Summary
This comment letter responds to the U.S. Forest Service's Proposed Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) List and supporting Draft Species Evaluations for the Tongass National Forest, released March 23, 2026. It is submitted within the public comment period for the Tongass National Forest Land Management Plan Revision (#64039), which closes May 6, 2026. The comment period addresses both the Preliminary Draft Plan Content and the Proposed SCC List; this letter focuses on the SCC component, with observations relevant to the broader plan revision raised where directly engaged by the SCC analysis.
The letter's analytical framework is grounded, substantially, in the Forest Service's own administrative record — the species evaluations released March 2026, the references those evaluations cite, the Region's March 2025 SCC Process Paper, the Forest Service Handbook directives, and the 2012 Planning Rule itself. Where the comment introduces scientific literature beyond the Forest Service's own evaluation citations, it does so to supply best available scientific information the framework anticipates rather than to substitute external judgment for the Regional Forester's authority.
The letter is organized around three substantive analytical lines.
1. The first assesses Forest Service findings of "threats not substantial" for three species — the Alexander Archipelago wolf (Canis lupus ligoni), yellow-cedar (Callitropsis nootkatensis), and black oystercatcher (Haematopus bachmani) — and supplies a fourth analysis for Sitka black-tailed deer (Odocoileus hemionus sitkensis). Shorter analytical notes address surfbird (Calidris virgata) and the Wrangell red-backed vole (Clethrionomys gapperi). The common analytical thread across these treatments is internal inconsistency between the Forest Service's own analytical instruments — Substantial Concern Determination Tables, criterion scores, regulatory triggers under FSH §12.52d — and the conclusions reached.
2. The second supplies best available scientific information for nine species the Forest Service evaluated and concluded "Lacks BASI": the four island ermines (Mustela richardsonii initis on Baranof, M. erminea salva on Admiralty, M. haidarum seclusa on Suemez, and M. haidarum celenda on Prince of Wales), Kittlitz's murrelet (Brachyramphus brevirostris), collared pika (Ochotona collaris), cave amphipod (Stygobromus quatsinensis), yellow-billed loon (Gavia adamsii), and Peale's peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus pealei). For the four-ermine cluster, the analytical pathway parallels the Forest Service's own treatments of Pacific marten (Martes caurina) and Prince of Wales flying squirrel (Glaucomys sabrinus griseifrons), both proposed as SCC in March 2026 on bases that apply with equal force to the four island ermines. The other five species engage regulatory triggers, conservation-status indicators, and habitat-vulnerability records the Forest Service did not fully weight.
3. The third addresses, as a class, the Forest Service's procedural obligation under FSH 1909.12 §12.53 to document species-level information gaps for the 108 species evaluated and concluded "Lacks BASI." None of the 108 evaluations contains the four documentation elements the framework, the monitoring directive, and the Region's own June 2025 Final Assessment commitment together require. The Information gaps section identifies what those four elements are and asks for species-level documentation before the determinations are finalized.
The comment letter does not seek to substitute its judgment for the Regional Forester's. The Regional Forester's authority to determine SCC status under 36 CFR 219.9(c) and FSH 1909.12 §21.22a is sole and non-delegable. This letter supplies analyses, supplementary scientific information, and procedural observations for the Regional Forester's consideration. Where the supplied record warrants, substantial-concern determinations may be warranted. Where it does not, species-level information-gap documentation should be developed as the framework requires. 
Analytical Framework
The analysis presented in this comment evaluates the Tongass SCC determination process against three reference authorities: the 2012 Planning Rule, the Forest Service Directives that implement it, and the Alaska Region's SCC procedural processes.
The scientific evidence in this comment is drawn primarily from the species evaluations and the literature those evaluations cite. A smaller body of additional scientific literature also informs the analyses; those references are noted in the relevant sections of the comment. 
The 2012 Planning Rule defines an SCC in section 219.9 as a species "that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined that the best available scientific information (BASI) indicates substantial concern about the species' capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area." The SCC determination is one of the key science-based analyses under the Rule, and section 219.3 directs the responsible official to use BASI to inform the entire planning process.
The Forest Service Handbook (FSH 1909.12) provides structured guidance for identifying SCCs from the BASI. Three provisions are central to this analysis:
· Chapter 10 directs the FS to consider species with restricted ranges, including narrow endemics, disjunct populations, and species at the edge of their range;
· Chapter 20 establishes the criteria for what counts as "sufficient distribution" of a species across the plan area;
· Chapter 10 also directs how the FS should handle information gaps — specifically, by documenting the gap at the species level and identifying a path to resolve it through monitoring, inventory, or research.
Beyond the Rule and Directives, the Alaska Region has committed to its own procedural standards for SCC determinations on the Tongass. The Region evaluates each potential SCC against eight criteria covering distribution, dispersal, abundance, population trend, habitat trend, habitat vulnerability, and life history. Each criterion is ranked A through D, with A indicating highest concern and D indicating insufficient information. The eight criteria and A/B/C/D ranking system come from Hayward et al. 2016, a Forest Service practitioner's reference on applying the 2012 Rule to species conservation; the Alaska Region has adopted them for the Tongass process.
The Region rolls the eight criteria up into five concern factors:
· significant threats;
· declining trends;
· restricted range;
· low populations;
· other factors.
In addition, the Region commits to three operating principles. The FS must weigh all the evidence together (the "weight-of-evidence" standard) and any one of the five concern factors, if triggered, is on its own enough to warrant SCC designation. Importantly, the evaluation method prescribes that an insufficient information finding must be backed by documentation of why the missing information is essential to the call.
The Hayward practitioner guide is a valuable contributor to the analysis in this comment. Beyond originating the evaluation template the Region uses, Hayward provides substantive scientific-methodology guidance that bears on the analyses in this comment. Three provisions carry particular weight: disclosure of how spatial scale was considered in the determination (p. 12), a direction that temporal horizons be biologically meaningful rather than arbitrary (p. 36), and a standard that analytical rigor should increase, not decrease, when data are scarce and trends are negative. 
Endemism and Species of Conservation Concern
The Tongass planning area supports a concentration of endemic mammals found nowhere else on Earth. The Alexander Archipelago is a reproductive-isolation landscape: islands separated by water barriers, sub-populations with limited interchange, species and subspecies with glacial-refugial histories (Cook et al. 2001; Colella et al. 2021; Androski et al. 2024). 
Endemic species require careful consideration in SCC decision-making due to higher risks of extirpation and vulnerabilities to disturbances, disproportional habitat loss and fragmentation. The unique risks faced by island-bound species are compounded by climate change and a paucity of information. 
The Directives anticipate SCC planning for endemic species: §12.52(d)(3)(f) directs SCC consideration where the BASI indicates local conservation concern due to "restricted ranges (with corresponding narrow endemics, disjunct populations, or species at the edge of their range)," and §23.13c.1.b requires that reproductively isolated groups be considered when evaluating sufficient distribution for viability. 
For island endemic species, these are the primary procedural considerations to support SCC determination. The Tongass SCC evaluations and determinations provide good benchmark examples of logically working through these considerations. In the case of the Pacific marten, the fact pattern led to a positive SCC determination. Specifically, the evaluation found that five of the eight criteria ranked A – the highest concern rank: distribution on the Tongass, dispersal capability, population trend, habitat trend, and habitat vulnerability. Those rankings led to affirmative concern scores for significant threats, declining trends, restricted range, and low populations. The evaluation concluded that “significant inbreeding depression has been documented on both Kuiu and Admiralty Islands” (p. 78), a characterization that rests on Thomas 2012 and Dawson et al. 2017.
The marten evaluation illustrates what consistent application of the framework produces. The criterion-level findings, the factor evaluation, and the conclusion rationale all point the same direction. The framework produces the SCC finding the evidence supports.
The POW flying squirrel provides an additional example. The flying squirrel evaluation is instructive because the species has characteristics that, read mechanically, could have pointed toward security. Abundance on the Tongass is rated "Common" — total population estimated at more than 10,000 individuals. Life history is rated "High reproductive rate, not especially susceptible to disease, predation, or competition." A checklist reading of those two findings alone would point away from SCC designation.
The Forest Service did not make that reading. The Substantial Concern Determination Table instead marks three of five factors "Yes" — significant threats, declining trends, and restricted range (FS POW Flying Squirrel Evaluation, p. 65). The Alaska Region's analysis approach holds that any single triggered factor is independently sufficient for SCC designation, and the evaluation honors that principle: the three "Yes" factors carry the determination even though abundance and life-history characterizations, taken alone, could have been read as positive.
Alexander Archipelago Wolf
The analysis that follows draws primarily from the Wolf Evaluation and the literature that evaluation cites, including Zarn 2019. One additional source is consequential to the analysis: Zarn et al. 2025 (Evolutionary Applications, August 2025). 
The wolf evaluation engages many of the same evidence categories as the marten and flying squirrel cases but reaches substantively different characterizations on several criteria. Distribution on the Tongass is ranked "B" — patchy, with some sub-populations essentially isolated. Habitat trend is ranked A/B, and habitat vulnerability is ranked A (FS Wolf Evaluation, pp. 59–66).
The conclusion rests on two claims:
1. "Significant threats to Alexander Archipelago wolf have been identified, including climate change . . . and disjunct habitat corridors resulting from increasing road densities. However, the high breeding rate and relatively common abundance of the wolf suggest these threats will not have significant impacts on the species or its ability to persist in the plan area at this time."
2. The evaluation also frames the POW Complex's documented vulnerabilities as representing roughly 4.5% of the species' overall range, and cites a 2021 autumn census of approximately 268 wolves in Game Management Unit 2.
Three specific analytical moves distinguish this outcome from the pattern the marten and flying squirrel evaluations established.
First, the marten evaluation states that "significant inbreeding depression has been documented." The wolf evaluation, working with a comparable scientific record on POW wolves, hedges: "inbreeding is likely affecting the wolf populations on multiple islands and therefore they may be at risk for inbreeding depression.”
The record available to the wolf evaluation is at least as strong as the marten record. Zarn et al. 2025, published in Evolutionary Applications in August 2025, documents evidence of genomic inbreeding in POW wolves comparable to highly inbred Isle Royale National Park wolves. Coalescent-time analysis ties the POW bottleneck to approximately ten generations ago. 
The differential characterization between the marten and wolf evaluations is not a function of the underlying science. The marten record and the wolf record are comparable in strength. The difference appears to be an evaluative choice, made in the wolf case without engagement with the relevant peer-reviewed publication.
Second, the conclusion rationale's 4.5%-of-range framing takes the POW Complex's documented sub-population evidence and aggregates it to a species-wide geographic proxy.
This move is in tension with the criterion-level finding. The wolf evaluation's own Criterion 1 "B" ranking recognizes that some sub-populations are essentially isolated — which is exactly the evidence the reproductive-isolation provision in the Directives asks the evaluator to consider. The conclusion rationale does not carry that finding forward.
Hayward's scientific-methodology guidance is directly on point. It directs practitioners to "carefully disclose how characteristics of species distribution (and therefore connectivity), combined with other factors, resulted in determination of conservation status" (p. 12). Aggregating a "B" sub-population rank into a 4.5% geographic framing is the kind of move that, under Hayward's direction, would require documented justification in the evaluation. That justification does not appear.
And third, the wolf evaluation's conclusion rationale leans on "high breeding rate and relatively common abundance" to set aside the documented threats. The flying squirrel evaluation tested exactly this kind of move and resolved it the other way.
