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ADF&G would like to hear your views on the wood bison restoration project

The purpose of this report is to provide the public and decision makers with
comprehensive information on wood bison restoration, to fully identify and discuss the
issues related to wood bison restoration in Alaska, and provide an opportunity for
additional public review and comment. Public comment on this report will be used to
help make decisions on whether ADF&G will proceed with wood bison restoration in
Alaska and, if the project proceeds, will play a significant role in determining where
initial wood bison restoration efforts will be focused.

Comments should be received by June 30, 2007 at: Comments can also be sent by fax to

Wood Bison Environmental Review Comments (907) 4_52'641.0 or email at
ADF&G, Division of Wildlife Conservation woodbison@fishgame.state.ak.us
1300 College Road

Fairbanks, AK 99701-1599
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April 17, 2007

Dear Alaska Wildlife Enthusiast:

On behalf of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Division of Wildlife Conservation
(ADF&G/DWC), | am happy to announce completion of the report “Wood Bison Restoration in
Alaska: A Review of Environmental and Regulatory Issues and Proposed Decisions for Project
Implementation” (Environmental Review). This Environmental Review represents a significant
milestone in the department’s efforts to evaluate wood bison restoration in Alaska. Public
comment on this report will have a major influence in determining whether the department
continues to pursue wood bison restoration in Alaska and, if so, where we attempt to restore this
historically important species.

Up to this point the proposal to restore wood bison has received support from a wide variety of
organizations and individuals interested in Alaska wildlife management and wood bison
conservation. In spring 2005 the department established a Wood Bison Restoration Advisory
Group that included representatives of several state Fish and Game advisory committees, Native
organizations, conservation groups, including both environmental and sportsman’s organizations,
and animal welfare interests. After thoroughly reviewing and discussing available information on
wood bison, the group unanimously recommended that the department continue to pursue wood
bison restoration. The members of this advisory group showed a willingness to set aside
differences of opinion on some issues and work together to achieve the common objective of
returning wood bison to the wild in Alaska. Continuing this spirit of cooperation will be a key
factor in the success of any restoration efforts that are pursued in the future.

Based on public input and thorough biological evaluation, ADF&G believes that wood bison
restoration in Alaska represents an outstanding wildlife conservation opportunity and that wood
bison restoration will ultimately provide benefits for local and nonlocal hunters and wildlife
viewing enthusiasts. It is clear that wood bison are compatible with other wildlife species in the
state and can play an important role in restoring and maintaining natural processes. The wood
bison restoration project also has significance beyond Alaska. Wood bison restoration in Alaska
would help to achieve several goals in Canada’s Wood Bison Recovery Plan and will contribute
to international efforts to restore the ecological role of bison throughout North America.
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There are some remaining challenges described in the Environmental Review that must be
addressed in a cooperative manner in order for the project to move forward. While the
department has been preparing this Environmental Review we have also been pursuing several
other actions that are necessary to restore wood bison in Alaska. If these actions resolve some
regulatory and permitting issues in time, and sufficient public support is evident, we hope to
import wood bison stock from Canada in winter 2007-08, and complete preparations to release
wood bison into the wild by spring 2010 or 2011.

At present it appears that the issues related to importing bison can be resolved in the coming
months, and that there is substantial public interest in working to prepare cooperative
management plans to guide wood bison reintroduction and management in specific areas.
Continued public support and advocacy from diverse wildlife users will be essential in achieving
the wildlife conservation objective of restoring wood bison in Alaska and creating opportunities
for diverse users to share in the benefits.

ADF&G is pleased to provide the public with an additional opportunity to comment on this
proposal to restore a historically important species to Alaska. We look forward to receiving
additional public comments on wood bison restoration. If the public continues to support the
project, we are eager to work with various wildlife users, landowners, local governments and
managing agencies to evaluate and plan for wood bison restoration in specific locations in
Alaska.

Sincerely,

Lt Z\J -

David D. James
Regional Supervisor
Division of Wildlife Conservation
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G or “department”) is evaluating the
possibility of restoring wood bison (Bison bison athabascae) in Alaska because of the potential
for substantial benefits to wood bison conservation and to people. At the same time we recognize
that restoring an animal that has not been present for at least 100 years requires careful
consideration and extensive public involvement and support. During the nearly 15 years the
wood bison restoration project has been considered, it has consistently received broad support by
people and organizations with diverse interests in Alaska’s wildlife. In June 2005 the ADF&G
Wood Bison Restoration Advisory Group (WBRAG) recommended that the department continue
to pursue wood bison restoration and initiate site-specific planning efforts. After additional
public review and comment on this report, ADF&G will decide whether to proceed with further
consideration of wood bison restoration in specific areas.

This Environmental Review (ER) evaluates the potential to restore wood bison at three sites, as
well as considering a “No Action” alternative. The results of the review indicate that wood bison
restoration can be accomplished with minimal or no negative environmental impacts, and would
enhance the diversity of Alaska’s wildlife resources and provide significant benefits to people.
Wood bison restoration in Alaska would make a significant contribution to international efforts
to conserve wood bison and would represent a major step in meeting several key conservation
goals outlined in Canada’s Wood Bison Recovery Plan.

The three sites for wood bison restoration considered in the ER are the Yukon Flats, Minto Flats
and the lower Innoko—Yukon River area. Because of logistic and cost considerations, wood bison
restoration in each area would initially involve releasing bison on private lands near a local
community, with the understanding that bison would be likely to range onto other lands as the
population grew. Bison would be expected to eventually occur on state and/or federal public
lands.

