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Executive Summary 
 
The North Cascades ecosystem includes some of the most spectacular mountainous landscapes in 
North America.  There is a wide variety of dominant vegetation types in the North Cascades.  Visitors 
can experience a range of habitats on the same mountain - from lush temperate rain forest, though sub-
alpine meadows, and up to arctic regimes.  Wildlife diversity parallels plant diversity in the North 
Cascades, with some widespread species and others limited to specific geographic areas.   
 
There are several major threats to biodiversity in the North Cascades.  The relatively small size of the 
protected area encompassed by the North Cascades National Park is inadequate for several wide 
ranging and migratory species.  A rapidly changing climate, a consequence of global warming, may 
threaten biodiversity across the North Cascades.  Small-scale hydropower systems have major impacts 
on water flow, fish habitat, and low elevation wildlife habitats.  Logging and forest road building are 
among the most serious threats to North Cascades forests and associated wildlife and fish habitats.  
Biomass harvest is a new threat to forests on the east side of the Cascade Crest.  Mining not only 
damages the land, but also pollutes streams with acids and heavy metals.  Off-road vehicle (ORV) use 
is a growing threat to wildlife and fish in the North Cascades. 
 
The North Cascades National Park provides core protected habitat for many wildlife and fish species 
within the much larger North Cascades ecosystem.  Other adjacent federal lands (i.e., national 
recreation areas, wilderness areas, and other national forest lands) provide varying degrees of habitat 
protection.  The level of habitat protection on these adjacent lands is ultimately guided by the different 
mandates and authorities granted by Congress to the National Park Service and the Forest Service.   
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal recommends converting more than 300,000 acres of national 
recreation area lands and national forest lands to North Cascades National Park.  This report explains 
how inclusion of these lands in the North Cascades National Park will enhance the land management 
authority that is needed to address major threats to biodiversity and to assure long-term biodiversity 
conservation in this critical portion of the North Cascades. 
 
This report also identifies specific habitats that are crucial for biodiversity conservation in the North 
Cascades.  Alpine and subalpine areas provide important habitat for wolverines, grizzly bears, wolves, 
and mountain goats.  Low elevation forests provide winter and spring habitat for migratory wildlife 
and essential habitat for several endangered birds (e.g., spotted owls, marbled murrelets).  Many wild 
and pristine rivers and streams support salmon, bull trout, and other aquatic species.  Protecting these 
specific habitats will strengthen long-term biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades. 
 
The status and prospects for selected wildlife and fish species are examined in the report to illustrate 
how the American Alps Proposal will enhance biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades.  The 
habitat requirements for wolverines, gray wolves, grizzly bears, mountain goats, northern spotted owls, 
marbled murrelets, Chinook salmon, and bull trout are explored.  The report outlines how addition of 
specific geographic areas to the North Cascades National Park will protect habitats for these species. 
 
The report closes with a call to action to protect biodiversity in the North Cascades.  The conclusion 
emphasizes the paramount importance of wildlife and fish biodiversity.  It conveys how the American 
Alps Legacy Proposal bequeaths a legacy to future generations that will treasure this truly magnificent 
wild area in Washington’s North Cascades.   
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Introduction  
 
The North Cascades ecosystem includes some of the most spectacular mountainous landscapes in 
North America.  It ranges from low elevation old-growth forests on the west side of the Pacific Crest to 
beautiful subalpine meadows to extensive dry pine forests on the east side of the Crest.  Water is the 
constant theme within the North Cascades National Park and American Alps Proposal Area, with 
numerous glaciers, wetlands, waterfalls, streams, lakes, and rivers supporting a vast array of wildlife 
and fish, including many endangered and threatened species.  
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal would convert national recreation area lands and national forest 
lands to national park.  The Proposal Area includes more than 300,000 acres that span the Crest at the 
widest portion of the North Cascades Mountains.  The western section of the Proposal Area is in the 
Skagit River watershed and the eastern portion is in the Methow River watershed.  A small portion, 
between Washington and Rainy Passes, is in the Bridge Creek watershed that drains to Lake Chelan.   
 