Recall the flying squirrel case. Abundance was rated "Common" (more than 10,000 individuals), life history was rated "High reproductive rate, not especially susceptible to disease, predation, or competition," and three concern factors were still marked "Yes." The Alaska Region's "any-one-factor" standard held — the triggered concern factors carried the designation, and the positive abundance and life-history characterizations did not override them.
Applied symmetrically to the wolf case, the same pattern emerges. Distribution ranked B, habitat trend A/B, habitat vulnerability A, plus two documented threat categories (climate change and road density) — these trigger concern factors that the "any-one-factor" standard treats as independently sufficient. The flying squirrel case is the worked example of what the framework does with this kind of evidence.
There is a second concern with the "high breeding rate" rebuttal, specific to wolves. The published literature documents that inbreeding depression in wolves reduces litter size and juvenile survival (Räikkönen et al. 2009; Liberg et al. 2005; Kardos et al. 2023). The same inbreeding record the evaluator hedged on in Divergence 1 has direct bearing on how much confidence the "high breeding rate" rebuttal can carry. That tension is not engaged in the evaluation.
Yellow-cedar
Yellow-cedar is not an endemism question. The species occurs from northern California through coastal British Columbia into Prince William Sound. It is a climate-vulnerability question.
But the analytical pattern the evaluation follows is structurally parallel to the wolf case. The Forest Service documents decline evidence honestly in its criterion-level findings, and then the conclusion steps back from what those findings indicate. The shape of the gap between evidence and conclusion is the same as in the wolf evaluation; the mechanism producing it is different.
For yellow-cedar, the guiding authority is Hayward's guidance on temporal scale. Hayward directs that evaluations must not "simply project species persistence until some arbitrary point in time" (Hayward et al. 2016, pp. 11 and 36). For a species whose individuals live 500 to 1,000 years, a biologically meaningful temporal horizon runs in centuries — not decades. Any horizon shorter than that invites the exact problem Hayward flagged.
The Forest Service yellow-cedar evaluation makes four criterion-level findings that carry the analysis that follows.
1. Population trend is ranked A/B/C, with 22% of the species' mapped range in decline and roughly 200,000 hectares affected. 
2. Habitat trend is ranked A/B, reflecting climate-driven root freezing injury documented across the decline zone. 
3. Habitat vulnerability is ranked A/B — the evaluator notes that 75% of yellow-cedar's Alaska range is projected to lose protective snowpack by 2070. 
4. And life history is ranked B, on the grounds that individuals live 500 to 1,000 years. The full criterion table is in Appendix A.
Those criterion-level findings carry forward into the Substantial Concern Determination Table, which marks "Yes" on two of the five factors: significant threats and declining populations or habitat trends.
Then comes the conclusion. The box the Forest Service checked is not a security box. It is the "lacks-BASI" box: "There is a lack of scientific information to determine that there is substantial concern for long-term persistence."
This presents an immediate procedural tension. The Alaska Region's approach holds that a single triggered concern factor can be sufficient to support an SCC designation, provided the weight of evidence and professional judgment establish that this specific factor threatens the species' long-term persistence. Two factors are triggered here. The Region's approach requires that if a species is not recommended for SCC status due to insufficient information, the evaluator must explicitly document the reason(s) why the lack of information from a specific criterion is crucial for not being able to make a determination of substantial concern. That documentation does not appear in the yellow-cedar evaluation.
The 60-year threshold applied in the evaluation requires careful consideration. The conclusion rationale's Significant threats row contains the decisive sentence: "While this threat is substantial, it is unlikely to cause the extirpation of yellow-cedar on the Tongass NF over the next 60 years."
The Forest Service acknowledges the threat is substantial. Security rests on the 60-year horizon. That threshold is the analytical weight-bearing move for the entire conclusion, and it presents several problems.
First, it is in direct tension with Hayward's temporal-scale guidance. Hayward directs that evaluations must not "simply project species persistence until some arbitrary point in time" (Hayward et al. 2016, p. 11). And Hayward elsewhere holds that "long-term is undefined and will differ among species and ecosystems" (p. 36). The 60-year horizon is an arbitrary point in time applied uniformly to a species whose biology does not support it.
Second, it is biologically wrong for a species that lives 500 to 1,000 years. The Forest Service's own Criterion 8 rationale notes that yellow-cedar individuals commonly live 500 to 1,000 years. For a species with that lifespan, a biologically meaningful timeframe for "long-term persistence" runs in centuries, not decades. A 60-year window covers a fraction of one generation.
Lastly, it inverts the inference the cited science draws. The 60-year window runs from 2026 to 2086. The Forest Service's own Criterion 7 rationale notes that "by 2070, 75% of yellow-cedar's range in Alaska will experience winter temperatures above -2°C." That projection sits inside the 60-year window, not beyond it. The window the evaluation relies on for security is the exact window within which the threat is projected to materialize.
The scientific literature does use modeling horizons in roughly the 50–100 year range, and Hennon et al. 2016 models to 2080. But sources are not drawing security conclusions from that window. Hennon et al. 2016, modeling to 2080, concludes that yellow-cedar is in serious decline and advocates aggressive intervention, including assisted migration. 
The Forest Service took a window consistent with the scientific literature's projection horizon and used it to reach the opposite inference — that because extirpation is not projected within the window, the threat is not substantial. The climate literature's 50–100 year horizons are projection windows within which documented decline is expected to play out. The FS is treating the same horizon as a safety window within which security can be asserted.
The Halofsky et al. (draft) Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment for the Tongass is cited in the yellow-cedar evaluation. Halofsky is an FS-authored document; its characterization of yellow-cedar draws on Hennon et al. 2016 and characterizes decline as one of the most significant climate-related concerns on the Tongass. The species evaluation's security finding and the FS's own climate vulnerability assessment are difficult to reconcile on their face. The evaluation does not engage or reconcile the tension.
Dispersal limitation and natural recovery are additional key factors for analysis. The evaluation's Criterion 3 rationale notes that yellow-cedar seed dispersal averages 4.65 meters from stand edges — "implying a rate of 0.07 km per century." For context, climate envelope shift velocities in western North America are on the order of 300 to 500 km per century. Yellow-cedar would have to disperse roughly four thousand times faster than its documented rate to keep pace with the shifting climate envelope. In practical terms, natural dispersal cannot track the climate change the evaluation itself projects.
This matters for how the evaluation's security claim is read. In areas where yellow-cedar is currently declining, the science does not support a natural recovery scenario within any biologically meaningful timeframe. The scientific literature reflects this directly. Hennon et al. 2016 documents how shifting climate regimes trigger extensive yellow-cedar mortality and explicitly advocates for assisted (or facilitated) migration. Because yellow-cedar has poor dispersal ability, the authors note that deliberate movement by humans is required to help the species reach climatically suitable habitats. Advocating assisted migration is not consistent with a characterization of natural security. It is, in the specific language of climate-adaptation science, a conclusion that the natural system cannot track the change on its own.
Black Oystercatcher
The Forest Service’s draft species evaluation concludes that the black oystercatcher is secure on the Forest and does not recommend the species as an SCC (FS Black Oystercatcher Evaluation, March 2026, pp. 126–131). The conclusion box checked is the security box: that long-term persistence on the plan area is not at risk based on knowledge of abundance, distribution, lack of threats, and stable or increasing trends.
However, the evaluation’s own Substantial Concern Determination Table affirmatively triggers two of the five substantial concern factors — declining populations or habitat trends, and other factors. The four-part rationale the evaluation offers to bridge those triggered factors to a security conclusion is, in each of its four elements, contradicted or unsupported by the scientific literature the Forest Service itself cites. The analysis that follows therefore tracks from the evaluation’s own factor scoring to the security conclusion, not at the underlying biological characterization of the species, much of which we agree the evaluation gets right.
The structural problem in the oystercatcher evaluation is the same problem identified in the Alexander Archipelago wolf and yellow-cedar evaluations: the Forest Service’s own substantial concern factor table affirmatively triggers factors that, under the Region’s March 2025 SCC Process Paper, can be individually sufficient to support a substantial-concern determination, while the conclusion box reaches a different outcome. 
The primary analytical concern is internal inconsistency between the factor table and the conclusion. The R10 SCC Process Paper (March 2025) instructs that substantial concern determinations are to rest on a weight-of-evidence synthesis across five factors, and that any single factor may, on its own, justify SCC designation. The Process Paper expressly directs against a mechanical summing of the eight criteria scores and instead requires that each triggered factor be examined on its own terms. That guidance is the procedural standard against which the March 2026 species evaluations are measured, because it is the Region’s own statement of how this evaluation cycle was to be conducted.
Applying that standard, the oystercatcher evaluation’s Substantial Concern Determination Table affirmatively marks two of the five factors as triggered:
1. Declining populations or habitat trends — marked Yes; and
1. Other factors — marked Yes.
Under the approach articulated in the Process Paper, either of these triggered factors is independently capable of supporting an SCC designation. Two are triggered. The conclusion box checked, however, is the security box. While the evaluation offers a rationale attempting to bridge those two affirmatively triggered factors to a security conclusion, that rationale relies on mitigations that are contradicted by the agency's own cited science, failing to provide the “solid scientific justification” the Process Paper requires to dismiss factors capable of supporting an SCC designation.
The conclusion rationale does offer a four-part substantive narrative — addressing significant threats, declining populations or habitat trends, restricted range, and other factors. But each of the four elements that the rationale uses to neutralize the two triggered factors is, on examination, either contradicted or unsupported by the scientific literature the Forest Service itself cites. We treat each in turn below. Before reaching the merits of those four elements, however, the threshold problem stands: the factor table’s two affirmative “Yes” marks did not carry forward to the conclusion box, and the evaluation does not document why, under the Region’s approach, they should not have.
The conclusion rationale’s analytical pathway from the two triggered factors to a security finding rests on four substantive claims: that the Alaska population trend is suspected stable; that the Sitka Sound decline is a discrete past stochastic event mitigable by dispersal; that sea level rise on the Tongass is offset by isostatic rebound; and that climate-driven changes to prey availability are not currently substantial. Each of those claims is examined below against the scientific literature the Forest Service cites in support of it. Across all four, the same pattern recurs: the cited source either does not say what the rationale represents it as saying, or says something materially different.
First, the conclusion rationale states that the Alaska population trend is unknown but suspected to be productive and stable, drawing on Alaska Department of Fish and Game 2015 as the supporting reference (FS Evaluation p. 130). However, Tessler et al. 2014 – which the FS evaluation also cites in its Criterion 5 rationale – characterizes the Alaska population trend as unknown, and cautions that the apparent stability reported in some monitoring data may be artifactual — a function of survey methodology limitations rather than a positive demographic finding. The cited source supports the “unknown” component of the FS’s framing; it does not support the directional “suspected stable” conclusion.
A conclusion of security cannot rest on absence of evidence of decline; under the Process Paper’s weight-of-evidence standard it must rest on positive evidence of security. Importing a directional inference — “suspected stable” — that the cited source explicitly declines to support converts the absence of trend information into an affirmative finding of stability. That is the inferential move Hayward et al. 2016 directs against where data are scarce and trends are negative: scarce data calls for more rigor in the determination, not less. The Sitka Sound 80%-plus decline, which the FS’s own Criterion 5 rationale acknowledges (FS Evaluation p. 128), sits unexplained inside this framing.
Second, the Sitka Sound decline of more than 80 percent between 1940 and 2007 is acknowledged in the FS evaluation. The conclusion rationale treats this as a past stochastic event, with the dispersal capability of the species offered as the analytical reason that future stochastic events would not impact the population overall and that affected individuals would be able to relocate (FS Evaluation p. 130).
