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Re: Thompson Pass and Valdez Guided Helicopter Skiing Preliminary Environmental 
Assessment (DOI-BLM-AK-A020-2024-0007-EA) 
 
Dear Ms. Barringer,  
 

The State of Alaska (State) reviewed the Thompson Pass and Valdez Guided Helicopter Skiing 
Preliminary Environmental Assessment (EA). The preliminary EA considers the issuance of up 
to eight special recreation permits (SRPs). The comments below incorporate input from the 
Departments of Natural Resources (DNR) and Fish and Game (ADF&G).  

Incorporated by reference are the ADF&G scoping comments (letter of April 12, 2024) which 
stated concerns regarding the goat population in the area. The primary scoping comment asked 
BLM to work with ADF&G to develop valid baseline data on goats in the area and a monitoring 
program for these special recreation permits (SRP). Responses to the scoping comments were not 
included in the preliminary EA.   
 
The State also offers the following comments to be considered in the EA and decision processes. 

State Topfilings and Permit Administration 
The preliminary EA correctly states that “many of the lands under BLM administration are 
encumbered by pending selections by the State of Alaska … and may in the future be transferred 
to those entities.” Additional information should be added to the preliminary EA that will detail 
1) the conditions and processes under which conveyance of selected or topfiled lands to the State 
of Alaska is most likely to occur, 2) permitting requirements on lands that have been selected or 
topfiled but not yet conveyed, and 3) the impacts of conveyance on the administration of BLM 
Special Recreation Permits (SRPs).   
 
Conveyance of State Selections and Topfilings 
The lands within the BLM permitting area include those withdrawn by Public Land Order (PLO) 
5150. The BLM and the State of Alaska are currently coordinating the revocation of PLO 5150. 
If the portion of PLO 5150 from the south bank of the Yukon River to Prince William Sound is 

https://eplanning.blm.gov/eplanning-ui/project/2031076/570


September 25, 2025 
Page 2 of 4 

 
lifted, topfiled lands within the PLO 5150 corridor State shall become effective selections 
without further action by the State upon the date that the lands included in such application 
become available1. The State intends to acquire selections adjacent to the Richardson Highway 
immediately upon revocation of PLO 5150, but selected lands further from the Richardson 
Highway are lower priority and are not likely to be pursued for acquisition in the foreseeable 
future. The EA and future planning documents should provide this context and describe the 
conditions and processes by which BLM permitted areas would be conveyed to the State. 
 
Permitting Requirements on State Selected or Topfiled Lands 
On BLM lands that have been selected by the State, a letter of concurrence is required pursuant 
to Section 906(k) of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA). DNR 
already has received requests for concurrence from operators, and these permitting requests are 
currently being adjudicated. Questions regarding 906(k) concurrence letters or general permitting 
requirements should be directed to the Department of Natural Resources, Division of Mining, 
Land & Water, South-Central Regional office: dnr.scro@alaska.gov. 
 
Impacts of Conveyance on BLM Permits 
Permits issued for activities on lands that are anticipated for conveyance to the State of Alaska 
may contain a termination clause that would take effect upon conveyance. If the SRPs being 
considered under this EA do not contain termination clauses, either a waiver of administration or 
a succession of interest would be required for the State to assume administration of these 
permits, depending on the specifics of the authorizations and whether the permitted area extends 
beyond the conveyance area. The EA must include specific information detailing whether the 
BLM intends to include a termination clause in the SRPs issued for guided helicopter skiing, and 
if not, how administration of permits would be transferred to the State in the event that permitted 
areas are conveyed to the State. 
 
Wildlife Impacts 
ADF&G is the primary authority responsible for managing fish and wildlife populations across 
the state, regardless of land ownership or designation.  This includes jurisdiction over 
sustainability, regulation, and subsistence use—unless expressly preempted by federal law.  The 
final EA must acknowledge the distinct legal authorities that State fish and wildlife agencies hold 
on federal lands. 
The 2007 East Alaska approved Resource Management Plan (RMP) identifies the protection of 
wildlife, including game species like mountain goats and their important habitat as one of its 
goals2, yet this EA fails to demonstrate how the proposed action alternatives align with that goal. 
The EA does not identify trends in mountain goat populations and fails to analyze whether the 
four existing permitted operations are a contributing factor to this decline. Given the observed 
population decrease and the lack of data on cumulative impacts, ADF&G finds no wildlife data 
to support the proposed increased number of operators.  

