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30 November 2016

William J. Douros

West Coast Regional Director

NOAA Office of National Marine Sanctuaries
99 Pacific Street, Suite 100F

Monterey, CA 93940

Dear Mr. Douros:

This letter is to express the support of the Pacific Seabird Group (PSG) for the
concept of a St. George Island National Marine Sanctuary as proposed in July
2016 by the City Council of St. George. The high-latitude regions of the planet are
experiencing extraordinary environmental change and stress on wildlife
populations, and PSG greatly appreciates that the residents of St. George are
working to take the initiative and begin to define for themselves a path forward
to sustain their way of life and the environment and natural resources on which
they depend.

The PSG is an international, non-profit organization that was founded in 1972 to
promote the knowledge, study, and conservation of Pacific seabirds. It has a
membership drawn from 14 nations, including Canada, Mexico, Russia, Japan,
China, Australia, New Zealand, Peru, and the USA. The PSG's members include
biologists and scientists who have research interests in Pacific seabirds,
government officials who manage seabird refuges and populations, and
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representatives of nongovernmental organizations and individuals who are
interested in marine conservation. Among PSG’s members are many who have
studied seabirds in the Pribilof Islands, including on or near St. George Island,
for nearly a half century (Hunt et al. 1981; Roby & Ricklefs 1986; Lance & Roby
1998; Kildaw 1999; Kitaysky et al. 2000).

The national and international importance of St. George Island and the
surrounding Bering Sea to seabirds cannot be overstated. During the summer
months, St. George Island is home to globally significant populations of breeding
seabirds. These include the largest Thick-billed Murre colony in the North
Pacific, estimated at roughly 1.5 million birds (Byrd et al. 2009), and the world’s
largest colony of Red-legged Kittiwake (~70-80% of the global population), which
is listed as “Vulnerable” by the IUCN (BirdLife International 2015). The unique
combination of diversity of seabird species and the sheer numbers of birds that
nest at St. George Island is unrivaled in the Bering Sea. The diversity and
abundance of seabirds nesting at St. George Island are due to the proximity of
multiple, highly productive marine habitats, including near-shore, shelf, slope,
and deep-water basin habitats of the deep-water Bering Sea. The area
encompassed by the proposed sanctuary includes all of these habitats, except the
Bering Sea basin, and thus stands to protect key foraging areas for all of these
breeding seabird species.

The majority of the seabird species breeding at St. George--including Tufted
Puffin, Horned Puffin, Least Auklet, Crested Auklet, Parakeet Auklet, Common
Murre, and Thick-billed Murre--rely on carrying unmodified food back to their
chicks. Successfully raising chicks with this provisioning style necessitates high
availability of food in close proximity to the breeding colony. For example, in the
case of the Thick-billed Murre, adults carry only one food item at a time to their
young, and often individual birds will make multiple short foraging trips during
the day with fish and squid caught close to the colony (Harding et al. 2013;
Paredes et al. 2015). This commonality in provisioning style and reliance on the
proximity of prey to the breeding colony by the diverse group of seabird species
nesting on St. George Island further emphasizes the value of and need for
protecting the marine resources near the island of St. George and within the
proposed sanctuary.

Not all seabird species that nest on St. George Island are large enough to carry
bio-logging devices, but several species have been tracked during their foraging
trips from St. George Island in recent years, offering a spatially explicit
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assessment of the use of the area by breeding birds originating at the colony. The
species for which tracking data are available are the Thick-billed Murre,
Common Murre, Black-legged Kittiwake, and Red-legged Kittiwake (Takahashi
et al. 2008; Paredes et al. 2012; Harding et al. 2013; Paredes et al. 2014; Kokubun et
al. 2015; Paredes et al. 2015; Kokubun et al. 2016). Although the data obtained
from these species present an incomplete picture relative to the diversity of
species that inhabit St. George Island, the tracking data have shown a
dependence on multiple marine habitats, including the shelf and areas of the
Pribilof Canyon (Paredes et al. 2014; Kokubun et al. 2015; Paredes et al. 2015), that
are within the proposed sanctuary. Additionally, recent tracking of Red-legged
Kittiwakes during the pre-lay and incubation periods has revealed that birds are
making occasional short trips to the Pribilof Canyon region in addition to longer
trips out over the Bering Sea basin (Orben et al. 2016).

