
Open Letter to U.S. Department of the Interior 
Conserve Alaska’s Wildlife on our National Preserves 

August, 2018 
 
In 2015, the National Park Service (NPS) finalized a critical Rule that protects and conserves brown bears, black bears and 
wolves on National Preserves in Alaska and upholds congressional mandates to conserve species for future generations. As 
the 2015 Rule states, NPS is required by its Organic Act to “protect natural ecosystems and processes, including the natural 
abundances, diversities, distributions, densities, age-class distributions, populations, habitats, genetics, and behaviors of 
wildlife.”1 Notably, the NPS’s 2015 Rule did not alter federal subsistence hunting for rural Alaskans pursuant to the Alaska 
National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA); it simply banned some unpopular, inhumane and unsporting practices, as 
well as hunting for the purpose of upsetting the natural balance.2 
 
In 2017, Ryan Zinke, Secretary of the Interior, issued two Secretarial Orders3 to expand hunting, even as American big game 
hunters have declined by 21% since 2011.4 In 2018, Mr. Zinke then ordered that the NPS propose a new rule to overturn the 
NPS’s 2015 Rule, based upon his own Secretarial Orders. 
 
The 2018 proposed rule would allow “trophy hunters”5 and trappers to kill wolves and coyotes, their pups and 
extended pack members at den sites; kill hibernating black bears (including cubs) with the aid of artificial lights; bait 
bears with junk food such as grease, pet food and pastries; hunt black bears with the aid of hounds; and allow 
hunters to kill swimming caribou (including with the aid of motorboats) on NPS’s Preserve lands in Alaska. 
 
We, the 55 undersigned biologists and scientists, strongly oppose the proposed 2018 rulemaking change that would lift critical 
protections for America’s iconic and vulnerable wild native carnivores on National Preserve lands in Alaska, as part of an 
attempt to grow ungulate herds on fragile Arctic habitats. We ask the NPS to ensure that these public lands are conserved and 
managed for all Americans using the best available science in accordance with congressional mandates to the NPS. 
 
Alaska’s Board of Game’s policies are unscientific and should not be applied to federal public lands in Alaska 
The Alaska Board of Game’s (BOG’s) framework for wildlife management in Alaska is based on what the state calls “Intensive 
Management,” that is, privileging the human use of ungulates such as moose, caribou and Dall’s sheep over all other 
considerations—including maintaining sustainable wildlife populations for future generations.6 Since 1994, the BOG has 
increasingly liberalized seasons, bag limits and unsporting killing methods for black and brown bears, wolves, and coyotes 
across Alaska, which harm wild native carnivores living on America’s national preserve lands in Alaska.7 The BOG’s Intensive 
Management practices have resulted in widespread removals of native carnivores, including alarming reductions in Alaska’s 
brown bear populations, even exceeding over 900 brown bears per year in recent years even as brown bears can be food-
stressed as a result of climate change.8 With the loss of top carnivores, ecosystem functions are disrupted, resulting in “trophic 
downgrading” as dozens of U.S. and international scientists have documented.9  
 
Predator-prey ecology: Predator-control programs in Alaska have failed 
The scientific consensus for the last several decades has generally concluded that carnivores modulate ungulate prey 
populations and make them more vigorous,10 because predators remove the sick and weak animals which would die of other 
natural causes anyway, or because they reduce their competitors, including smaller wild carnivores such as coyotes, which 
prey on young ungulates.11 Predator-control schemes, unpopular with both the Alaskan and American public12 are an 
unreliable and ineffective way to increase the abundance of ungulates.13 The best available science from Alaska itself 
indicates that widespread elimination of bears, coyotes and wolves is unlikely to make ungulate herds grow exponentially, 
despite BOG’s goals.14  

