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and Offshore Energy Resources
Committee on Interior and
Insular Affairs
House of Representatives

Dear Mr. Chairman:

In response to your November 28, 1988, request, we have reviewed the
recommendations made by the Department of the Interior’s Fish and
Wildlife Service (Fws) for additional wilderness designations in its 16
Alaska wildlife refuges. These recommendations, made pursuant to the
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA), were made
after Alaska refuge managers and other FWs planning team members in
the Alaska region evaluated each refuge, determined the additional
acreage that was qualified for wilderness designation under Fws’ Wilder-
ness Act criteria, and submitted several alternative wilderness recom-
mendations to FWS Alaska region and headquarters management. Fws
management chose a preferred alternative for each refuge and submit-
ted its recommendations to the Assistant Secretary of the Interior for
Fish and Wildlife and Parks. Once the recommendations are formally
approved by the Secretary of the Interior, the Secretary will transmit
the recommendations to the President who, in turn, is required to submit
final recommendations to the Congress.

As agreed with your office, this report compares the FWs recommenda-
tions for additional wilderness acreage with the total acreage found
qualified for wilderness designation as well as the levels that refuge
managers and other Alaska region planning team members told us they
preferred. It also identifies the reasons for any differences between
them.

FWS’ recommendation to include an additional 3.4 million acres of wil-
derness in Alaska national wildlife refuges represents less than 7 per-
cent of the 52.6 miilion acres found qualified as wilderness by Fws
Alaska regional office planning teams, The 3.4 million acres was also
less than one-seventh of the levels refuge managers and planning team
members would have preferred from a professional refuge management
standpoint. FWS’ recommendations stem primarily from applying two
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criteria promulgated by the Fws Director that restricted additional wil-
derness recommendations to (1) areas that Fws believed had special sig-
nificance and were overlooked by the Congress when it enacted ANILCA
and (2) boundary adjustments to existing wilderness areas. The prefer-
ence for more wilderness by planning team members, including refuge
managers, arose from their judgments that resource and wildlife protec-
tion could best be accomplished by wilderness designation. (Appendix 1
provides a refuge-by-refuge breakdown of the areas found qualified,
those areas refuge managers and the planning teams preferred, and
those recommended by Fws.)

Background

The national wildlife refuge system is made up of 4562 refuges whose
primary purpose is to conserve wildlife populations and their habitats.
Sixteen of these refuges spanning 77 million acres of federal lands—an
area roughly the size of New Mexico—are located in Alaska. The largest
of these refuges, Yukon Delta, is by itself almost the size of South Caro-
lina. The Alaska refuges provide unparalleled habitat for diverse kinds
of wildlife such as bears, moose, caribou, seals, walrus, salmon, eagles,
and many kinds of migratory waterfowl. The refuges, shown in figure
1.1, cover a wide variety of terrain and vegetative characteristics
including tundra, deltas and other wetlands, mountains, wild rivers, and
ice fields.
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Figure 1: Nationai Wildlife Refuges in Alaska
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ANILCA, enacted in December 1980, set aside a large portion of Alaska
lands as “‘conservation system units’’—lands that would be provided
various degrees of protection from development through their designa-
tion as national wildlife refuges, national parks, wilderness areas, or
other special federal land categories. With respect to refuges, the act
created 9 of the 16 refuges and added about 27 million acres to existing
ones. It also designated almost 19 million acres within the boundaries of
these Alaska refuges as wilderness.
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Under the Wilderness Act, wilderness areas are established to provide
for present and future generations a long-lasting system of pristine,
undeveloped lands. The act prohibits commercial enterprise and perma-
nent roads, and it generally prohibits temporary roads, use of motor
vehicles, motorized equipment or motorboats, landing of aircraft, and
development of structures unless they are deemed essential for the man-
agement of the area.! Accordingly, the purpose of adding wilderness
classification to refuge status, beyond preserving wilderness values, is
to provide additional protection for fish and wildlife species that are
sensitive to human activities.

In addition to establishing some wilderness areas statutorily, the act
required the Secretary of the Interior to review all Alaska refuge lands
not already designated as wilderness in ANILCA to determine their suita-
bility or nonsuitability for preservation as wilderness and to report
these findings to the President. The President, in turn, is required to
advise the Congress of the Secretary’s recommendations. The Presi-
dent’s recommendations become effective only if enacted into law.

The Secretary of the Interior delegated responsibility for preparing ini-
tial recommendations to Fws. Fws decided to incorporate its evaluation
of possible additional wilderness into a comprehensive conservation
planning process also mandated by ANILCA. The process was conducted
by Fws’ Alaska region and covered numerous refuge management issues.

To develop the comprehensive conservation plans, Fws’ Alaska region
formed planning teams composed of regional planning staff and special-
ists, such as biologists and ecologists. In addition, individual refuge man-
agers and refuge staff joined the teams on a rotating basis as the team
turned its attention to their refuge.

