ENVI RONMENTAL  ASSESSIVENT

CO- MANAGEMENT AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE NATI ONAL
MARI NE FI SHERI ES SERVI CE
AND THE
COOK | NLET MARI NE MAMVAL COUNCI L
FOR THE YEAR 2000

July 2000

Lead Agency: Nat i onal Cceani ¢ and At nospheric
Adm ni stration
Nat i onal Marine Fisheries Service
Al aska Regi on
Juneau, Al aska

Responsi bl e
Oficial: James W Bal si ger
Regi onal Adm ni strat or

For Furt her
| nformati on
Cont act : Al aska Regional Ofice
Nati onal Marine Fisheries Service
P. O Box 21668
Juneau, Al aska 99802
(907) 586-7235






TABLE OF CONTENTS

Abbreviations and Acronyns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ..o

Sunmary . . . C e e e e e
Descrlptlon of the Proposed ACtIOﬂ C e e e e e
Summary of Major Environnmental Inpacts . . . . . . . . . Il
Required Actions or Approvals . . . . . . . . . . . . . il

1.0 PURPOCSE AND NEED FOR ACTI ON 1
1.1 Introduction . . . 1
1.2 Purpose of the ACtIOﬂ ) 3
2.0 ALTERNATI VES | NCLUDI NG THE PROPOSED ACTI ON . 4
2.1 General Considerations . 4
2.2 Alternatives . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... 5
2.2.1 Alternative 1 - Status Quo or No Action . 5

2.2.2 Alternative 2 -NVFS enters into an agreenent

wth CMMC that provides for one strike of a C
beluga whale . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . b

3.0 AFFECTED ENVI RONMENT . Ce e e 6
3.1 Biological Environnent: Beluga Whales . . . . . . . 7

1.1 Life Hstory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17
.9

3.
3.1.2 St ock _Abundance . . . .o
3.1.3 D stribution and Nbvenents of CI Beluqa
VWhales . . . S ©
3.1. 4 Feedi ng BehaV|or .
3.1.5 Natural Mortality . . . . . . . . . . . . 12
3.1.5.1 Strandings . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12
3.1.5.2 Predation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
3.1.5.3 Disease . . . 14
3.2 Cultural Environnent: Hlstory of Beluga Mhale Huntlng
in Cook Inlet . . . Coe . . . . . . . 15
3.2.1 Bel uga Vhale LBe . . 16
3.2.2 H storical Methods of Huntlnq Beluqa Whales
in Cook Inlet . . . . . . . 16
3.2.3 Cont enpor ary Beluqa Whale Huntlnq . . . . 18
4.0 ENVI RONVENTAL CONSEQUENCES . . . . 22
4.1 Bi ol ogi cal Mdel of Effects of Fbrvest on the
Recovery Tine of Cl Beluga Whales . . . . . . 22
4.2 Evaluation of Alternative 1 - Status Quo or No Action
Ce e . . . . . . . . . 23
4.2.1 Bi ol oqi cal Cbnsequences .o .. . . 23
4.2.2 Soci al _and Cul tural Cbnsequences ... . 24
4.3 Evaluation of Alternative 2 . . . . . . . . . . . 25

4.3.1 Bi ol oqi cal Consequences . . . . . . . . . 25




4.3.2 Social and Cultural Consequences . 25

4.4 |Inpacts on Endangered or Threatened Species . 26

4.5 Coastal Zone Managenent Act of 1972 (CZN%) 27

4.6. Regul atory |npact Review . 28

4.6.1 Non- consunpti ve Resource LBe 29

4.7 Regulatory Flexibility Act 30

5.0 CONSULTATI ON AND COORDI NATI ON 31

6.0 CONCLUSI ONS: FINDI NG OF NO SI GNI FI CANT | MPACT . 32

7.0 LIST OF PREPARERS 32

8.0 LITERATURE CI TED . 32
APPENDI CES

Appendi x A Co- managenent Agreenent between NMFS and the Cook

Inl et Mari ne Manmal Council for 2000



Abbr evi ati ons and Acronyns

ADFG
ANO
c

cl vmC
DEl S
ESA
FW6
MVPA
MNPL
NEPA

NMES

OsP
R R

RFA

Al aska Departnent of Fish and Gane
Al askan Native organi zation

Cook I nl et

Cook Inlet Marine Manmal Counci
Draft Environnental [npact Statenent
Endanger ed Species Act, as anended
US Fish and WIidlife Service

Mari ne Manmal Protection Act

Maxi mum Net Productivity Level
Nat i onal Environnmental Policy Act
Nati onal Marine Fisheries Service
Nat i onal Cceani ¢ and At nospheric Adm nistration
Opt i mum Sust ai nabl e Popul ati on

Regul atory | npact Revi ew

Regul atory Flexibility Act



Sunmary

Description of the Proposed Action

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NWS) is entering into a
co- managenent agreenent with the Cook Inlet Marine Mammal Counci
(G M) for the year 2000. The co-nmanagenent agreenent specifies
the conditions, and the nunber of strikes allowed, under which a
subsi stence harvest on Cook Inlet (CI) beluga whales could be
undertaken during the year 2000. The agreenent specifies a
harvest | evel of one (1) whale strike during 2000.