The boundaries of the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area and current land management within and 
adjacent to the proposal area are shown in Figure 1.  The American Alps Legacy Proposal Area 
includes national forest lands (246,600 acres) on both the east and west sides of the North Cascade 
National Park and most of the Ross Lake National Recreation Area (57,700 acres) that currently 
separates the park into northern and southern sections. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. American Alps Legacy Proposal Study Area (North Cascades Conservation Council) 

 
The existing North Cascades National Park provides core protected habitat for wildlife and fish within 
a much larger ecosystem comprising the North Cascades.  Adjacent federal lands (i.e., national 
recreation areas, wilderness areas, and other national forest lands) provide varying degrees of habitat 
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protection.  The level of habitat protection on specific lands is ultimately guided by the mandates and 
authorities granted by Congress to the National Park Service and the Forest Service.  These mandates 
and authorities are reflected in the administrative policies established by these agencies for managing 
specific lands. The Golden Horn area that straddles the Crest is the largest block of unprotected wild 
land in Washington State (i.e., not protected by federal legislation as wilderness or national park).   
 
The North Cascades National Park and lands included in the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area 
constitute a critical corridor for wildlife migration between the North Cascades and the Rocky 
Mountains and the North Cascades and the British Columbia Coast Range.  The strength of physical 
connectivity between these three major mountain ecosystems in western North America depends in 
large part on the ecological viability of this core area in the North Cascades. 
 
This report explores multiple aspects of biodiversity in the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area, 
looking initially at topography, climate, geology, and ecosystems.  It identifies current and future 
threats to biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades and explains how inclusion of these lands in 
the North Cascades National Park will enhance land management authority that is needed to address 
major threats to biodiversity and to assure long-term biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades. 
 
The report then focuses special attention on critical habitats and at-risk species in the North Cascades.  
Alpine and subalpine meadows, low elevation forests, and headwater streams are particularly 
important habitats for maintaining biodiversity in the North Cascades.  The viability of wolverine, 
grizzly bear, gray wolf, mountain goat, spotted owl, marbled murrelet, Chinook salmon, and bull trout 
populations provides a good measure of overall biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades.   

 
Ecosystem Diversity in the American Alps 
 

Topography, Climate, and Geology 
 
The North Cascades display some of the most impressive mountain topography in the conterminous 
United States.  While only a few peaks exceed 9,000 feet elevation, local relief is persistently grand.  
Seventy-seven peaks rise more than a vertical mile in less than three miles of horizontal distance.  The 
Sierra Nevada range has only 36 peaks with similar relief. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: View of Rugged North Cascades Topography from 
Golden Horn (Tom Hammond) 

This mountainous topography, combined 
with the North Cascades’ proximity to the 
Pacific Ocean, creates diverse climatic 
zones and associated ecosystems.  Visitors 
can experience a range of habitats on the 
same mountain - from lush temperate rain 
forest, though sub-alpine meadows, and up 
to arctic regimes.  Topography and climate 
interact in the North Cascades to create 
different ecosystems as elevation changes 
across the mountain range from west to 
east.  The rain-shadow, in combination with 
higher elevations on the east side, creates 
continental habitats and different organisms 
on the “dry” side of the Crest. 
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Rocks of the North Cascades record at least 400 million years of history.  The North Cascades are a 
geologic mosaic made up of volcanic island arcs, deep ocean sediments, basaltic ocean floor, parts of 
old continents, submarine fans, and even pieces of the deep subcrustal mantle of the earth.  The 
disparate pieces of the North Cascade mosaic were born far from one another, but subsequently drifted 
together, carried along by the ever-moving tectonic plates that make up the Earth's outer shell.  
 
