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Key Message

The Tongass National Forest has a portfolio of mitigation and adaptation activities in place to address climate change in Southeast Alaska. As we continue to work on this issue, the forest will be enhancing collaboration with climate scientists to better account for the Tongass’ role in the global carbon cycle, investigate opportunities for sequestration beyond “business as usual,” and focus on scenario building to better prepare for detrimental effects on resources.

Background

The newly released Tongass National Forest Management Plan amendment addresses climate change both in the record of decision and in the environmental impact statement. The ROD identifies the importance of considering both mitigation (addressing the causes of climate change) and adaptation (addressing the effects of climate change) in project planning and decision-making. However, the ROD also acknowledges that high uncertainty related to climate change effects to Southeast Alaska specifically, as well as the limited temporal scope of the plan itself (10 years), reduces relevance of the issue to the decision outlined in the ROD. 

Current Situation 

Although the forest plan decision did not pivot significantly on the effects of climate change, the Tongass National Forest has a growing portfolio of efforts dealing either directly or indirectly with both mitigation and adaptation. This “Climate Change Portfolio” includes:
· Restoration Work: Restoration work will reinstate resilience of systems with compromised integrity. Byproducts of restoration work will potentially enter a supply chain for either wood products, which will sequester the carbon, or bio-energy production, which will offset carbon from fossil fuel emissions. 
· Thinning and Harvesting: Commercial thinning and other harvesting operations will lead to wood product production, and there is some possibility that these activities will lead to a net carbon sequestration balance as the forest grows back. 

· Sustainable Operations: The forest is currently evaluating business practices and facilities to better quantify our carbon footprint and overall consumption patterns. The Green Team on the forest is actively engaging employees to adopt behavioral changes as well as looking into bigger projects. The forest is also a pilot unit for the agency’s involvement in EPA Climate Leaders, a greenhouse gas emissions inventory and reduction program.
· Monitoring, Adaptive Management: The forest has in place extensive monitoring programs, both with long-term plots and project monitoring that will serve to indicate where and when changes take place on the forest. The adaptive management framework for the Forest empowers leadership to make changes to planning and decision-making in light of monitoring results.
· Education Resource Bundle: The forest is establishing educational materials that will provide for the development of interpretive and conservation education programs.


The forest also acknowledges and is acting on filling in the knowledge gaps that precluded significant inclusion of climate change considerations in the forest plan decision. In order to address some of these gaps, the forest is seeking and supporting collaboration with Pacific Northwest Research Station scientists on the following three emphasis areas:

· Carbon Cycle: Southeast Alaska is one of the most dynamic environments relative to the carbon cycle, with nearly nine times the amount of carbon dissolving in our streams as the Amazon River basin per unit area. We need to better quantify the amount of carbon stored on the forest to better understand the dynamics of the Tongass with reference to the global carbon cycle.

· Sequestration Opportunities: With a better understanding of the carbon cycle, the forest may begin to evaluate management options and decisions relative to sequestration opportunities, should “beyond business-as-usual” opportunities exist.
· Scenario Building: Planning projects and making other decisions will require a means for contending with the uncertainty of climate change effects on resources. Building scenarios, informed by a climate model specific to Southeast Alaska, will provide a basis for estimating a range of potential effects, indicate other areas of monitoring needed, and allow for out-year planning that assumes dynamic climate-ecosystem interactions.

Climate change is an issue felt well beyond the boundaries of the forest, and we will continue to treat it as such by engaging actively with other scientists, land managers, and partners to strategize responses. As land managers for the largest national forest in the nation, and as stewards of close to 8% of all the carbon stored in these forests, we take seriously our role as leaders in the natural resources realm, and plan to pursue a strategic focus in this area.
More Information

Erin Uloth, Partnership Coordinator, (907) 228-6273 
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