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Department of Fish and Game

Wildlife Conservation
Statewide Programs

333 Raspberry Road
Anchorage, AK 99518-1565
Main: 907.267.2193
Fax: 907.267.2859


November 15, 2021 
 
USDA Forest Service 
Attn: Objection Reviewing Officer, Alaska Region 
Re: Objection to the Cordova Ranger District Guided Helicopter Skiing Environmental Assessment.  
Submitted electronically via email to: objections-alaska-chugach@usda.gov 
 
Responsible Official:  
Jeff Schramm, Forest Supervisor 
USDA Forest Service, Chugach National Forest Office 
161 E. 1st Avenue, Door 8,  
Anchorage, AK 99501 
fax: (907) 743-9476  
Email: objections-alaska-chugach@usda.gov 
 
Objector: 
State of Alaska, Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
Submitted by: Amy Wiita 
Division of Wildlife Conservation 
333 Raspberry Road 
Anchorage, AK 99518 
(907) 267- 2145 
amy.wiita@alaska.gov 

INTRODUCTION 
The State of Alaska, Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) participated in the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) planning process for the Chugach National Forest, Cordova Ranger District, Guided Helicopter Skiing Project by engaging with the USDA Forest Service (Service) in planning meetings and providing substantive formal and informal comments during the various stages of the planning process. This included formal review opportunities provided by the Service at the Scoping and the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) stages for the Cordova Helicopter Skiing (heli-ski) Project. ADF&G’s comments throughout the plan development process are incorporated herein by reference. 

We appreciate the efforts of the USFS to discuss these issues during the process and after the FONSI was issued. To avoid this objection, our respective biologists have worked together and provided much-needed clarity to the process of monitoring and implementing the adaptive management plan mentioned in the EA. Their agreement on the monitoring and adaptive management plan must be reflected in the Final EA. We believe our proposed resolution will recognize the efforts of our biologists to resolve this issue and improve the Final EA by clearly identifying actions to be taken while implementing the adaptive management plan and its associated monitoring plan. 

Helicopter flights and landings have the potential to cause impacts to mountain goats (goats). ADF&G is submitting this objection to the draft EA and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for the proposed adaptive management plan and its provisions for monitoring impacts to goat population from heli-ski activities allowed under Service Special Use Permits (SUPs). Our objection issues, are based on our comment letters of April 12, 2021 and April 23, 2021 addressed to Cordova District Ranger Mr. Steven Namitz and include: 

1. The lack of baseline information on goat populations, goat wintering range, and spring kidding areas in the proposed heli-ski area;  
2. Inadequate information provided on the adaptive management plan (i.e., monitoring plan); and 
3. Acknowledgement of ADF&G management authority/responsibility for wildlife and failure to commit to coordinating and collaborating with ADF&G on monitoring and adaptive management. 

We would like to stress that we are not objecting to the guided helicopter ski activities themselves. Helicopter-based tourism can provide a sustainable and renewable economic opportunity of a public resource. As the wildlife manager, we must ensure that the proposed monitoring plan will adequately identify impacts to goat population in critical areas which are proposed to be open to heli-skiing are addressed in the Final EA. 

While some issues raised by the State during the NEPA process were resolved, the primary issue remaining unresolved, and the subject of this objection is how monitoring will occur to prevent the potential source/sink dynamics that may occur if mountain goats are pushed by proposed helicopter operations out of the high value habitat that they currently use to lower quality habitats. Without valid baseline habitat usage and population data, it is our professional judgement the adaptive management plan and its monitoring component in the EA are insufficient to determine how to manage the permitting program for guided heli-ski activities. The current planning leaves the potential for heli-ski activities permitted by the Service to cause impacts of unknown magnitude to the area’s goat population.  

Chugach Forest Plan Objective FW-WL-G states that “the location and design of areas for concentrated human use should minimize effects to important habitats, areas of concentrated breeding … or important habitats such as winter range.” The potential threat posed by helicopters flying or landing near critical habitat and rendering that habitat unsuitable is well documented in similar areas of the state. Due to a lack of baseline data, what importance the areas the EA proposes to make available for heli-skiing hold as crucial goat habitat it is not understood.  

