Extinction
A Fate
Worse
Than Death
by Bob Armstrong and Marge Hermans
from Southeast Alaska's Natural World

A humpback whale leaps
from the surface of the water
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and crashes back down, showering spray
toward awestruck watchers on a boat. A sea
otter bobs in a lazy back float at the fringe
of a kelp bed. A bald eagle glides from the
top of a giant spruce tree while trolling
fishermen watch to see if it will snatch a
fish from the water.
Most Southeast residents consider all
three of these animals intrinsic parts of life
in our region. They are bright spots in our
days, creatures to wonder at, marvels that
attract visitors from all over the world. But
any one of them might have disappeared
from our air and waters. Any or all of them
could have become extinct.
Alaskan humpback whale populations
were nearly eliminated by commercial whaling in the 1800s and 1900s. Sea otters were
nearly wiped out by Russian and American
fur hunters in the 1700s and 1800s. More
than 100,000 bald eagles were killed in
Southeast alone under the bounty system
during Territorial days.

According to the most recent figures, at
least 110 species, subspecies, and varieties
of plants and animals are known to have
become extinct in the United States since
1620, when the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock. Another 416 may be extinct; no
one has been able to find them in recent
years. Many and perhaps all of these animals
and plants could be gone forever.
Since 1741, when the first Russian explorers arrived, three species of animals have
become extinct in Alaska – the Steller’s sea
cow, a sea mammal that weighed more than
8,000 pounds, and two birds: the spectacled
cormorant, and the Eskimo curlew.
As far as we know, no plant or animal
species have become extinct in Southeast
Alaska since humans settled here. Federal
and state agencies are working to continue
that record by studying, monitoring, and in
some cases protecting species that may be
at risk. Here is why some of our region’s
animals and plants are in danger—and what
is being done to prevent them from earning
the ignoble title of “extinct.”

to profit from hunting them, whalers turned
their attention to other species. Thousands
of whales were killed and processed in
Southeast between 1800 and 1920, many at
short-lived stations located at Killisnoo near
present-day Angoon, Tyee at the southern
tip of Admiralty Island, and Port Armstrong
near the south end of Baranof Island.
Humpback whales—rich in oil and relatively slow swimmers—were easy targets.
Prior to commercial whaling, an estimated
15,000 humpbacks fed in the North Pacific.
By the time they began to receive protection
from the International Whaling Commission, their numbers had dropped so low
the whales were on the verge of extinction.

(Previous page)
Humpback whales are
listed as endangered
under the U.S. and
Alaska Endangered
Species Acts.

Endangered Species

Under the U.S. Endangered Species
Act an endangered species is “any species
in danger of extinction throughout all or
a significant portion of its range.” Alaska
also has its own Endangered Species Act,
which states, “a species or subspecies of
fish or wildlife is endangered when its
numbers have decreased to the point that
its continued existence is threatened.” The
federal law applies to all plants and animals
whereas the state law applies only to fish and
wildlife species.
One animal listed as endangered under
both state and federal laws is the humpback
whale. Humpbacks and other whale populations were severely decimated in most parts
of the world by commercial whaling during
the 1800s and 1900s. As numbers of one
species were depleted and it became difficult
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Today their numbers have increased to
an estimated 6,000 to 8,000 in the North
Pacific.
A report for the National Marine Fisheries Service by Jan Straley, affiliate assistant
professor of biology at the University of
Alaska Southeast in Sitka, and fellow researchers estimated a population of at least
961 humpback whales for Southeast in
2000. This estimate is higher than those of
previous years, suggesting that the population of humpback whales in Southeast has
increased.
The world population of short-tailed
albatrosses, seabirds seen in waters offshore

Sea otters were
overharvested between
1742 and 1910, but
their populations began
recovering after they
received protection in
1911. The Southeast
Alaska population was
among several boosted
by translocations meant
to reestablish otters
across their former
range.

of Southeast Alaska, was nearly wiped out
between 1889 and 1940. Feather hunters
killed more than five million of the birds
at their breeding ground on the Japanese
island of Torishima. Only 30 to 50 birds
escaped—juveniles that happened to be off
at sea during the final massacre.
Today, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
estimates the entire world population of
short-tailed albatrosses is about 1,000 birds.
This revival is due mostly to prodigious
efforts by Japanese ornithologist Hiroshi
Hasegawa, who devoted himself for 12
years to rebuilding the breeding colony at
Torishima Island.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Landowner Incentive Program also has recently

Steller sea lions in
Southeast Alaska are
listed as threatened
under the U.S.
Endangered Species
Act.