ADF&G concludes that all three sites are suitable for wood bison restoration and that the
environmental effects of restoration at the three sites are similar. However, the three alternatives
differ in terms of habitat potential, long-term conservation benefits, current levels of public
awareness, and potential obstacles related to federal policies. The Yukon Flats site has the best
habitat potential and ranks most favorably overall. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS)
has indicated they prefer that ADF&G initiate wood bison restoration on lands outside of the
Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge. However, they do not object to the proposal to restore
wood bison onto private lands on the Yukon Flats.

ADF&G proposes to proceed with efforts to restore wood bison in Alaska and continue to
consider all three of the potential restoration sites identified in the ER. ADF&G proposes to
initiate site-specific planning efforts for both the Yukon Flats and Minto Flats locations while
also increasing efforts to discuss wood bison restoration with residents of the lower Innoko-
Yukon River area and evaluate local support for bison restoration in this area. Attempting to
restore wood bison almost simultaneously on both Yukon Flats and Minto Flats is the approach
that has the potential to provide the most benefits for various wildlife user groups in the shortest
period of time. Because wood bison restoration on the Yukon Flats has been considered for many
years, as well as other factors discussed in the ER, ADF&G recommends that the Yukon Flats
location be the first priority in terms of initiating a site-specific planning process. Implementing



wood bison restoration at more than one of the potential sites would result in more positive
effects in terms of wood bison conservation, biological diversity, and socioeconomic benefits.

Most of the permitting requirements for the project can be met without much difficulty.
However, several significant legal and policy issues must be adequately addressed before wood
bison restoration can proceed. Even if ADF&G reaches a final decision to proceed with wood
bison restoration in Alaska, there is no guarantee of success at any of the sites being considered.

Because wood bison restoration appears to be an outstanding opportunity for wildlife
conservation in Alaska and, up to this point has received substantial public support, ADF&G
proposes to continue the effort to achieve the following goal:

“Restore wood bison populations to portions of their former habitat in Alaska so they
are again an integral part of Alaska’s wildlife, providing Alaskans and others the
opportunity to enjoy, and benefit from, this ecologically important northern animal.”

In all potential scenarios involving proceeding with the wood bison restoration program,
ADF&G is committed to:

¢ Following the disease testing and health certification requirements established by the
Alaska State Veterinarian and U.S. Department of Agriculture.

¢ Conducting site-specific planning efforts to provide additional opportunity for public
review and comment and close involvement of local residents and other wildlife users.

¢ Conducting a cost-effective and affordable biological monitoring program to monitor the
wood bison population and potential effects on other wildlife and the environment.

¢ Continuing to work with FWS and others to address issues related to the U.S. Endangered
Species Act in a manner that ensures that wood bison restoration in Alaska does not limit
opportunities for future uses and enjoyment of wood bison, or other resource
development activities.

¢ Working to ensure that diverse wildlife users have an opportunity to share in the benefits
of wood bison restoration.

The purpose of this report is to provide the public and decision makers with comprehensive
information on wood bison restoration, to fully identify and discuss the issues related to wood
bison restoration in Alaska and provide an opportunity for additional public review and
comment. Public comment on this report will be used to help make decisions on whether
ADF&G will proceed with wood bison restoration in Alaska and, if the project proceeds, will
play a significant role in determining where initial wood bison restoration efforts will be focused.

ADF&G would like to hear your views on the wood bison restoration project

Comments should be received by June 30, 2007 at: Comments can also be sent by fax to
Wood Bison Environmental Review Comments (907) 4_52-641_0 or email at
ADF&G, Division of Wildlife Conservation woodbison@fishgame.state.ak.us

1300 College Road
Fairbanks, AK 99701-1599
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PROPOSED VISION FOR THE FUTURE OF WOOD BISON IN ALASKA

Wild, free-ranging wood bison again occupy suitable habitat and we continue to make
significant contributions to international wood bison conservation. Wood bison are again an
integral part of Alaska’s natural wildlife diversity, can be enjoyed by Alaskans and visitors to the
state, and also provide local and statewide economic benefits.

SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION

Wood bison (Bison bison athabascae) are a subspecies of North American bison that are larger
than plains bison (Bison bison bison) and are well adapted to northern meadow and forest
habitats. Wood bison were extirpated in Alaska during the last few hundred years, and by 1900
only a few hundred remained in Canada (Stephenson et al. 2001; Gardner and DeGange 2003).
There are now about 4,000 wood bison in healthy, free-ranging herds in Canada. Canada’s
National Recovery Plan for the Wood Bison includes a recommendation to reestablish one or
more populations in Alaska to help secure the future of the subspecies. Restoring wood bison to
one or more parts of their original range in Alaska is a priority in wood bison conservation
(Gates et al. 2001).

This Environmental Review (ER or “report™) evaluates the possibility of restoring wood bison at
one or more of three sites in Interior Alaska: 1) Yukon Flats, 2) Minto Flats, and 3) the lower
Innoko—-Yukon River area (Figure 1; also see Section 5, Figures 4, 5 and 6 for more detailed
maps of each site). Three other potential sites, the Aniak River, Hogatza River and North Fork
Kuskokwim River, were determined to be less suitable as initial locations for wood bison
restoration and are not being further considered at this time. The ER also evaluates a “no action”
alternative in which ADF&G’s efforts to restore wood bison to Alaska would be discontinued.

