Summary of comments and recommendations for the technical review “Bear predation management to increase the harvestable surplus of moose in Interior and Southcentral Alaska”

by Boertje et al. for Alaska Chapter of The Wildlife Society (Tom Paragi, 28 Nov 2006)
Summary and Discussion:  Most comments on the revised draft acknowledged that the literature review of bear predation on moose calves in the boreal region of Alaska was thorough.  Reviewer #15 suggested that the context of proximate vs. ultimate causes of mortality be briefly discussed, although at least two of the studies reviewed (Keech 2000 and Bertram and Vivion 2002) also weighed calves as an indicator of herd nutritional status.  Several comments noted that no data existed to evaluate whether reduction of bears, either alone or in combination with wolf control, has demonstrated an increase in harvestable surplus of moose (the fundamental objective of intensive management), a point the review committee acknowledged specifically for control programs by private citizens (review, p. 18).  The best documentation of attempts to increase ungulate calf survival through liberalized grizzly hunting was in Unit 13 (Nelchina Basin).  The initial harvest level failed to decrease the Unit 13 grizzly population between aerial survey estimates in 1987 and 1998, and a follow up to see if the population has declined as a result of more liberal bear harvest since 1998 is planned for 2007 (review, p. 20).  To date the public control programs implemented for five areas of the state in 2004 and 2005 (review, Fig. 1) have had negligible effects on total grizzly kill (harvest + control was within the range of harvest only the 5 previous years; review, Table 1).  Most comments critical of the review expressed strong disappointment that the potential effects of bear reduction programs on bear populations was not directly addressed in any detail, similar to comments on the earlier draft by the Board.   My understanding is that the committee chose to focus the review on the topic of bear predation on moose calves because that is where the most data exist.  
Recommendation:  The draft review represents substantial work in documenting the role of grizzly and black bear predation on moose calves in Alaska but falls short of what many Chapter members suggest is the broader need to evaluate the potential effects of bear reduction programs on black and grizzly populations.  I have identified three options:
1) Reject the review, return the draft and comments to authors with thanks for their efforts,  and encourage them to consider revising it for submission to the Journal of Wildlife Management

2) Return draft review with comments to authors to revise as an Alaska Chapter TWS technical review solely on the title topic, not as a broader review that includes the effects of predator control programs on bear populations (suggested by reviewer #6)
3) Pass on the draft and comments to national TWS as background for the boreal ecosystem section a larger national review, per recent email from Tom Franklin (TWS president-elect):

“The Wildlife Society is in the early stages of outlining a charge for a technical review on the subject of intensive predator control for ungulate yield.  I have discussed the topic with President Organ and he has agreed to present the idea to Council.  The Chapter's work will be a very important element of the review.  However, our current thinking is to initiate a new review rather than build on the existing Chapter paper on bear predation management.  This is to ensure objectivity and to allow a broader geographic treatment of the issue as well as to encompass additional predator and prey species.”
If we choose option 3 (either alone or in combination with options 1 or 2), I would caution national TWS that Alaska predator management should not be lumped in the same context with mitigating predation effects associated with recovery of grizzly bear and wolf populations in the northern Rocky Mountains.   Following reintroduction of wolves in the mid-90s, the population in that region now exceeds 1,200 (roughly 4 times the recovery goal), with the wolf population in Wyoming growing at 20% annually and controversy over game and livestock depredation understandably increasing.  These predators were effectively extirpated in many areas of western North American by around 1900 through use of bounties and poison before game management as we know it existed.  Current “ecosystem cascades” are occurring near Yellowstone as grizzly recovery and the new presence of wolves is causing reorganization of the carnivore guild (coyotes, cougars, foxes, bobcats) and reducing high elk populations that were maintained for decades by state and federal agencies with winter feeding to support hunting (outside the Park) and viewing.  With wild herbivores reduced and cattle increasingly fenced out of riparian areas, there are some dramatic recoveries of sprouting species like willow and aspen. 