As if this mosaic of unrelated pieces were not complex enough, some of the assembled pieces were 
uplifted, eroded by streams, and then buried in their own eroded debris. Other pieces were forced deep 
into the Earth to be heated and squeezed almost beyond recognition, and then raised again to our view. 
 
The deep canyons and sharp peaks of today's North Cascades are products of profound erosion.  
Running water has etched out the rugged relief of the range, landslides have softened the abrupt edges, 
homegrown glaciers have scoured the peaks and high valleys, and during the Ice Age, the Cordilleran 
Ice Sheet overrode almost all the range and rearranged courses of streams.  Erosion has written and 
continues to write its own history in the mountains. 
 
Terrestrial Ecosystems 
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal Area is primarily coniferous forest.  However, the Area contains 
a high diversity of dominant vegetation types (Table 1).  Many of these vegetation types are not well 
represented in the adjacent North Cascades National Park.  The Park contains extensive areas of high 
altitude alpine terrain, including year-around snowfields, glaciers, and bare rock.  In contrast, the 
American Alps Legacy Proposal Area also includes extensive mid and low elevation forests. 

 
Pacific silver fir and 
mountain hemlock are the 
dominant forest types in 
more than one third of the 
Proposal Area. Subalpine 
fir and lodgepole pine are 
seen at higher elevations. 
More than fifteen percent 
of the Area is dominated 
by alpine and sub-alpine 
meadows. Ponderosa pine 
grows at lower elevations 
east of the Pacific Crest. 
Western hemlock covers 
more than ten percent of 
the Area. Douglas-fir and 
deciduous forests are 
found at lower elevations. 
Cedar forests are along 
valley floors. Herbaceous 
and shrub vegetation are 
also common at low and 
mid elevations.   

 
 

Figure 3. Coniferous Forest in Swamp Creek Watershed (Tom Hammond) 
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Table 1: Dominant Vegetation Types in the American Alps Proposal Area (preliminary data) 
 

  Dominant Vegetation Type      Acres   Percent   
                      
   

  Ponderosa Pine        1,337    < 1.0 
  Ponderosa Pine / Douglas-Fir       7,530       2.4 
  Douglas-Fir / Mixed Conifer     15,555       5.0 
  Subalpine Fir / Lodgepole Pine     35,050     11.3 
  Engelmann Spruce        1,599    < 1.0 
  Second Growth Douglas-Fir       2,391    < 1.0 
  Western Hemlock      31,630     10.2 
  Pacific Silver Fir      52,569     17.0 
  Mountain Hemlock      58,381     18.9 
  Whitebark Pine           237    < 1.0 
  Subalpine Larch           543    < 1.0 
  Riparian Deciduous Forest       1,273    < 1.0 
  Upland Deciduous Forest       7,646       2.5 
  Shrub-Steppe         1,044    < 1.0 
  Alpine Meadow        7,281       2.4 
  Subalpine Meadow      41,152     13.3 
  Montane Mosaic        1,538    < 1.0 
  Montane Herbaceous        7,761       2.5 
  Montane Shrub        7,585       2.5 
  Slide Alder / Lush Shrub       1,099    < 1.0 
  Low Elevation Herbaceous            426    < 1.0 
  Rock and Bare Land      21,497       7.0 
  Snow and Ice         3,550       1.2 
  Water             368    < 1.0 
                     

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Black Bear at Easy Pass (Phil Fenner) 

Wildlife is abundant in 
the North Cascades, 
with many widespread 
species and others that 
are more limited by 
habitat characteristics.  
Black bears, bobcats, 
coyotes, marten, deer, 
raccoons, and small 
mammals are common 
in the Proposal Area.  
Other species, such as 
grizzly bears, mountain 
lions, lynx, wolverines, 
wolves, elk, mountain 
goats, western gray 
squirrels, river otters, 
golden eagles, marbled 
murrelets, and northern 
spotted owls are much 
less common. 
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Figure 5. Bobcat (Jim Davis) 

 
Aquatic Ecosystems 
 
The North Cascades are truly the land of water.  Aquatic habitats are present throughout the Proposal 
Area.  Rivers, streams, lakes, and wetlands are home to many and varied animals. 
 
