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  TESTIMONY OF
ERIC J. TAYLOR

ALASKA CHAPTER OF THE WILDLIFE SOCIETY

BEFORE THE ALASKA STATE LEGISLATURE

HOUSE JUDICIARY COMMITTEE

REGARDING HOUSE BILL 256
ACTIVE GAME MANAGEMENT / AIRBORNE SHOOTING
FEBRUARY 20, 2008
A bill for an act entitled:  “An Act relating to active game management and to the airborne or same day airborne taking of certain game animals; making conforming                                    amendments; and providing for an effective date.”

Chairman Ramas and Members of the House Judiciary Committee:

I am Eric Taylor and am representing the Alaska Chapter of The Wildlife Society.  The Wildlife Society (TWS) was founded in 1937 as international non-profit scientific and educational association dedicated to excellence in wildlife stewardship through science and education.  TWS has over 7,000 members in 90 universities, 50 states, and 60 countries with the mission to enhance the ability of wildlife professionals to conserve diversity, sustain productivity, and ensure responsible use of wildlife resources for the benefit of society.
The Alaska Chapter of TWS was founded in 1971 and today includes over 200 wildlife professionals employed by state, federal, and local fish and game agencies, academic institutions, non-governmental conservation organizations, and private industry.  The Alaska Chapter’s mission is to enhance the ability of wildlife professionals to conserve diversity, sustain productivity, and ensure responsible use of Alaska’s wildlife habitats. Our membership includes wildlife professionals with recognized expertise in population biology, habitat ecology, predator-prey management, climate change, and wildlife disease. 
I am a wildlife biologist by profession and have a B.S. degree in Wildlife Management from the University of Missouri, a Master’s degree in Wildlife Ecology from the University of Alaska Fairbanks, and a Ph.D. in Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences from Texas A&M University.  My graduate research was conducted in Arctic Alaska and I have worked on wildlife issues in Alaska for nearly three decades.  I am currently Past President of the Alaska Chapter TWS.
The Alaska Chapter of The Wildlife Society opposes House Bill 256 because the proposed amendments degrade the fundamental and critical importance of science-based wildlife management.  Although the bill was designed to clarify and simplify state law regarding the process to conduct game management programs, we believe it eliminates fundamental, scientific requirements and mandates that are essential in science-based resource management.  If enacted, the proposed legislation will result in wildlife management that lacks sufficient scientific rigor, fails to attain professional and public transparency, and not achieve the Governor’s stated objective of “…a proactive, science-based predator management program where appropriate.”

The Alaska Chapter of The Wildlife Society has reviewed proposed House Bill 256 concurrent with AS 16.05.255 (e-g) (The Intensive Management Statute) and AS 16.05.783 (Same Day Airborne Hunting Act).  Specific comments on language to be repealed and reenacted in HB256 are provided below.  

Section 3, HB 256 would repeal AS 16.05.255 (e):
“The Board of Game shall adopt regulations to provide for intensive management programs to restore the abundance or productivity of identified big game prey populations as necessary to achieve human consumptive use goals of the board in an area where the board has determined that


(1) consumptive use of the big game prey population is a preferred use;


(2) depletion of the big game prey population or reduction of the productivity of the big game population has occurred and may result in a significant reduction in the allowable human harvest of the population; and


(3) enhancement of abundance or productivity of the big game prey population is feasibly achievable utilizing recognized and prudent active management techniques.”

Section 3, HB 256 reenacts AS 16.05.255 (e) to read:

“The Board of Game shall identify moose, caribou, and deer populations that are important for providing for a high level of human harvest and shall establish objectives for human harvest and population size of the identified populations.”
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HB 256 would delete provisions of the Intensive Management Statute (AS 16.05.255 (e-g)) that specify intensive management is to be applied only to an area with a depleted big game prey population or an area with reduced productivity of a big game population.  HB256 also removes the transparent expectation that intensive management practices to enhance the abundance or productivity of a big game population are feasibly achievable based on recognized and prudent active management techniques.  The Alaska Chapter TWS believes these provisions should be retained to ensure the Alaska Board of Game is directed to:  (i) implement intensive management in appropriate areas (ii) use methods that are feasible, achievable, and prudent. 

