More Information

2005 Department of the Interior Environmental Achievement Award Recipient
Kanuti National Wildlife Refuge, Region 7 - Fairbanks, Alaska

Kanuti National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) (1.6 million acres) is a land that remains wild and undeveloped.  It comprises thousands of lakes, streams, ponds and marshes.  The Refuge lies in a basin formed by the Koyukuk and Kanuti rivers.  These extensive wetlands provide nesting habitat for hundreds of thousands of waterfowl such as white-fronted and Canada geese and shorebirds.  Ducks, representing all the major flyways, can be found on the refuge.   Its land also includes forests (mostly black spruce) and upland habitat – home for other birds including pine siskin, Wilson’s warbler, boreal chickadee, great-horned owl, bald and golden eagles.  The refuge also provides space and isolation for moose, wolves and bears.  Seasonally flooded streams and rivers are home to salmon, arctic grayling and whitefish.  Kanuti NWR lies about 150 miles north of Fairbanks in interior Alaska, straddling the Arctic Circle.
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Kanuti Refuge is a good representation of Interior Alaska habitat.  It is boreal forest, whose great diversity comes from naturally occurring wildland fire.  Vegetation is typical of the boreal forest and muskeg, and an active fire history has left a complex mosaic of forest succession.  A low-lying area known as the Kanuti Flats occupies the central portion of the refuge.  This area contains numerous wetlands, lakes, and meandering streams that make it some of the most productive wildlife habitat on the refuge.
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Kanuti NWR is unique from the lower 48 refuges in that the native villages of Bettles/Evansville and Allkaket have inholdings and use the Refuge for subsistence hunting to provide food for their families.  Kanuti NWR has established an extensive outreach program with the native population to educate them on maintaining a sustainable wildlife population for the future.  The Refuge meets with the native population on a regular basis and monitors subsistence hunting takes as necessary to maintain a sustainable balance.

Kanuti NWR has established an Environmental Management Team (EMT).  With assistance, the team has developed and written an Environmental Management Plan (EMP).  We have developed an environmental policy and made a commitment to ensure the preservation, conservation and enhancement of the valuable ecological resources on the Refuge.  The Refuge is meeting or exceeding all applicable federal, state and local environmental laws and regulations.  The Refuge is educating our visitors and other stakeholders on our EMS process.  We are encouraging our suppliers, vendors and contractors to embrace these same principles.

As part of our EMS, we have established roles, responsibilities and accountability for our environmental programs and documented them.  We have established standard operating procedures for handling used oil in our aircraft hangars.  We have inventoried our waste streams and established goals for improving our existing environmental programs.

Other specific accomplishments documented in our EMS program include the following:

The staff of the Kanuti NWR has initiated a low-impact, “leave no trace”, and other environmental policy for field operations.  These operational procedures include an environmental policy that deals with human waste, spike camping that reduces our footprint on the land, and a spill containment system that reduce the possibility of oil and gasoline spills in the waterways of Kanuti NWR.  We have initiated an environmental outreach program at the Arctic Interagency Visitor Center in Coldfoot to inform the public of our “leave no trace”, along with other environmental policy and information.  We work with local villages near Kanuti NWR to reduce the impacts of subsistence users and incorporate these same standards into our field operations.
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Arctic Interagency Visitor Center

At our Administrative Cabin on Kanuti Lake, we use solar power to run our power system, store all aviation fuel in a double walled system, store boat fuel in contained spill systems and provide absorbent pads in all boats operated on the lake.  We are currently developing a human waste system for the cabin in order to continue to reduce our impact on resources at the site. Meanwhile, we use an environmentally friendly product for human waste disposal and carry all waste out from the lake for proper disposal.  We are also developing a portable ladder system at the nearby Kanuti River for launching boats to reduce erosion and further reduce our impact on the land.  Boat motors are currently being upgraded to 4 stroke motors to reduce fuel consumption, and increase efficiency, and reduce discharges to the lake.
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Kanuti Lake Cabin
Plans for replacement of our bunkhouse in the community of Bettles include low flow water systems, recycled building materials, low energy appliances and recycled products. 

As part of the revision of our Comprehensive Conservation Plan for the refuge, we are addressing possible threats to resources by working actively with partner agencies to address issues including invasive species, non point source run off from the Dalton Highway, response systems to a possible oil spill from the Alyeska Pipeline or a chemical spill on the highway.  We are working with Fish and Wildlife Service Spill Response coordinators to re-evaluate the spill response plan for the Interior of Alaska and have plans for a spill response system to be mobilized out of Bettles or our Fairbanks office.  We have plans to include refuge staff in spill response exercises planned by Alyeska during the winter of 2005.  We continue to work with the Department of Transportation and the Bureau of Land Management on corridor development and confinement of use to specific areas on the Dalton Highway.  The actions will reduce the possible impacts to the resources of the Kanuti NWR.  

In our Fairbanks Refuge offices, we seek partners to help us recycle paper, batteries, used computer products, toner cartridges, used oil and cardboard.  We encourage the use of low energy power and light systems and are investigating low energy use automobiles. We purchase recycled paper products for our personal use, use environmentally friendly cleaning supplies and have installed an instant hot water system to reduce energy use.   

We have also established a Waste Prevention and Recycling Coordinator for Kanuti NWR who will evaluate all operations to ensure future environmental compliance.

The Kanuti NWR staff has a strong commitment to the protection of resources and actively works to comply with environmental standards that exceed those required by users of the refuge.  We set the low impact bar high and will continue to actively work to reduce our impacts on the land we are charged with protecting in our role of stewardship. 
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