Andres and Christensen 2009 — the FS-cited reference for the Sitka Sound decline — does not characterize the decline as stochastic. The paper identifies the decline as caused by human development, attributing it specifically to beached logs from mill operations, construction of homes and other facilities around Sitka, recreation cabins on Kruzof Island, and constant boat traffic by residents and .recreationists. The paper documents persistent occupancy losses at nesting locations between Webster's 1940 survey and the authors' 2007 resurvey — a 67-year span over which the chronic anthropogenic pressures Andres and Christensen identify operated continuously. The mechanism Andres and Christensen describe is ongoing; it is not a discrete past event.
The FS rationale inverts the cited finding. A chronic, ongoing, anthropogenic pressure with no documented recovery is recharacterized as a discrete stochastic event whose effects are mitigated by dispersal. Dispersal is a meaningful response to a one-off event in space and time — a localized oil spill, a single catastrophic storm, an isolated disturbance. It is not a meaningful response to a chronic shoreline-development pressure that, by Andres and Christensen’s own account, has persisted across decades. The dispersal argument as applied by the FS would have force only if the cited source had characterized Sitka Sound as a past closed event; it does not. The mismatch between the rationale and the cited source is direct.
Third, the conclusion rationale and the Criterion 6 rationale both rely on the proposition that sea level rise from climate change is expected to be substantially offset by isostatic rebound in southeast Alaska. The Criterion 6 rationale specifically cites a projection of relative sea levels as much as 5.9 feet lower 100 years from now at northerly latitudes of the Tongass, drawn from the Draft Wildlife Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment (CCVA) for the Tongass National Forest. The proposition is then applied as a Tongass-wide habitat offset (FS Evaluation pp. 128, 130).
The CCVA documents geographic variability in the rebound-versus-rise balance across the Tongass. Northern Tongass shows net land rise; southern Tongass, where the rebound signal is weaker, shows net sea level rise. The FS’s own cited source does not support the application of a northern-latitude projection as a uniform forest-wide offset. The CCVA is, in this respect, a source of evidence about geographic differentiation, not a source of evidence about uniform protection.
Two distinct problems follow. First, the spatial scope: the rationale generalizes a northern-latitude projection across the entire forest, and the cited source affirmatively documents that the generalization is wrong for the southern portion of the plan area. Second, the temporal scope: the FS’s 100-year horizon defers analysis past the period directly relevant to a 15-year plan revision. The near-term trajectory — the next decades, during which the plan will be implemented — is unaddressed. Black oystercatchers do not nest at a 100-year horizon; they nest in the intertidal margin in the present configuration of that margin. 
Fourth, the conclusion rationale acknowledges that ocean acidification, warming temperatures, sea level rise, and increased storm frequency are likely to alter the availability and distribution of oystercatcher prey, but characterizes those climate-driven threats as not currently substantial. The proposition is supported by a hypothesized buffering effect from glacier-fed freshwater input that may, the rationale suggests, render coastal pH and temperature different from broader ocean patterns. The supporting references are Tessler et al. 2014 and the Tongass CCVA (FS Evaluation pp. 128, 130).
Tessler et al. 2014 identifies climate-driven changes — ocean acidification, warming temperatures, sea level rise, and increased storm frequency — as among the suite of ongoing threats that “may potentially limit long-term viability” of the species, which the paper characterizes as a species of “high concern” throughout its .range. The Tongass CCVA states that climate-driven changes to prey may already be reducing breeding densities — present-tense language describing an effect underway, not a contingent future projection. The freshwater-buffer proposition the rationale relies on is not, in the cited record before us, supported by primary scientific evidence; it is offered as a possibility rather than a documented mechanism.
The FS’s framing characterizes as “not currently substantial” a threat that one cited source treats as profound and potentially status-elevating, and that the other cited source treats as already operative on the species. The temporal direction of the rationale is the inverse of the cited record. Under the Process Paper’s weight-of-evidence standard, a triggered “other factors” finding, on the FS’s own factor table, cannot then be neutralized by characterizing the threat as not currently substantial in language the cited sources do not support.
Surfbird
For surfbird, the evaluation concluded that the species is secure and not recommended as a Species of Conservation Concern. The surfbird evaluation reaches a security determination on a documented insufficient evidentiary record. Three of the eight evaluation criteria are scored D, the FS’s rank for insufficient information to draw inferences about criterion: 
· Criterion 6 (habitat trend on Tongass NF); 
· Criterion 7 (habitat vulnerability or modification; other threats), and; 
· Criterion 8 (life history and demographics). 
The Substantial Concern Determination Table carries those D-scores forward, marking three of five concern-factor rows "insufficient information" — significant threats, declining populations or habitat trends, and other factors (FS Surfbird Evaluation, p. 56). 
A fourth row — population trend — is supported by a B-rank rationale that itself acknowledges Bishop (2011) documenting decline at an Alaska stop-over site outside the Tongass, with no subsequent update or identification of additional stop-over sites available to the FS evaluator (FS Surfbird Evaluation, p. 54). 
On that record the FS checked the "secure" conclusion box. The FS’s own framework provides an alternative box that fits the documented evidentiary state more naturally: "There is a lack of scientific information to determine that there is substantial concern." The R10 SCC Process Paper (March 2025) directs that substantial concern determinations rest on weight of evidence rather than mechanical summing of rankings, and that lacks-BASI determinations document why the absent information is crucial to the inability to make a determination. A security finding in turn requires positive evidence of security — abundance, distribution, lack of threats, and stable or increasing population or habitat trends — not the absence of evidence of decline. On three of five concern factors the surfbird record contains documented insufficient information; on a fourth the rationale itself acknowledges decline at an off-Tongass stop-over site; on the fifth (low populations / restricted ecological conditions) the evidence supports the FS’s "No" finding. The cumulative record does not support the "secure" box.
The agency should consider reclassifying the species as "lack of scientific information to determine substantial concern", accompanied by species-level information-gap documentation identifying the inventory, monitoring, or research path through which the absent criterion-level information will be developed (based on guidance in FSH 1909.12, Chapter 10).
Wrangell red-backed vole
For Wrangell red-backed vole, the evaluation concluded secure; not recommended as a Species of Conservation Concern. 
The Wrangell red-backed vole evaluation explicitly acknowledges, within its own text, that the named subspecies Clethrionomys gapperi wrangeli is taxonomically invalid. Citing Runck et al. (2009), the evaluation reports that genetic samples from the Wrangell and Sergief island populations group within the parent species clade and that the Wrangell and Sergief island voles are not a distinct subspecies but rather members of the parent species C. gapperi (FS Wrangell Red-Backed Vole Evaluation, pp. 75–76). Following that acknowledgment, the evaluation states that the red-backed vole on Wrangell and Sergief islands "will be treated as Clethrionomys gapperi" for the remainder of the assessment.
The evaluation then proceeds to score the eight criteria using a conflation of localized and parent-species data — substituting the parent-species global rank (G5 rather than the named subspecies’ G5T3), and weaving localized abundance and dispersal data from Wrangell Island (Smith et al. 2005) together with broad, continental summaries of the parent species from across its North American range (Merritt 1981). The Substantial Concern Determination Table marks four of five concern factors "No," with the fifth ("other factors") marked "insufficient information," and the conclusion rationale draws on the parent-species characterization to support the security finding (FS Wrangell Red-Backed Vole Evaluation, p. 79).
The procedural defect is one of analytical-unit conflation. If the named subspecies is invalid, the species under SCC consideration on the Tongass is the parent C. gapperi as it occurs on the Tongass — a population restricted, in southeast Alaska, to the mainland from approximately the Stikine River south and to a small set of named islands including Bell, Black, Deer, Etolin, Hassler, Misey, Revillagigedo, and Wrangell (FS Wrangell Red-Backed Vole Evaluation, p. 76, citing MacDonald and Cook 2007). Parent-species global rank, abundance, and dispersal data are appropriate inputs to the question of global persistence; they are not appropriate substitutes for evaluating the Tongass-level population without first establishing that the data are representative of the relevant island sub-populations. The evaluation does not establish that equivalence; it treats the parent-species record as the analytical record without bridging argument. This affects multiple criterion scores — distribution on the Tongass, abundance on the Tongass, dispersal capability — not a single isolated finding.
The agency should consider reclassifying the Wrangell red-backed vole on a properly framed analytical record. Two paths are available to the Forest Service: (a) evaluate the named subspecies on subspecies-specific evidence, which the evaluation acknowledges is unavailable and which therefore supports a "lack of scientific information" determination accompanied species-level gap documentation; or (b) evaluate the parent species C. gapperi at the Tongass NF level using Tongass-specific evidence about the relevant island populations, with explicit bridging argument where parent-species data are used as proxies. Either path is procedurally defensible. 
Sitka black-tailed deer
Note: The analysis below draws on the Blacktail Deer Foundation’s 2025 restoration mapping framework (BDF 2025) and the broader peer-reviewed literature, in addition to the record on deer in the Wolf Evaluation and adjacent documents.
The Sitka black-tailed deer was not given a full eight-criterion SCC evaluation by the Forest Service. It surfaces in the Forest Service record only obliquely, as the principal prey base referenced in the Alexander Archipelago wolf evaluation. The procedural and substantive question is whether, under the Alaska Region’s approach, the deer record warrants SCC consideration.The first analytical observation is procedural. Sitka black-tailed deer was screened out before the eight-criterion evaluation stage. Under FSH 1909.12, ch 10, §12.52d(2)(a), species with NatureServe G/T1 or G/T2 ranks must be considered. Sitka black-tailed deer carries a NatureServe rank well above the G/T2 threshold. The species therefore did not enter the must-consider stream.
However, the Directive does not stop there. FSH §12.52d(3)(f) provides a separate "should be considered" pathway for species "for which the best available scientific information indicates there is local conservation concern about the species’ capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area." The Directive lists four sub-pathways, any of which is sufficient:
1. significant threats including climate change;
2. declining trends in populations or habitat; 
3. restricted ranges, with corresponding narrow endemics, disjunct populations, or species at the edge of their range, and; 
4. low population numbers or restricted ecological conditions. 
Three of the four sub-pathways are affirmatively triggered by the evidentiary record for Sitka black-tailed deer on the Tongass: 
· significant threats from documented habitat loss and projected climate-driven snow extremes; 
· declining population and habitat trends quantified in peer-reviewed and Forest Service-authored literature, and; 
· at the edge-of-range, with the Tongass holding the northern coastal extent of the black-tailed deer subspecies range (BDF 2025, p. 10, Figure 4). 
Notably, the Forest Service’s own administrative record contains the affirmative finding that supports further consideration. The 2026 Forest Service Wolf Evaluation, in the rationale for Criterion 7 (habitat vulnerability, ranked A), states: "Projections of long-term declines in deer numbers, based on an evaluation of forage, are well founded (USFWS 2015)" (FS Wolf Evaluation 2026, p. 62). 
The Wolf Evaluation also states, citing FS authorship, that "habitat declines for deer are expected to continue in previously logged areas with young growth succession into stem exclusion (Person and Brinkman 2013)" (FS Wolf Evaluation 2026, p. 61). 
These are findings the Forest Service made in its own evaluation document for an adjacent species and are not contested external opinion. Under §12.52d(3)(f), the Forest Service’s own characterization of declining deer trends — as a "well founded" projection — is an affirmative trigger for the "should be considered" pathway.
What follows is an eight-criterion analysis the Forest Service did not perform. The criterion definitions and ranking conventions are those used in the FS’s 2026 not-SCC evaluations and in Hayward et al. 2016 Appendix 1. Source citations are to the Blacktail Deer Foundation 2025 framework (BDF 2025) and to Forest Service-cited or Forest Service-authored literature unless otherwise noted.
Criterion-by-criterion ranks and rationale
	Criterion
	Indicated rank
	Evidentiary record