Section 4, HB 256 would repeal AS 16.05.255 (f):

“The Board of Game may not significantly reduce the taking of an identified big game prey population by adopting regulations relating to restrictions on harvest or access to the population, or to management of the population by customary adjustments in seasons, bag limits, open and closed areas, methods and means, or by other customary means authorized under (a) of this section, unless the board has adopted regulations, or has scheduled for adoption at the next regularly scheduled meetings of the board regulations, that provide for intensive management to increase the take of the population for human harvest consistent with (e) of this section.  This subsection does not apply if the board


(1) determines that intensive management would be


(A) ineffective, based on scientific information;


(B)  inappropriate due to land ownership patterns; or 


(C) against the best interest of subsistence users; or


(2)  declares that a biological emergency exists and takes immediate action to protect or maintain the big game prey population in conjunction with the scheduling for adoption of those regulations that are necessary to implement (e) of this section.”
Section 4, HB 256 reenacts AS 16.05.255 (f) to read:
“The Board of Game shall adopt regulations to achieve the objectives established under (e) of this section for human harvest and population size of the identified moose, caribou, and deer populations, including, as it considers advisable, seasons and bag limits, and regulations establishing management actions conducive to achieving the objectives.  If an identified moose, caribou, or deer population is not meeting the established objectives, the board shall adopt regulations it considers advisable to restore the population’s productivity and increase human harvest, including active management measures and programs.”
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HB256 would delete provisions from the Intensive Management Statute (AS 16.05.255 (f)) that intensive management would not apply if the Alaska Board of Game determined that intensive management would be ineffective, based on scientific information; inappropriate due to land ownership; or against the best interest of subsistence users.  If HB 256 was enacted, specific conditions identified in the current statute would be replaced by the Alaska Board of Game adopting intensive management regulations it considers “advisable” and implementing management actions it believes are “conducive” to achieving the objectives. We believe that replacing specific conditions with undefined and subjective terms does not clarify the intensive management statute.  Rather, we are concerned the revised language could result in adoption of intensive management actions independent of scientific information, land ownership, or the interests of subsistence users. 
Section 8, HB 256 amends AS 16.05.783 (a)1 to read:   


(a)  A person may not shoot or assist in shooting a free-ranging wolf, [OR]                             

wolverine, or brown bear the same day that the [A] person has been airborne.                              

However, the Board of Game may authorize a predator control program [AS PART                                      

OF A GAME MANAGEMENT PLAN] that involves airborne or same day airborne                                            

shooting of wolves, wolverines, or brown bears if the board determines that the                           

program would be conducive to achieving the objectives established for human                                  

harvest or population size of a moose, caribou, or deer population identified                                 

under AS 16.05.255(e) or would be conducive to the health of a predator                                       

population, and if the program is limited to the area necessary for that purpose                              

 [HAS DETERMINED BASED ON INFORMATION PROVIDED BY THE                                                              

DEPARTMENT                                                                                                      


(1)  IN REGARD TO AN IDENTIFIED BIG GAME PREY                                                           

POPULATION UNDER AS 16.05.255(g) THAT OBJECTIVES SET BY THE                                                       

BOARD FOR THE POPULATION HAVE NOT BEEN ACHIEVED AND THAT                                                          

PREDATION IS AN IMPORTANT CAUSE FOR THE FAILURE TO ACHIEVE                                                        

THE OBJECTIVES SET BY THE BOARD, AND THAT A REDUCTION OF                                                          

PREDATION CAN REASONABLY BE EXPECTED TO AID IN THE                                                                

ACHIEVEMENT OF THE OBJECTIVES; OR                                                                                 


(2)  THAT A DISEASE OR PARASITE OF A PREDATOR                                                           

POPULATION                                                                                                        



(A)  IS THREATENING THE NORMAL BIOLOGICAL                                                          

CONDITION OF THE PREDATOR POPULATION; OR                                                                     



(B)  IF LEFT UNTREATED, WOULD SPREAD TO OTHER                                                      

 POPULATIONS].                     
1 New Text Underlined    [DELETED TEXT CAPITALIZED AND BRACKETED]                                                                      
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HB 256 would delete from the Same Day Airborne Hunting Act (AS 16.05.783) the provision requiring the Alaska Department of Fish and Game to develop and implement a Game Management Plan when an airborne predator shooting program is authorized by the Board of Game. The Alaska Chapter TWS believes that a game management plan that describes justification, objectives, methods, management implications, and criteria of success or failure is a prerequisite for any scientific wildlife management action involving the use of airborne shooting of wolves, wolverines, or brown bears.  The Alaska Chapter TWS does not agree that in lieu of a Game Management Plan developed by research and management wildlife biologists in the Department of Fish and Game, HB256 allows same day airborne shooting of wolves, wolverines, or brown bears if the Alaska Board of Game determines the program would be 