The ER provides a thorough evaluation of the proposal to restore wood bison in Alaska. It
includes a review of available information, identifies the major issues involved and reviews the
public involvement that has occurred up to this point. The report describes ADF&G’s proposed
goals, objectives, and decisions about proceeding with wood bison restoration in Alaska.
Following public review and comment on the ER, ADF&G will make a final decision on
whether wood bison restoration in Alaska will continue to be pursued and, if so, how. The
decisions made after public review and comment will complete the first phase of the wood bison
restoration planning process.

If the project continues, a second phase of planning will be undertaken. “Phase 11" site-specific
planning would involve working with local residents, other wildlife users, other agencies, and
landowners to develop recommendations on whether to proceed with restoring wood bison at a
specific location. If the recommendation is to move forward, the next step would be to work to
obtain the necessary permits and approvals and develop area-specific cooperative management
and implementation plans. These plans would address wood bison restoration and future
management in more detail.

Alaska’s proposed wood bison restoration program would make a significant contribution to
several key conservation goals and objectives outlined in Canada’s Wood Bison Recovery Plan
including: 1) fostering the restoration of wood bison in parts of their original range outside
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Canada, 2) ensuring that the genetic integrity of wood bison is maintained without further loss as
a consequence of human intervention, 3) reestablishing wood bison in areas where they will be
subject to natural selection, and 4) restoring disease-free wood bison herds, thereby contributing
to the aesthetic, cultural, economic, and social well-being of local communities and society in
general.
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FIGURE 1 Location of the three sites being considered for wood bison restoration in Alaska

PURPOSES, GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

ADF&G is evaluating the possibility of restoring wood bison in Alaska because restoration of
wood bison would: 1) be a major step forward in wood bison conservation and would improve
the outlook for the long-term survival of the subspecies; 2) restore and enhance Alaska’s natural
wildlife diversity and natural processes; and 3) provide opportunities for education, hunting, and
viewing and provide social, economic and cultural benefits to Alaskan’s and others. In addition,
restoration of wood bison in Alaska would:

» Enhance Alaska's wildlife resources by restoring a key indigenous grazing animal to our
northern ecosystems.

» Restore them in suitable habitats within their known or likely original range.



» Provide a basis for sustainable development, including opportunities for local tourism or
hunting and other guiding businesses.

> Restore a historic, cultural connection between bison and people in Alaska.

> Provide an opportunity to monitor the long-term ecological effects of a large grazing
mammal as global climate change occurs, possibly shifting northern ecosystems towards
grasslands.

The following proposed goal and objectives define the chronologic timeline that ADF&G will
pursue to further evaluate and possibly move forward with wood bison restoration in Alaska.
Due to regulatory issues beyond the direct control of ADF&G there is no certainty that these
objectives can be met within the specified time frames, but they provide target dates that can be
achieved if the necessary regulatory decisions are made and personnel and funding resources are
available to allow the project to move forward. Additional detail on projected timelines to
accomplish specific tasks is provided in Section 8, Table 12.

GoAL: Restore wood bison populations to portions of their former habitat in Alaska so that they
are again an inteqgral part of Alaska’s wildlife, providing Alaskans and others the
opportunity to enjoy, and benefit from, this ecologically important northern mammal.

Objective 1:  Through public review and comment on this report, increase public awareness,
evaluate public support and decide whether to proceed with wood bison
restoration in Alaska by July 2007.

Objective 2:  If the decision is made to proceed with wood bison restoration, complete
cooperative implementation and management plans for wood bison restoration
in one or more of the three identified potential release sites by March 2008.

Objective 3:  Depending on progress on objectives 1 and 2, complete necessary testing for
health certification, obtain permits and complete cooperative agreements so that
wood bison can be moved to a temporary holding facility in Alaska in late 2007
or early 2008.

Obijective 4:  Release wood bison into the wild at one or more locations in Alaska by May
2010, or as soon as circumstances allow.

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

Section 2 of this report provides background on the history and status of wood bison and
describes wood bison habitat requirements and the habitat assessments that ADF&G has
conducted to identify suitable locations for possible wood bison restoration. Section 2 also
includes an overview of the history of the wood bison project, describes the findings made under
the ADF&G/DWC Wildlife Transplant Policy, explains the general logistical approach to be
used to restore wood bison, provides an overview of projected growth and monitoring of wood
bison herds and other biological resources, and describes the conservation guidelines that are
being applied. Section 3 identifies several major issues involved in wood bison restoration and
how ADF&G intends to address them. Section 4 provides a detailed review of the public
consultation on wood bison restoration that occurred through fall 2006. Section 5 includes a



review of the potential environmental effects of wood bison restoration at all three of the sites
being considered. This section includes much of the information and analysis that is required for
an Environmental Assessment (EA) that would meet the requirements of the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). It could be used as the basis for preparing an EA in the
future if a federal action occurs that requires NEPA compliance. Section 6 provides an analysis
and response to the scoping letters that were received from other agencies and landowners when
the effort to prepare this ER was initiated. Section 7 provides a review of the permitting and legal
requirements involved in wood bison restoration, including a review of NEPA; the Endangered
Species Act (ESA); FWS refuge mandates and policies; and disease testing and health
certification requirements. Finally, Section 8 outlines the conclusions of the environmental
review and ADF&G’s proposed decisions.