 
1 ANILCA, Section 906(e) 
2 East Alaska Record of Decision and Approved Plan, Section Y. Wildlife including Special Status Birds and 
Mammals, Y-1 Goal 1: In cooperation with ADF&G, ensure optimum populations and a natural abundance and 
diversity of wildlife resources, including those species that are considered BLM sensitive status species. 
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ADF&G has concerns about the proposals in Alternatives B and C to add additional permitted 
operators to the area, as the preliminary EA did not address whether existing operations may be 
impacting the local goat population. Recent ADF&G surveys show the goat population in the 
Tiekel-Tasnuna area has declined. The ADF&G’s 2023 data indicate the population is lower than 
in previous surveys from 2012 and 2016.  
ADF&G disagrees with the decision to dismiss Wildlife – Mountain Goat and Dall sheep 
populations and Wildlife – Mountain Goat Reproduction as issues analyzed in detail for the 
following reasons.  

• The EA's assumption that simply maintaining a visual distance from wildlife is enough to 
prevent negative impacts is flawed. Helicopter pilots can often find themselves within 
closer proximity to goats and sheep than allowed3  before an animal is even seen.  

• The final EA fails to address the energetic costs to animals that may be inadvertently 
impacted over the winter, a crucial time for conserving energy.  

• BLM has not identified any efforts made, in accordance with the East Alaska RMP, to 
identify important wintering areas for goats in the larger permitted area, nor shown 
whether the previously permitted activities have displaced goats within the permitted 
area. 

• Isolating operations to times outside of kidding and mating periods does not ensure that 
reproduction is not impacted. The proposed mitigation measures, though good in theory, 
are not proven to work effectively at all levels of activity. The EA fails to address a 
critical question: Is there a certain amount of activity beyond which elevation minimums 
and other mitigation measures are no longer adequate to protect the goat population? This 
question should be addressed in the final EA and decision. 

The State does not oppose the continuation of current activities with four operators while 
additional information is gathered. However, ADF&G cannot support any action that would 
double the level of activity, given that that the EA did not address whether the level of current 
operations may be contributing to the decline of the goat population. The East Alaska Record of 
Decision in Object Y-3, #10, indicates that Heli-ski landings or skiing is “not permitted in 
mountain goat or Dall sheep critical ranges, as identified based on ADF&G maps and refined by 
monitoring.”4 [emphasis added] The ADF&G 2024 Scoping Comments requested, in 
accordance with the RMP: “A proposed monitoring plan as well as an adaptive management 
proposal that clearly identifies the adjustments that will be made when monitoring during project 
implementation indicates the action is causing unintended and undesirable impacts to mountain 
goats.” Please see the ADF&G scoping letter (attached) for further information. The final EA 
should include a discussion of any monitoring that has been conducted to date, as well as a 
monitoring plan and adaptive management proposal. These proposals should be discussed with 
ADF&G local area staff prior to inclusion in the final EA. 

 
3 EA Section 2.2.5, Feature 2, outlining a horizontal distance of ½ mile and vertical distance of 1,500 feet. 
4 East Alaska Record of Decision and Approved Plan, item Y-3. 
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In summary, BLM fails to justify the proposal to double the number of permitted operators in the 
area, especially given the decline in goat numbers and the current lack of additional data.  The 
State concurs with BLM’s decision to maintain existing wildlife closure areas. 
These comments are focused on wildlife, however, ADF&G appreciates that BLM included an 
alternative that tries to mitigate the user conflicts they identify in the EA (which could increase 
with twice as many permitted operators). At this time, ADF&G can only support Alternative A 
as the preliminary EA does not address whether the observed decreases in the mountain goat 
population in the area are related to heliski activities nor does the EA include a monitoring and 
adaptive management proposal. Without some sort of a monitoring program in place, BLM has 
not demonstrated, in accordance with the RMP, that the mountain goat critical habitat areas have 
not changed. 
Closing 
Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on this proposed project. Please contact 
me at (907)269-0880 or by email at catherine.heroy@alaska.gov to coordinate any follow up 
discussions. 