With respect to preparing wilderness recommendations, the planning
teams, as directed by Fws Alaska region management, evaluated the
nonwilderness acreage of each refuge for wilderness suitability. First,
they reviewed the refuges to determine which of the lands were quali-
fied for wilderness designation. The teams then developed wilderness
alternatives for each refuge that represented various approaches to ref-
uge management. The alternatives typically ranged from no additional
wilderness to all the acreage found qualified for designation. These
alternatives were incorporated into draft conservation plans that were

L ANTLCA makes certain exceptions to the Wilderness Act for the management of wilderness areas in
Alaska.
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FWS Management
Criteria Significantly
Reduced Acreage
Recommended for
Additional Wilderness
Designation

submitted to the Alaska region director who proposed a preferred alter-
native to Fws headquarters. Fws’ ultimate selection was then directed by
FWS headquarters.

On the basis of the definition of wilderness in the Wilderness Act of
1964, Fws devised seven criteria for evaluating the wilderness qualities
of refuge land. These criteria are land ownership, natural integrity of
the area, apparent naturalness, opportunities for solitude, primitive rec-
reation opportunities, size (generally at least 5,000 contiguous acres),
and presence of unique or special features. Of the 77 million acres in the
refuges, 18.7 million acres were already designated as wilderness by
ANILCA and other previous legislation. The planning teams determined
that 52.6 million acres of the remaining lands were also qualified for
wilderness designation using the Fws Wilderness Act criteria.

Although the planning teams found that 52.6 miilion acres were guali-
fied for wilderness designation, Fws ultimately recommended that only
3.4 million acres be preserved as additional wilderness. The primary
reason for this large difference in acreage levels was the strict applica-
tion of management criteria developed and promulgated by the Fws
Director in 1985. These criteria established how Fws determined which
of the lands found qualified for wilderness would be recommended for
preservation as wilderness.

In the memorandum announcing the criteria, the Fws Director asserted
that prior to enacting ANILCA, the Congress had carefully reviewed
Alaska lands for inclusion in the wilderness system. In view of this, the
director indicated that he would not expect that additional large blocks
of land would be proposed for wilderness. Specifically, he pointed to sec-
tion 101{d), which states that the disposition of public lands set forth in
ANILCA represents ‘‘a proper balance” between the preservation of
national conservation system units and those public lands necessary and
appropriate for more intensive uses and dispositions. Thus, in his view
the Congress believed that this section made future legislation designat-
ing new conservation system units unnecessary. On the basis of his
reading of this provision, the director specified that Fws was to focus its
wilderness proposals on (1) adjusting the boundaries of existing wilder-
ness areas, for example, inciuding entire watersheds or other ecological
entities or (2) adding tracts of nonwilderness lands with outstanding or
unique resource values that might have been inadvertently overlooked
by the Congress in its ANILCA wilderness designations.
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Establishing criteria is a permissible exercise of the Fws Director’s
authority and responsibility to plan for and manage the refuges in
Alaska. In arriving at his criteria, the director interpreted section 101(d)
of ANILCA in a way that led him to believe that Fws should only recom-
mend a small part of qualified refuge lands for additional wilderness
designation. In our opinion, however, designating even large refuge
areas as additional wilderness would not upset the balance that the Con-
gress was addressing in section 101(d). National wildlife refuges are
already national conservation units; designating portions of existing ref-
uges as wilderness would not add to lands in the conservation system
unit category. It would merely place an additional classification on lands
already in a conservation system unit. Accordingly, the proper balance
set by the Congress would not be disturbed.

Alaska region staff told us that the director’s 1985 criteria, issued 3
years after the wilderness evaluation process began and after some
draft plans had been submitted, changed the evaluation rules. They said
that the criteria were strictly applied and consistently resulted in recom-
mended alternatives that were far lower than the levels favored by the
planning teams.

The strict application of these criteria had an especially dramatic impact
on the recommendations for several refuges. For example, more than
two-thirds of the refuge land found qualified for wilderness designation,
but not recommended for designation, was in three refuges—Arctic,
Yukon Delta, and Yukon Flats. Fws ultimately recommended 650,000
acres of the 8.5 million qualified acres in the Yukon Flats refuge and no
additional acres of the combined 24.4 million qualified acres in the Arc-
tic and Yukon Delta refuges. No additional land was recommended in the
Arctic refuge even though the Alaska region director believed that 5.2
million acres could have been justified under Fws’ management criteria.
The circumstances surrounding the development of FWS recommenda-
tions on these three refuges are described in appendix II.
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We asked the refuge managers and the planning teams what recommen-
dations for additional wilderness they would have preferred based on
their professional judgment about the best way to manage refuge
resources. Refuge managers told us that they would have preferred rec-
ommendations totaling 31.9 million additional acres for wilderness
designation in the 16 refuges, while the planning team consensus prefer-
ence was about 26.9 million acres. While less than the levels found quali-
fied for wilderness designation, both of these preferences were more
than 7 times higher than the 3.4 million acres developed under the Fws
Director’s restrictive criteria and ultimately recommended by Fws.

The refuge managers and the planning teams offered several reasons
why their preferences were lower than the 52.6 million acres deemed
qualified for wilderness designation as well as why their preferences
differed with each other. These reasons centered around their profes-
sional judgment of what would be best for the effective operation of the
refuges.

First, some refuge managers expressed concern that in some cases, wil-
derness designation would deprive them of the flexibility to manage the
refuge’s resources effectively. For example, the former Kanuti refuge
manager said that wilderness designation would prevent the habitat
manipulation necessary to protect certain wildlife populations. In this
case, the former refuge manager preferred having the flexibility to
remove or change beaver dams so that he could efficiently control water
levels and thereby maintain waterfowl populations on the refuge.