	C1 — Distribution on the Tongass
	C
	Sitka black-tailed deer is broadly distributed across the Tongass NF. The species is present on most major southeast Alaska islands and on adjacent mainland areas. By the Hayward Appendix 1 conventions adopted by the Region, this rank is C (contiguous) at the species level.
Important caveat: island sub-populations exhibit B-like patterns. Deer are non-volant terrestrial mammals; movement among islands is constrained by water barriers; ADF&G manages by Game Management Unit, with separate population trajectories on POW (GMU 2), Admiralty (GMU 4), Kuiu, and other islands. The species-level "C" assignment masks meaningful sub-population structure. 

	C2 — Distribution outside the Tongass
	B
	The Sitka subspecies (O. h. sitkensis) is a coastal endemic with range extending only through coastal British Columbia. The Tongass NF holds a substantial portion of the global subspecies range (BDF 2025, p. 10, Figure 4). 
Under the Hayward conventions, "mostly restricted to the NFS unit with limited distribution outside" supports a B rank. The Tongass is at the northern edge of the subspecies range, which independently triggers §12.52d(3)(f) sub-pathway (3) for "species at the edge of their range."

	C3 — Dispersal capability
	C/B
	On contiguous land, Sitka black-tailed deer has typical cervid dispersal capability — ranks C. Across the Alexander Archipelago island matrix, dispersal is meaningfully constrained by water barriers; recent clearcut habitat may also act as a partial dispersal barrier within islands during winter when forage is buried (Gilbert et al. 2017; BDF 2025).
The species-level rank is C; the island sub-population context warrants documentation of dispersal constraints under Hayward’s direction to "carefully disclose how characteristics of species distribution (and therefore connectivity), combined with other factors, resulted in determination of conservation status" (Hayward et al. 2016, p. 12).