Rivers and streams are important ecosystems in the Legacy Proposal area.  Major rivers include the 
Cascade River, Baker River, Skagit River, and Methow River.  Streams nearly large enough to be 
classified as rivers include Bacon Creek, Goodell Creek, Thunder Creek, Big Beaver Creek, Granite 
Creek, Canyon Creek, Early Winters Creek, and Cedar Creek.  Numerous smaller streams feed these 
larger water bodies.  Many of these clear and cold rivers and streams provide excellent habitat for 
salmon and other aquatic species. 
 
Lakes are also found throughout the Proposal Area.  They range from large manmade reservoirs like 
Ross Lake and Diablo Lake to numerous smaller natural lakes.  High mountain lakes are also abundant 
in the American Alps Proposal Area.  These beautiful and frequently inaccessible small lakes are key 
components of high mountain habitats and essential for the survival of many wildlife species.   
 
 



 
 

Figure 6. Baker River above Baker Lake (Bonnie Rice) 

Although inconspicuous 
compared to other water 
bodies in the North 
Cascades, wetlands are 
abundant in the Proposal 
Area.  They range from 
small marshy patches in 
heavily forested lowlands 
to more open high 
altitude wetlands.  These 
aquatic ecosystems are 
particularly important for 
survival of amphibian, 
reptile, and insect species.  
They are also important 
food sources for bears, 
bobcats, and many other 
North Cascades species.   

 
Aquatic ecosystems in the Proposal Area harbor a variety of fish species.  Rivers and streams in the 
Proposal Area provide excellent habitat for bull trout and multiple anadromous fishes.  Both summer 
and winter steelhead runs occur in the Proposal Area.  Spring, summer, and fall runs of Chinook 
salmon also occur in the Area.  Other anadromous salmonids include searun cutthroat trout, as well as 
coho, chum, pink, and sockeye salmon. 
 

 
 

Figure 7. Salmon in Bacon Creek (Jim Davis) 
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Current and Future Threats to Biodiversity in the North Cascades 
 

Ecosystem Size Limitations and Habitat Fragmentation 
 
Although the North Cascades National Park appears large on a map (684,000 acres), the Park itself is 
far too small to support viable populations of wide ranging at-risk species like grizzly bears, wolves, 
and wolverines.  Surrounding wilderness areas (i.e., Pasayten, Mt. Baker, and Glacier Peak) and the 
two National Park Service-managed national recreation areas (i.e., Ross Lake and Lake Chelan) 
certainly contribute toward habitat protection for these wide ranging species.   
 
However, lands outside the North Cascades National Park do not provide the level of protection that is 
needed for grizzly bears, wolves, and mountain goats in the North Cascades.  Misidentification and 
consequent accidental shooting is a major source of mortality for grizzly bears.  Accidental shooting of 
grizzly bears will not occur in the North Cascades National Park, where all bear hunting is forbidden.  
Illegal shooting can be a major source of mortality for wolves, especially in places like the North 
Cascades where wolf populations are just beginning to recolonize.  Park status will discourage illegal 
hunting of wolves in the American Alps Proposal Area.  Hunting also impacts mountain goat 
population recovery on public lands adjacent to the North Cascades National Park (Rice and Gay 
2010).  Although listed as a big game species by the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, 
mountain goat hunting is forbidden on lands within the North Cascades National Park.   
 