In addition to the information presented in the body of this report, there are several appendices
that provide important information on wood bison restoration in Alaska. These include a joint
review of issues involved in wood bison restoration completed by FWS and ADF&G
(Appendix A), the FWS determination on the status of wood bison in Alaska under the
Endangered Species Act (Appendix B), copies of letters of support from early public
consultation on the Yukon Flats and the summary of public comments from April 2005 Wood
Bison News (Appendix C). Appendix D is a list of the presentations at the Wood Bison
Restoration Advisory Group (WBRAG) meetings identifying the extensive number of experts
involved and the thorough review of information related to wood bison restoration which
occurred at the meetings. Appendix E includes copies of scoping comments received early in the
process of preparing this ER. Appendix F includes the findings that have been made during the
review of the wood bison restoration project under the ADF&G/DWC Wildlife Transplant
Policy.

SECTION 2: BACKGROUND

HISTORY AND STATUS OF WOOD BISON IN NORTH AMERICA

Radiocarbon dates and paleontological data show bison were present in Alaska for more than
400,000 years. Dated bison skeletal remains range from over 40,000 to 170 years old.
Large-horned Pleistocene bison existed in North America until about 10,000 years ago, after
which smaller horned bison evolved, ultimately leading to the existence of the two most recent
North American subspecies, wood bison and plains bison. Skeletal remains and historical
accounts show that wood bison persisted in a large part of their original range in Alaska and
Canada during the last 10,000 years and were a component in the economies of Athabascan
people in central and eastern Alaska during this period. Wood bison were the last subspecies of
bison to live in Alaska, and were present for most of the last 5,000 to 10,000 years.
Archaeological evidence and oral accounts from Native Alaskan elders indicate that wood bison
were hunted until they disappeared from Alaska during the last few hundred years. Detailed
historic accounts from Athabascan elders in Alaska describe how bison were hunted and used
and indicate that they were an important source of food for Athabascan people before they
declined to low levels within the last few hundred years. These accounts indicate that by 1800
only small numbers of bison persisted. The most recent records of wood bison occur in the early
1900s, and include sightings of small groups or single bison in northeastern Alaska. The most



likely reason for the extirpation of bison was the combined effects of hunting and changes in
habitat distribution (Stephenson et al. 2001; Gardner and DeGange 2003).

Soper (1941) estimated that a total of 168,000 wood bison existed in North America in 1800. By
the end of the 19™ century, wood bison had nearly vanished as a result of unregulated hunting
following the fur trade and westward expansion of European settlement (Gates et al. 1992).
Conservation efforts subsequently improved their status in Canada. Currently, there are about
4,000 wood bison in six free-ranging, healthy populations and an additional 700 in captive herds
in Canada.

Under the Canadian Species at Risk Act, which is similar to the U.S. ESA, wood bison are
currently listed as a “threatened” species. The Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife
in Canada downlisted wood bison from *“endangered” to “threatened” status in 1988 because
Canadian populations of wood bison were recovering. The U.S. Endangered Species list (which
includes both foreign and domestic species) currently lists wood bison as endangered “in
Canada.” The FWS is currently evaluating a proposal to revise the status of wood bison under
the ESA to threatened “in Canada,” which is their current legal status under Canadian law.

In October 2004, in response to an inquiry from the Commissioner of the ADF&G, the Director
of the FWS determined that, if wood bison are restored to Alaska, they would not need to be
listed domestically under the ESA (Appendix B). Wood bison brought into Alaska would be
treated as a foreign listed species for import permitting purposes. After arriving in Alaska, wood
bison would have the same legal status as other resident wildlife, although depending on their
status as a foreign listed species, FWS has indicated that there may be a need for some type of
federal authorization to allow harvest if the species were still listed in Canada. If the species is
downlisted to threatened status “in Canada” on the U.S. list of endangered species, an action
likely to occur before the harvest of wood bison in Alaska is feasible, it would be easier to obtain
any needed federal approval for harvest or exportation of trophies. Even if wood bison in Canada
are not downlisted on the ESA, FWS indicates that provisions can be made to allow harvests that
are necessary for herd management. Sections 3 and 7 provide more information on ESA
considerations.

The proposed restoration program would increase the worldwide population of wild wood bison
substantially. Wood bison restoration in Alaska is widely regarded as an important initiative in
wildlife conservation and ecosystem restoration. It is consistent with accepted conservation
principles and Alaska's constitutional mandate to maintain and enhance the states’ natural
resources. It would be a major step forward in bison conservation, and is a significant
opportunity for international cooperation in improving the status of a historically important
native species. In August 2006 the Director of DWC found “that wood bison are an extirpated
indigenous species and are native to Alaska. Once restored to Alaska wood bison will again be
an integral part of Alaska’s natural wildlife diversity and will be managed by ADF&G like other
resident species of wildlife.” (See discussion of the ADF&G Wildlife Transplant Policy below).

Alaska currently supports four plains bison populations, with the largest being the Delta and
Farewell herds. The original herd in Delta Junction was established in 1928 with stock obtained
from the National Bison Range in Montana. Three other herds were subsequently established
with stock from the Delta herd. Because the founding stock for these herds was obtained from



the National Bison Range before there was some introgression of cattle genes into bison at the
National Bison Range, the Alaska herds (particularly the isolated Farewell herd) may be among
the relatively small number of herds that include genetically pure plains bison. Therefore,
Alaska’s plains bison may be important in terms of conserving the genetic integrity of plains
bison over the long term. The areas being considered for wood bison restoration are 100 miles or
more from existing plains bison herds and it is important that these subspecies be maintained
separately so that hybridization is prevented. Restoring wood bison in Alaska will not detract
from the management of Alaska’s plains bison herds. If however, in the future, wood bison were
to become more widespread in Interior Alaska, it might be desirable to replace plains bison herds
with wood bison, the subspecies endemic to Alaska. Replacing plains bison herds with wood
bison could only be considered in areas where livestock and captive plains bison are not present
(e.g., this would not be a viable consideration for the Delta bison herd) and is beyond the scope
of the present environmental review.

