
Alaska Loon and Grebe Working Group 
Meeting Minutes 03/08/02 

 
What:  The Alaska Loon and Grebe Working Group (AL&GWG) was established to 
bring together biologists, scientists, managers, and citizens concerned about loons in the 
state of Alaska and to improve communication, coordination, and collaboration among 
members and the public.   
 
When and Where:  The Alaska Loon and Grebe Working Group met at the Wedgewood 
Resort in Fairbanks, Alaska, on Friday, March 8th, 2002 following the Alaska Bird 
Conference.  This was the 5th meeting of the group since it’s formation in 1997.   

Who:  In attendance were the following individuals:  Susan Earnst (USGS-Idaho), Kent 
Wohl (USFWS-Anchorage), Ann Wildman (ABR), Catherine Pohl (ADF&G-Fairbanks), 
Philip Martin (USFWS-Fairbanks), Christopher Harwood (USFWS-Yukon Flats NWR), 
Bruce Conant (USFWS-Fairbanks), Russ Oates (USFWS-Anchorage), Larry Lysne 
(USFWS-Fairbanks), Tina Moran (USFWS-Selawik NWR), Keith Larson (USFWS-
Tetlin NWR), Ed Mallek (USFWS-Fairbanks), Dave Yokel (BLM-Fairbanks), Rob 
McDonald (USFWS-Togiak NWR), Bobbi Person (USGS-Anchorage), Joel Schmutz 
(USGS-Anchorage), Ted Swem (USFWS-Fairbanks), and Tamara Mills (USFWS-
Anchorage). 

Co-chairs of the Alaska Loon Working Group are Susan Earnst, Joel Schmutz, and 
Tamara Mills. 

Agenda Items: 

1.  The Formalization of the AL&GWG and Writing a Charter – Tamara Mills 
There was a discussion about formalizing the group under a charter for the 
purpose of making recommendations and decisions regarding loons and related 
issues (i.e. status assessments, National Waterbird Plan). The charter would 
provide the group a mechanism for decision-making and add validity to 
statements and recommendations made to various sources.  Kent Wohl 
volunteered to write the charter.  A technical committee needs to be formed to 
start working on the method of decision-making. 

 
2.  National Waterbird Plan – Tamara Mills 

A meeting was held in August of 2002 to discuss the second volume of the 
National Waterbird Plan.  This volume would include management plans for 
“marshbirds” or other birds, such as loons or grebes, which were not included in 
first waterbird plan.  Tamara Mills is on the team writing the management plan 
for loons and grebes in North America and is currently working on a first draft.  
This draft will be circulated to the members of the AL&GWG for review.   

 
 



3.  Yellow-billed Loon Status Assessment – Susan Earnst 
(searnst@eagle.boisestate.edu) 
 

Susan Earnst summarized her work on the Yellow-billed Status Assessment that 
will be finished and ready for review shortly.   

4.  Red-throated Loon Status Assessment – Tamara Mills 

The Red-throated Loon Status Assessment was completed in September 2001 by 
Tracey Gotthardt of the Environment and Natural Resource Institute.  There was 
concern expressed by members that this document was completed without review 
by the AL&GWG and general confusion over the origin of the Status Assessment.  
Ted Swem provided some insight into the problem with the Status Assessment 
process and a need for a more structured and guided approach.  The Red-throated 
Loon Status Assessment will be mailed (e-mailed) to all active members for 
review. (See Tamara Mills to request a copy or call (907)786-3517). 

5.  Russian Literature Translations – Tamara Mills 

Several papers on Red-throated and Yellow-billed loons have been translated 
from Russian literature.  (See Tamara Mills to request copies (907)786-3517).  

6.  Birds of Conservation Concern – Kent Wohl (Kent_Wohl@fws.gov) 

Kent summarized what species of loons are on the lists for Birds of Conservation 
Concern. 