There is no predator extirpation policy on state or federal lands in Alaska.  Article VIII of the Alaska Constitution requires sustained yield of all species, including predators.  Implementation plans for predator control (5 Alaska Administrative Code 92.125) exist for 5 years, subject to renewal.  For wolves (vulnerable to tracking in the snow by aircraft), the plans define minimum population objectives based on prior aerial surveys to estimate population size, thus limit the extent of reduction.  The only exception to population minimums is the Unit 19D Experimental Micro Management Area (528 mi2 EMMA surrounding McGrath and Nikolai) that has an objective of “predator removal” as agreed by the “implementation team” under the Knowles Administration.  I know of no evidence of dramatic changes in vegetation (even in Unit 20A with high moose density and high wolf density; NRC 1997: 45, Fig. 3.2) that is masking the natural disturbance regime of fire and flooding.  Unpublished research (Butler, Kielland, Hanley, Rupp) has shown that moose browsing is hastening alder succession over willow bars along the nearby Tanana River, but I have documented the same successional process on the middle Kuskokwim River in areas of nearly 10X lower moose density because floods are not as extensive or frequent as in earlier parts of the 20th Century (which has implications for moose carrying capacity and population objectives).
Epilogue:  As of September 2006 we have a review on the sale of bear parts posted on our website, and I hope the present review of bear predation on moose calves can be salvaged for the predation aspect alone.  I do not have the desire to try and assemble yet another committee to attempt a review of predator control on bear populations.  When I sought to assemble this committee, several of our Chapter members with this expertise wanted no involvement with the process because of its entanglement with ethical issues and values.  I had stubbornly ignored this foreboding clue out of frustration over the glaring need to define operational guidelines (lacking in the 1997 NRC report) for the managers tasked with implementing predator control programs by the public decision-making bodies.  My job now involves deriving operational guidelines for habitat assessment in the nebulous realm of “carrying capacity.” This task has the potential to begin providing objective information on browse availability that may influence the Board of Game to modify the population objectives that set the threshold for when intensive management must be considered by law (not by ADF&G discretion).  Thus, you can appreciate my interest in clarity on these subjects.  
I retain lingering hope for completion of a review of bear baiting, which was the prominent issue that kicked off this process.  Two baiting committee members (Tom Smith and Bill Leacock) quit last year.  In a last ditch effort, I assembled the bear baiting committee for 1.5 hours one evening in Anchorage during the national meeting in September 2006 and witnessing what looked like a clear direction and commitment by members to have an initial draft review by 1 December.  Recently Kyle Joly has joined the committee and brought new energy. The committee will not meet this upcoming deadline, but a draft is finally taking shape.  
Participating as an ex-officio member of the 3 review committees has provided me with a good background on the issues that complements my 20 years working for state and federal agencies across much of the boreal region of the state.  I believe that continuing oversight of predator control programs is strongly warranted, enough so that I have undertaken it in a more direct role in my job.  I had hoped the TWS reviews would provide consensus and guidance on the required frequency and precision of population estimates, nutritional measures or indices to monitor, etc.  To date I remain disappointed that we will accomplish that goal. 

The review work has allowed me to put identifiable conservation risks from overharvest of bears (localized extirpation, depressed populations for prolonged periods in even small regions, or any measurable ecosystem effects) in perspective with other threats to wildlife in Alaska, particularly the potential causes of long-term habitat change in our state (logging in coastal old growth, large mining projects, energy exploration and development, and broadly measurable effects of climate change).  The potential for overharvest of black and grizzly bears over large regions in the boreal forest is low and likely to remain so because of economic and social trends (increasing price of fuel, minimal public participation in the recently allowed bear control practices even on the road system, low prices for bear hides, generally decreased bear hunting interest by villagers, stable or shrinking village populations as regional hubs and urban centers grow).   The extent and dispersion of ANILCA conservation areas where policies and laws require high thresholds of biological proof of predation effects before allowing predator control to increase game populations for non-local hunters means that wide ranging predators like bears and wolves will continue to have large areas where (1) the combined subsistence and sport harvest of predators will remain low and (2) the documented subsistence needs for moose by rural residents are relatively low.  Unless we see a major decrease in costs of access combined with a substantial increase in the monetary value of Interior bear hides and parts, predators and prey will continue to exist in low density dynamic equilibrium over large portions of the boreal forest.  This may be perceived as a harvest allocation problem by some people, but LDDE is not a species conservation threat to either large predators or their prey under present conditions.  
I will provide oversight with the remaining efforts at technical reviews until May 2007, at which point I will resign my involvement with any remaining bear reviews and focus on other issues where the Chapter can find consensus in a timely fashion.  Over the12 years I have been actively involved with the Chapter, including committee work on several position statements, I have never seen this level of unwillingness by qualified individuals to serve on committees, nor such member discord with what a committee has produced. If during the legislative open house we are asked for our position about the three issues, I can simply state that the topics are highly controversial among professionals to the extent that consensus on data requirements and thresholds for management decisions often cannot be reconciled.  If someday we have a specific request by an agency or decision making body to produce a technical review or position on a facet of predator control, I can only hope that a few qualified members will step forward and efficiently collaborate to meet a deadline.
Short-term issues aside, the larger question for managing predator-prey systems that no one is addressing is where a growing Alaskan population expects to obtain future sources of red meat.  Cost of imported domestic meat will rise with price of fossil fuel needed in all facets of its supply chain.  The difficulty in managing wild game in large remote areas and controversy over balancing social and economic issues for sustained yield from moose and caribou will only continue.  With warmer conditions driving fire and wetland drying in the boreal region, grassland savanna is predicted to increase at the expense of conifer forest over the course of decades in the lower elevations of the state. Grazing systems composed of wild species (mule deer and wood bison), ranched species (elk, yak, and plains bison), and domestic livestock are either underway or being discussed in the Interior and Southcentral regions.  Given that meat production is the primary justification for intensive management, I think one of the more productive avenues for public discourse on conservation of large carnivores is for AK-TWS to examine options for feeding people with a growing role of semi-domestic game ranching on natural forages near the road system.  We could focus on carnivore conservation on remote wild lands (managing predators and prey in the LDDE), the role of intensive management near the road system where hunting and trapping already regulate large carnivores, and strict protocols for game ranching to avoid disease and range damage.  I view the current struggle to maintain wild areas with natural processes in Alaska while exporting the negative effects of our population growth times resource consumption rate elsewhere on the earth is both unsustainable on a global scale and hypocritical.
Tom