Second, in some instances, refuge managers or other team members
believed wilderness designation was not necessary because there was no
significant threat of overuse or development. For example, the manager
of the remote Selawik National Wildlife Refuge said that the geography
of the refuge acts as a natural barrier against the threat of overuse or
development. Conversely, other refuge managers said that existing
heavy recreational and subsistence use made wilderness designation
unsuitable in some areas. For example, the Becharof refuge manager
said that, in a portion of the refuge, wilderness regulations would be
difficult to enforce because so many Alaskan Natives use the land in
their subsistence hunting and fishing activities.

Third, differences in professional judgment on how refuge lands can be
best managed also accounted for the roughly 5-million-acre difference
between the preferences of the refuge managers and the planning teams.
For exampie, the Togiak refuge manager’s preference for 925,000 acres
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Matter for
Consideration by the
Congress

Agency Comments an
GAO Evaluation

of additional wilderness was much higher than the planning team’s
334,000-acre consensus view. The refuge manager described himself as
much more of a “wilderness person’ than the planning team leader and
believed resource protection in the refuge could best be accomplished
through greater wilderness designation. The planning team leader, on
the other hand, said that the team'’s proposal provides a reasonable com-
promise—allowing subsistence and recreational access to a large part of
the refuge while preserving as wilderness the lands with the highest
wilderness values that are most susceptible to disturbance. The planning
team ultimately believed that larger acreages of wilderness would
increase recreation and hunting pressure on the remaining nonwilder-
ness land in the refuge to an unacceptable level.

The final Fws recommendations for additional wilderness in Alaska’s
wildlife refuges are based primarily on its policy to hold wilderness des-
ignations to a minimum. As such, they do not reflect the preferences of
refuge managers and other Fws staff most familiar with the refuges’
management. If these recommendations are adopted by Interior and ulti-
mately forwarded by the President, we believe it is important for the
Congress to consider how, and on what basis, they were prepared as it
decides how much additional wilderness to establish.

d The Department of the Interior reasserted its position that Section

101(d) of ANILCA represented congressional intent to limit the establish-
ment of additional conservation units, including wilderness areas. Inte-
rior also said that wilderness designation in national wildlife refuges
limits the flexibility and management options of refuge managers.

Interior’s view fails to take into account the nature of the balance that
the Congress was trying to establish in ANILcA. The Congress expected
that future legislation designating new conservation units would be
unnecessary because under ANILCA, a proper balance had been achieved
between two different purposes for the public lands in Alaska. The pub-
lic lands were either (1) reserved as national conservation system
units—for example, wildlife refuges and national parks—to protect the
national interest in the scenic, environmental, and cultural values of
such lands or (2) made available for more intensive use and disposition
to meet the economic and social needs of the state of Alaska and its
people. While the subsequent designation of areas within national wild-
life refuges as wilderness would literally create new conservation sys-
tem units, these units would be within the boundaries of existing units.
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Scope and
Methodology

Therefore, we believe these designations would not affect the proper
balance that the Congress was seeking between the two purposes for
Alaska’s public lands. It would merely add an additional classification—
“wilderness’” —to land already in a conservation system unit, a national
wildlife refuge.

While we recognize that wilderness designation limits FWS management
options in refuges, the preferences of refuge managers and other study
team members for more wilderness indicate that such status will serve
to enhance the refuges’ objectives to preserve and protect wildlife even
with less management flexibility.

The full text of Interior’s comments is included in appendix III. The
attachments to these comments were the best copies Interior could
provide.

As agreed with your office, our review was limited to obtaining informa-
tion on Alaska wildlife refuge acreage deemed qualified for wilderness
designation, the refuge managers’ and planning teams’ wilderness pref-
erences, and FwWS’ recommendations. To obtain this information, we
reviewed the draft and final conservation plans developed for each of
the refuges, the Fws-developed criteria used by the Fws Alaska region to
prepare and evaluate various wilderness alternatives, ANILCA, and the
Wilderness Act of 1964. We discussed the criteria with refuge managers
and other members of the regional planning teams, the regional director,
other regional officials, and with headquarters officiais in the Depart-
ment of the Interior and Fws. We also discussed the development and
evaluation of the alternative proposals and wilderness preferences with
the planning team leaders, other regional staff who were members of the
teams, and the refuge managers.

Unless you announce its contents earlier, we plan no further distribution
of this letter until 30 days from its issue date. At that time, we will pro-
vide copies to the Secretary of the Interior and the Director, Fws, and
make copies available to others upon request. This report was prepared
under the direction of James Duffus III, Director, Natural Resources
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Management Issues, who may be reached at (202) 275-7756. Other
major contributors to this report are listed in appendix IV.