7.  Reproductive Success and Contaminants Exposure in Red-throated Loons – Joel 
Schmutz, Joel_Schumutz@usgs.gov 

 

8.  Aerial Surveys of Loons in Southcentral Alaska – Tamara Mills 

As a result of a discussion at the last AL&GWG meeting in 2000, aerial surveys 
for loons were conducted of the lower Mat-Su Valley and the northern Kenai 
Peninsula during May and August 2002.  A meandering survey was designed to 
maximize the detection of loons and later compared to standard transect surveys.  
Preliminary results reveal a high density of loons on the Kenai National Wildlife 
Refuge and a completed report will be available by the end of April 2002.  It is 
anticipated that aerial surveys will be flown again in 2003 to continue monitoring 
the southcentral loon population. Co-collaborators on this project are Bob Stehn, 
Bob Platte, and Bill Larned. 

9.  Anchorage Urban Treaty – Tamara Mills 

The Municipality of Anchorage and the USFWS have formed a partnership 
agreement for the purpose of conserving migratory birds within Municipality 



boundaries through education and habitat improvement strategies.  Several Treaty 
projects target loon conservation and highlight Anchorage’s distinction as now the 
largest city in U.S. with breeding loons.  Projects include education on the use of 
non-toxic alternative to lead sinkers, regular lake clean-ups, recruiting Loon 
Rangers and Loon Watch volunteers to assist monitoring and advocating loon 
conservation, and to initiate lake management plans.  The Anchorage Urban 
Treaty is scheduled to be signed at International Migratory Bird Day on May 18th, 
2002, at the Kincaid Chalet in Anchorage. 

 
10. Yellow-billed Loon Registry – Philip Martin, ( Philip_Martin@fws.gov) 

 
The yellow-billed loon registry contains 926 records from 102 surveys in arctic 
Alaska.  The database has two main components, an OCCURRENCE file that 
describes each observation of a loon group, individual, nest, or brood, and a 
SURVEY file that contains descriptive information for each survey conducted.   
The data structure is designed to be used in conjunction with a custom ArcView 
3.2 extension.  It provides tools to aid in visually displaying and querying data on 
both species occurrence and survey coverage in a specified area. 

 

Northern Alaska Ecological Services office contracted with ABR Inc., to compile 
the registry  and with Geonorth, Inc. to write the ArcView extension.   A 
prototype is available for distribution.  There are important data sets missing from 
the registry, primarily USFWS-funded surveys.  There is no current funding for 
augmenting and maintaining the registry, and it is suggested that the yellow-billed 
loon registry be given priority similar to that of the Seabird Colony Catalog. 

11.  Loon Trends for the Arctic Coastal Plain Breeding Survey – Ed Mallek 
(Ed_Mallek@fws.gov) 

12.  Discussion on Gillnet By-Catch – Susan Earnst and Kent Wohl 

13.  Miscellaneous 

 Genetic Samples – Bobbi Pierson, (Barabara_Pierson@usgs.gov) 

Bobbi requested loon carcasses for genetic research.  If you have any eggshells 
with membranes/embryos or carcasses, please contact Bobbi at the email address 
above.  

 Amended Migratory Bird Treaty Act and Subsistence 

The amended MBTA will allow for a legal subsistence hunt.  Loons are likely to 
be taken as they have been in the past.  Discussions by the Co-Management 
Councils will involve possible closures to certain species and prohibition of 
methods and means.  No decisions on closures for loon species have been made at 
this time. 



 Alaska Loon Watch  - Tamara Mills, Tamara_Mills@fws.gov 

14.  Future Meeting 

Plans to meet in early December 2002 were discussed.  There was not an adequate 
amount of time to discuss issues and form action items during the March meeting.  
Future meeting agenda items would include forming a technical committee to 
create a formal decision making process for the group, updates on projects, 
continue discussion on gillnet by-catch, and discuss updating the project 
directory.  Members will be contacted as far ahead as possible when a decision is 
made about possible meeting dates. 

  

 