In addition to inadequate habitat size within the North Cascades National Park, habitat fragmentation 
may also play a major role in limiting at-risk species recovery in the North Cascades.  The Golden 
Horn area (an area lacking congressionally mandated national park protection) is a major migratory 
corridor for wolves that are following deer populations between low elevation and high elevation lands 
in the spring and fall.  Wolves are vulnerable to illegal hunting in the Golden Horn area and need the 
full protection that will come with national park status.  Accidental shooting of grizzly bears is also 
more likely to occur where protected habitats are interspersed with areas that allow black bear hunting.  
Wolverines are very sensitive to human presence.  Their movement patterns and denning behaviors 
across large areas can be easily disrupted by fragmented habitat. 
 
Low elevation spring and winter habitats for many species were left out of the North Cascades 
National Park to accommodate logging and other extractive uses.  Extensive summer and fall habitats 
at high elevations can not compensate for severe habitat limitations during the more stressful winter 
and spring seasons when mountain goats, wolves, grizzly bears, and other species need to survive at 
lower elevations.  Addition of the Baker Lake, Bacon Creek, Cascade River, State Route 20 corridor, 
and Golden Horn areas to the North Cascades National Park will reduce habitat fragmentation and 
provide year-around habitat protection for these species. 

 
Climate Change 
 
Geologic evidence indicates the North Cascades climate has been relatively stable for more than 
10,000 years since the end of the most recent ice age.  However, a rapidly changing climate, a 
consequence of global warming, may well threaten biodiversity across the North Cascades.  As habitat 
zones shift higher in altitude and farther north, some animal and plant species may not be able to adapt 
their highly specialized forms or move to new locations, dooming them to extinction or local 
extirpation (Freund and Schmitz 2010).  These and other species may be able to survive if man protects 
sensitive habitats and avoids activities that degrade wildlife travel corridors or otherwise restrict 
species adaptive movements to higher altitudes or further north. 
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Climate change also has direct impacts on biodiversity.  There are more than 700 glaciers in the North 
Cascades.  Glacier climate studies currently underway by the National Park Service and the North 
Cascades Glacier Climate Project have demonstrated that many glaciers in the North Cascades are 
already gone, and most all others are in rapid retreat.  Fewer and smaller glaciers means reduced 
stream flow in the summer and degraded habitat for salmon and other aquatic species.   
 

 
 

Figure 8. Rapidly Shrinking Glacier (North Cascades 
Glacier Climate Project) 

Higher temperatures in the fall and spring 
reduce snowfall, while increasing rainfall; 
resulting in increased flooding, direct damage 
to sensitive stream and river habitats, and less 
soil water storage for the dry months.  Also, 
shorter and warmer winters associated with 
climate change increase insect infestations in 
dry eastern forests, which compromise entire 
forest habitats that support a multitude of co-
dependent life forms.  Insect infestations may 
also damage tree health and lead to forest 
fires in dry portions of the Proposal Area. 

 
Areas covered by the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area serve as essential repositories of 
biodiversity.  They must be protected as refuges for species impacted by climate change.  The Proposal 
Area fills the gaps in the North Cascades ecosystem that will allow many species to adapt to climate 
change.  Low elevation wildlife travel corridors must be fully preserved to allow adaptive movements 
of wildlife.  Streamside vegetation, including old-growth forests, must be protected to mitigate the 
impacts of flooding and reduced soil moisture.   

 
Small-Scale Hydropower Development and Water Storage Dams 
 
Small-scale hydropower is a generic term referring to water power sources of electrical energy that are 
typically in the range of ten kilowatts up to about two megawatts.  Ten kilowatts is about the amount of 
energy to power a good size house.  These systems tend to be very popular in isolated areas not 
connected to the main electrical grid.  For example, the community of Stehekin on Lake Chelan uses 
an isolated small-scale hydropower system for part of its power.   
 
Not all small-scale hydropower systems are used in geographically isolated areas.  Some are linked to 
larger grid systems as part of a dispersed electricity generating system.  These types of hydropower 
facilities can often be found near or along electric power corridors with existing transmission lines.  
Seattle City Lights’ Ross Lake and Diablo Lake electricity generating systems are a good example of a 
large hydropower facility that can attract new small-scale hydropower systems to an existing 
transmission line.   
 