WooD Bi1soN HABITAT REQUIREMENTS AND HABITAT ASSESSMENT

Potential areas in Alaska for wood bison restoration must offer suitable habitat characteristics
and quantity and quality of forage species, while not having conflicting land use practices. Also,
as recommended by Canada’s Wood Bison Recovery Team (WBRT), restoring wood bison must
not negatively impact Alaska’s ecosystems by harming indigenous species, damaging habitat, or
introducing diseases or parasites. To provide benefits to wood bison conservation, new herds
must be established in areas where they will not interbreed with plains bison or cattle. It is also
critical that new wood bison herds not have contact with domestic livestock that might be a
source of diseases or parasites. The WBRT recommended the following criteria for suitable
habitat: 1) the area should be able to support a minimum population of at least 400 bison
(Minimum Viable Population or “MVP”), 2) restoration sites should be located in areas where
wood bison will not mix with plains bison, and 3) restoration sites should not have conflicting
land uses such as agriculture (Gates et al. 2001).

Wood bison populations remain within a fairly stable home range, the size of which depends on
habitat availability and numbers, and tends to increase as population density increases. In
general, the range of a population will tend to expand when density reaches about 1-1.6
bison/square mile. For example, a population of 500 bison could be expected to remain within an
area of about 300 to 500 square miles. During most of the year, wood bison occur in small
groups ranging from 1-60 animals. The larger groups include primarily cows, calves, and
juveniles. Wood bison move frequently, generally remaining in a meadow for less than one day,
moving before forage is depleted, and using only the top part of plants. More detailed
information on wood bison ecology and behavior can be found in Section 5, the references cited,
and Appendix A.

Wood bison are primarily grazers and select for sedges and grasses (Reynolds et al. 1978).
Compared to other ungulates, bison are less selective in using available forage. However,
although bison are forage generalists, certain sedge and grass species are preferred. Reynolds et
al. (1978), Larter and Gates (1990), and Fortin et al. (2003) found that slough sedge (Carex
atherodes) is the most important forage species for wood bison in areas where it is available,
especially during winter. To meet nutritional needs, wood bison use a variety of habitats



throughout the year but generally show an affinity for wet and mesic sedge/grass meadows
(Berger et al. 1995; Larter and Gates 1991).

Soil conditions and snow cover can affect bison movements and foraging behavior. Snow depth
and hardness can reduce range use (Van Camp 1975; Reynolds and Peden 1987). Bison exert a
relatively high weight load on track (Telfer and Kelsall 1979), have relatively short legs and do
not dig craters, but use their head to push away snow to access forage. It appears that deep snow
or a snow pack with hard layers will limit bison feeding sites and access to forage. Boggy or
muddy conditions also affect bison movements, and bison prefer relatively dry meadows during
the spring and summer.

Van Camp (1975) found that snow depths up to 30 inches (76 cm) and 24 inches (61 cm) do not
restrict foraging behavior of adult and calf bison, respectively. Bison can tolerate deeper snow
without affecting mortality or productivity as long as wind or icing does not increase snow
density. Plains bison have been observed foraging in snow about 4 feet deep without hard layers
in Yellowstone National Park (Meagher 1973). Snow hardness was found to be the principal
characteristic of snow cover influencing bison use of feeding sites. Reynolds and Peden (1987)
found that bison selected for areas with soft snow for winter feeding habitat and avoided large
windswept meadows. Based on habitat used by most free-ranging wood bison herds in Canada,
optimum wood bison range would include extensive sedge/grass meadow systems with an
abundance of slough sedge. However, the thriving wood bison herd in Yukon, Canada
demonstrates that wood bison can prosper on lower quality ranges as long as snow depth is
limited, making suitable sedge and grass species accessible.

A wood bison habitat inventory was conducted on the Yukon Flats in the early 1990s (Berger et
al. 1995). This study focused on a 410 square mile area south of the Yukon River and a
633 square mile area east of Fort Yukon and south of the Black and Porcupine Rivers, but
included aerial and ground reconnaissance surveys in three additional areas north and northwest
of Fort Yukon and north of the Black River. The study concluded that the two intensively studied
areas (1,043 square miles) could support at least 2,000 bison. Additional aerial and ground
reconnaissance surveys were conducted in areas north and south of the Yukon River near Beaver
in 1998. These surveys indicated that meadow plant communities were similar to those studied
earlier, and that a substantial amount of habitat exists outside the areas studied by Berger et al.
(1995). Land-sat and color IR aerial photographs were used to identify the extent of meadow
habitat in all of the areas mentioned above. This information was used in combination to estimate
the overall extent of high quality wood bison habitat on the Yukon Flats, which includes an area
of about 3,800 square miles. Aerial observations indicate some additional bison habitat exists
outside this area. Additional details regarding the Yukon Flats habitat studies are presented in
Appendix A.

In 2003, ADF&G initiated a broader wood bison habitat assessment effort with the objective of
identifying suitable areas within Interior Alaska that could sustain a population of 400 or more
wood bison. This study used the criteria recommended by the WBRT as well as abundance
indices for suitable forage to evaluate potential wood bison release sites (Gardner 2007).