Sincerely, 
 
 
Catherine Heroy 
Federal Program Manager 
 
Attachment: April 12, 2024, ADF&G Scoping Comments Regarding Valdez and Thompson Pass 

Guided Helicopter Skiing EA 
 
 

mailto:catherine.heroy@alaska.gov


 
Department of Fish and Game 

 
Division of Wildlife Conservation 

1255 West 8th St. 
PO Box 115526 

 Juneau, Alaska 99811-5526 
Main: 907.465.4190 

Fax: 907.465.6142 

1 
 

 
 
April 12, 2024 
 
Glennallen Field Office 
P.O. Box 147 
Glennallen, AK 99588  
 
Sent via email: cnfheli@usda.gov 
 
Attn.: Scoping Comments Regarding Valdez and Thompson Pass Guided Helicopter Skiing EA 
 
To whom it may concern, 
 
The Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) reviewed the scoping information for the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) Valdez and Thompson Pass Guided Helicopter Skiing Environmental Assessment (EA). 
ADF&G staff appreciated being able to attend the Valdez public presentation by phone. ADF&G provides the 
following comments on the BLM’s plan to issue Special Recreation Permits (SRPs) for guided helicopter skiing 
(heli-skiing). These SRPs will be valid for up to a ten-year period, from 2026 through 2035 (some permits may 
be a renewal and some permits may be awarded to new operators in the area). The areas proposed for 
authorization include BLM managed lands in the Chugach Mountain range in the Valdez, Thompson Pass, and 
Tiekel Block areas. The intent is to make approximately 150,000 acres of BLM land available for heli-ski 
operations.  
 
We request additional interagency discussions on this project prior to the EA’s public release as the project has 
the potential to negatively impact mountain goat population. Specifically, we would like to discuss a valid 
baseline and monitoring program associated with the SRPs. This will ensure any mountain goat population 
impacts that develop over time are caught early and mitigated.  
 
ADF&G is about to launch a study in collaboration with the U.S. Forest Service Cordova Ranger District on the 
effects of heli-skiing on their lands in the Cordova area. Location data for flight paths and touchdowns on BLM 
lands would be a huge benefit to the study. Pooling our resources for survey and collaring activities and 
working together on these studies will result in the best outcomes for goats and heli-skiers. At a minimum, we 
should ensure our survey areas are standardized and our collaring activities are coordinated so that we are all 
talking about the same things when looking at results. 
 
ADF&G is the agency responsible for the management of all wildlife populations in Alaska and the Master 
Memorandum of Understanding (MMOU) that exists between our two agencies recognizes the ADF&G as the 
primary agency responsible for policy development and management direction relating to the uses of wildlife 
resources on BLM lands.  
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We request the draft EA include the following information: 
 

• Please include reference to ADF&G authority to manage fish and wildlife on all lands in Alaska 
regardless of ownership, unless specifically superseded by federal law and how that management 
overlays with the BLM’s land management responsibilities. We are happy to assist you with crafting this 
language.  

• Please include a commitment to cooperate as outlined in the Master Memorandum of Understanding 
between our agencies. A copy of the MMOU is attached for your reference. 

• Is the proposed land area planned for opening (150,000 acres) the same area currently permitted? If not, 
please describe the existing conditions that need to change, if any, and the reasons why the change(s) are 
needed. 

• Any changes to the number of operators allowed to hold heli-skiing SRPs in this area. 
• The number of client days current operators are using on average and any changes proposed in the 

number of client days that will be allowed.  
• Information on what dates the season will be open. Seasons in the Lower 48 often run from December 1 

until April 30, In Alaska, heli-ski season generally run from February to the end of April due to the lack 
of daylight hours1.   