Sincerely yours,

J. Dexter Peach
Assistant Comptroller General
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Refuge-By-Refuge Comparison of Additional
Wilderness Preferences

Acres
Qualified for

designation as Refuge managers’ Planning teams’ Final FWS

Refuges wilderness®* preference preference recommaendation
Alaska Maritime 324,000 258,000 324.000 110,000
Alaska Peninsula 3,360,000 1,876,000 1,876,000 640,000
Arctic 9,691,000 8,479,000 9,691,000 0
Becharof 606,000 347,000 347,000 347 000
Innoko 2,299,000 7 0 0 0
izembek 0 o 0 0 0
Kanuti 1,281,000 0 0 0
Kenai 380,000 230,000 196,000 196,000
Kodiak 1,589,000 1,589,000 1,589,000 1,170,000
Koyukuk® 3,691,000 3,691,000 0 0
Nowitna 1,876,000 318,000 318,000 0
Selawik 1,910,000 984,000 984,000 0
Tetlin 699,000 0 140,000 0
Togiak 1,741,000 925,000 334,000 334,000
Yukon Delta 14,716,000 4,700,000 4,700,000 ¢
Yukon Flats 8,480,000 8,480,000 6,400,000 650,000
Total 52,643,000 31,878,000 26,899,000 3,447,000
Percent {100.0) (60.1) (51.1) 6.5)

3As s'hown in the comprehensive conservation plans developed by the refuge planning teams using the
1964 Wilderness Act criteria.

PIncluding the northern unit of the Innoko refuge which is managed as part of the Koyukuk refuge
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How Recommendations for Additional
Wilderness Were Reduced—Three Case Studies

This appendix describes the sequences of events leading to the reduction
of wilderness proposals in three refuges—Arctic, Yukon Delta, and
Yukon Flats. These refuges represent about two-thirds of the total dif-
ference between the additional land proposed for wilderness by Fws and
the levels deemed qualified for wilderness designation using Wilderness
Act criteria by the planning teams. They also represent about three-
fourths of the total difference between Fws' recommendations and the
refuge managers’ preferences for additional wilderness.

Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge

The Arctic refuge is located in the extreme northeast corner of Alaska
and is the second largest of the Alaskan refuges. The refuge contains
major portions of the calving ground for one of the largest caribou herds
in Alaska and habitat for the endangered peregrine falcon. Other wild-
life species found on the refuge include polar bears, black and brown
bears, snow geese, Dall sheep, arctic foxes, moose, and golden eagles.
Muskox were successfully reintroduced on the refuge in 1969-70 after
having been exterminated from the state by the late 1800s.

The refuge encompasses about 19.5 million acres, with 8 million acres in
the refuge currently designated as wilderness. The refuge also includes
the 1.5-million-acre 1002 coastal plain area, so named because Section
1002 of ANmLCa directed the Secretary of the Interior to conduct biologi-
cal and geological studies of the area, report the results of those studies
to the Congress, and recommend whether the area should be made avail-
able for oil and gas exploration and development. The Secretary recom-
mended in 1987 that the coastal plain be opened to oil and gas
exploration and development, and Fws excluded the area from wilder-
ness consideration during its comprehensive conservation planning pro-
cess. This unit is currently being managed by FWS as a minimal
management area, pending future congressional action.

The planning team evaluated 9.7 million acres in the refuge for potential
additional wilderness designation. Neither the 1.5 million acres of fed-
eral lands in the “1002” coastal plain, nor 0.3 million acres of selected
and conveyed lands and Native allotments were considered for the wil-
derness recommendations.

The former refuge manager said the team reviewed the wilderness quali-
ties of refuge lands using Fws Wilderness Act criteria and determined
that all of the 9.7 million acres evaluated were qualified for wilderness
designation. The planning team developed seven alternatives, A through
G, ranging from no additional wilderness to designating all 9.7 million
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How Recommendations for Additional
Wilderness Were Reduced—Three
Case Studies

acres, and incorporated them in the draft and final comprehensive con-
servation plans (CCPs).

Although the professional preferences of the planning team and refuge
managers are not reflected in the ccps, the planning team leader said the
team preferred Alternative F in discussions with FWS management.
Alternative F proposed that all the 9.7 million acres be made wilderness.
The refuge manager told us he preferred Alternative E, which would
have added 8.5 million acres of wilderness, because it left a buffer area
between Native villages and proposed wilderness, which he believed
would reduce potential management conflicts between activities allowed
on private lands but not allowed in wilderness areas.

The planning team leader and refuge manager stated that when the
planning team presented its preferred Alternative F to the regional
director, the regional director rejected the alternative citing the Fws
Director’s 1985 criteria for assessing additional wilderness. Subse-
quently, the Regional Director approved Alternative D, with 5.2 million
additional acres of wilderness, because he thought it could be justified
as wilderness under these criteria. Therefore, Alternative D was shown
as the preferred alternative in the region’s internal review version of the
draft ccp. However, when this draft was reviewed at Fws headquarters
in Washington, D.C., Alternative A with no additional wilderness was
selected by FWS headquarters. Consequently, A became the preferred
alternative in the draft conservation plan that went out for public com-
ruents in January 1988.

The planning team leader said it was widely known in the conservation
community that the Fws planning team had recommended more wilder-
ness than was shown in the draft ccp and that Alternative D with 5.2
million acres of additional wilderness had been recommended to Fws
headquarters. During the public review period for the draft plan, Fws
received over 1,000 letters and comments, with the vast majority favor-
ing adding more wilderness in the refuge.