	C4 — Abundance on the Tongass
	C
	Sitka black-tailed deer is common at the Tongass scale. ADF&G manages active sport and subsistence harvest, with subsistence harvest being the most-harvested red meat source in southeast Alaska (Gutgesell et al. 2025, cited in Shanley 2026 and BDF 2025).
Per the flying squirrel benchmark in the April 21 memo, common abundance does not by itself foreclose SCC consideration when other factors trigger substantial concern. The flying squirrel evaluation rated abundance C ("Common"; >10,000 individuals), rated life history C ("High reproductive rate, not especially susceptible"), and the Region’s approach nonetheless produced substantial concern based on Criteria 1, 6, and 7 (FS POW Flying Squirrel Evaluation 2026, p. 59–60).

	C5 — Population trend
	A/B
	This is the criterion that most squarely engages substantial concern. An interagency population simulation study on POW documented a 13% decline in deer carrying capacity from 1995 to 2015, with an additional 6–17% decline projected through 2045 absent intervention, attributed to declining habitat conditions (Gilbert et al. 2022, summarized in BDF 2025 p. 9).
BDF 2025 also analyzed hunter harvest records 2006–2023 by watershed, comparing 2006–2013 to 2014–2023 ratios; declining harvest success was documented in many watersheds (BDF 2025 p. 24, Technical Notes; Brinkman et al. 2009 corroborates the long-term harvest-success decline pattern).
The Forest Service’s own Wolf Evaluation characterizes long-term deer decline projections as "well founded (USFWS 2015)" (FS Wolf Evaluation 2026, p. 62). The FS administrative record affirms the trend the SCC evaluation never engaged.
Rank: A on the documented POW trajectory; A/B species-wide pending island-by-island confirmation.

	C6 — Habitat trend
	A
	Habitat trend for Sitka black-tailed deer is declining and is expected to continue declining without intervention. The drivers are documented:
(a) 94% reduction of contiguous high-volume forest on northern POW between 1954 and 2004 (Zarn 2019 characterization of Albert and Schoen 2013), the same FS-cited paper that anchors the wolf habitat-trend analysis. The high-volume-forest loss documented for wolf habitat is, by the same record, deer winter-habitat loss.
(b) Hundreds of thousands of acres of clearcut have regenerated into stem-excluded second growth that suppresses understory forage; succession debt is "the problem facing Sitka black-tailed deer habitat" (BDF 2025 p. 8). Critically, this is an ongoing trajectory, not a historical event with a stable post-harvest baseline — new stands enter stem exclusion every year (BDF 2025, Conclusion).
(c) FS administrative record affirms declining habitat: "habitat declines for deer are expected to continue in previously logged areas with young growth succession into stem exclusion" (FS Wolf Evaluation 2026, p. 61, citing Person and Brinkman 2013).

	C7 — Habitat vulnerability
	A
	Substantial habitat modification has occurred and is anticipated. Two threat categories:
(a) Continued young-growth succession into stem exclusion across hundreds of thousands of acres on FS lands. Treatment rates are roughly half the rate that would be needed to address the actionable backlog identified in BDF 2025 (≈80,000 actionable acres across 42 priority watersheds; ≈8,000 acres/year required versus current rate; BDF 2025 Executive Summary).
(b) Climate-driven snow extremes.  Climate models project overall reductions in southeast Alaska snowpack alongside more severe periodic storm events (Shanley et al. 2015, as characterized in Wolf Technical Committee 2017, p. 6; BDF 2025, p. 8). Deep-snow winters reduce browse availability, suppress fawn survival, and lower nutritional carrying capacity (Gilbert et al. 2017; White et al. 2009; Klein and Olson 1960; Farmer et al. 2006). The combined succession-debt and snow-extreme exposure is the documented mechanism behind the Gilbert et al. 2022 forward projection.

	C8 — Life history
	C
	Sitka black-tailed deer has a relatively high reproductive rate and is not typically susceptible to disease, predation, or competition in the abstract. This profile parallels the FS POW Flying Squirrel evaluation’s C rank for life history (FS POW Flying Squirrel Evaluation 2026, p. 60).
Important qualification: fawn survival is highly sensitive to snow depth and forage access in winter (Gilbert et al. 2017; White et al. 2009). The C rank reflects general life-history characteristics and is not a security finding when read against the C7 habitat-vulnerability and C6 habitat-trend ranks. The flying-squirrel benchmark established that a C on life history does not override A ranks elsewhere under the Region’s "any-one-factor" standard.



The R10 Process Paper (USDA Forest Service, Alaska Region, March 2025) rolls the eight criteria into five substantial-concern factors. Under the Process Paper’s approach, a single triggered factor is independently sufficient for SCC designation when supported by the weight of evidence. The criterion ranks above translate to factor triggers as follows:
	Substantial-concern factor
	Triggered?
	Basis

	A. Significant threats
	Yes
	C7 ranked A — substantial habitat modification (succession debt + climate-driven snow extremes).

	B. Declining trends
	Yes
	C5 ranked A/B — quantified 13% carrying-capacity decline 1995–2015 + 6–17% projected through 2045 (Gilbert et al. 2022); declining harvest trends 2006–2023 (BDF 2025). C6 ranked A — declining habitat trend.

	C. Restricted range
	Mixed
	At species level: No (broadly distributed). At subspecies level: Partial — Sitka subspecies coastal endemic at northern edge. At sub-population level: Yes for documented island sub-populations under §23.13c.1.b (see Section 5).

	D. Low populations
	No (species)
	Common at species scale; sub-population low-numbers concerns documented for specific islands but require ADF&G Wildlife Analysis Area data confirmation.

	E. Other factors
	Yes
	Subsistence importance amplification under 36 CFR 219.10(b)(1)(ii) and the framework’s tribal consultation requirements; documented status as the most-harvested red meat in southeast Alaska (Gutgesell et al. 2025).