• A no action alternative. Our primary concern is the potential for negative impacts from any increased 
flight activity on existing mountain goat populations. Negative impacts, as outlined by the Northwest 
Sheep and Goat Council can include: reduction of foraging, increase in movement rates and energetic 
expenditure, and spatial displacement from important habitats during critical period.2 

• A proposed monitoring plan as well as an adaptive management proposal that clearly identifies the 
adjustments that will be made when monitoring during project implementation indicates the action is 
causing unintended and undesirable impacts to mountain goats.  

• The effects of the proposed action and the effects of the adjustment must also be described.  
• Information on baseline winter habitat and mountain goat population numbers in the proposed project 

area.  
• Information on who will collect data on winter habitat and numbers of goats encountered/observed 

during heli-ski operations. Will BLM and/or individual permit holders collect data?  
• If the permit holders are collecting data, how will BLM ensure accurate data is being collected? What 

will trigger permit adjustments? What will the timeline on adjustments be?  
• Please explain if there will be any “zoning” done in association with the proposed permits (e.g., areas 

where no heli-skiing is allowed, areas where no heli-skiing is allowed during certain time periods, etc.).  
• Does BLM have sufficient baseline data to be able to determine if the goat population is declining as a 

result of the permitted activities? Baseline information for surveys is critical to ensure surveys are 
carried out in a scientifically valid and standardized manner.  

• What will trigger a permittee needing to change locations (i.e., distance from observed mountain goat)? 
Will a buffer distance from observed mountain goats be included in the permits? The size of the buffer 
distance and how it was determined should be included in the EA. 

• How will BLM determine goat movements? Will individuals and/or groups be followed?   
• How will you quantify areas of habitat that support mountain goats? Will you look at polygon 

change?  If so, what will you do if the size of the polygon just changes? 
 

1 https://blog.heli.life/ski-ride/the-best-time-to-go-heli-skiing-in-alaska 
https://majesticheliski.com/weather/ 
https://www.alaskaheliskiing.com/ 
2 Northern Wild Sheep and Goat Council. 2020.  Northern Wild Sheep and Goat Council position statement on commercial and 
recreational disturbance of mountain goats: recommendations for management. Proceedings of the Biennial Symposium of the 
Northern Wild Sheep and Goat Council, 22:2. 
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• How often will BLM fly mountain goat surveys? What will you do if weather grounds flights, 
how will these surveys be made up?  

• How will search intensity be standardized?   
• Does BLM believe the snowpack will impact goat movement? If so, how will that be measured? 
• Will BLM use collared goat data and aerial survey data? How will that data be acquired and 

analyzed? 
• How will BLM monitor operator compliance to ensure the information obtained is valid. 
• Please consider and include an analysis of potential impacts to goat hunters (both those hunting 

under federal subsistence regulations as well as those hunting under State regulations.  
• An 810 Analysis will be required in the EA, evaluating whether the proposed heliskiing will 

have a significant effect on subsistence resources or uses. This analysis is required by the Alaska 
National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA), Section 810. 

• We recommend prioritizing research on those areas with the highest anticipated use. If BLM is 
proposing to use an adaptive management strategy, the areas to be surveyed can increase if 
determined necessary as time goes on. 

 
ADFG is a natural partner for the collection of these data. We are cognizant of the scope of the possible 
research and the cost involved in conducting surveys or collaring studies. We are happy to discuss opportunities 
to collaborate and pool resources.  
 
ADF&G appreciates the opportunity to offer scoping comments for this EA. We look forward to working with 
BLM staff to develop a baseline study and monitoring program that provides opportunities for operators while 
protecting the mountain goat population. Should you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact 
me, Charlotte Westing, ADF&G Prince William Sound Area Wildlife Biologist (907-424-3215, 
charlotte.westing@alaska.gov) or Heidi Hatcher (907-822-3461, Heidi Hatcher@alaska.gov) at your earliest 
convenience. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
Ryan Scott 
Director, Division of Wildlife Conservation 
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