In developing the preferred alternative for the final ccp, the planning
team leader told us that the team considered the Fws headquarters’ 1985
management criteria and also the numerous prowilderness comments
received from the public. The team supported Alternative D. The new
regional director gave his support to Alternative D, as had his predeces-
sor, because it provided an extension of existing wilderness, and he
believed the wildlife values were supportable under the 1985 criteria.
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How Recommendations for Additional
Wilderness Were Reduced—Three
Case Studies

Yukon Delta National
Wildlife Refuge

The Fws Director, however, supported the “no additienal wilderness”

Alternative A. The planning team then wrote the final plan, with Alter-
native A as the preferred alternative. The regional director’s Record of
Decision of November 1988 recommended Alternative A for the refuge.

The Yukon Delta refuge, the largest of the 16 Alaska refuges, encom-
passes about 26.3 million acres. Both the Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers,
major salmon migration rivers, traverse the refuge and have created one
of the largest river deltas in the world. Although the refuge supports a
varied population of mammals, fish, and birds, it has gained national
significance as a nesting and rearing habitat of four geese species (cack-
ling Canada geese, Pacific flyway white-fronted geese, emperor geese,
and brant) and other waterfowl, shorebirds, and seabirds.

The planning team evaluated about 17.3 million acres in the refuge for
additional wilderness designation. It excluded from consideration 1.9
million acres of existing wilderness and 7.1 million acres of selected and
conveyed lands and Native allotments. The planning team concluded
that an additional 14.7 million acres were qualified for wilderness
designation under Fws Wilderness Act criteria. It prepared a number of
alternatives, ranging from no additional wilderness to all 14.7 million
acres.

According to the planning team leader, among these alternatives, the
planning team reached a consensus preference that 4.7 million acres be
proposed as additional wilderness; this was also the refuge manager’s
preference. However, the planning team leader said that the then-
regional director indicated that only 1.9 million acres of refuge land
would meet the 1985 rws headquarters’ criteria for additional wilder-
ness. This alternative included wilderness designation for habitat of
Arctic nesting geese, a high visibility species with a declining
population.

The planning team leader told us that during the early rounds of refuge
CCP proposals, the plans needed to be approved by Fws Washington, D.C.,
headquarters. Headquarters staff approved the proposal of 1.9 million
acres, and the draft ccP listed it as the region’s preferred alternative.

Before the final plan was published, a new regional director came to the
Alaska region. The planning team leader said that the new regional
director did not approve the 1.9 million acres of wilderness. Conse-
quently, a new alternative, which proposed no additional wilderness,
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How Recommendations for Additional
Wilderness Were Reduced—Three
Case Studies

Yukon Flats National
Wildlife Refuge

was inserted in the final CCP as the region's preferred alternative. The
regional director’s April 1988 Record of Decision adopted this
recommendation.

There were other reasons, in addition to the 1985 criteria, for not pro-
posing additional wilderness. The planning team leader said Yukon
Delta Natives showed no strong support for additional wilderness. The
state of Alaska and Calista, the Native regional corporation for most of
the refuge, was opposed to wilderness. The refuge manager told us that
the Natives do not totally trust the Wilderness Act, as they feel that the
designation of land as wilderness may possibly restrict their lifestyle in
the future in ways that Fws minimal management will not.

Yukon Flats refuge is located in east central Alaska, just southwest of .
and adjoining the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. As many as 40,000
lakes and ponds are on the refuge, most of them concentrated in the
flood plain along the Yukon and other rivers. The refuge is used by at
least 210 species of birds, mammals, and fish. The abundance of water
provides habitat for waterfowl from all four North American flyways.
The refuge provides important nesting, breeding, or migrating habitat
for 13 wildlife species categorized by Fws as National Species of Special
Emphasis, such as the trumpeter swan, bald eagle, and peregrine falcon.
The peregrine falcon is also listed as an endangered species.

The Yukon Flats refuge encompasses 8.5 million acres of federal lands,
with an additional 2.7 million acres of selected and conveyed lands,
Native allotments, and state and private lands within the refuge bound-
aries. There is no existing wilderness area in the refuge. The planning
team, using Fws Wilderness Act criteria, determined that all of the 8.5
million acres of federal lands were qualified for wilderness designation.

In preparing the draft ccp, the planning team developed five alternative
proposals for additional wilderness, designated A through E. The plan-
ning team leader told us that the planning team’s consensus preference
was Alternative D which would have recommended 6.4 million acres of
additional wilderness. The refuge manager said that he individually pre-
ferred Alternative E, the designation of all 8.5 million acres deemed
qualified, because he believed that wilderness designation was the best
way to protect the refuge’s wildlife values.
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The planning team presented its preferred alternative to the regional
director, who agreed with the team'’s view. Planning team representa-
tives then presented the regional selection to Fws staff in Washington,
D.C., but the planning tearm leader said the staff expressed some concern
over the regional recommendation for this much wilderness. The same
presentation was then made to the Fws Director.