The “Habitat Assessment of Potential Wood Bison Relocation Sites in Alaska” (Gardner 2007)
examined the Minto Flats, North Fork of the Kuskokwim River, the Aniak River, the lower
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Innoko-Yukon area and an area on the Hogatza River (Figure 2). The North Fork Kuskokwim
was found to include only marginal habitat and is too close to the existing Farewell plains bison
herd. The Aniak area offers adequate forage but is too limited in size to support a herd of 400
wood bison. In the Hogatza area deep snow conditions are common and would be restrictive to
winter foraging. For these reasons, the North Fork Kuskokwim, Hogatza River, and the area near
Aniak are not being further considered at this time (see Section 5 for further detail).

The habitat assessment identified the Minto Flats and lower Yukon-Innoko River areas as
suitable sites for wood bison restoration. As noted above, Berger et al. (1995) concluded that
extensive high quality habitat exists on the Yukon Flats and that the two areas, totaling 1,043
square miles, could support at least 2,000 wood bison. Gardner concluded that, based on the size
of the area and available forage quality and quantity, Minto Flats could support a herd of about
500 wood bison, and that the herd should be limited to this size, at least initially, to reduce the
likelihood that the population would expand into areas along the southeastern edge of the Minto
Flats where there is some agricultural development. Gardner also concluded that extensive
habitat with an abundance of suitable forage occurs in the lower Innoko-Yukon River area,
which could easily support a herd of 400 or more wood bison. He recommends further study of
snow depth and spring flooding before considering a population goal of more than 500 wood
bison in this area.
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FIGURE 2 Study areas for potential wood bison habitat in Interior Alaska



OVERVIEW OF PROJECT HISTORY AND PUBLIC CONSULTATION

Restoring wood bison to the Yukon Flats has been a focus of cooperative efforts among
ADF&G, Canada, local landowners and other conservation interests since 1991. Early on the
Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge (YFNWR) was an active participant in meetings held in
Yukon Flats villages to discuss wood bison restoration. There is an extensive record of support
for the project among tribal councils on the Yukon Flats dating back to this time (Appendix C-1).
As a result of the numerous public meetings, discussions and presentations in local communities
on the Yukon Flats beginning in the early 1990s the level of public awareness about wood bison
restoration is greater than in the other areas now being considered. The Council of Athabascan
Tribal Governments (CATG), a consortium of the 10 tribal governments within the Yukon Flats,
has identified wood bison restoration as a priority for their natural resource management
program.

In 1997 the FWS determined they could not support the project due to concerns that wood bison
restoration would not be compatible with the purposes of the YFNWR (see further discussion in
Section 7). FWS opposition to wood bison restoration on Yukon Flats delayed progress on the
project for several years. However, residents of Yukon Flats and other organizations with an
interest in Alaska wildlife management continued to advocate for wood bison restoration. In
2000, ADF&G staff reevaluated the proposal and determined that wood bison restoration is an
outstanding wildlife conservation opportunity for Alaska that should be fully examined in an
open, public decision-making process. Due in part to uncertainty about whether FWS would
support a restoration effort on the Yukon Flats, ADF&G undertook a renewed evaluation of
potential wood bison habitat in other parts of Interior Alaska.

In spring 2005, DWC initiated further public planning and consultation efforts to evaluate wood
bison restoration in Alaska. As the first step in additional planning, the department established a
citizen’s advisory group (Wood Bison Restoration Advisory Group [WBRAG]) representing
stakeholders in Alaska wildlife and land management to review information on the proposal to
restore wood bison, discuss the relevant issues, and provide recommendations to the department
on wood bison restoration. WBRAG's recommendations were to move forward with wood bison
restoration in Alaska and continue to pursue restoration at all three potential release sites, with
the understanding that further planning and public involvement would be required before final
decisions are made. The group also developed a list of 20 guidelines for wood bison restoration.
The complete recommendations of the WBRAG are provided in Section 4.

In May 2005, ADF&G distributed a newsletter that summarized the results of the first WBRAG
meeting and provided an opportunity for written public comment on the proposal to restore wood
bison. Although the newsletter was not widely circulated the comments received strongly
favored wood bison restoration.

In winter 2005-06, ADF&G staff attended local Fish and Game advisory committees meetings in
the Minto and lower Innoko—Yukon River areas to provide information about the wood bison
project and seek input from the committees. The Minto—Nenana, Tanana—Manley—Rampart and
Grayling—Anvik-Shageluk—Holy Cross advisory committees each endorsed wood bison
restoration and continued planning to consider such an initiative in their respective areas.
Discussion of wood bison restoration with advisory committees continued during fall 2006 with
further support expressed. The Eastern Interior and Western Interior federal subsistence advisory
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councils have also voiced support for wood bison restoration. Section 4 and Appendix C provide
a more detailed review of public involvement and comment.

As noted in the Executive Summary, most recently the FWS has indicated they prefer that
ADF&G initiate the wood bison restoration on lands outside of the Yukon Flats National
Wildlife Refuge. However, they do not object to the proposal to restore wood bison onto private
lands in the Yukon Flats.

WILDLIFE TRANSPLANT POLICY REVIEW

The ADF&G/DWC Wildlife Transplant Policy (WTP) was established in July 1995 and was
designed to contribute to the:

1. Conservation of Alaska’s native wildlife and their habitats;
2. Restoration and maintenance of wildlife diversity;

3. Protection of the state’s rich natural heritage; and

4. Enhancement of wildlife values for the benefit of the people.

The purposes of the WTP are to identify concerns that must be appraised and establish a protocol
for systematically evaluating those concerns to ensure that the public benefits from transplants
substantially outweigh ecological and socioeconomic risks.