Species Act because over a 30-year period
its entire U.S. population had declined by
about 64 percent.
In 1997 Steller sea lions in Alaska were
split into two separate stocks for study and
management purposes. Animals west of
144° W longitude, an area that includes the
Gulf of Alaska, the Aleutian Islands and
the Bering Sea, were designated the western
stock. Animals east of 144° W longitude,
including those in Southeast Alaska, were
designated the eastern stock. The status of
the western stock was changed to endangered because of continued declines; the
eastern stock was kept as threatened.
Although the number of sea lions in the
western population continues to decline, the
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
considers the prospects for recovery of the
eastern population to be encouraging. According to NMFS counts in Southeast, the
number of sea lions older than pups has
increased from 6,400 in 1979 to 8,700 in
1998. The number of pups born at Hazy and
Forrester Islands off the Southeast coast
has been increasing, and in fact Forrester
Island is now considered the largest sea lion
rookery in Alaska.
A number of salmon stocks from the
Pacific Northwest have been listed as threatened under the U.S. Endangered Species Act,
and fish from a few of these stocks migrate
to Southeast Alaska. For example, a series
provided funds to help Alaska longline fishof dams constructed in the Snake River in
ermen develop and install seabird deterrent
the 1960s and 1970s caused the population
devices to keep the birds from diving on
of fall chinook salmon to plummet from a
baited hooks and being killed.
run of about 70,000 to about 500 fish. Some
of these endangered fish range into our waThreatened Species
Under the U.S. Endangered Species Act ters, where they may be taken incidentally in
a threatened species is “a species which is Southeast fisheries. This has resulted in the
likely to become endangered within the fore- closure or curtailment of some fisheries in
seeable future throughout all or a significant Southeast in an effort to protect these last
remnants of a threatened stock.
portion of its range.”
The Steller sea lion was originally listed
as threatened in 1990 under the Endangered
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State of Alaska Species of
Special Concern

A Species of Special Concern is “any
species or subspecies of fish or wildlife or
population of mammal or bird native to
Alaska that has entered a long-term decline
in abundance or is vulnerable to a significant decline due to low numbers, restricted
distribution, dependence on limited habitat
resources, or sensitivity to environmental
disturbance.”
This list of species draws attention to
the status and needs of vulnerable species
before they become critical and require
more extreme and costly management
actions.
The Queen Charlotte goshawk is the
unique subspecies of the northern goshawk
that nests and lives year-round in the coastal
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rainforests of Southeast Alaska and British
Columbia. There is limited information
about the number of goshawks in Southeast,
but because their numbers appear to be quite
low, and because it appears the birds rely on
old growth forest for nesting and feeding,
the amount of old growth lost to timber
harvest and other activities such as mining
and urban development is considered a
threat to their long-term survival.
The Alaska Department of Fish and
Game and the U.S. Forest Service have
been studying goshawks cooperatively since
1991. By studying goshawk movements,
habitat use, home ranges, and nesting areas
the agencies will understand how decisions
about timber harvest and other activities can
be expected to affect populations of this
secretive forest-dwelling raptor.

Queen Charlotte
goshawks nest and
hunt in large forests
with big trees and an
open canopy.

The olive-sided
flycatcher is listed as
a State of Alaska
Species of Special
Concern.