ANILCA Section 1314 clearly states that the State of Alaska manages the wildlife population (except as outlined in Title VIII) and that the Secretary manages the public lands (except as provided for under ANILCA). As we have previously noted and discussed with the Service, it is critical that our agencies work together designing an adaptive management program that will minimize short-term disruptions and identify thresholds of disturbance that trigger unacceptable responses from goats and results in protection of both the goat population as well as their habitat. ANILCA as well as Service regulations and guidance, including the Chugach National Forest Plan, also stress the importance of coordination and cooperation between our agencies. The on-the-ground on-going efforts of staff from both the Service and ADF&G to develop a monitoring program is a successful example of this coordination and cooperation. Yet, the EA does not reflect these efforts. As we have noted in our discussions and written correspondence in advance of this objection, the EA needs to adequately reflect how the Service and ADF&G will continue to work collaboratively and to acknowledge our common goals and ensure the transparency the NEPA process is designed to provide.  

The management actions and authorized activities regarding goats outlined in the EA should include additional specificity on the measures to be employed to minimize disturbance to mountain goats, especially near important wintering, kidding, and lambing habitats. The EA states, “there is incomplete knowledge of mountain goat winter habitat use within the project area” (page A-2). However, given the size of the area proposed for heli-ski permitting, some level of impact is likely to be unavoidable. A monitoring program will serve to inform management options that can minimize short-term (a single helicopter landing) and long-term (multiple landings per day over time) disruptions and identify thresholds of disturbance that trigger unacceptable long-term goat responses. Documentation of crucial habitat is essential to minimize disturbances that threaten reproductive success and survival of goat population.  

We appreciate the recognition in the EA of an intent to cooperate with our agency (page 15). The EA should additionally clearly outline the joint goat monitoring program design and associated efforts. We acknowledge and appreciate that the staff of our two agencies have worked closely together on the monitoring plan and are in general agreement on what should be included in that plan. The intent of NEPA is to provide sufficient evidence and analysis to support a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) or prepare an Environmental Impact Statement, as well as to inform the public of the project’s potential effects. By failing to capture this understanding in the EA, the EA fails to support the FONSI with a scientifically valid monitoring program and leaves the public unaware of the measures intended to ensure protections for the goat population while providing heli-ski opportunities.  

SUMMARY OF COMMENTS PREVIOUSLY PROVIDED ON OBJECTION ISSUES 

I. Inadequate baseline knowledge on goat population, goat winter range, and spring kidding areas. 

ADF&G provided substantive comments during scoping and on the draft EA that identified concerns regarding a lack of baseline knowledge of goat population, winter habitat, and spring kidding areas in the locations proposed to be open to heli-skiing. The Scoping Notice recognized this by including an objective to identify and document important mountain goat winter habitat. We appreciate the EA included the issue we raised during scoping about the importance of identifying and documenting important spring kidding habitat within the area proposed to be opened to permitting. However, the EA fails to provide a level of detail necessary to understand how the adaptive management plan will address gathering this baseline data.  
 
II. Inadequate information provided on the adaptive management monitoring program. 

ADF&G provided substantive comments during scoping and on the draft EA that identified issues with the lack of specificity in the adaptive management proposal and requisite monitoring program for the design to address helicopter flight and landing impacts to the mountain goat population in the project area.  
 
III. Acknowledgement of ADF&G management authority/responsibility for wildlife and failure to commit to coordinating and collaborating with ADF&G on monitoring and adaptive management.  

The ADF&G provided substantive comments during scoping and on the draft EA requesting recognition that ADF&G has the primary management responsibility for fish and wildlife management in the State of Alaska and that the Service commit in the EA to a cooperative, collaborative and coordinated process with ADF&G on the proposed adaptive management plan and its associated monitoring component. 

We appreciate that the EA referenced cooperating on the monitoring of the mountain goat population on page 15 and recognize that our respective staff agree on what a scientifically valid monitoring plan would entail.  This is not what the EA describes however, and the monitoring system outlined in the EA will fail to capture negative effects on the goat population. To ensure a scientifically valid monitoring program the collaborative interagency process called for in the Chugach Forest Plan needs to continue. The decision document should better reflect the conversations that are occurring at the staff level. 