Although not as environmentally damaging as large hydropower facilities, the cumulative effects of 
small-scale hydropower facilities can have significant negative impacts on watersheds.  Many small-
scale hydropower systems remove water from streams (i.e., dewater the stream), pipe it through a 
power generating facility, and return it to the streambed below the facility.  Others small-scale 
hydropower facilities include storage reservoirs that obstruct the free-flowing character of the stream.  
Both types of systems require local power line corridors, maintenance roads, and human activity.  
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Small-scale hydropower systems have major impacts on water flow, fish habitat, and low elevation 
wildlife habitats.  They are seldom “green energy,” as their proponents assert. 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Small Hydropower (Nat. Resources Canada) 

Climate change and high energy 
costs have prompted new interest in 
all forms of energy production.  The 
Federal Government is aggressively 
promoting small-scale hydropower 
energy facilities, including website 
assistance for private companies 
searching for new hydropower sites 
in Washington State and across the 
country (US Department of Energy).  
The Washington State Legislature 
regularly considers approval of 
small-scale hydropower systems for 
“renewable energy credits.”  Such 
assistance programs and regulations 
are providing new incentives for 
small-scale hydropower.  As these  
small hydropower systems become 
more economically viable, energy 
producers will further ramp up their 
exploration for potential sites. 

 
There are multiple potential small-scale hydropower sites in the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area.  
Many of these sites are on pristine high gradient streams that would be significantly damaged by 
hydropower development.  Some have already been examined for hydropower development by various 
agencies, companies, individuals, and utilities, including the Snohomish County Public Utility District.   
 
Water storage dams are also a significant threat to biodiversity in the Proposal Area.  Development 
projects that include dams, impoundments, and other water flow barriers have contributed to the 
decline of thirty percent of threatened and endangered species in the United States (Wilcove 1998). 
 
Water is an increasingly coveted resource in the Methow Valley, as it is in many areas of the North 
Cascades.  Already, there is a history of conflict between ranchers and farmers who need water for 
irrigation, developers who need water for household and business use, and agencies and conservation 
groups that would preserve in stream flows for fish and other aquatic resources.  This conflict will only 
increase as glaciers melt, snow and rainfall patterns change, and streams become drier in the summer.  
Water storage dams could be proposed for the upper Methow watershed as these challenges grow.   
 
National forest streams without wilderness status or the presence of endangered species are potentially 
open to small-scale hydropower development and water storage dams.  In sharp contrast, National Park 
Service policies state, “Dams and reservoirs will not be constructed in parks.  The National Park 
Service will not seek to acquire and operate dams and will seek to deactivate existing structures unless 
they contribute to the cultural, natural, or recreational resource bases of the area or are a necessary part 
of a park’s water supply system” (National Park Service 2006. Management Policies, Section 9.5). 
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Including pristine rivers and streams in the North Cascades National Park will provide substantially 
stronger protections from small-scale hydropower facilities and water storage dams.  Both aquatic and 
riparian area species will benefit from these stronger protections. 
 
Logging and Forest Road Building 
 
Logging and forest road building are among the most serious threats to North Cascades forests and 
associated wildlife and fish habitats.  Logging on hillsides removes forest cover, leading to increased 
runoff water temperatures and sediment transport to streams and rivers.  Logging and forest road 
building also increase variability of stream flow, increasing the frequency of flooding and low summer 
flows (Jones and Grant 1996).   Logging in riparian areas leads to increased stream water temperatures 
and sediment deposition associated with stream bank instability.  Both intact and degraded forest roads 
contribute directly to stream and river sedimentation, curtailing the life cycles of salmon, bull trout, 
and other aquatic species in North Cascades rivers and streams. 
 