192

Northern and Central Andes—[are] one of
the most heavily altered habitats in South
America. Andean valleys are almost completely deforested, and 85 percent or more
of montane forests have been cut.” This is
an example of how the health of animal
populations is often affected or determined
by circumstances outside of Alaska.
The harbor seal, an animal many of us
see from boats or from shore in Southeast,
was listed as an Alaska Species of Special
Concern because numbers of seals in some
parts of Alaska have declined as much as
90 percent. The National Marine Mammal
Laboratory and the Alaska Department of
Fish and Game are now using aerial surveys, geographic information systems, and
tagging with radio-frequency transmitters
to study population trends, migration, and
other aspects of harbor seal biology and
behavior in different regions of Alaska.
In research at Glacier Bay funded by the
National Park Service, Elizabeth Mathews,
assistant professor of biology at the UniThe four species of songbirds listed as versity of Alaska Southeast in Juneau,
Species of Special Concern are Neotropical reported:
migrants that winter in Central and South
Since 1992 we have conducted aerial and
America. They migrate through Southeast
shore-based surveys of harbor seals at
in spring and fall, and some birds of each
glacial ice and terrestrial haulouts (restspecies nest here.
ing areas). . . .Whereas seal numbers in
The Townsend’s warbler is our most
southeastern Alaska had been considered
common breeding warbler, a striking bird
stable, our data indicate that seal numbers
with black and yellow markings that nests
in Glacier Bay declined by 35 to 50 percent
primarily in old growth forests. Not enough
between 1992 and 1999.
work has yet been done to establish longterm trends for Alaska, but we do know
that populations of all four species have
declined throughout their breeding ranges
in the Lower 48 states. The declines are atLegend for
“Animals and Plants at Risk”
tributed mainly to loss of the birds’ wintering habitat.
* Responsible agencies:
For example, in an account of the oliveNMFS = National Marine Fisheries Service
sided flycatcher, John Wright of the Alaska
ADF&G = Alaska Department of Fish and Game
Department of Fish and Game described
USFWS = U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
the problem this way: “Mature evergreen
forests of low- to mid-elevation in the

ANIMALS AND PLANTS AT RISK IN SOUTHEAST ALASKA
U. S. AND STATE OF ALASKA ENDANGERED SPECIES
Humpback Whale (NMFS*, ADF&G*)
Northern right whale (NMFS, ADF&G)
Sei whale (NMFS)
Blue whale (NMFS, ADF&G)
Fin whale (NMFS)
Sperm whale (NMFS)
Short-tailed albatross (USFWS*, ADF&G)
Leatherback sea turtle (NMFS)

The humpback whale is the species we usually see in Southeast. All other whale
species migrate and feed along our outer coast, some far offshore. Commercial
whaling decreased the number of these whales considerably, some almost to
extinction. A ban on commercial whaling has resulted in numbers increasing but
still, for many species, only a fraction of their pre-whaling population occurs today.
This albatross occurs mostly offshore in the Gulf of Alaska.
This large sea turtle can weigh 6,000 lbs. About 17 have been sighted in SE.
U. S. THREATENED SPECIES
Rookeries at Forrester Is. (largest in world), White Sisters and Hazy Islands.
This eider occasionally occurs in northern Southeast, especially Glacier Bay.

Steller sea lion (NMFS)
Steller’s eider (USFWS)
Snake River fall chinook salmon (NMFS)
Lower Columbia River chinook salmon (NMFS)
Upper Willamette River chinook salmon (NMFS)
Green sea turtle (NMFS)
Loggerhead sea turtle (NMFS)
Olive (Pacific) ridley sea turtle (NMFS)

Fish from these stocks of salmon from Washington, Idaho and Oregon may be
taken incidentally in Southeast Alaska fisheries.
Only a few of these sea turtles have been sighted in Southeast Alaska waters.

STATE OF ALASKA SPECIES OF SPECIAL CONCERN
American peregrine falcon
Arctic peregrine falcon
Queen Charlotte goshawk
Steller’s eider
Olive-sided flycatcher
Gray-cheeked thrush
Blackpoll warbler
Townsend’s warbler
Steller sea lion
Harbor seal
Chinook salmon (Fall Stock from Snake River)

Nests in the forested interior of Alaska, migrates through Southeast.
Nests in northern and western Alaska, migrates through Southeast.
Nests and lives year-round in Southeast’s old-growth forest.
Also listed as a “Threatened” species under federal law.
These three bird species migrate through Southeast and some nest here.
This bird is our most common breeding warbler in old-growth forests.
Also listed as a “Threatened” species under federal law.
Inhabit entire Southeast coast, greatest numbers occur in Glacier Bay.
Also listed as “Threatened” under federal law.
U.S. FOREST SERVICE SENSITIVE SPECIES

