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Qur mission is working with others to conserve, protect, and enhance fish, wildlife,
and plants and their habitats for the continwing benefit of the American people.
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United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
1011 E. Tudor Rd.
Anchorage, Alaska 99503-6199

IN REPLY REFER TO:

FWS/AFES A% 23 204

Memorandum

To: State Director - Bureau of Land Management

From: Acting Regional Director - Region 7

Subject: Comments on the Draft Amended Intdgrated Activity Plan/Environmental Impact

Statement for the Northeast Planning Area of the National Petroleum Reserve —

‘Alaska

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has reviewed the Draft Amended Integrated Activity

Plan/Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) prepared by the BLM for the Northeast Plapning
Area of the National Petroleum Reserve-Alaska (NPR-A). The DEIS presents two alternatives
for amending the 1998 Record of Decision (ROD) regarding management of the 4.6 million-acre
Northeast Planning Area, and it analyzes a No Action Alternative that would retain the current
management strategy authorized by the 1998 ROD.

We appreciate this opportunity to review and comment on the DEIS and to provide resource data,
maps, and other technical information throughout this process. The information and

recommendations provided here reflect a refining of analyses and ideas the Service presented to
the BLM during development of the DEIS. We look forward to continued opportunitics to work
closely with your agency as this effort proceeds toward the Final EIS and ROD.

Based on our review, the Service is providing general comments and recommendations (see

Attachment). Specific comments related to the text of the DEIS will be provided under separate
cover by the Fairbanks Field Office. We have summarized the fish and wildlife resources in the
Planning Area and our most impottant comments and recommendations below.

Fish and Wildlife Resources

The Northeast Planning Area supports some of the most unique and irreplaceable biological

resources on the Arctic Coastal Plain (ACP), the most significant of which are associated with
the Teshekpuk Lake region and the Colville River cotridor. Thesc areas havc been designated as
Special Areas because of their concentrations of molting geese and other waterbirds, caribou,
raptors, and passerines. Additionally, the central region of the Planning Area contajns an unusual
concentration of deep-water lakes and it provides habitats for specics of management concern.
The Northeast Planning Arca also supports unportant subsistence resources including waterfowl,
fish, and caribou. It provides spawning and overwintering habitats for resident and anadromous
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fish, with important subsistence fisheries on the Colville and Ublutuoch Rivers, Fish Creek, Judy
Creek, and their tributaries, and it provides critical habitats for the Teshekpuk Lake Canbou
Herd.

Teshekpuk Lake Special Area

5 The Teshekpuk Lake Special Area (TLSA) supports one of the most productive, diverse, and
ecologically unique wetland ecosystems on the ACP. Because BLM is considering additional
acreage in this area for leasing, potential impacts to this system are a focus of these comments.
The significant attributes and resources of the Teshekpuk Lake Special Area include:

006 ¢ The most important known goose molting arca on the Arctic coast of North America and
Birds Siberia. Most notable are the large concentrations of molting Pacific braut, representing
up to 30 percent of the Pacific Flyway population. Large numbers of Canada and white-
fronted geese molt here as well.

Breeding pairs of threatened spectacled eiders have been recorded at higher than expected
densities north of Teshekpuk Lake. .

Other species, primarily shorebirds, geese, pintail ducks, and loons either breed, molt, or
stage in relatively high numbers within 5 miles of the coast from the Ikpikpuk River to
the Colville River delta. ’ .

e Critical calving, migration and insect-relief habitats for the Teshekpuk Lake Caribou
Herd are found here, which provides most of the caribou harvested for subsistence by the
Native villages of Atqasuk, Barrow, Nuigsut and Wainwright.

Tcshekpuk Lake, the largest on lhe North Slope, provides a vatiety of frcshwaler hubitats
and the greatest diversity of fish species among sampled lakes within the Planning Area.

Colville River Special Area

7 ‘ With their combination of river bluffs and riparian wetlands, the Colville River and several of its
tributaries provide some of the most important raptor nesting and foraging habitats in North

America. Regionally limited tall shrub habitats along the Colville also support moose and the
North Slope’s most diverse assemblage of nesting passerines.

Central Planning Area
008 The large central portion of the Planning Area (south of Teshekpuk Lake and between the
Birds Tkpikpuk and Colville River corridors) harbors an unusually high concentration of deep-watet

lakes (over four meters deep) compared to other areas on the ACP. This area supports
approximately 25 percent of Alaska’s breeding population of yellow-billed loons, a species the

Service has recently been petitioned to consider for listing under the Endangered Species Act.
009 Additionally, a large area immediately north and west of Fish Creck supports the largest high
Birds density nesting area for king ciders on the North Slope of Alaska. The Service is concerned

about the status of the king cider because counts of flocks migrating past Barrow have declined
by approximately 50 percent since the mid-1970s.
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Conservation Strategies and Management Alternatives

As recognized by the BLM, the Northeast Planning Area supports internationally significant
wildlife resources, namely large concentrations of molting geese, but also, nationally and
regionally important populations of other waterbirds, fish, and caribou, The primary 1ssue
addressed in the DEIS is how to best protect these resources while allowing other activities to
occur. With a great deal of specific information about the effects of development, protective
measures could be precisely described. This kind of information, however, is not generally
available, particularly for waterbirds. In the face of uncertainty regarding potential impacts on
these unique resources, avoiding surface disturbance in the most biologically sensitive areas, as
presented in the No Action Alternative, would provide the greatest level of protection (and least
risk) to wildlife, and is our preferred management approach.