Abundance estimates for the Cl beluga whal e stock indicate a
decline of nearly 50 percent between 1994 and 1998, which caused
NMVFS to designate the stock as depl eted under the Marine Manmal
Protection Act (MWA). Federal authority to enter into the co-
managenent agreenent for the year 2000 derives from Public Law
106- 31, which prohibits the hunting of Cl beluga whales prior to
Oct ober 1, 2000 except pursuant to a cooperative agreenent

bet ween NMFS and Al askan Native organi zati ons (ANGs); and Section
119 of the MWPA which allows the Secretary to enter into
cooperative agreenents with ANGOs to conserve mari ne mammal s and
provi de co- managenent of subsistence use by Al aska Natives.

Because the CI beluga whale stock is depleted, any |long-term
Federal | y- approved managenent plan that includes harvest is
considered a maj or action subject to the requirenents of the
Nat i onal Environnmental Policy Act (NEPA). Therefore, NVFS is
separately preparing an Environmental Inpact Statenent (EI'S) on
conservation actions from 2001 and beyond, i ncluding proposed
regul ations to Federally regul ate the subsi stence harvest of Cl
bel uga whal es by Al aska Natives after 2000 and, thereby, to
recover this stock.

NMFS has determ ned that the harvest of one whale during the year
2000, as specified in the co-nmanagenent agreenent, will not
significantly inpact the overall quality of the human environnent
or cause any adverse inpacts on wildlife species |isted under the
Endanger ed Species Act (ESA) or MVPA

NMFS eval uated the inpact of allow ng the harvest of a single
whal e in 2000 using conputer sinulations. These sinmulations

i ndi cated that the harvest of a whale in 2000 woul d not del ay
recovery of the stock. Recovery in the simulation occurred after
22 years (with no harvest), and the harvest of a single whale did
not increase the tinme beyond 2000. The final abundance, upon
achieving the recovery goal of 780 whales, was 1-2 whal es fewer

t han when no harvest occurred.



Summary of Major Environnental |npacts

Alternative 1 (Status Quo or No Action) would result in the

di m ni shnent of cultural values and traditional needs within the
| ocal Cook Inlet Native community and the Native Village of
Tyonek.

Alternative 2 would allow for the harvest of one whal e during
2000 from a stock which has been significantly exploited in
recent history, and which is now depleted. The |evel of renoval
under this alternative would nmeet NMFS intent to provide
opportunity for continued traditional Native harvest while not
significantly extending tinme to recovery. The delay in recovery
time by selecting this alternative is negligible. This is the
preferred alternative by NWVS.

Requi red Actions or Approvals

Under the preferred alternative, NVMFS would enter into a co-
managenent agreenent with Cl MMC under section 119 of the MWPA for
2000. A harvest of one whale would be authorized in this
agreenent under the provisions of Public Law 106-31 for the year
2000. Harvest in future years would be subject to Federal
regul ati ons under section 101(b) of the MWPA follow ng the
finalization of an EIS drafted by NVFS to assess the inpacts of
Federal regulations that allow for a |l ong-term sustainable
harvest on Cl bel uga whal es.



1.0 PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTI ON
1.1 I ntroduction

The purpose of the MWPA is to conserve and protect anrine nmamal s
by regulating activities of U S citizens and activities of al
persons within the jurisdiction of the United States. The MVPA
i nposes a general noratoriumon the taking of marine manmal s.
However, section 101(b) of the MVPA provides an exenption from
the Acts’ take prohibitions allow ng Al askan Natives to harvest
marine manmal s for subsistence use or for purposes of traditional
Native handicraft. Under the MWA, the Federal Governnent may
regul ate Native subsistence harvest if (1) the stock in question
is depleted, and (2) specific regulations are issued (16 U S. C
1371).

The ClI beluga whal e stock is hunted by Al askan Natives, sone of
whom reside in conmunities on or near Cook Inlet and sonme of whom
are fromother Al askan towns and villages. The whal es
concentrate off the nmouths of several rivers entering upper Cook
Inlet during the ice-free season, maeking them especially

vul nerable to hunting. Mst hunters use snmall notorboats

| aunched from Anchorage, and hunt near these river nouths. The
nost common hunting technique is to isolate a whale froma group
and pursue it into shallow waters. Wales are shot with high
powered rifles and nay be harpooned to aid in retrieval. The
muktuk (skin with sone of the underlying bl ubber attached)
flippers, and tail flukes are normally harvested for food, and
some hunters also retain the neat.

The CI stock of beluga whales is genetically and geographically

i sol ated from ot her Al askan popul ati ons of beluga whales. NWS
has conducted annual surveys of the Cl bel uga whal e since 1994.
Results of these surveys indicated that the Cl beluga whal e stock
declined by approxi mtely 50 percent between 1994 (estimate of
653 whal es) and 1998 (estimate of 347 whal es.