Additionally, at-sea observations have highlighted the use of the northern edge
of the Pribilof Canyon (within the proposed sanctuary) by foraging murres
(Kokubun et al. 2008) and hot-spots of seabirds in the vicinity of St. George Island
in the summer and fall (Kinder et al. 1983; Benoit-Bird et al. 2013; Jones et al. 2014;
Suryan et al. 2016). Though many seabird species leave for the winter months, the
waters of the proposed sanctuary are still likely to be important for birds outside
the breeding season. This is exemplified by murres that remain in the Bering Sea
over-winter (Orben et al. 2015c) or migrate into the area (Hatch et al. 2000),
kittiwakes that return to the Pribilof Islands in mid-to-late March ( Orben et al.
2015a; Orben et al. 2015b;), and cormorants and Crested Auklets that are known
through local knowledge and historical accounts (Young et al. 2014) to remain in
the vicinity of the island. Finally, recent die-offs of Tufted Puffins in the fall of
2016 underscore the uncertainties associated with environmental change and
highlight that wintering ranges are shifting and birds may remain in the vicinity
of St. George Island longer than in previous years
(http://e360.yale.edu/digest/tufted puffins dying bering sea ocean temperatur
es/4839/) and (http://www.nationalgeographic.com.au/animals/huge-puffin-die-
off-may-be-linked-to-hotter-seas.aspx).

Some of the challenges—like climate change —confronting St. George Island and
its people and seabirds are much larger than the waters around the island and
indeed are much larger than the Bering Sea. Nonetheless, if this initiative to
establish a marine sanctuary around St. George Island is successful, it will give
St. George residents a direct role in the cooperative management and
conservation of natural resources and the marine environment around St. George
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Island. That would be a strong, positive step forward, and PSG is pleased to
support it.

Sincerely,

Nina Karnovsky, PhD

Chair
chair@pacificseabirdgroup.org

References Cited

BirdLife International. 2015. Rissa brevirostris. The IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species 2015: e. T22694502A84733728.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/ITUCN.UK.2015.RLTS.T22694502 A84733728.en.
Downloaded on 27 November 2016.

Benoit-Bird, K.J., Battaile, B.C., Heppell, S.A., Hoover, B., Irons, D.B., Jones, N.,
Kuletz, K.J., Nordstrom, C.A., Paredes, R., Suryan, R.M., Waluk, CM. &
Trites, A.W. (2013) Prey Patch Patterns Predict Habitat Use by Top Marine
Predators with Diverse Foraging Strategies (ed S] Bograd). PLoS ONE, 8,
e53348.

Byrd, G.V., Schmutz, ].A. & Renner, H.M. (2008) Contrasting population trends
of piscivorous seabirds in the Pribilof Islands: A 30-year perspective. Deep Sea
Research Part II: Topical Studies in Oceanography, 55, 1846-1855.

Harding, A.M.A., Paredes, R., Suryan, R.M., Roby, D.D., Irons, D.B., Orben, R.,
Renner, H., Young, R., Barger, C.P. & Dorresteijn, I. (2013) Does location
really matter? An inter-colony comparison of seabirds breeding at varying
distances from productive oceanographic features in the Bering Sea. Deep-Sea
Research Part 11, 94, 178-191.

Hatch, S.A., Meyers, P.M., Mulcahy, D.M. & Douglas, D.C. (2000) Seasonal
movements and pelagic habitat use of murres and puffins determined by
satellite telemetry. The Condor, 102, 145-154.

Hunt, G.L., Jr., Eppley, Z.A., Burgeson, B. & Squibb, R.C. (1981) Reproductive
Ecology, Foods and Foraging Areas of Seabirds Nesting on The Pribilof
Islands, 1975-1979. Environmental Assessment of the Alaskan Continental Shelf:
Final Reports of Principal Investigators Volume 12 Biological Studies, 1-718.

Jones, N.M., Hoover, B.A., Heppell, S.A. & Kuletz, K.J. (2014) A cross-shelf
gradient in d 15 N stable isotope values of krill and pollock indicates seabird

4


mailto:chair@pacificseabirdgroup.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2015.RLTS.T22694502A84733728.en

Pacific Seabird Group

foraging patterns in the Bering Sea. Deep-Sea Research Part II, 109, 241-250.

Kildaw, S.D. (1999) Competitive displacement? An experimental assessment of
nest site preferences of cliff-nesting gulls. Ecology, 80, 576-586.

Kinder, T.H., Hunt, G.L., Jr., Schneider, D. & Schumacher, J.D. (1983)
Correlations between seabirds and ocenic fronts around the Pribilof Islands,
Alaska. Estuarine, Coastal and Shelf Science, 16, 309-319.

Kitaysky, A.S., Hunt, G.L,, Jr., Flint, E.N., Rubega, M. A. & Decker, M.B. (2000)
Resource allocation in breeding seabirds: responses to fluctuations in their
food supply. Marine Ecology Progress Series, 206, 283-296.