In August 2006 the department initiated an evaluation of the proposal to restore wood bison
according to the process required in the WTP. The DWC Director approved a WTP Scoping
Report and issued a finding “that wood bison are an extirpated indigenous species and are native
to Alaska. Once restored to Alaska wood bison will again be an integral part of Alaska’s natural
wildlife diversity and will be managed by ADF&G like other resident species of wildlife.” The
Director also instructed staff to establish a WTP Review Committee for the project. The primary
duty of the review committee, as defined in the WTP, was “to determine whether wood bison
restoration is likely to effect a significant reduction in the range, distribution, habitat, or
pre-existing human use of other species.”

In January 2007 the WTP Review Committee concluded that wood bison restoration is not likely
to effect a significant reduction in the range, distribution, habitat, or preexisting human use of
other species. Public comment on the findings of the WTP Review Committee is being sought as
part of the review of this ER. The Director’s finding on the status of wood bison in Alaska and
the Findings of the Wood Bison Restoration Wildlife Transplant Policy Review Committee are
included in Appendix F.

GENERAL LOGISTIC APPROACH TO WOOD BISON RESTORATION

A number of steps would be involved in restoring wood bison populations at remote sites in their
former habitat. There are two approaches that could be used to create a source of suitable stock
for Alaska’s restoration effort.

One approach is to import young bison from captive herds in Canada. Once necessary import
permits are obtained and after health certification, the animals would be transported by truck to a
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holding facility at the Alaska Wildlife Conservation Center (AWCC) near Portage, Alaska.
AWCC presently manages a herd of 22 wood bison that include 13 wood bison provided by the
FWS, and their progeny. Additional calves will be born in spring 2007. The AWCC facility
includes several enclosures encompassing over 100 acres that are available for wood bison, as
well as a handling facility that can be used for veterinary work and other purposes. ADF&G is in
the process of completing a Memorandum of Understanding with AWCC that will guide
husbandry practices for wood bison that are temporarily held at the facility, and provide for their
eventual use for restoration efforts in the wild. The temporary use of additional Chugach
National Forest land adjacent to AWCC to help support wood bison is also being pursued.

Bison would likely be held at AWCC for approximately one to two years for additional disease
testing and observation. This will allow ample time to make preparations for their release at one
or more of the potential restoration sites. At the appropriate time bison would be transported by
truck or in large horse trailers to Anchorage or Fairbanks. Wood bison could be transported to
the Minto Flats site by truck. For the Yukon Flats or lower Innoko—Yukon sites, they would be
loaded on a C-130 or other large aircraft and flown to an airstrip near a local community where
they would be transferred to a small temporary holding corral in late winter, where they would
be held for several weeks before being released.

If it is not possible to bring additional wood bison stock from Canada into Alaska, it may be
necessary to use the existing stock at AWCC and allow additional time for them to increase in
numbers. This approach would also involve efforts to obtain surplus semen and/or embryos from
captive wood bison in Canada and implant them in bison in Alaska to provide increased genetic
diversity quickly at a relatively low cost. Artificial insemination and embryo transplants are
commonly used in cattle and other species, and have been successfully used with plains bison.
ADF&G is exploring this approach with the Wood Bison Reproductive Research Group in
Canada, which is refining the techniques necessary to apply this reproductive technology in
northern bison. ADF&G and cooperators will attempt to incorporate as much genetic diversity as
possible in stock used in restoration efforts.

Because of logistic and cost considerations, wood bison restoration would initially involve
releasing bison on private lands near a local community, with the understanding that bison would
range onto other lands as the population grew. Bison would eventually occupy state, federal, and
private lands. A temporary holding facility consisting of up to 5-10 fenced acres, a small camp
and a supply of hay would be established at a release site near a local community. The final step
in the reintroduction would involve transporting 40-50 or more wood bison to this site in late
winter, where they would be held and allowed to acclimate in their new location before being
released several weeks later, in early spring. Section 5 includes an additional description of the
physical infrastructure that would be required.

PROJECTED POPULATION GROWTH AND MONITORING

Based on experience with reintroduced populations elsewhere, wood bison would be expected to
increase at a rate of 15%-25% annually after becoming established (Gates and Larter 1990;
ADF&G, unpublished data). With an average annual growth rate of 20%, an initial precalving
population of 50 bison would increase to 500 in approximately 13 years. If the population were
augmented with an additional 50 bison in the year following the initial release, it would take
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about 10 years to reach 500. Variation in the rate of growth could lengthen or reduce the period
necessary to reach the population objective. For example, if the average growth rate were 25%, a
herd of 50 would increase to 500 in only 11 years. Biological data necessary for long-term
management of a herd of bison would be obtained from an annual spring census, fall
composition counts, and monitoring of herd movements. Bison populations are relatively easy to
monitor because of their visibility, gregarious nature, and fidelity to seasonal ranges (ADF&G
1994).

A population of about 500 wood bison would be expected to remain within an area of about
500 square miles, based on wood bison population ecology in Mackenzie Bison Sanctuary,
(Gates and Larter 1990). However, the total area occupied could be smaller if habitat for wood
bison is more abundant than in the Mackenzie Bison Sanctuary, as it appears to be in the three
areas being considered in Alaska (Berger et al. 1995; Gardner 2007). It seems likely that in these
settings populations of about 500 bison would occur largely within an area of 300-500 square
miles, as is the case for the Delta and Farewell plains bison herds. This area is equivalent in size
to 8-14 townships.