The planning team leader observed that the Fws Director did not make
an immediate decision on the recommendation but instead asked his
headquarters staff and the planning team members to arrive at some
consensus, The two groups concluded that the 6560,000-acre White
Mountain area, with its chalk-white bluffs and Dall sheep habitat, was
the only refuge area that possessed the kinds of wildlife values that Fws
headquarters believed were unique enough to be protected by wilder-
ness under the March 1985 criteria. The team leader said the Fws Direc-
tor agreed that the 650,000-acre wilderness proposal was reasonable.
After the Fws Director accepted this proposal, it became the preferred
alternative in both the draft and final ccps. The Record of Decision
signed by the regional director on December 12, 1987, confirmed the
selection of this alternative.

The Yukon Flats Refuge Manager told us that while the White Moun-
tains are scenic, they are not where the best wildlife resources are
located on the refuge; he said these areas are located in the flats along
the Yukon River. This area, however, is also where the most people live
and where the 0il and gas potential is the greatest.

The refuge manager also believes that the Natives have no open hostility
toward wilderness on this refuge. He said the feeling among most
Natives is that they want the land to remain as it is. He said they do not
want improvements such as roads and dikes to be constructed. However,
he believed the state of Alaska was opposed to wilderness designation
because it limits development.

The refuge manager was disappointed with the way the planning pro-
cess worked because Fws' wilderness recommendation was not based on
resource values, but rather on political considerations. He said, however,
that a positive aspect of the process was that all of the refuge was
shown on the record as being qualified for wilderness.
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Comments From the Department of the Interior

Note: GAO comments
supplementing those in the
report text appear at the

iy, §

end of this appendix. . .
- % United States Department of the Interior
: W OFFICE OF THE SECRETARY
S WASHINGTON, D.C. 20240

JuL 07 1989

Mr. James Duffus, IIl

Director

Natural Resources Management Issues
RCED Division

General Accounting Office
Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Duffus:

Thank you for your letter of June 7, 1989, transmitting the draft report, Alasks
dild e Refuges: Minimal Areas Recommended for Add onal Wilderness (GAO/RCED-
89-155). We appreciate this opportunity for review and comment. We wish to
emphasize at this point that the draft Fish and Wildiife Service (Service)
See comment 1. wilderness proposals are not yet considered final and further adjustments may
be made prior to the Secretary's formal recommendation to the President. As
points of clarification concerning the opening paragraph of the draft report,
it should be noted that the Wilderness Act of 1964 is indeed a national act, not
See comment 2. restricted only to the Fish and Wildlife Service, and recommendations have not
yet been submitted to the Secretary, despite the report’s assertion.

At the outset, we feel it is essential to point out that a full and extensive
public review process was carried out for each of the Alaska refuges prior to
the Reglonal Director making his decision on wildermess recommendations.
Comprehensive Conservation Plans were completed for each of the 16 refuges, as
called for under the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act of 1980
(ANILCA), and public input and review was an essential part of this process.
In addition, at least one formal public hearing was held for each refuge as part
of the wilderness review process, as called for in the Wilderness Act of 1964.
The Regional Director made his decision on each of these areas only after
considering all the available information, including public comments.

See comment 3. A central lssue in the draft report is the Director's interpretation of Section
101(d) of ANILCA, the complete text of which follows:

"(d) This Act provides sufficient protection for the national interest in
the scenic, natural, cultural and environmental values on the public lands
in Alaska, and at the same time provides adequate opportunity for
satisfaction of the economic and soclal needs of the State of Alaska and
its people; accordingly, the designation and disposition of the public
lands in Alaska pursuant to this Act are found to represent a proper
balance between the reservation of national conservation system units and
those public lands necessary and appropriate for more intensive use and
disposition, and thus Congress believes that the need for future
legislation designating new conservation system units, new national
conservation areas, or new national recreation areas, has been obviated
thereby."
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Enclosed with this letter is a copy of the Director’s instructions to the
Regional Director, based on the abovs section, as wall as the followup memoranda
referenced in your draft report. The Director states that wilderness areas are
in fact "conservation system units," as defined in Section 102(4) of ANILCA,
and thus Congress’ intent was to limit the establishment of additional wildarness
arsas. Contrary to the draft report’s assertion that such designation would
"merely place an additional classification on lands already in a conservation
system unit, " wilderness designation does, in fact, limit the flexibility and
restricts the managsment options refuge managers often need in order to propsrly
manage fish and wildlifs populations and their habitats. This is pointed out
in numerous cases in the individual Comprehensive Conservation Plans and is
resmphasized in wilderness review documents. Refugs managers and other Service
staff caertainly are capable of making professional judgements in terms of the
need for such flexibility, but the fact that both the Regional Director and
Director are professionals in this area also needs to be emphasized.

In reference to the {individual case studies contained as Appendix II of the draft
report, 1t should be noted that, in the case of the Arctic Refuge, both the
Regional Director and the Director determined that no part of the review area
met the criteria established perviously and, therefore, no additional wilderness
should be proposed. In terms of the Yukon Flats Refuge, there appears to be some
See comment 4. confusion between "minimal management” and "wilderness." These two designations
are not the same, as "wilderness" designation provides for restrictions over-
and-above those under minimal management.

See comment 5. The only other commeents we have are editorial in nature. The map of the Alaska
Now on p. 3. refuges on page 4 should include the Izembek National Wildlife Refuge, located
between Alaska Maritime and Alaska Penfnsula (see enclosed map). In addition,
in the next-to-last line of the last paragraph on page 14, the word "other”
should be changed to “"others.”