The over harvest of beluga whales in Cook Inlet for subsistence
purposes is believed to be the primary factor responsible for the
decline. Historically, harvest |evels have been | argely
unreported. However, during a study between 1995 and 1997, NWFS
estimated that the average annual harvest (including struck and

| ost whal es) of ClI bel uga whal es averaged 77 whal es per year.
Harvest at these rates could account for the 50 percent decline
observed between 1994 and 1998.

Responding to the dramatic decline in this stock, NMFS initiated
a Status Review of the Cook Inlet stock pursuant to the MWA and
ESA on Novenber 11, 1998. The Cl bel uga whal es’ present status
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and health was revi ewed and reconmendati ons were nmade for
possi bl e designation as depl eted under the MWA and/or |isting as
endangered or threatened under the ESA. The conment period on
the status review (Novenber 19, 1998 through January 19, 1999)
was initiated at the same tine that workshops were being convened
to revi ew bel uga whal e stocks throughout Al aska. The wor kshops
were held by the Al aska Bel uga Wal e Conmittee (Novenber 16-17,
1998) and the Al aska Scientific Review G oup (Novenber 18-20,
1998), a body established under the MVWA to provide scientific
advice to NVFS regardi ng mari ne manmmal conservation. To further
ensure the status review was conprehensive and based on the best
avail abl e scientific data, the closure of the public coment
period was followed by a NMFS-sponsored wor kshop that reviewed
rel evant scientific information on this stock and received

addi tional public comments and recomendati ons on March 8-9,

1999, in Anchorage, Al aska. The proceedings and abstracts of
presentations fromthat workshop are sumari zed at Moore et. al.
(1999).

On March 3, 1999, NMFS received a petition from seven

organi zations and one individual to list the C stock of beluga
whal e as “endangered” under the Endangered Species Act of 1973,
as anended (ESA). This petition requested energency listing
under section 4 (b)(7) of the ESA, designation of critical
habitat, and i medi ate action to inplenment regulations to

regul ate the subsistence harvest of these whales. NWS

determ ned that these petitions presented substantial information
whi ch indicated the petitioned action(s) nmay be warranted

(64 FR 17347, April 9, 1999).

At the tinme of the petitions, Federal regulations did not exist
to control the subsistence harvest, and cooperative managenent
agreenents were not in place. To address this critical issue,
Senat or Stevens of Al aska introduced the follow ng | egislation:

Not wi t hst andi ng any other provision of law, the taking of a
Cl bel uga whal e under the exenption provided in section
101(b) of the Marine Mammal Protection Act [16 U S.C. 1371
(a)] between the date of the enactnent of this Act and

Oct ober 1, 2000, shall be considered a violation of such Act
unl ess such taking occurs pursuant to a cooperative
agreenent between the National Marine Fisheries Service and
af fected Al aska Native organi zations.

President Cinton enacted the bill on May 21, 1999 (Public Law
106- 31).

Subsequent to the harvest prohibition, NVMFS conducted a survey in
June 1999. The abundance estinmate fromthis survey was 357
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whales. As a result of the abundance data, and other information
presented in the status reviews, NVFS published a proposed rule
to designate the Cook Inlet, Al aska, stock of beluga whal es as
depl eted under the MVPA on Cctober 19, 1999 (64 FR 56298). NWFS
has issued a final rule designating the CI beluga whal e stock as
depleted. Wiile the declining trend from 1994-1998 renai ned
significant, the 1999 estimte was not significantly different
fromthe 1998 estimate of 347 whal es, and indicated a slight
increase in the population size. One abundance estinmate
followng the restriction of the harvest is insufficient evidence
for a conclusive evaluation of the restriction; however, the
apparent increase in the stock over the 1998 level is
encour agi ng.

An agreenent under section 119 of the MWPA for the cooperative
managenent of Cl beluga whal es for the year 2000 has been

devel oped between NMFS and CI MMC. This 2000 agreenent, and any
harvest during 2000, would fall under the provisions of Public
Law 106-31. The agreenent is presented in Appendix A NWVFS
antici pates developing simlar agreenent(s) to address the
managenent of this stock from 2001 to recovery.

1.2 Purpose of the Action

In order for a harvest to occur prior to October 2000, NMFS and
an ANO nmust enter into an co-nmanagenent agreenent under section
119 of the MWPA. The purpose of this action is to enter into a
co- managenent agreenent to authorize the taking of one whale in
2000 for traditional and cultural subsistence purposes. |ssues
associated with this action include the inpact of the |evel of
harvest and its effects on the recovery of this stock, the

i npacts of not authorizing this harvest on Native culture, and
how Native subsi stence harvest may be managed in the future.

CIMMC is an organi zation conprised of Native Al askans residing in
the CI region who share an interest in |ocal marine nmanmal s.

CIl MMC i ncludes Cook Inlet treaty tribes, Native hunters, and
concerned Al askan Natives. CIMMC was established to protect
cultural traditions and pronote conservation, managenent, and
utilization of Cook Inlet marine mammal s by Al askan Nati ves.