Under the Process Paper’s approach, the substantial-concern threshold is arguably met by the weight of evidence on Factors A, B, and E independently.
Furthermore, the framework’s tribal-consultation requirements and 36 CFR 219.10(b)(1)(ii) procedural sustainability obligations create an additional dimension of substantial-concern weighting for Sitka black-tailed deer. The deer’s status as the most-harvested red meat source in southeast Alaska (Gutgesell et al. 2025) is not a soft cultural-importance factor — it is a documented subsistence-resource designation that engages procedural obligations under the planning rule, the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act subsistence framework, and the Region’s tribal-consultation commitments.
This factor maps to the Process Paper’s Factor E ("other factors") and amplifies the substantial-concern weight of Factors A and B. A species whose decline directly threatens documented subsistence use in remote communities with limited grocery access (BDF 2025, Community Food Security) is at a higher level of substantive concern, in the framework’s integrative reading, than a species whose decline does not. The Region’s approach supports reading subsistence importance as a documented amplifier rather than an aside.
BASI Submissions for Nine Lacks-BASI Species Crosscutting pattern
This section addresses nine species the Forest Service evaluated and concluded “Lacks BASI” — that there is insufficient scientific information to determine substantial concern for long-term persistence in the plan area. The nine species are 
1. the Baranof Island ermine (Mustela richardsonii initis); 
2. Admiralty Island ermine (Mustela erminea salva); 
3. Suemez Island ermine (Mustela haidarum seclusa); 
4. Prince of Wales Island ermine (Mustela haidarum celenda); 
5. Kittlitz’s murrelet (Brachyramphus brevirostris); 
6. collared pika (Ochotona collaris); 
7. cave amphipod (Stygobromus quatsinensis); 
8. yellow-billed loon (Gavia adamsii), and; 
9. Peale’s peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus pealei).
For these nine species, we are supplying information the Forest Service did not cite or weight, identifying regulatory triggers read as engaging the analysis, and — in the four-ermine cluster — identifying internal inconsistency between the Forest Service’s own analytical pathway for proposed SCCs and its analytical pathway for these species. 
The two-tier requested action across all nine species is the same: as the primary remedy, we ask the Regional Forester to reach a substantial-concern determination on the supplied record; as the alternative, if the substantial-concern threshold is not met, we ask for species-level information-gap documentation under FSH §12.53 — specific inventories, monitoring, or research — as the minimum acceptable response to a Lacks-BASI conclusion. 
A cross-cutting framework runs through this section. For four of the nine species — the island ermines — the strongest argument is the direct parallel to species the Forest Service itself proposed as SCC. Pacific marten (Martes caurina) and Prince of Wales flying squirrel (Glaucomys sabrinus griseifrons) were proposed as SCCs on analytical bases that apply with equal or greater force to the four island ermines: 
1. island-restricted endemism; 
2. documented or inferred reproductive isolation; 
3. climate vulnerability through narrow habitat tolerance, and; 
4. small populations vulnerable to stochastic disturbance. 
If those analytical bases support a substantial-concern determination for marten and flying squirrel, they support the same determination for the four island ermines — or, at the least, require explicit FSH §12.53 species-level commitments rather than a closing of the inquiry. 
This sub-section addresses the Baranof Island ermine, Admiralty Island ermine, Suemez Island ermine, and Prince of Wales Island ermine together because the analytical pathway for all four is the same and the primary argument is a single comparison.[footnoteRef:1] [1: The Forest Service evaluations use Mustela erminea subspecies names for all four ermines (initis, salva, seclusa, celenda). Recent phylogenetic and morphometric work places the Baranof Island ermine in Mustela richardsonii initis, the Suemez Island ermine in Mustela haidarum seclusa, and the Prince of Wales Island ermine in Mustela haidarum celenda (Colella et al. 2021; Androski et al. 2024; Fleming and Cook 2002). The current evaluation document for Suemez and POW ermine adopts the Mustela haidarum nomenclature; the Baranof and Admiralty evaluations retain Mustela erminea or Mustela richardsonii usage. We use the FS’s nomenclature for each evaluation when discussing that evaluation, and the current taxonomic placement when discussing the underlying biology.] 