In terms of the Yukon Flats and Innoko areas this suggests that, given the patterns of
landownership in these areas a population established on private land near local communities
would probably occur at least periodically in small numbers on federal public lands within a few
years or less, and possibly within months after their release. As numbers increased the number of
bison on both private and public lands would increase, but it is not possible to predict their exact
distribution over time. This is partly because of the large amount of suitable habitat in these areas
and the difficulty in anticipating the precise seasonal use patterns that would develop over the
long term. Potential release sites in the Yukon Flats and lower Innoko areas would probably be
located about 3-12 miles from federal public land, depending on the community involved and
landownership patterns. The Minto Flats area includes primarily Alaska Native corporation lands
and state lands, including the Minto Flats State Game Refuge (MFSGR). Land in the lower
Innoko—Yukon area is primarily owned by Alaska Native corporations and the Bureau of Land
Management (BLM). (See Figures 4, 5 and 6 in Section 5 for detailed maps showing
landownership patterns at each site).

LONG-TERM ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH AND MONITORING

Based on the information reviewed in Section 5 and Appendix A, as well as reviews by the
department (ADF&G 1994) and the Alaska Chapter of The Wildlife Society (Griffith et al.
(1998), and information presented to the WBRAG (Appendix D), wood bison are unlikely to
have significant effects on other wildlife or the environment at the population densities that
would be expected to occur. Griffith et al. (1998) recommended post-release studies to document
the effect on waterfowl habitat and production. In his presentation to the WBRAG, Dr. Mark
Lindberg, an Associate Professor of Biology and Wildlife at the University of Alaska Fairbanks
who specializes in waterfowl research, concluded that bison would have little or no effect on
waterfowl populations, that any negative effects would be localized, and that beneficial effects
might include an increase in the quality and quantity of meadows. He also reviewed studies
showing that changes in water levels and predation cause large annual variation in waterfowl
production in Interior Alaska, which would make it difficult to detect any minor effects of wood
bison. Dr. Lindberg emphasized the need for control sites (no bison present) and treatment sites
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(with bison present) to examine the effects of bison on waterfowl and suggests that a “Before-
After-Control-Impact/Interrupted Times Series” approach might be the best study design for
monitoring long-term relationships between bison and waterfowl. He recommends that efforts to
establish baseline nesting density should include other waterbird and landbird species that are in
national decline such as red necked and horned grebes, lesser yellowlegs, solitary sandpiper, and
rusty blackbird. In addition to waterfowl studies, long-term monitoring to study the effects of
grazing on plant and animal communities using exclosures will also be considered. ADF&G will
work with other scientists to develop research and monitoring plans appropriate for each site.

CONSERVATION GUIDELINES

Wood bison restoration efforts will be pursued based on accepted biological principles and will
incorporate guidelines and recommendations found in ADF&G’s Wildlife Transplant Policy, the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)/Species Survival Commission
guidelines for the Translocation of Living Organisms and also the IUCN Guidelines for the
Reintroduction of Native Species. In addition, the IUCN Bison Specialist Group for North
America is completing a North American Bison Conservation Status and Action Plan. This
document will include recommendations on conservation and management of biodiversity,
genetics, populations, habitat and other aspects of bison restoration and management. ADF&G is
participating in the completion of this plan, and has considered and incorporated many of the key
recommendations into plans for developing Alaska’s wood bison restoration program. These
include the desirability of managing for relatively large populations wherever possible to help
conserve genetic diversity.

SECTION 3: MAJOR ISSUES INVOLVED IN WOOD BISON RESTORATION

As wood bison restoration in Alaska has been evaluated, several major issues have been
identified that, if not satisfactorily addressed, could result in a lengthy delay or inability to
proceed with wood bison restoration. This section provides an overview of these issues and
generally how ADF&G intends to address them. ADF&G believes these issues can be resolved;
however, it is important for the public and decision-makers to be aware of them and the potential
ramifications to the effort to restore wood bison in Alaska. If wood bison restoration proceeds to
site-specific planning, all of the applicable issues will be reexamined in greater detail in the
context of each particular situation.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE IMPORT REGULATIONS

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) regulations (9 C.F.R. 893.401) currently ban the import
of bovines (cattle and bison) into the U.S. from Canada for breeding purposes due to concerns
about mad cow disease (bovine spongiform encephalopathy or BSE). However, the USDA
recently proposed a new regulation which, with some modification, would allow the import of
bison and other animals from Canada for breeding and other purposes. USDA will prepare a final
regulation after a comment period ending in March 2007. The USDA is authorized to make
exceptions to the current regulations when such action will not endanger the livestock or poultry
of the United States, and it may be possible to obtain an exemption to allow import from Canada
for the purpose of restoring wood bison in Alaska if the regulations are not changed. Until the
present situation changes or an exemption is obtained, wood bison stock cannot be brought into
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Alaska from Canada. There is no identified threat of BSE from wood bison, but they were
included in the import ban, which applies to all bovines. If the import obstacle persists, it is
possible that the genetic diversity of wood bison stock currently at the AWCC can be
supplemented through artificial insemination and/or embryo transfer, as described previously.

ADF&G intends to work with the USDA to modify bovine import regulations to allow the
import of wood bison into Alaska for breeding purposes to support the wood bison restoration
program. Section 6 includes a summary of a letter received from the USDA that addresses this
issue and Section 7 includes a more detailed discussion of USDA regulations.

DISEA