The primary reason supporting this action is the need to
recogni ze the inportance of the CI beluga whale to Native culture
and nutrition, and to provide for the continued opportunity to
harvest these whales within the recovery phase. The subsi stence
harvest and use of the beluga whale is a conmponent of Al askan
Native culture. The inportance of the harvest transcends the

3



nutritional or econom c value of the whale and provides identity
to the cultures which now harvest the whales. Native hunters
have stated their willingness to reduce harvest |evels during the
recovery period, but also express their belief that the skills,
know edge, and traditions associated with the subsistence hunting
of these whal es cannot be passed on to younger generations unless
sone | evel of harvest continues.

2.0 ALTERNATI VES | NCLUDI NG THE PROPOSED ACTI ON
2.1 CGeneral Considerations

The principal objectives of this docunent are to assess the
consequences of entering into a co-nmanagenent agreenent all ow ng
for one strike on a Cl beluga whale during 2000 on the recovery
of this depleted stock to its OSP |level, and to provide for the
continued traditional subsistence use by Al askan Natives to
support their cultural needs.

The NVFS/ Cl MMC agreenent for 2000 represents a sharing of
responsibilities and is intended to provide for the necessary
authorities to manage this harvest while allowi ng Native Al askans
to manage nany aspects of the hunt. The agreenent will mnimze
wast eful practices and inprove the efficiency of the harvest.

Al'l hunting parties nust have a Native el der, experienced with
bel uga hunting, present to direct the harvest. This will reduce
the chances of striking a calf, or femal e acconpanied by a calf,
or of striking any whale in an area or manner that may result in
the |l oss of the whale. The agreenent requires hunters to have
equi pnent necessary to recover and process the harvested whal e.
Al'l beluga hunting will be required to occur within the Susitna
River delta area to mnim ze disproportionate inpacts to smaller
famly groups. Hunting will be confined to certain tine periods
to reduce the possibility of harvesting pregnant females. Taking
of calves, or adults acconpani ed by calves, will be prohibited.
The sale of edible portions will be prohibited. These, and
several other conditions to the hunt that have been agreed upon
and specified in the agreenent, will greatly inprove harvest
efficiency. Sonme of these requirenents will be contained in
subsequent Federal regul ations under the MWPA, while others wll
remain the responsibility of the ANO

Anot her provision of the agreenent is the requirenent for the
parties to consult whenever any unusual event has occurred which
m ght affect the inpact of each year’s harvest on recovery, such
as a mass stranding or oil spill. The harvest would not proceed
after such an event until NMFS and the CIMMC had both given their
approval .



The environnmental consequences section (Chapter 4) of the EA

di scusses the inpacts of a harvest of one whale (alternative 2)
as conpared to alternative 1 which would result in a noratorium
on Cl beluga whales. Chapter 4 also reviews the socio-cultural

i npacts of the harvest on the traditional Native Al askan cul tures
of Cook Inlet. The alternatives are presented in Section 2. 2.
The inmpacts of these alternatives are evaluated frominformation
and anal yses presented in Chapters 3 (Affected Environnent) and 4
(Environnmental and Soci o-cul tural Consequences). This docunent

al so addresses other issues that may inpact bel uga whal es and
their habitat in Cook Inlet.

2.2 Al ternati ves

2.2.1 Alternative 1 - Status Quo or No Action

NMFS woul d not enter into any cooperative agreenents under the
provi sions of Public Law 106-31 for the 2000 harvest under this
alternative. There would be no harvest authorized under this
alternative. This alternative would maxi m ze the recovery
potential of the ClI beluga whal e stock.

2.2.2 Alternative 2 -NVFS enters into an agreenent with C MWWMC
that provides for one strike of a C beluga whale

Alternative 2 establishes a harvest at one (1) strike in 2000.
The goal of Alternative 2 is to allow the traditional subsistence
harvest of CI beluga whal es by Al askan Natives to continue while
recovering this stock.

Subsi stence hunting for CI beluga would only occur under the
terms of a co-managenent agreenent (Appendix 1) under this
alternative. The terns of the agreenent would (1) specify the

| evel of allowable take as described by this alternative; (2)
require all hunting to occur between July 1 and July 31 to
mnimze the harvest of pregnant females; (3) prohibit the
taki ng of calves or beluga acconpanied by a calf, and (4) provide
ot her neasures to inprove harvest efficiency.

This harvest would be admnistered jointly with Al askan Natives
t hrough a cooperative agreenment under section 119 of the MWPA
The cooperative agreenent would specify the |evel of harvest as
one (1) strike. A strike would be considered any event in which
a bullet, harpoon, spear, or other device intended to take a
whal e contacts a beluga whale. Miltiple strikes on a single
whal e woul d be consi dered one strike.