DISCUSSION OF ISSUES 

I. Inadequate baseline knowledge on goat winter range and spring kidding areas. 

It is necessary to detail how winter habitat data will be collected and used to inform permitting and management decisions. When discussing the baseline data survey needs, the EA states: “These surveys are not a representation of the overall population but rather a gauge of location and habitat use by mountain goats in winter.” (page 15). This highlights the lack of existing baseline data available and the need to ensure appropriate data collection to provide tools for informed management decisions. 

As we stated in our comments on the draft EA:  
Baseline information is the initial known value at the beginning of a study which is then used for comparison with later data. The Service cannot, in a scientifically valid manner, conduct surveys, during the first two years of the project to establish baseline information as is proposed in this EA.  
Without gathering baseline data, i.e., data gathered before the initiation of proposed activities, we fail to understand how the Service can achieve the objective included in the Scoping Notice to identify and document important mountain goat winter habitat. 

The Service methodology in Appendix A, page A-5, appears to recognize the importance of statistically valid baseline and winter habitat data …, yet the EA fails to lay out a strategy to accomplish either. 

Putting forth a project such as this that includes an activity with documented potential to cause impacts to the mountain goat population from overflights and landings requires both rigorous baseline data and a stringent monitoring program that will ensure no significant effects to the mountain goat population over time. Inadequate baseline data on critical winter and spring kidding mountain goat habitat upon which to base management decisions poses a risk to the entire goat population. 

II. Inadequate information provided on the adaptive management monitoring program  

Per Forest Service Handbook 1909.15, 41.22  
An adaptive management proposal or alternative must clearly identify the adjustment(s) that may be made when monitoring during project implementation indicates that the action is not having its intended effect, or is causing unintended and undesirable effects.  The EA must disclose not only the effect of the proposed action or alternative but also the effect of the adjustment. Such proposal or alternative must also describe the monitoring that would take place to inform the responsible official whether the action is having its intended effect. (36 CFR 220.7(b)(2)(iv)) 

The EA recognizes the concerns regarding helicopter impacts to goats on page 15 stating: “Increased flight activity and the effects on mountain goat populations is an increasing concern among management agencies.” As currently written in the EA, the monitoring plan is not described with enough detail to ascertain if it can carry out the stated intent of recognizing impacts to the area mountain goat population from heli-skiing activities.  

The current monitoring plan, as described in the EA, proposes flying minimum counts and buffering them. It also proposes that actual use data will be reported by heli-ski permit holders. However, the EA, fails to outline what will be done to ensure accurate data is collected from permit holders. It also fails to reconcile how inaccurate data reporting will be resolved or acknowledge the commercial pressure operators may face to provide services and the impact of this on accurate reporting when the presence of goats may restrict areas in which operators can operate. 

As stated above, in the baseline knowledge comment, we have concerns that little information is available regarding current critical goat habitat, goat population numbers, and their overlap with existing heli-ski activities in the area. We believe these concerns can be alleviated if the EA provides an accurate summary of the collaborative work that has been on-going since publication of the EA on the adaptive management monitoring program. The staff of both our agencies have worked hard to create a scientifically valid monitoring plan. The EA decision document needs to accurately reflect what is planned and acknowledge the joint commitment to the current plan.  

The EA also fails to meet the requirement found in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.12, Chapter 30 Monitoring, 32.1.c.  “Developing the Plan Monitoring Program” that requires “The plan monitoring program must … design relevant questions and associated indicators to measure management effectiveness and assess progress towards the desired conditions or objectives.”  

The EA identifies the following as indicators and thresholds that would be used to determine the level of acceptable use:  

Indicator: Percentage of incidents of overlap of areas identified by the Service as important goat winter habitat (currently as shown on the map showing Alternative 2 in the EA) and heli-ski use. Overlap is defined as helicopter use within 1500 meters of areas identified as winter goat habitat.  

Trigger: Observation of goats within 1500 meters of heli-ski operations. 