All four ermines are island-restricted endemics. Each is endemic to one named island (or, in the cases of Baranof and POW, to a small named cluster of immediately adjacent islands): Baranof and Chichagof Islands; Admiralty Island; Suemez Island; and Prince of Wales, Dall, and Long Islands. None can disperse off-island; martens, by the Forest Service’s own characterization in the Pacific marten evaluation, generally do not cross water barriers, and the same constraint applies to ermines (FS Pacific Marten Evaluation 2026, p. 710, citing Buskirk and Ruggiero 1994; FS Suemez Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 209). All four have global ranks at the subspecies level that signal conservation concern: Baranof G5T3, Admiralty GNRT2T3, Suemez GNRT3, POW GNRT3 (FS evaluations, 2026).
All four are paleoendemic or neoendemic glacial-refugial taxa. The Suemez Island and Prince of Wales Island ermines are placed in Mustela haidarum, the only mammal species endemic to the Alexander Archipelago and Haida Gwaii region, with an estimated divergence from other ermine taxa approximately two million years ago and persistence in coastal refugia during the Wisconsin glaciation maximum (FS Suemez Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 208, citing Colella et al. 2021, Androski et al. 2024). The Baranof Island ermine and Admiralty Island ermine are described as neoendemics to the coastal region, having colonized after recession of the Wisconsin glacial maximum (FS Baranof Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 194). The phylogeographic literature underpinning all four placements is the same body of work that supports the marten and flying-squirrel evaluations (Colella et al. 2018b; Colella et al. 2021; Androski et al. 2024; Fleming and Cook 2002).
All four have not been adequately surveyed. Each evaluation states explicitly that island-wide population surveys are needed to determine distribution and abundance (e.g., FS Suemez Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, pp. 208–20910; FS POW Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 217; FS Baranof Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 194). The 2021 Alaska Trapper Report listed ermine as scarce in southeast Alaska generally, with very few individuals captured anywhere in the region (FS evaluations, citing Bogle 2022). Population numbers are unknown but — in the Forest Service’s own characterization for the Suemez Island ermine — are suspected to be low (FS Suemez Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 210, citing ADFG 2006).
For three of the species, the Substantial Concern Determination Tables in the FS evaluations affirmatively mark “Yes” on Restricted Range and “Insufficient Information” on every other factor (Significant Threats, Declining Populations or Habitat Trends, Low Population Numbers, Other Factors). For the Suemez ermine, the evaluation reached affirmative conclusions for three factors: (Significant Threats, Restricted Range, and Low Populations or Restricted Ecological Conditions. Yet in all four cases, the Lacks-BASI conclusion rests on the absence of subspecies-specific population data — not on any affirmative finding that threats are absent or that populations are secure.
There is a parallel to the proposed SCCs. Pacific marten on the Tongass occurs only on Admiralty and Kuiu Islands (FS Pacific Marten Evaluation 2026, p. 70). The marten evaluation scored five of eight criteria as A (highest concern), including Distribution on Tongass, Dispersal Capability, Population Trend, Habitat Trend, and Habitat Vulnerability, and marked four of five Substantial Concern Determination factors “Yes” (Significant Threats, Declining Populations or Habitat Trends, Restricted Range, Low Populations) (FS Pacific Marten Evaluation 2026, p. 78) and concluded with the marten as recommended as SCC. The conclusion rationale rests in part on the affirmative characterization that “significant inbreeding depression has been documented on both Kuiu and Admiralty Islands” (FS Pacific Marten Evaluation 2026, p. 78, drawing on Thomas 2012 and Dawson et al. 2017). The FS’s analytical pathway for marten engages the reproductive-isolation provision of FSH 1909.12 ch 20, §23.13c.1.b directly: where groups of individuals are reproductively isolated, those groups are considered when evaluating sufficient distribution. That is the analytical move that produces the marten substantial-concern determination, even with abundance scored D (insufficient information).
For the POW flying squirrel, three of five Substantial Concern Determination factors are marked “Yes” (Significant Threats, Declining Populations or Habitat Trends, Restricted Range), even though the species is described as “Common” with a population estimated above ten thousand individuals and a high reproductive rate (FS POW Flying Squirrel Evaluation 2026, pp. 59–67). The local-endemic Distribution Outside (C2 = A) and the local Habitat Trend (C6 = A) and Habitat Vulnerability (C7 = A) ranks carry the determination.
The four island ermines share every analytical feature that drives those two determinations:
1. Island restriction — like marten on Admiralty and Kuiu, all four ermines are restricted to one island or an immediately adjacent small cluster, with limited or no dispersal to other islands.
1. Local endemism — like POW flying squirrel, all four are local or regional endemics within the Tongass NF boundaries (C2 = A in each ermine evaluation).
1. Inferred reproductive isolation — the same paleoendemic and neoendemic glacial-refugial framework that supports marten and flying squirrel placements applies to all four ermines (Colella et al. 2021; Androski et al. 2024).
1. Suspected low populations vulnerable to stochasticity — the Forest Service characterizes population sizes as unknown but suspected low; ermine annual survival is reported at approximately forty percent and populations are described as unstable (FS evaluations, citing Suring 2014; King and Powell 2007).
1. Documented vulnerability to disease and contaminants — the Suemez and POW Island ermine evaluations note susceptibility to canine distemper and SARS-CoV-2 spillover from humans or pets, citing Androski et al. 2024 (FS Suemez Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 211; FS POW Island Ermine Evaluation 2026, p. 219).
The reproductive-isolation provision under FSH §23.13c.1.b was designed precisely for this evidentiary posture. The provision contemplates that where groups are known or highly suspected to be reproductively isolated, those groups warrant consideration even where subspecies-specific abundance data is unavailable. The four ermine evaluations decline to characterize parallel risks for lack of subspecies-specific information, but the framework anticipates exactly that posture and provides a pathway for substantial-concern determinations on island-restriction grounds. The marten and flying-squirrel determinations operationalize that pathway. Holding the four ermine determinations to a higher evidentiary standard than the comparison species — requiring quantitative population data the framework does not require — is internally inconsistent. The substantial-concern determination is the analytically appropriate result.
Based on this analysis, it would be appropriate for the Regional Forester to reconsider the Lacks-BASI determinations for all four island ermines and reach a substantial-concern determination, applying the analytical pathway the Forest Service applied to Pacific marten and Prince of Wales flying squirrel. The reproductive-isolation provision under FSH §23.13c.1.b and the local conservation concern pathway under FSH §12.52d(3)(f) (restricted ranges with corresponding narrow endemics) are both engaged on the existing record.
Two related species — Prince of Wales river otter (Lontra canadensis mira) and Coronation Island vole (Microtus longicaudus coronarius) — share the same island-endemic analytical posture and warrant the same parallel-to-SCC consideration. 
For Kittlitz's Murrelet (Brachyramphus brevirostris), the evaluation came to a lacks BASI conclusion (FS Kittlitz's Murrelet Evaluation 2026, p. 41) with criterion scores as follows: C1 = B; C2 = C; C7 (Habitat Vulnerability) = D, though the C7 rationale itself documents glacial-habitat loss, vegetation encroachment, and predator-access mechanisms (FS evaluation, p. 38).
Kittlitz’s murrelet has a NatureServe global rank of G2 (imperiled) and Alaska state rank S2B/S2N (FS evaluation, p. 35). The species was the subject of a 12-month finding by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 2013 — ESA candidate history with proposed listing later withdrawn (USDI FWS 2013, cited in the FS evaluation, p. 39). The Pacific Seabird Group has conducted ongoing assessments. A substantial peer-reviewed literature documents Alaska populations and trends: Day 2011; Day et al. 2011; Kuletz et al. 2011a, 2011b; Kissling et al. 2011, 2015a, 2015b, 2016; Kirchhoff et al. 2014; Lawonn 2012. The Forest Service’s own draft Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment identifies Kittlitz’s murrelet as a species with high vulnerability to climate change in the Tongass (Bennetsen et al. 2025, cited in the FS evaluation, p. 38). Southeast Alaska glaciers are projected to lose 26–36% of their volume by the end of the twenty-first century (Radić et al. 20132014, cited in the FS evaluation, p. 38).
The G2 global rank and the ESA candidate history together constitute scientific information sufficient to support a substantial-concern determination on the species’ conservation status alone. The framework does not require Tongass-specific quantitative population data when the qualitative evidentiary record establishes imperilment range-wide. The species’ documented dependence on glacially influenced marine and terrestrial systems — tidewater glaciers and steep, sparsely vegetated cirques — places its Tongass habitat on the same warming-driven trajectory documented for non-Tongass Alaska populations. The FS evaluation acknowledges this trajectory and the documented vegetation encroachment that increases predator access (FS evaluation, pp. 38–39, citing Lawonn 2012; USDI FWS 2013). The combination of (a) imperiled global rank, (b) ESA candidate history, (c) documented Alaska population concerns in non-Tongass areas, and (d) projected loss of the species’ specialist habitat type at the Tongass, taken together, supports a substantial-concern determination in addition to commitments to baseline surveys at the documented Tongass occurrence sites.
For Collared Pika (Ochotona collaris) the evaluation came to a lacks BASI conclusion (FS Collared Pika Evaluation 2026, p. 250) with criterion scores as follows: C1 = A (limited to White Pass / Skagway periphery); C2 = C; C3 = B; C4–C5 = D; C6 (Habitat Trend) = A; C7 (Habitat Vulnerability) = A; C8 = B.
FSH 1909.12 ch 20, §23.13c uses the American pika (Ochotona princeps) explicitly as a climate-vulnerability archetype for SCC plan-component design. The Forest Service’s draft Tongass Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment characterizes alpine and sub-alpine habitats as vulnerable to climate-driven shrub and treeline advance, increased snow depth from higher-frequency winter storms, and reduced winter survival (Bennetsen et al. 2025; Littell and Johnson 2025; Baer et al. 2025, all cited in the FS Collared Pika Evaluation 2026, p. 248). Collared pika is the Alaska–Yukon counterpart to the American pika and occupies the same alpine talus habitat structure (Lanier and Olson 2013; MacDonald and Jones 1987; Morrison and Hik 2007). The species’ documented metapopulation dynamics include local extirpation–recolonization cycles tied to environmental variation (Morrison and Hik 2007). The single iNaturalist observation cited by the Forest Service places the Tongass occurrence between Devils Punch Bowl and Snyder Creek, near Skagway (FS evaluation, p. 247).
The Substantial Concern Determination Table in the FS Collared Pika Evaluation is internally inconsistent with the Lacks-BASI conclusion. 
· Significant Threats is marked “Yes” (climate change is expected to substantially modify alpine and sub-alpine habitats); 
· Declining Populations or Habitat Trends is marked “Yes” (key losses in alpine habitats observed); 
· Restricted Range and Low Populations are marked Insufficient Information (FS evaluation, p. 249). 
Two of five concern factors are affirmatively triggered. Under the analytical pattern that produced the POW flying squirrel determination — three of five factors “Yes” — two affirmatively triggered factors plus a documented habitat trajectory plus the species’ status as the alpine-specialist counterpart to the framework’s own climate-vulnerability archetype is sufficient evidentiary basis for substantial concern.
The Lacks-BASI conclusion rests on the absence of Tongass-specific abundance and population trend data. But the framework explicitly contemplates substantial-concern determinations where habitat specialization combined with documented climate trajectory provides the evidentiary basis, even where population data is unavailable. The FSH §23.13c pika reference is not generic — it identifies pika as the canonical alpine specialist for SCC analysis, and that identification flows to collared pika at its Tongass periphery.
For Cave Amphipod (Stygobromus quatsinensis) the evaluation reached a Lacks BASI conclusion. The Forest Service evaluation scores Criteria 1, 3, and 8 all as A — the most-vulnerable rank — on the basis of cave-obligate biology with limited inter-patch dispersal, very limited dispersal capability through karst aquifer systems, and life-history vulnerability (low reproductive rate, narrow physiological tolerances). The species has a Global Rank of G1 (critically imperiled), an Alaska State Rank of S2S3, and two known Tongass records (FS Cave Amphipod Evaluation, pp. 50–55).
Stygobromus is a stygobitic genus — cave-obligate aquatic amphipods restricted to subsurface karst hydrologic systems. Tongass karst is the most extensive temperate-rainforest karst system in North America. The 2016 Tongass Land and Resource Management Plan contains dedicated Karst Standards and Guidelines specifically because the Forest Service has previously recognized that cave-dependent species require habitat-specific management direction (USDA FS 2016a; USDA FS 2016b). The Forest Service evaluation's own Criterion 7 rationale identifies the operative threats: silting, sediment production and debris accumulation altering water infiltration rates; geochemical changes to groundwater pH from surface runoff; and groundwater contamination from road drainage and sediment transport into karst systems. Cave hydrology vulnerability to surface land-use change is documented in the Forest Service-cited karst literature (Carlson 1997c; Holzinger et al. 1997). The 2012 Planning Rule specifically identifies cave and karst systems as groundwater-dependent ecosystems (FSH 1909.12 zero code, p. 10).
The Substantial Concern Determination Table for Stygobromus quatsinensis affirmatively marks two of five concern factors "Yes": Restricted Range and Low Populations or Restricted Ecological Conditions (FS Cave Amphipod Evaluation, p. 54). On the Forest Service's own scoring framework, this species presents one of the strongest single-species cases for substantial concern in the Lacks BASI dataset. Three of eight criteria scored A — including the A-rank on Criterion 1 distribution under the connectivity-limited A2 standard, the A-rank on Criterion 3 dispersal capability ("very limited"), and the A-rank on Criterion 8 life history (low reproductive rate, narrow physiological tolerances) — plus a G1 global rank and two affirmatively triggered concern factors constitute a qualitative evidentiary record more than sufficient for substantial concern. The Lacks BASI finding rests on the absence of population-specific quantitative data, but the framework does not require quantitative population data when the qualitative record — critical-imperilment global rank, severe range restriction, near-zero dispersal capacity, and cave-obligate ecology with documented hydrologic vulnerability — is this strong. The substantial-concern determination is the analytically appropriate conclusion of the Forest Service's own scoring.
The Forest Service's prior recognition that cave-dependent species require habitat-specific direction — in the 2016 Plan's existing Karst Standards and Guidelines — is a structural acknowledgment of the same point. The 2026 evaluation's scoring is consistent with that prior recognition. The conclusion is not.
For Yellow-Billed Loon (Gavia adamsii) the evaluation reached a Lacks BASI determination (FS Yellow-Billed Loon Evaluation 2026, p. 124) with criterion scores as follows: C1 = C (contiguous wintering range across SE Alaska); C2 = C; C3 = C; C4, C5 and C8 = D; C6 = B; C7 = B. The Substantial Concern Determination Table marks Restricted Range “No” and every other factor Insufficient Information.
The Forest Service evaluation acknowledges that yellow-billed loon is included on the Alaska Department of Fish and Game’s Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN) list, based on information from the Alaska Species Ranking System, the Avian Conservation Assessment Database, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s list of Birds of Conservation Concern (FS evaluation, p. 118, citing ADF&G 2025). Under FSH 1909.12 ch 10, §12.52d(3)(c), state SGCN listing is a “should-consider” trigger for the SCC analysis. The framework treats “should” triggers as near-mandatory; departure from a should-consider trigger requires documented justification (FSH §12.52d, citing FSM 1110.8 Exhibit 01). Recent peer-reviewed work documents declining trends in Arctic-nesting loon populations in North America (Pollet et al. 2024, cited in the FS evaluation, p. 125). The species’ global Alaska population is estimated at approximately 6,000 birds (Earnst 2004; FS evaluation, p. 124), and the Tongass is at the southern edge of the wintering range.
The principal procedural matter is the Forest Service’s engagement with the FSH §12.52d(3)(c) state SGCN trigger. The FS evaluation cites ADF&G’s SGCN designation in the Distribution criterion but does not engage the trigger as a §12.52d(3)(c) procedural matter in the conclusion. The trigger is the analytical question; the absence of Tongass-specific population trend data is the evidentiary record against which that question is answered, not a basis for closing the inquiry. Under the framework, a should-consider trigger plus an evidentiary record dominated by D-scores is the precise scenario in which the Forest Service should either (a) reach a substantial-concern determination on the strength of the trigger and the documented Arctic decline, or (b) document the species-level information gap and the path to filling it under §12.53. Either outcome is consistent with the framework. The current Lacks-BASI determination, without engagement of the §12.52d(3)(c) trigger or a §12.53 commitment, is not.
For Peale’s Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus pealei) the evaluation also reached a lacks BASI conclusion (FS Peale’s Peregrine Falcon Evaluation 2026, p. 111) with criterion scores as follows: C1 = C; C2 = C; C3 = B; C4 = D; C5 = D; C6 = D; C7 (Habitat Vulnerability) = B (mercury exposure documented); C8 = C. The Substantial Concern Determination Table marks Significant Threats “Yes” on contaminant grounds (FS evaluation, p. 110).
Peale’s peregrine falcon is a coastal-endemic peregrine subspecies (Global Rank G4T3, Alaska State Rank S2S3) heavily dependent on seabird prey along the southeast Alaska coast (Campbell et al. 1990; FS evaluation, pp. 108–110). Mercury concentrations in Falco peregrinus pealei eggs have been documented at levels that may reduce survival, and those levels may be increasing (Guldager et al. 2007, cited in the FS evaluation, p. 109). Studies on other bird species independently document reduced reproductive success at comparable mercury exposure levels (Mills et al. 2020; Varian-Ramos et al. 2014, both cited in the FS evaluation, p. 109.). The mercury-effects literature on other bird species independently documents reduced reproductive success at comparable exposure levels (Mills et al. 2020; Varian-Ramos et al. 2014). The FSH 1909.12 ch 10, §12.52d(3)(f) local conservation concern pathway covers species for which BASI indicates concern about long-term persistence due to significant threats, declining trends, restricted ranges, or low populations — any one of which is sufficient under the framework’s should-consider provisions.
The internal posture of the Peale’s peregrine evaluation parallels structurally the Surfbird argument. Multiple D-scores combined with an affirmatively triggered Significant Threats factor on documented contaminant grounds, with a Lacks-BASI conclusion that does not engage the triggered factor, is internally inconsistent. Under the framework’s any-one-factor standard — the standard the FS applied in producing the POW flying squirrel proposed-SCC determination — a single triggered Substantial Concern factor is independently sufficient to support a substantial-concern determination.
FSH §12.52d(3)(f) is relevant in this case. The local conservation concern pathway is engaged by documented local threats — mercury bioaccumulation in coastal seabird-dependent prey at the Tongass — even where range-wide population data is unavailable. The species’ historical recovery from DDT, cited as part of the conclusion rationale supporting the Lacks-BASI finding, does not address the contemporary mercury exposure pathway and is analytically separate from it.