Kokubun, N,, Iida, K. & Mukai, T. (2008) Distribution of murres (Uria spp.) and
their prey south of St. George Island in the southeastern Bering Sea during
the summers of 2003-2005. Deep Sea Research Part II: Topical Studies in
Oceanography, 55, 1827-1836.

Kokubun, N., Yamamoto, T., Kikuchi, D.M. & Kitaysky, A.S. (2015) Nocturnal
foraging by red-legged kittiwakes, a surface feeding seabird that relies on
deep water prey during reproduction. PLoS ONE, 1-15.

Kokubun, N., Yamamoto, T., Sato, N., Watanuki, Y., Will, A.P., Kitaysky, A.S. &
Takahashi, A. (2016) Foraging segregation of two congeneric diving seabird
species breeding on St. George Island, Bering Sea. Biogeosciences, 13, 2579-
2591.

Lance, B.K. & Roby, D.D. (1998) Diet and postnatal growth in Red-legged and
Black-legged Kittiwakes: An interspecies comparison. Colonial Waterbirds, 21,
375-387.

Orben, R.A., Irons, D.B., Paredes, R., Roby, D.D., Phillips, R.A. & Scott A Shaffer.
(2015a) North or south? Niche separation of endemic red-legged kittiwakes
and sympatric black-legged kittiwakes during their non-breeding migrations.
Journal of Biogeography, 42, 401-412.

Orben, R., Paredes, R. & Roby, D.D. (2015b) Wintering North Pacific black-legged
kittiwakes balance spatial flexibility and consistency. Movement Ecology 3, 1-
14.

Orben, R., Paredes, R., Roby, D.D., Irons, D.B. & Shaffer, S.A. (2015c) Body size
affects individual winter foraging strategies of thick-billed murres in the
Bering Sea (ed J Gill). Journal of Animal Ecology, 84, 1589-1599.

Orben, R., R. Paredes, A.S. Kitaysky, and S. Shaffer. (2016) Project # 1409: Early
breeding season responses of red-legged kittiwakes to changes of prey
availability and linkages to the non-breeding stage. North Pacific Research
Board Annual Research Program: Semi-Annual Progress Report.

Paredes, R., Harding, A.M.A,, Irons, D.B., Roby, D.D., Suryan, R.M., Orben, R.,
Renner, HM., Young, R. & Kitaysky, A.S. (2012) Proximity to multiple



Pacific Seabird Group

foraging habitats enhances seabirds’ resilience to local food shortages. Marine
Ecology Progress Series, 471, 253-269.

Paredes, R., Orben, R.A., Suryan, R.M,, Irons, D.B., Roby, D.D., Harding, AAM.A.,
Young, R.C., Benoit-Bird, K.J., Ladd, C., Renner, H., Heppell, S., Phillips, R.A.
& Kitaysky, A.S. (2014) Foraging Responses of Black-Legged Kittiwakes to
Prolonged Food-Shortages around Colonies on the Bering Sea Shelf (ed S
Descamps). PLoS ONE, 9, €92520.

Paredes, R., Orben, R., Roby, D.D., Irons, D.B., Young, R., Renner, H.M.,
Tremblay, Y., Will, A., Harding, A.M.A. & Kitaysky, A.S. (2015) Foraging
ecology during nesting influences body size in a pursuit-diving seabird.
Marine Ecology Progress Series, 533, 261-276.

Roby, D.D. & Ricklefs, R.E. (1986) Energy expenditure in adult least auklets and
diving petrels during the chick-rearing period. Physiological Zoology, 59, 661—
678.

Suryan, R M., Kuletz, K.J., Parker-Stetter, S.L., Ressler, P.H., Renner, M., Horne,
J.K.,, Farley, E.V. & Labunski, E.A. (2016) Temporal shifts in seabird
populations and spatial coherence with prey in the southeastern Bering Sea.
Marine Ecology Progress Series, 549, 199-215.

Takahashi, A., Matsumoto, K., Hunt, G.L., Jr., Shultz, M.T., Kitaysky, A.S., Sato,
K., Iida, K. & Watanuki, Y. (2008) Thick-billed murres use different diving
behaviors in mixed and stratified waters. Deep Sea Research Part II: Topical
Studies in Oceanography, 55, 1837-1845.

Young, R.C,, Kitaysky, A.S., Carothers, C. & Dorresteijn, I. (2014) Seabirds as a
subsistence and cultural resource in two remote Alaskan communities.
Ecology and Society, 19, 40.