The Service acknowledges that such an approach limits the opportunity to explore for and
develop other resources, and that the BLM faces a difficult challenge in trying to balance
protection of unique biological resources with efforts to provide increased access to areas with
high oil potential. Therefore, in evaluating the DEIS, we have considered measures that we feel
would be essential to reduce the risk to fish and wildlife should a decision be made to expand
leasing. Wc have attempted to formulate an alternative management apptroach based on
modifications to the draft Preferred Alternative. :

We initially focused our effort on Pacific brant because of their small and declining population,
their potential valnerability to development-related disturbances, their importance to subsistence,
and the substantial segment of the population that annually molts in the area north of Teshekpuk
Lake. Although our analysis is focused on brant, our recommendations are intended to protect
other trust resources as well, including other geese. Reducing risks to molting geese would also
benefit other species of concern including spectacled eiders and other waterfowl, loons,
shorebirds, polar bears, and caribou. Of particular concern, the responsc of molting gecse to o1l
ficld development cannot be predicted with confidence, and because the area is unique, there is a
risk of irreversible population-level impacts. The distribution of molting geese varies annually,
thus we adopted a management goal of protecting the area used by at least 90 percent of molting
brant in any year. |We propose to protect the identified area by retaining its no-lease status. We

14

point out, however, that by focusing on brant, our recommended modification to the proposed
no-lease area would not include all critical caribou habitats, particularly the important migration
corridor east of Teshekpuk Lake.

Outside the recommended no-lease area, a rigorous adaptive management approach to
monitoring and assessment could provide a better understanding of the risks entailed in exposing
large flocks of molting geese to the disturbances that accompany oil development, should it
occur, and information gained could be applied to future management decisions. That
information gained, however, comes af the cost of diminished protection for wildlife in the
portion of the Teshekpuk Lake area opened to development. Areas closed to leasing would
function as a control with which to evaluate effects of human activity elsewhere in the Planning
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Area. This approach controls risk to molting geese by limiting the proportion of their
populations subject to disturbance while providing for a structured approach to reducing
uncertainty. Our recommendations based on this analysis are summarized below and presented
in more detail in our General Comments (sce Attachment).

Recommendations and Conclusion

Recognizing the irreplaceable nature of the fish and wildlife resources in the Northeast Planning
Area, particularly within the TLSA, the Service prefers the protective measures provided in the
No Action Alternative. However, should leasing be expanded in the TLSA, we recommend the
following modifications to the draft Preferred Alternative to reduce risks to trust resources in the
Northeast Planning Area:

1. The no-Jease area proposed under the draft Preferred Alternative would be increased from
213,000 to approximately 296,000 acres to protect molting brant and other trust
resources.

2. Teshekpuk Lake and other fish-bearing lakes would be off-limits to surface development.

A minimum Y-mile undisturbed buffer around these lakes would be applied to prevent
oil and other hazardous material spills from reaching these largely confined systems.

3. Other than approved surveys, non-emergency helicopter or fixed-wing transits over the
no-lease zone would be prohibited from June 15 — August 20.

‘ 4. The no-surface-occupancy requirements for lease tracts west and south of the current no-

lease area would be maintained to protect core calving habitat for the Teshekpuk Lake
Caribou Herd.

5. To avoid potential impacts of increased access in biologically sensitive areas, a roadless
design would be requircd for any development proposed within the existing no-leasc and
no-surface-occupancy areas of the TLSA. Within the CRSA, roads would be minimized
to a single consolidated crossing of the Colville River and CRSA, if necessary.

6. Leasing of tracts within thc CRSA would be deferred until this area has an approved
management plan. This is consistent with the recent Northwest NPR-A Final Integrated
Activity Plan/EIS, and would protect nesting raptors and passerines.

‘7. The no-permanent-facilities buffer adjacent to the Colville River would be expanded
from one to two miles to encompass important raptor foraging habitats.

8. Until an approved management plan is completed for the CRSA, aircraft would be
restricted to altitudes of at least 1,500 feet AGL within 1/2 mile of cliffs identified as
raptor nesting areas from March 15 - August 5.

‘9. Construction of permanent facilities for exploration would be prohibited.

We thank you for this opportunity to comment. If you have questions concerning our comments,
or if we can be of further assistance with regard to technical resource information, please contact
Mr. Steve A. Lewis, Field Supervisor of the Fairbanks Fish and wildlife Field Office, at (907)
456-0272.

Attachmen;s
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