Information gaps
This section addresses, as a single class, the 108 species the Forest Service evaluated using the eight-criterion framework and concluded “Lacks BASI” — that is, that there is insufficient scientific information to determine substantial concern for long-term persistence in the plan area. 
The 2012 Planning Rule and its directives anticipate that, for some at-risk species, the available scientific information at the time of plan revision will not be sufficient to support a substantial-concern determination. The framework treats that posture as the opening of a documentation pathway, not the closing of an inquiry. FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, §12.52c provides that where insufficient scientific information is available, the species cannot be identified as a species of conservation concern — but that provision is not freestanding. It is paired with §12.53, which directs the Responsible Official to document information gaps relevant to at-risk species and to indicate how those gaps may be filled through inventories, the plan monitoring program, or research (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, §12.53). The obligation runs to each at-risk species individually; the framework does not contemplate aggregate or class-wide documentation as a substitute for species-level engagement.
The same posture is reinforced in two adjacent regulatory instruments. The plan monitoring requirements at FSH 1909.12, ch. 30 require the Responsible Official to identify monitoring questions and indicators that meet 36 CFR 219.12, to use best available science to inform the monitoring program, and to design questions that test relevant assumptions and track changing conditions over time (FSH 1909.12, ch. 30, §31). For Lacks-BASI species in particular, the practitioner’s reference the Region adopted for this process — Hayward et al. 2016 — places the §12.53 obligation within the Proposed Plan Development phase: “collect information on at-risk species” and “identify potential species groups, when necessary to facilitate planning” (Hayward et al. 2016, p. 23, citing FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, §12.53). The cumulative effect of these provisions is straightforward. A Lacks-BASI determination at the evaluation stage opens a procedural pathway: identify the gap, identify how it will be filled, and place that pathway in the plan’s monitoring or research record.
In its June 2025 Species of Conservation Concern Final Assessment, the Forest Service acknowledged the §12.53 obligation by name. The Final Assessment recognizes that, where best available scientific information is insufficient to determine substantial concern, the framework requires species-level documentation of the information gap and a path to its resolution through inventories, the plan monitoring program, or research. 
Review of the not-SCC evaluation documents identifies 108 species the Forest Service evaluated under the eight-criterion framework and determined to lack sufficient BASI. The 108 species span every taxonomic group in the evaluation: 18 mammals, 9 birds, 4 amphibians, 4 fish, 4 aquatic invertebrates, 30 vascular plants, 21 bryophytes, 14 lichens, and 4 fungi. Across that full set, the species-level documentation that §12.53 requires — and that the Final Assessment acknowledged — does not appear in any of the individual evaluations. None of the 108 evaluations contains the four documentation elements the framework, the monitoring directive, and the Region’s own commitment together require:
1. A dedicated information-gap section identifying, at the species level, what specific BASI is missing and why its absence is crucial to the inability to make a determination.
1. A specific inventory or research recommendation tied to the species — not a general statement that surveys are needed, but a directed identification of the survey, sampling, or research mechanism through which the gap will be filled.
1. A monitoring commitment tied to the species — a question or indicator the plan monitoring program will track, on a defined schedule, that produces information capable of resolving the gap.
1. A defined timeline for resolution — within the planning cycle, the next plan revision, or some other temporal frame against which progress can be measured.
Moving forward, the 108 Lacks-BASI species, should receive species-level monitoring or inventory commitment.
Conclusion
This comment letter has supplied the Forest Service with scientific analyses, supplementary information, and procedural observations across the species and procedural sections developed above.
We appreciate the Forest Service's careful work on the species evaluations, the climate change vulnerability assessment, and the broader plan revision. The substantive observations in this letter are offered constructively — to strengthen the administrative record, to identify pathways through which the framework's documentation requirements can be satisfied, and to support determinations that are durable through the planning process and beyond. I look forward to the Regional Forester's response and to continued engagement through the Draft Environmental Impact Statement and subsequent stages of the plan revision.
Respectfully submitted,
[Signature block]
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