3.0 AFFECTED ENVI RONVENT

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the existing
environnment, including conditions and trends, that may be
affected by the managenent alternatives. Descriptions focus on
t he physical features of Cook Inlet, Al aska, living marine
resources, and habitat. The follow ng description(s) of the
physi cal environnent of Cook Inlet provides a setting for
subsequent di scussions on the environnental inpacts of each
alternative. These descriptions are necessary for understandi ng
how the alternatives being considered may affect the marine
resources of Cook Inlet.

Because this assessnent focuses only on the devel opnent of a co-
managenent agreenent between NMFS and Cl MMC, and the bi ol ogi cal
and cultural environment surrounding that activity, this section
focuses only on beluga whal es and the use of beluga whale for
subsi stence purposes. The reader nay find a nore detail ed

di scussion of the region's natural and human environnents in the
foll owi ng reference docunents: the University of Alaska s 1974
Al aska Regional Profiles: Southcentral Alaska (UAF 1974), and
the M nerals Managenent Service's Final Environnental |npact
Statenent for the Cook Inlet Planning Area G| and Gas Sale 149

(IMMS 1996) .

3.1 Biological Environnent: Beluga Whal es

Bel uga whal es are circunpolar in distribution and occur in
seasonal ly ice-covered arctic and sub-arctic waters. |In Al aska,
bel uga whales are found in nmarine waters from Yakutat to the

Al aska- Canada border in the Beaufort Sea. These conprise five

di stinct stocks; Beaufort Sea, eastern Chukchi Sea, eastern
Bering Sea, Bristol Bay, and Cook Inlet (H Il and DeMaster,
1998). O these, the Cook Inlet stock is now considered to be
the nost isolated, based on the degree of genetic differentiation
bet ween the Cl bel uga whal e stock and the four other stocks

(O Corry-Crowe et al., 1997). The observed differences in

m t ochondri al DNA found the Cook Inlet stock was the nost
genetically distinct of the Al aska beluga stocks, suggesting the
Al aska Peninsula nay be an effective barrier to genetic exchange.
Supporting this assessnent is the | ack of observations of bel uga
whal es al ong the southern side of the Al aska Peninsula. Mirray
and Fay (1979) postulated that this stock has been isol ated for
several thousand years.

3.1.1 Life History: The beluga whale is a small, toothed
whale in the fam |y Mnodontidae, the only other nmenber of which




is the narwhal. Beluga whales nay reach |l engths of 16 feet,

al though adult size is nore often 12-14 feet. Native hunters
report sone whales may reach 20 feet. Males may wei gh about
1,500 kg, or 3,307 pounds and females 1,360 kg or 2,998 pounds
(Nowak, 1991). Calves are born dark gray to browni sh gray and
becone lighter with age. Adults becone white to yell owwhite
upon sexual maturity, although Burns and Seaman (1986) report
femal es nay retain sonme gray coloration for as long as 21 years.
Bel uga whal es lack a dorsal fin and do not typically produce a
visible “blow on surfacing. Native hunters report these whal es
often surface with only the bl owhol e out of the water. For these
reasons they are often obscure and difficult to see.

Bel uga whales typically give birth to a single calf every two to
three years after a gestation period of approximately 14 nonths.
Cal ves are gray to brownish gray at birth. 1In Cook Inlet,
calving is assuned to occur frommd-My to md-July (Calkins,
1983), although Native hunters have observed cal ving from Apri

t hrough August (Huntington, 1999). Al askan Natives descri bed
calving areas within Cook Inlet as the northern side of Kachemak
Bay in April and May, off the nmouths of the Beluga and Susitna
Rivers in May and in Chickal oon Bay and Turnagain Armduring the
sutmer. The warner waters fromthese freshwater sources may be
i nportant to newborn calves during their first few days of life
(Kat ona, Rough, and Richardson, 1983; Cal kins, 1989). Mating
shortly follows the calving period. Reports on the age of sexual
maturity vary fromten years for females and 15 for nal es
(Suydam Burns, and Carroll, 1999), to four to seven years for
femal es and eight to nine years for mal es (Nowak, 1991). Bel uga
whal es may live nore than 30 years (Burns and Seaman, 1986).

Bel uga whal es are covered with a thick |ayer of blubber, which
accounts for as nmuch as 40 percent of its body nass (Sergeant and
Brodie, 1969). This fat provides thermal protection and stores
energy. Native hunters in Cook Inlet report beluga whal e bl ubber
is thinner in the early spring than later in sumrer, suggesting
that feeding in the northern inlet is inportant to the energetics
of these aninmals. NWVFS has neasured bl ubber thickness to be in
excess of 9 cmon Cl bel uga whal es.

Bel uga whal es are extrenely social animals which typically

m grate, hunt, and interact together. Nowak (1991) reports
average pod size as ten aninals, although bel ugas may
occasionally formmuch | arger groups, often during mgrations.
Wthin Cook Inlet, groups of 10 to nore than 100 bel uga whal es
are typically observed during the sumrer. It is unclear whether
t hese represent distinct social divisions. Native hunters have
stated that beluga whales formfamly groups and that there are
four types of belugas in Cook Inlet, distinguished by their size
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and habits (Huntington, 1999).

