of Fort Yukon Tribal Council sponsored a “Science Partners Open House”  on June 27 in Fort Yukon.  The well attended gathering included a BBQ, the opportunity to ask scientists and managers about ongoing projects in the Yukon Flats, and activities for the youth.  The gathering was well received by Fort Yukon residents.FWS Photo

[bookmark: _GoBack]Notes of interest
· Wildlife Biologist Bryce Lake published the results of the recently completed wolf study in the Journal of Wildlife Management.  The article “Wolf Kill Rates Across Winter in a Low-Density Moose System in Alaska,” describes the predator prey relationship between wolves and moose on the Yukon Flats.  The study points out that wolves on the Yukon Flats which coexist with a low density population of moose have the ability to maintain a kill rate similar to higher density wolf populations in other areas of Alaska that coexist with high numbers of moose.   In essence, the rate of predation of wolves on moose approximates the annual growth potential of the moose population.  Coupled with losses of moose to bears primarily on young in spring and human harvest this maintains the moose population at a low but stable level on the Yukon Flats.
· Nathan Hawkaluk came on as Deputy Refuge Manager in February 2013.  Nathan previously served as assistant manager at the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge in Montana.
· Due to lack of federal funding the Yukon Flats Comprehensive Conservation Planning effort scheduled for 2012 has been postponed.
· Refuge management staff are negotiating an annual funding agreement with Council of Athabaskan Tribal Governments that would fund a moose management meeting in 2014.  The purpose of the meeting is to bring together representatives from Yukon Flats villages to discuss strategies to enhance moose management on the Yukon Flats.
· Wildlife Biologist Sheila Dufford participated in Arctic Village Camp Goonzhii on September 5 by providing archery instruction to local students.  Approximately 30 children attended the camp.
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