Threshold: Overlap of buffered important winter goat habitat (mapped as avoidance zones) and heli-ski use areas occurs less than 10% of the heli-ski operating season. 

Indicator: Amount of change in the use of important winter habitat by mountain goats during heli-ski activity compared to habitat use prior to heli-ski activity. 

Trigger: Observed movement of goats more than 2 km from previous location. 

Threshold: No more than 25% of the buffered important winter habitat areas (mapped as Goat Avoidance Areas) that have heli-ski activity within 1500 meters or overlapping show a significant reduction in goat use during heli-ski activity as compared to prior to heli-ski activity. 

Our concerns with these indicators, triggers, and thresholds is, as we stated in our comments on the draft EA, that there is insufficient baseline or proposed data to determine if the goat population itself is declining; a goat population decline is the foremost concern. It is not feasible to accurately calculate the change in population when little is known about the existing baseline population numbers.  

The EA states that the following questions will be asked in analyzing trends in resource conditions:  

· Are goats shifting their areas of use during the operating season? 
· Is there a change in distribution of goats from higher quality habitat to lesser quality habitat? 
· Is there a change in goat use when comparing survey results in areas prior to heli-ski use and during heli-ski use? 

Yet the EA provided no information on how the Service will determine movement (i.e., reduction) since individuals and groups will not be followed. For this reason, we believe the incorporation of a goat collaring element in the adaptive management plan is also a critical element in the proposed monitoring plan.  

The EA also fails to indicate and needs to clarify how many goats will result in an action trigger and the timeframe for action triggers. Will immediate adjustments occur, will they be prior to the following season, or will they be after a minimum of two years of data has been collected? 

Other issues that the EA still needs to address include:  

· A trigger is identified as movement of more than 2 kilometers from a previous location (A-3). Nowhere does it state if the Service proposes to measure from raw or buffered locations. In some instances, 2 kilometers of movement may be obfuscated by the 1.5-kilometer buffer.  
· Whether the Service is looking at polygon size change. How will a change in polygon size be determined?  
· The proposal is to fly surveys once a month for the first 2 years during January and February; will all areas be done once a month? What will the Service do if weather grounds flights, how will these be made up? If an area is not surveyed in a year, will that area be removed from permitting until it can be surveyed? How will search intensity be standardized? 
· There is reference to snowpack and its impact on movements. How will that be measured?  
 
III. Acknowledgement of ADF&G management authority/responsibility for wildlife and failure to commit to coordinating and collaborating with ADF&G on monitoring and adaptive management.  

Various Service planning and policy documents accurately recognize ADF&G’s management authority and responsibility for wildlife management on all lands throughout the state and the need for coordination. The 2020 Forest Management Plan recognizes that ADF&G has primary management responsibility for fish and wildlife in Alaska (page 4) and calls for both cooperation (page 18, FW-ERIR-MAP) coordination (page 5) and a collaborative process (page 5) with ADF&G/State of Alaska, especially on research, monitoring, and specific project activities. (page 5, FW-GL1, and Desired Condition FW-GL1-ER-DC).  

The Forest Plan also acknowledges the 1986 MOU for Management of the Copper River Delta Fish and Wildlife Management Area where commitments were made to coordinate on protection, development, maintenance, and management of wildlife habitats for the best interest of the public of Alaska. FSH 1940.3 – “Inventory, Monitoring, and Assessment Activities, Policy 3” emphasizes fostering and realizing opportunities for collaboration, cooperation, and coordination with, among others, state agencies.  

We appreciate that the EA commits to continuing to cooperate with ADF&G on monitoring the mountain goat population (EA, page 15). However, it does not outline how this will be accomplished.  The staff of ADF&G and the Service have engaged in the truly collaborative effort that is needed to ensure a successful adaptive management plan and monitoring program to identify and minimize impacts from helicopter overflights and landings to the mountain goat population in a timely manner. The EA fails to recognize this effort and memorialize its content to ensure mutual expectations are openly communicated to our respective agencies and the public.  