3.1.2 St ock Abundance: Abundance surveys of Cl bel uga whal es
prior to 1994 were often inconplete, highly variable, and

i nvol ved non-systemati c observations or counts of concentrations
in river nouths and along the upper Inlet. Based on aerial
surveys in 1963 and 1964, Klinkhart (1966) estinmated the stock at
300-400 ani mal s, but the nethodol ogy for the survey was not

descri bed. Sergeant and Brodie (1975) presented an estinmate for
t he Cook Inlet stock as 150-300 aninmals, but offer no source for
this figure. Mirray and Fay (1979) counted 150 bel uga whales in
the central Inlet on 3 consecutive days in August 1978, and
estimated the total abundance would be at | east three tines that
figure to account for poor visibility. Calkins (1984) reported
on surveys of the upper Inlet between May and August of 1982, and
estimated 200- 300 bel ugas were seen in one concentration area.
Hazard (1988) stated that an estimate of 450 whal es may be
conservative because nuch of Cook Inlet was not surveyed in these
efforts.

An aerial survey of Cook Inlet in August 1979 resulted in a

m ni nrum di rect count of 479 bel uga whales (Cal kins 1989). Using
a correction factor of 2.7 devel oped for estimating subnerged
whal es under simlar conditions in Bristol Bay, he estimted
maxi mum abundance of 1,293 whales. Because this is the nost
conpl ete survey of the inlet prior to 1994 and incorporated a
correction factor for animals m ssed during the survey in the
estimate, the Cal kins summary provi des the best avail abl e data
for estimating the historical abundance of Cl bel uga whal es.

NVFS began systematic aerial surveys of beluga whales in Cook
Inlet in 1994. Unlike previous efforts, these surveys included
the upper, mddle, and lower Inlet. Using both observers and

vi deot ape, this method al so devel oped correction factors to
account for whal es not observed due to coloration (calves and
juveniles are gray colored and do not contrast with the Inlet
wat er), diving patterns, or because whal es were m ssed by the
survey track. These surveys have continued annually and have
tracked a decline in abundance of nearly 50 percent between 1994
and 1999.

3.1.3 Distribution and Movenents of CI Beluga Wal es: Beluga
whal es general ly occur in shallow, coastal waters, often in water
barely deep enough to cover their bodies (R dgway and Harri son,
1981). Sone bel uga whal e popul ati ons nmake seasonal m grations,
while others remain in relatively small areas year round. It is
presently unknown whether this stock mgrates seasonally from
Cook Inlet and, if so, where it goes. Sightings from 1976 to
1979 and in 1997 indicate that at |east sone beluga whal es are
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present in Cook Inlet year round, although they are not likely to
occupy the northernnost reaches (Cal kins, 1983; MV5, 1999)

The whal es begin to return to the upper Inlet in April and early
May, comrensurate with the eul achons’ returning mgrations to
several streans entering the northern portion of Cook Inlet. It
appears that a relatively few discrete sites exist wthin upper
Cook Inlet which are very inportant in terns of feeding habitat
for the Cook Inlet stock of beluga whales. Al aska Natives
attribute this early novenent into the upper Inlet to whales
following the whitefish mgration (Huntington, 1999). Beluga
whal es congregate at the nouths of several |arger river systens
during early spring, feeding on eul achon, salnon snolt, and adult
sal nron. The beluga whales typically form several |arge groups
during this period, and may reside in and near the Susitna River,
the Little Susitna R ver, Turnagain Arm and several streans to
the west of the Susitna River. Beluga whales may ascend these
river systens: Native hunters report belugas once reached Bel uga
Lake fromthe Beluga R ver, and belugas are often seen well
upstreamin the Kenai and Susitna Rivers. By the end of June the
bel uga whal es may di sperse throughout nuch of the upper Inlet.

| mportant feeding and concentration areas at this tinme include
the Eagle River estuary, Chikaloon River nouth, and Ship Creek
nmouth, as well as the sites used earlier in the spring.

A satellite tag was placed on a beluga whal e captured near the
nmouth of the Little Susitna River in late May of 1999. This
adult mal e was subsequently tracked over the next three nonths,
signals fromthe tag ended on Septenber 17. This animal remained
in the upper Inlet during this entire period, and was observed
within a large group of about 90-100 bel uga whal es at the nouth
of the Little Susitna River fromlate May to md June. The whale
remai ned off the Susitna River and in Knik and Turnagai n Arns
until the tag quit transmtting.

The whal es begin to | eave the upper Inlet sonetinme in md to late
COct ober, although small groups or individual aninmals are seen
near Anchorage well into Novenber. The winter distribution of
this stock is poorly understood. Calkins (1983) postul ated the
whal es | eave the inlet entirely, particularly during heavy ice
years. Dedicated survey efforts by MV in the winter 1997 found
few belugas within Cook Inlet. Ten aerial surveys between
February 12 and March 14, 1997, resulted in several beluga whale
sightings in Cook Inlet. The nunber of animals represented by
these sightings is not reported.