Again we appreciate this opportunity for review and comment. Please let us know
if we may be of further assistance.

Sincerely,

Jisanr Rusre, Ppwirn

Assistant Secretary for
Fish and Wildlife and Parks

Enclosures
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(¢ zegional Cfrector, keglon 7 ‘—---;—--;~
Froe: Jirector

Zubicct: H{lderpess Froposals Fade in the Cooprehencive Concervation Flams
for Alaska fefuaes R
seczion 1017 of the Alosia Zational Interest Lands (onscrvatium ACt
{AMILISY ranires the lecretary to review nonwilderncss refeee Tands in
Fesws for tnatre seitedility for preserveticon as wilmrmess guc to subrit
srecific wilgernesy preresels 30 the Fresident, wha will advise Congress
of kis recomiendations by beocester 1977, The Service hes been incorporating
tris wildernass reviex as part of the developuent of the refuce corprehensive
corcervatiar vlars (N0Ps) reguired by section 304(g) of ANILCA. in view of
recent ¢iscrssiuns betwen Vashingtnn ard tré regiona) staff, we with to
reiterate the critertes o be used in Cevelopimn the Service wildermess
sronctal #s part of the O process. )

U6 jrovicus dvice fron the Nashinotoe (ffice, the draft CIPs to date
bave icentificd Yands unier each of the warious refyce canagement alterna-
tives proposud as to their suitability for wilderness. However, the
¢raft plans have not contained specific proposals as to which (if aay}
lands will be recomsended to the Secretary for addition to the Wilderness
Systen, Ne 2cree with the concerms expressed by the reciom that the lack
of specific wvilaerress proposals is confusicg to the pablic ia their
reviev of the CCPs,. Ue therefore concur with the regional recomendation

to %#mmwls in all fature draft CCPs relcased
for fc review,

As part of UK. 39 prior to the emactrent of ANILCA, Congress stucied
cver 64 wil1lion acres of land located on existing or potertial refuge Yamag
for ioclugsion fo the Fattonal Lilderress Preservetion Systes. After
carefu) review, Concress cesicasted 18 uillien acres of refuge lands as
uilcervess wnder AxlLCA.  In light of the extensive process that led te
the Gesignation of these wildermess lamds, we would not expect that
sganiticnal large blecks of land would te propos ar wilderness in the

S.

In caking a “eterriration a5 to whether or nct amy ed¢itional lamds
skruld Le proposed for wilderness, the reoion should be quided by the
tancrare in sectiom 101{4) of A¥ILCA, which states that:

Trds fct proviaes sufficient crotecticn for the natienal
interrst in the,,.sutlic lamds in Measks, 2pd...provides
gle ote opnortunitly for satisfaction of the economic and
ccelel neecs of tre State of Flaska ard its peofle;
accordingly, the “egizration and 2igposition of he jublic

lance . . rireant o rriec Lrt ary. framm~ t vanrocert a ornrpe
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2

aceoreinely, the designation and disgostfrion of the wublic
Tares...purscanrt 1o this Act are found to represent a procer

bzlance...and thus Longress believes that the need for.,.
cesionating rew contervation system units...has besp obylateg...

ection 10¢{4) defines the term “conservation systea untt”™ o incluae
units of the Retional ¥ilderness Preservation Systen.

Consistent with the fntent of section 101{d}, the Service sheald fecus

its wilcerness proposals on 1) the need for wilderness toundary aajustrants
or 2} the eddition of selective areas with cutstanding resource values

<hat may heve been in during the origina) wilderness
revies anc subsequert desfgnations undertaien by Cungress. For exarple,
cxisting A1derness Loundaries way be adjusted to fncluce an entire
vatershec or cther ecoleocical entity. 1In other cases, nes iaformaticr
zethersd in the canprehensive plavning/wilderress review jprocess may
{éentify ¢ tract of nonwilderness land with exceptionally high or unique
ri1dl{fe resource vilues thst might renefit fram the adeiticral recogaition
conveved by wilderness status. |
#itrin the lervice's preferred canacement alternative, two cr three
wilderness proposals, including one propasing no change 1n the current
status, srhaulc Le preseated to the public for their review snd Coment.

of these alternatives, the one recommended by the Service snould follow the
2bove culdeiines.

To enscre that wilderpess {ssups do not delay overall CCP development,
coordination of future wilderness proposals with the Vashington Off4ice
should cccur early fn the plamaing process. Irene Magyar in the Oivision
of Refuge Vanagement (FTS 343=-4450) will serve as your primsry contact on
wilderness fssues.

© JSGO/ROBERT A IANTZEM
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United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20240

iyt AUG 2 0 1987

In Reply Refer To:

FWS /RF

Memorandum

To: Regional Director, Region 7
Fromiamayyl | rector

\ Subject : Presarat1on and Submission of Wilderness Proposals for National
e Refuges n Alaska

This responds to your memorandum of July 17, 1987, in which you propose a
process for submitting the Region's recommendations for additional wilderness
in Alaska national wildlife refuges (refuges).