“…conducive to achieving the objectives established for human harvest or 
population size of a moose, caribou, or deer population identified under AS 
16.05.255(e) or would be conductive to the health of a predator population…”. 
HB256 would delete the requirement that the Alaska Board of Game’s decision to authorize a predator control program be based on scientific information provided by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  Wildlife professionals employed by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game remain the most appropriate and critical source of scientific information on whether a proposed predator control program is justified and its likelihood of success in meeting population and harvest objectives for big game animals in Alaska.  We believe that any management recommendation, including whether to implement a predator control program, should be based on scientific data.  Therefore, we recommend HB256 be amended to ensure that any predator control management action authorized by the Board is based on scientific data and recommendations provided by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  Implementing a predator control program without considering scientific data voids a basic tenet of wildlife management and standards of The Wildlife Society.   
The Alaska Chapter TWS does not agree with the proposed deletion of text that requires prior to authorizing a predator control program, the Alaska Board of Game must determine that 


“…predation is an important cause for the failure to achieve the objectives set by 
the board and that a reduction in predation can reasonably be expected to aid in 
the achievement of objectives.” 

The Alaska Chapter TWS believes it is essential a predator control program be considered only when predation is considered an important cause for failing to achieve moose, caribou or deer population objectives and that such a program is likely to achieve these objectives.  Because the Alaska Board of Game may authorize a predator program when it is “conducive” to achieve wildlife population objectives and/or objectives established for human harvest implies that predation, as a explanatory variable in observed population moose, caribou or deer populations trends, may not be necessary for the Board to authorize a predator control program.
  If so, we question how a program can be designed and implemented by wildlife professionals to address the stated objectives.  The current legislation eliminates the requirement of developing a state game management plan concurrent with predator control program and abolishes the requirement for the Alaska Board of Game to consider scientific information from the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  We do not support eliminating requirements of the Board to: (i) demonstrate that predation is an important cause for the failure to achieve population objectives or (ii) that a reduction in predation via designing and implementing a predator control program can reasonably be expected to aid in the achievement of the objectives.  
Summary

As a result of the 1994 Intensive Management Statute, the Alaska Chapter TWS developed a position statement in August 1995 to identify concerns on AS 16.05.255 (e-g) and to recommend appropriate amendments that would reconcile the law with sound wildlife management.  The Alaska Chapter TWS recommended that the Legislature direct the Alaska Board of Game and the Alaska Department of Fish and Game to conduct a public planning process to identify area-specific management objectives
 for populations and ecosystems
.  A specific management action for an area was to be based on the most current scientific information, be sensitive to local concerns in the planning process, and include objective measures of the success.  
Today we reaffirm the importance of game management plans based on rigorous science, built upon public support, and evaluated for effectiveness prior to implementation.  HB 256 deletes consideration of scientific data, removes the requirement of game management plans, fails to consider landownership patterns or interests of subsistence users, and it does not require written findings by the Commissioner of Fish and Game or the Alaska Board of Game that predation is an important cause for the failure to achieve objectives or that reduction of predation may be expected to aid in the achievement of the objectives.  

In summary, the Alaska Chapter of the Wildlife Society does not support HB256 as written.  We remain committed to excellence in conservation and stewardship of Alaska’s wildlife resources and offer to our assistance in revising the proposed legislation to better conserve diversity, sustain productivity, and ensure the responsible use of Alaska’s wildlife and habitats.   
Sincerely,

Eric J. Taylor

Past President
�I know what this is meant to convey, but it should somehow be reworded for clarity.


�These objectives were completed in 1998 through the Advisory Committees and Board of Game; they were promulgated in 5 AAC 92.108 and have been periodically amended since.


�There is no provision for “ecosystem” management in the Alaska Constitution or state law, so this reference without greater explanation is meaningless.