Si ghti ngs of bel uga whal es outside of Cook Inlet (but in the

northern Gulf of Al aska region) further indicate that the C
bel uga whal e stock ranges well beyond the inlet in the winter.
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These sightings include sporadi c observati ons of bel uga whal es
near Yakutat, 640 km sout heast of Cook Inlet. Twenty one adult
and five juvenile beluga whal es were seen near Yakutat in May of
1976 (Fiscus, Brahan, and Mercer, 1976). The MVE 1997 wi nter
surveys observed 10 bel uga whal es of f Hubbard d aci er near
Yakutat, and the U. S. Coast Cuard reported sighting 10 to 11

bel uga whal es there in Novenber 1998. It is possible these

bel uga whal es are part of the Cook Inlet stock that nove out of
the inlet in winter and return again in spring. Consiglieri and
Braham (1982) reported annual observations of these whal es by

| ocal fishernmen. Calkins (1986), however, found these
observations to be unsupported and believed the Yakutat sightings
to be belugas fromthe Cook Inlet stock.

Si ghtings have al so occurred in Shelikof Strait, Kodiak Island,
Resurrection Bay and Prince WIIliam Sound. However, sightings in
these locations are rare and involve relatively few animals. For
exanpl e, a single beluga whale was observed in Aialik Bay near
Seward in 1988 (Morris, 1992). Another single whale was
reportedly seen near Montague Strait in 1978 (Harrison and Hall
1978) and in St. Matthew s Bay in 1998 (D. Janka, Pers. Comm).
An exception is a report in Calkins (1986) of approximately 200
bel uga whal es observed in July 1983 in western Prince WIIliam
Sound near Kni ght Isl and.

3.1. 4 Feedi ng Behavior: Beluga whal es are opportunistic
feeders, and are known to prey on a wide variety of aninmals.

They eat octopus, squid, crabs, shrinp, clans, nussels, snails,
sandworms, and fish such as capelin, cod, herring, snelt,

fl ounder, sole, sculpin, Ianmprey, and sal non (Perez, 1990; Hal ey,
1986; Klinkhart, 1966). Cook Inlet Natives also report that Cl
bel uga whal es feed on freshwater fish; lingcod, trout, whitefish,
northern pi ke, and grayling (Huntington, 1999), and on tontod
during the spring (Fay et al., 1984). Calkins (1989) reported
recovering 13 fish tags fromthe stomach of an adult bel uga whal e
found dead in Turnagain Arm These sal non had been tagged in the
Susitna River, as nuch as 80 mles upriver of Cook Inlet. In
captivity, beluga whal es nay consune 2.5-3 percent of their body
wei ght daily, or 40-60 pounds. WId beluga popul ations, faced
with an irregular supply of food, may easily exceed these anounts
whi l e feeding on concentrations of eul achon and sal non. Cook

I nl et beluga hunters report one whal e having nineteen adult king
salnmon in its stomach (Huntington, 1999).

The snelt-1ike eul achon (al so naned hooligan and candle fish) is
undoubtedly a very inportant food source for beluga whales in
Cook Inlet. Eulachon may contain as much as 21%oil (total
lipids) (Payne et al., 1999). These fish enter the upper Inlet
in May. Two mej or spawning mgrations of eulachon occur in the
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Susitna River, in May and July. The early run is estimted at
several hundred thousand fish and the later run at several

mllions (Calkins, 1989). Stomachs of bel uga whal es harvested
fromthe Susitna area in spring have been filled wth eul achon.

Sal mon snolt are also an inportant prey item as |arge nunbers

| eave these river systens in spring and sunmer and are avail abl e
to the belugas. Pink and chum sal nron are nost numerous during
June and July, and all five species of Pacific salnon are present
in the upper Inlet. Interestingly, a 1993 snolt survey of the
upper Inlet found juvenile herring the second-nost abundant fish
species collected (Multon, 1994).

Dense concentrations of prey appear essential to beluga feeding
behavi or. Hazard (1988) reports belugas were nore successful in
feeding in rivers where prey were concentrated than in bays where
prey were dispersed. Frost et al. (1983) noted that belugas in
Bristol Bay feed at the nouth of the Snake R ver, where sal non
runs are smaller than in other rivers in Bristol Bay. However,
the nmouth of the Snake River is shallower and, hence, my
concentrate the prey.

3.1.5 Natural Mortality: Three sources of natural nortality
are considered in this section: strandings, predation and
di sease.

3.1.5.1 Strandings: Beluga whales commonly strand in upper
Cook Inlet. NWS estimates that over 590 whal es have stranded
(bot h individual and mass strandings)in upper Cook Inlet since
1988, Mass strandi ngs have been nbst conmon al ong Tur nagain
Arm often coinciding with extrene tidal fluctuations (“spring
tides”). These mass strandings involve both adult and juvenile
bel uga whal es. NWS has responded to such events since 1989 and
has observed the stranded animals usually swmaway with the
returning tide. However, nortalities have al so been observed. A
1996 mass strandi ng of approximately 60 bel uga whales in
Turnagain Armresulted in the death of four adult whales. Five
adult beluga whal es died from anot her strandi ng of approxi mately
70 whal es in August of 1999.