In general, I concur with the procedure you have outlined. However, | am
concerned about the effect a signed Record of Decision will have on the
Department 's ability to revise proposals if warranted. Therefore, ] am
final plans which pr il dditions unti]l 1 h n briefed
and have given conéJrr nce. S would include Alaska Peninsula, Kodiak,
Yukon Fla%s, Yukon ﬁelta, Alaska Maritime and Arctic Refuges. You should
cambine these wilderness briefings with your submission of the refuge
wilderness packages for Kenai, Becharof, and Togiak Refuges.

The Fish and Wildlife Service's (Service)_policy with ;egard to wilderness
proposals in Alaska remains the same as in , i.e.,%imited to boundary
adjustments or selective areas of outstanding resource values overlooked
in previous congressional designation§§ You should review and ensure

all proposals for wilderness designation comply with the March 12, 1989,

memorandum (attached).

Furthermore, recommendations for wilderness must be used as recognition,
not as a management tool. Use of the minimal management category for
vast areas with high natural resource values 1s the appropriate means of
ensuring the Service's ability to manage these areas 'n a manner that
meets the purposes for which those refuges were established., Most
importantly, it preserves the opportunity for the Service use of a variety
of management tools to meet special needs and conditians as they arise.

Page 24 GAO/RCED-88-155 Alaska Wildlife Refuges




Appendix T
Comments From the Department of
the Interior

Contact the Acting Assistant Director for Refuges and Wildlife, or
Noreen Clough (FTS5-343-4313) who is the staff person responsible for
Alaska wiltderness issues, to schedule the briefings.

N~ ,
\ e ke

Attachment

MC»(.H—.?Jpr - 3=
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AUS 2 1 vo8
In Reply Refer To:
FuS/RF
Mamo randum
To: Regtonal Director, Region ?
From: Director

Subject: Arctic Mational Wild)jfe Refuge Comprenensive Conservation Plan,
Internal Review Draft

Attached 1s an annotated copy of camments on the Arctic Matfonal Wild¥ife
Refuge Comprehensive Conservatton Plan., The Division of Refuges reviewed
the document in terms of consistency with the Arctic Refuge Coastal Plainm
Resource Assessment and report to Congress, and consistency with the Fish
and W{ldlife Service's (Service) March 1985 palicy concerning proposals
for wilderness.

In regard to the report to (ongress, please emsure that the appropriate
changes are made to bring the plan in line with the report. Owverall
there appears to be few serious contradictioms, amd changes can be
incorporated to meet your time schedule for publishing a publfc review
draft.

The sumwary of the Service's wildermess policy for Alaska in the “Oear
Reader" letter is well stated. However, the propesal to add 5.2 million
acres of designated wilderness, as oatlimed in the preferred alternative,
1s fnconsistent with that policy. Most of the congressional reports
prepared during the Alaska Mational Interest lands Conservation Act (Act)
debates (excluding those dealing with the “1002 area"), centered on or
acknowledged the wilderness values of the orfgimal Arctic Refuge. With
such discusston of wilderness values, it is highly uniikely that the
Congress ovariooked an areax of over 5 million acres when it chose to
designate almost 8 millton acres as wildernress.

Further, contrary to inadvertently overlonking values in the 5.2-million
acre area you propose to add, Congress recognized that hoth the Pind and
Ivishak Rivers had exceptional scenic, recreatiomal, and wildlife values
and destanated them as Wild and Scentc Riwers by sectton &02 of the Act.
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Clearly, before the plan and wilderness review goes to the publie, !
axpact that efther you cam provide a compelling mationale to demonstrate
why such a propotal meets Service policy or the wilderness proposal must
be modifled. - .

If you have amy questions concerning the attached comments or my policy
on additions to the wilderness system, call the Acting Assistant Director
for Refugas and Wildlife, or Noresn Clough (FTS-343-4313) who 13 the staff
person responsible for Alaska wilderness issues.

e/ FRANK DUNKLE
Attachrent
. Directorate Reading Fite - 3248 MI
o RF;gCF - 2343 Ml
ccu - 301§ m
DD Chron - 324
RF/NClough:csw B/13/87:3434313 NC-compser-3-10

RF/8/14/per Gillett's changes
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GAO Comments

The following are GAO’s comments on the Department of the Interior’s
letter dated July 7, 1989.

1. GAO recognizes that the Wilderness Act is a national act and is not
restricted only to Fws, The sentence in the report refers to criteria devel-
oped by FWS based on the Wilderness Act.

2. Fws has forwarded its recommendations to the Assistant Secretary of
the Interior for Fish and Wildlife and Parks. The Assistant Secretary
has not forwarded the recommendations to the Secretary. The report
has been appropriately adjusted.

3. As discussed in the body of the report, GAO disagrees with Interior’s
interpretation of Section 101(d) of ANILCA.

4. The report has been adjusted to eliminate any possible confusion.

5. The map has been corrected to include Izembek National Wildlife
Refuge.
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Major Contributors to This Report

L gy
Bob Robinson, Assistant Director, (202) 634-7352

RGSOUI' cqs, Lamar White, Assignment Manager
Community, and

Economic
Development Division,
Washington, D.C.

. : Larry Feltz, Regional Assignment Manager
Sea'ttle Reglona‘l Office John Sisson, Evaluator-in-Charge

Rodney Conti, Evaluator
Laurie Jones, Evaluator
Stan Stenersen, Evaluator
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