PROPOSED RESOLUTION 

We request that the following language be included in the Decision Document/Errata Sheet for the Cordova Ranger District Guided Helicopter Skiing Draft Environmental Assessment. In addition to providing clear communication of the management intent to the public, the inclusion of this language will reflect the minimization of potential significant environmental effects heli-skiing could pose to the local mountain goat population and provide necessary management tools for the Service.  

As identified in the EA (page A-3), baseline information shall be collected “to identify and validate important [goat] winter habitat areas.” The Service will work cooperatively and collaboratively with ADF&G staff, in accordance with direction in the Chugach Forest Plan and the Memorandum of Understanding between the Service and ADF&G to: 

1. Determine Habitat Resource Selection Functions (RSFs) and skier RSFs to guide study focus.  
2. Update the project implementation map to identify past areas of heli-ski use and survey area prioritization. 
3. Carry out flights to validate predictions of the habitat or non-habitat based on the RSF. 
4. Conduct an analysis(es) comparing use and activity patterns between the control and treatment populations as well as trends in resource conditions. 

Establishment of baseline data on goat numbers, distribution, and seasonal habitat will be essential to establishing the long-term monitoring of mountain goat population needs as well as identification of control areas where no commercial helicopter activity will be permitted (i.e., it will keep drop offs from occurring in important goat areas), these control areas will serve to facilitate the adaptive management program, allowing for the modification of permitted areas and conditions as new information develops. This monitoring program will ensure that any impacts from heli-ski operations are minimized and that no significant effects occur to the Mountain goat population from the proposed heli-ski operations. The above activities will occur during the first two years of project activities.  

The Service will seek funding for the following two items and, depending on the availability of funding, will conduct the following activities: 

5. Collaring of goats in two areas.  One with heli-ski use and the other without.  
6. Additional analysis comparing use and activity patterns between the control and treatment population.  

As the recognized manager of wildlife on all lands with the State of Alaska, ADF&G will be provided copies of the information heli-ski permit holders submit regarding their actual use areas and the wildlife observations made and ArcGIS data, as well as, per the EA, the End of Season Summary Reports and Analysis and Trend Reports.  

The collaring of goats, for the aforementioned reasons, is a critical and basic element of the proposed monitoring plan. It should not be considered and listed as an adaptation to be implemented by the triggering of certain conditions and only a possible adjustment that will be made to the adaptive management plan as described on page A-9 of the EA. While we understand funding constraints impact management options and this aspect of the monitoring plan will not occur in the immediate timeframe, the intent that it will occur must be clearly documented in the EA. 36 CFR 251.58(a) states that the Service shall [emphasis added] assess fees to recover the agency’s processing costs for special use applications and monitoring costs [emphasis added] for special use authorizations. Additionally, we are also willing to discuss how ADF&G may assist in any way we can to make sure collaring activities are conducted. We have local staff who are pilots and who could be brought in to assist on the project.  

CONCLUSION 

It is necessary for the Service to in incorporate the proposed resolution into the official NEPA record. NEPA documents serve to provide the public with a transparent description of possible significant environmental effects and ways that the project will minimize those effects. The potential environmental effects on the goat population in the proposed permitting area are unknown and it is critical that the intent of the monitoring program be accurately captured.  

On behalf of the State of Alaska, I respectfully submit this objection to the 2021 Cordova Helicopter Skiing Final EA and FONSI and request an opportunity to meet with the Service to discuss these issues pursuant to 36 CFR 219.57(a).  

ADF&G appreciates the level of engagement the Service has had with us on this very important project. We believe an excellent monitoring program done with our involvement is the intent. However, it is also imperative that the NEPA document accurately capture this intent. ADF&G values our cooperative relationship with the Service and looks forward to resolving the issues raised in this objection. Please direct all future communications and correspondence regarding this objection to my attention. 

Respectfully, 
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Amy L. Wiita, Ph.D. 
Manager - ANILCA & Access Defense Programs  
Alaska Department of Fish & Game 
 
amy.wiita@alaska.gov 
907-267-2145 
 
cc: 	Ben Mulligan, Deputy Commissioner, ADF&G  
Charlotte Westing, ADF&G Area Wildlife Biologist 
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