Trumpeter Swan
Osprey
Queen Charlotte goshawk
Peale’s peregrine falcon
Northern pike (Pike Lakes)
Chum salmon (Fish Creek)
King salmon (Wheeler Creek)
King salmon (King Salmon River)
Eschscholtz’s little nightmare (Aphragmus eschscholtzianus)
Norberg arnica (Arnica lessingii ssp. norbergii)
Goose-grass sedge (Carex lenticularis var. dolia)
Edible thistle (Cirsium edule)
Pretty shooting star (Dodecatheion pulchellum ssp. alaskanum)
Davy mannagrass (Glyceria leptostachya)
Wright filmy fern (Hymenophyllum wrightii)
Truncate quillwort (Isoetes truncata)
Calder lovage (Ligusticum calderi)
Pale poppy (Papaver alboroseum)
Bog orchid (Platanthera gracilis)
Loose-flowered bluegrass (Poa laxiflora)
Kamchatka alkali grass (Puccinellia kamtschatica)
Unalaska mist-maid (Romanzoffia unalaschcensis)
Queen Charlotte butterweed (Senecia moresbiensis)
Circumpolar starwort (Stellaria ruscifolia ssp. aleutica)
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Nests in the Yakutat forelands and Chilkat River valley, winters Blind Slough.
A rare bird here. Only 16 nests have been found in Southeast.
Also listed as a State of Alaska “Species of Special Concern.”
This subspecies nests in Southeast along the outer coast near seabird colonies.
Only pike native to Southeast. Found in five lakes near Yakutat.
Thought to be the largest chum salmon in North America (several over 38 lbs).
These two king salmon runs from Admiralty Island are unique island genetic
stocks. No other island runs are known to exist in Southeast.
Plants
Found in subalpine and alpine habitat, perhaps in northern Southeast.
Found in meadows and open forest, known from the Yakutat area.
Generally at high elevations, known from the Juneau and Ketchikan areas.
Open meadows, freshwater shores, found in Misty Fjords National Monument.
Occurs in wet meadows, found in northern Southeast.
Found in shallow freshwater in Wrangell area.
Found in coastal forest near Petersburg and Sitka.
Occurs in shallow fresh water ponds, suspected throughout Southeast.
Found in alpine and subalpine habitat, occurs on Dall and Prince of Wales Is.
Grows in open habitat, suspected to occur in the Skagway and Juneau areas.
Grows on wet meadows and bogs, in the southernmost portion of Southeast.
Grows on upper beach meadows and open forest from Hoonah south.
Grows on tidal flats and sea beaches in the northern half of Southeast.
Grows in rocky outcrop areas, and along streambanks in Southeast.
Occurs in southern half of SE. Grows in alpine and subalpine meadows.
Grows along creeks in the mountains. Has been found in Yakutat area.

Northern pike from
the Pike Lakes near
Yakutat are listed as
a U.S. Forest Service
Sensitive Species.
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Mathews said her group hopes to
Chum salmon from Fish Creek near
address possible factors involved in the Hyder are thought to be the largest chum
decline in seals, such as changes in prey salmon in North America. Biologists have
availability.
found several chums weighing more than
38 pounds there, and the average weight
U.S. Forest Service
of chums from the creek is about 20
Sensitive Species
pounds, twice the average weight of chums
One other classification attempts to call elsewhere. In cooperation with the Alaska
attention to certain groups of animals and Department of Fish and Game, the Forest
plants. U.S. Forest Service Sensitive Species Service monitors this population closely and
are “those plants and animals whose popu- has a program to improve their habitat. This
lation viability has been formally acknowl- chum population has been stable or increasedged by the Regional Forester as warranting ing, with escapements numbering more than
concern within the Forest. These include 60,000 in some years.
species with populations and/or habitats
The king salmon of Wheeler Creek
that are reduced, restricted, or vulnerable to and King Salmon River on Admiralty
resource development, or, species requiring Island are unique island genetic stocks.
special management to maintain population Only one other naturally occurring stock of
viability.”
king salmon is known to exist on islands in
Southeast Alaska. Although information on
the status of these stocks is limited, recent
escapement counts suggest the population
is stable or slightly decreasing.
Sixteen species of plants have been
designated Sensitive Species in the Tongass
National Forest because they are rare or
have very limited distribution. One rather
spectacular looking species, pale poppy
(Papaver alboroseum), is thought to occur in
open areas in the vicinity of Skagway and Juneau. Another, the extremely inconspicuous,
moss-like Wright filmy fern (Hymenophyllum
Among the U.S. Forest Service Sensitive wrightii) has been found in the dense coastal
Species are four stocks of fish that have rainforest near Petersburg and Sitka.
special qualities or limited distribution in
Our knowledge of these plants is very
Southeast Alaska. The only northern pike
limited, but state and federal agencies connative to Southeast Alaska are found in the
tinue to study these and other species at
five Pike Lakes about 23 miles east of Yarisk as part of protecting the rich legacy of
kutat. These fish probably survived because
Southeast’s natural world.
the most recent glacial advance missed the
Pike Lakes area. Very little is known about
the life history or population numbers of
these pike.