3.1.5.2 Predation: The nunber of killer whales visiting
t he upper inlet appears to be small. However, they nay prey upon
Cl beluga whales. NMS has received reports of killer whales in
Turnagai n and Kni k Arns, between Fire Island and Tyonek, and near

1This estimate includes 44 beluga whale carcasses found along the shoreline which had
been harvested for subsistence.
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the nouth of the Susitna River. Native hunters have recently
reported killer whales along the tide rip that extends fromFire
I sl and to Tyonek (Huntington, 1999) and in Kachenak Bay.

No quantitative data exist on the |level of renovals from
this population due to killer whale predation or its inpact;
however, Kkiller whal e pods prey selectively on salnon or narine
mamal s, including beluga whales, in Cook Inlet. During a killer
whal e stranding in Turnagain Armin August 1993, one observer
reported that a killer whale regurgitated pieces of beluga flesh.
A potential dietary shift may account for sone of the nore recent
sightings of killer whales in Cook Inlet.

On the other hand, pods of killer whales also feed on
sal non, a prey of beluga whales. Therefore, seeing killer whales
near beluga whales in the inlet does not necessarily inply that
they are searching for beluga whal es.

Assessing the inpact of predation by killer whales on Cl
bel uga whales is difficult. Anecdotal reports often highlight
the nore sensational, nortalities on beluga whales due to killer
whal es, thereby overenphasi zing their inpact. Further, these
reports are fromthe early 1980s when bel uga whal es were nore
abundant. Consequently, they are of mninmal value in evaluating
current inpacts to the popul ati on of beluga whales in Cook Inlet.

3.1.5.3 D sease: Bacterial infection of the respiratory
tract is one of the nbst common di seases encountered in marine
manmal s. Bacterial pneunonia, either alone or in conjunction
with parasitic infection, is a comon cause of beach stranding
and death (Howard et al., 1983). From 1983 to 1990, 33 percent
of stranded beluga whales in the St. Lawence estuary (n = 45
sanpl ed) were affected by pneunonia (Martineau et al., 1994).
One bel uga whal e apparently died fromthe rupture of an "aneurysm
of the pulnonary artery associated wth verm nous pneunoni a"
(Martineau et al., 1986).

Bel uga whal es appear relatively free of ectoparasites, although
both the whal e | ouse, Cyanus sp., and acorn barnacles, Coronul a
regi nae, are recorded from stocks outside of Al aska (Klinkhart,
1966). Endoparasitic infestations are nore comon. An

acant hocephal e, Coryosonma sp., was identified in beluga whales,
and Pharurus oserkai ae has been found in Al askan bel uga whal es.
Ani sakis sinplex is also recorded from belugas in eastern Canada
(KI'inkhart, 1966). Results of necropsies fromC beluga whal es
have found heavy infestations in adult whales. Approxinmately 90
percent of Cl beluga whal es exam ned have had ki dneys parasitized
by the nematode Crassicauda giliakiana. This parasite occurs in
ot her cetaceans, such as Cuvier’s beaked whal e, but has not been
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extensively reported in other Al askan beluga stocks. Although
ext ensi ve damage and repl acenent to tissues has been associ ated
with this infection, it is unclear whether this results in
functional damage to the kidney (Burek 1999a).

Parasites of the stomach (nost |ikely Contracecum or Anisakis)
are often present in Cl beluga whales. These infestations have
not, however, been considered to be extensive enough to have
caused clinical signs. Also recorded within nuscle tissues of C
bel uga whal es is Sarcocystis sp. The encysted (nuscle) phase of
this organismis thought to be benign; however, acute infections
can result in tissue degeneration |eading to | aneness or death
(Burek, 1999b).

The arctic formof Trichenella spiralis (a parasitic nematode) is
known to infect many northern species including polar bears,

wal rus, and to a | esser extent ringed seal and bel uga whal es
(Rausch, 1970). The literature on "arctic trichinosis" is

dom nated by reports of periodic outbreaks anong Native people
(Margolis et al., 1979). The effect of the organi smon the host
marine mammal is not known (Geraci and St. Aubin, 1987).
Trichenella has not been recorded within the CI stock of bel uga
whal es.

3.2 Cultural Environnent: History of Beluga Whale Hunting in
Cook I nl et

Thr oughout the Cook Inlet basin and specifically in Knik Arm and
the Kenai River, archeol ogical research has found itens both from
t he Dena’i na At habaskan and historic Eskino cultures. The
Paci fi ¢ Eski nbs occupi ed Cook Inlet as |ate as between A D. 1000
- 1500 (Ackerman, 1975). The Dena’ina? also called the Tanaina,
is one of the Athabaskan peoples of Alaska that live in the Cook
Inlet region. The Dena’ ina noved to the Cook Inlet area to