According to Boertje et al. (2017), Alaska Department of Fish and Game’s (ADFG’s) own biologists, the migratory Fortymile 
caribou herd in Alaska reached a low of 6,000 members by 1975.15 Also according to other ADFG biologists, the final decline 
of the herd was precipitated by excessive hunting during 1970-1973, when reported harvests ranged from 10 to 20 percent of 
the estimated caribou population.16 To compensate, from 1973 to 2013, hunting was curbed, and ADFG began to manage 
wolves. From 1998 to 2004, ADFG used non-lethal, wolf-control methods (sterilizations and translocations), and from 2005 to 
2013, state agents, hunters and trappers killed wolves from aircraft and other means. As the caribou herd soared to over 
52,000 members, the number of breeding females declined and calves’ fall weights decreased. The herd began to migrate 
earlier, indicating that it had exceeded the land’s carrying capacity. Boertje et al. (2017) write: “[W]hen ungulates overshoot 



carrying capacity, the effects of high density, adverse weather, and increased predation can have synergistic negative effects 
on prey numbers and long-lasting negative effects on sustainable yields, contrary to the intended purpose of the wolf control 
programs.”17 In short, despite the State’s very expensive wolf control program, the BOG’s goal of creating a “game farm”18 for 
hunters in Alaska had utterly failed.  
 
Simultaneously with the State’s study, the NPS, conducted a 22-year analysis of the wolves in the Yukon-Charley Rivers 
National Preserve in interior Alaska to determine if the State’s wolf-control program on the Preserve’s border would affect 
wolves (Schmidt et al. 2017). During the State’s lethal wolf-control period, wolf survival inside the Preserve declined, showing 
that the lethal control outside the Preserve created additional (“additive”) mortalities. When wolves ventured beyond the 
Preserve’s invisible boundary, they were frequently killed. Because of this high mortality rate, wolves within the Preserve 
sharply increased their reproduction; but when no wolf control was in progress, wolves lowered their reproduction.19 Despite 
wolves’ reproduction increases, lethal wolf-controls outside the Preserve harmed them inside the Preserve. The loss of wolves 
contributed to pack dissolution, resulting in additional mortalities. Areas within the Preserve adjacent to the ADFG’s lethal-
control areas became wolf “sinks” reliant on surrounding populations’ migrants in order to persist.20 In short, the NPS could not 
protect the wolves within its own boundaries because ADFG’s policies were so draconian.  
 
Prugh and Arthur (2015) found that wolf control in their Alaska study area led to the decline of Dall’s sheep. With the loss of 
wolves, coyote numbers increased and consequently coyotes preyed increasingly upon Dall’s sheep lambs. Top carnivores 
limit the population size of smaller carnivores, which reduces overall predation pressures, and this natural regulation is 
especially important for survival of neonate ungulates such as moose and caribou.21  
 
Mitchell et al. (2015) in their Alaskan study found that heavy persecution of both wolves and coyotes initially increased the 
number of Dall’s sheep in their study area, but when the sheep population approached or exceeded the carrying capacity 
(“K”), which is a maximum population size set by the amount of forage available, a severe winter with deep snows and heavy 
crusting caused the population to decline as a result of bottom-up limitations. Meanwhile in the reference area (the zone 
where no predator control measures were implemented), the Dall’s sheep population remained constant.22  
 
Conclusion 
The scientific literature, from studies conducted in Alaska (and elsewhere), show that ungulates are ultimately limited 
more by their food resources and other habitat factors (“bottom-up” limitations), rather than by their predators (“top down” 
regulators).23 However, when herds lose their predators, they suffer poorer health and body condition, as well as more 
degraded habitats. With a healthy assemblage of native carnivores, ecosystems enjoy the benefits from top-down 
regulation, which increases the health of ungulate herds with which they are integrally coevolved.  
 
Alaska’s decades-long “Intensive Management” program has failed to yield more ungulates for human hunters, and has 
even proved to be counterproductive, leading to unintended perverse outcomes, because the BOG’s policies degrade 
ecosystems from either overbrowsing and or mass starvation of herd members. In short, the BOG’s politically motivated 
“Intensive Management” policies are not based on the best available science nor based upon sound congressional 
mandates, including the NPS’s Organic Act, which require that these federal lands allow for conservation of species and 
protections for natural processes. The BOG’s draconian policies should not now become the template for how federal 
public lands in Alaska are managed. For those reasons, we support the NPS’s 2015 Rule and oppose the proposed 
2018 rule.  
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