 
 

Figure 10. Recently Logged Forest 

The level of logging in North Cascades 
forests has abated significantly in the 
last two decades since adoption of the 
Northwest Forest Plan.  However, the 
Northwest Forest Plan is only an 
administrative plan that has not been 
mandated by Congress.  The Plan can 
and likely will be modified under future 
Federal Government administrations.  
In fact, the Northwest Forest Plan is 
under constant pressure from logging 
interests.  Several regulatory initiatives 
have already sought to undermine all of 
the Northwest Forest Plan’s most 
important conservation provisions. 

 
Although the Forest Service currently has no plans to log in the Baker River, Bacon Creek, or Cascade 
River watersheds, trees in these forests are maturing rapidly and will surely attract the attention of 
commercial loggers as they reach full maturity.   
 
For the most part, national forest lands in the Proposal Area on the east side of the Cascade Crest are 
not attractive for traditional commercial logging.  In general, the trees are too small and too dispersed.  
However, these eastside forests will likely become much more attractive for logging as energy related 
biomass removal continues to increase on national forest lands.  The Forest Service and other federal 
agencies are actively encouraging the use of woody biomass as a source of energy (USDA 2008, 
Washington State University Extension 2010).  Forests that are prone to fire and insect infestation are 
currently the primary focus of attention.  As biomass energy becomes more economically viable, the 
Forest Service will likely expand biomass removal from national forest lands. 
 
Designation of these lands as national park will preclude all commercial logging or biomass removal.  
More attention will be focused on decommissioning forest roads and efforts to construct temporary or 
permanent roads will not occur.  Habitats for at-risk wildlife and fish will benefit significantly from 
designation as national park.  Wilderness status would also preclude logging and biomass removal. 
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Mining 
 

Mining in the American Alps 
Legacy Proposal Area dates to the 
mid-1800s when prospectors began 
exploring for gold and other metals.  
During that period, countless sites 
were explored by miners whose 
combined efforts left us a legacy of 
hundreds of mine shafts, as well as a 
wide array of rusting artifacts, 
rotting timbers, and old building 
remnants.  These small mines have 
not only damage the land, but they 
have polluted streams with acids 
and heavy metals.  Wildlife and fish 
have been impacted throughout 
watersheds where mines are present. 

 
 

Figure 11. Azurite Mine Tailings (Okanogan NF) 
 
Azurite Mine is the largest mine in the American Alps Proposal Area.  Azurite Mine was developed in 
the mid-1900s and later abandoned.  It is currently a superfund site with 41,000 tons of toxic tailings.  
In 2002, measured arsenic levels were 190 times higher than considered safe for humans and animals.  
The Forest Service and claimholders are working to clean up the site and contain toxic pollutants that 
have been contaminating nearby streams. 
 
Although valuable discoveries were made in the heart of the range and around the Cascade Crest in the 
late 1800s and early 1900s, the region has not yet attracted large-scale mining.  A relatively small 
amount of recreational mining and prospecting continues today within the American Alps Legacy 
Proposal Area, particularly at Allen Basin and in the watersheds of Canyon, Ruby, Slate, and East 
Creeks.  Virtually no commercial mining presently occurs in the area.  However, as demand for 
minerals increases, there will be more pressure for commercial mining in the North Cascades.  
 
A Minerals Commodity Survey (United States Geologic Survey 2009) reveals that production of 
metals from US mines increased every year from 2004 to 2008 (i.e., from $12,500,000,000 to 
$27,600,000,000 worth of production).  The Survey also states, “The primary metals industry and the 
nonmetallic minerals products industry are intrinsically cyclical, and growth rates for leading and 
coincident indexes increased throughout 2009, after having fallen sharply in the second half of 2008.  
These growth rates are directly affected by the U.S. business cycle as well as by global economic 
conditions.  Gold is trending upward at record levels.” 
 
Unfortunately, with minerals in the ground (especially gold), there remains the strong potential that 
commercial mining will be attracted to the Proposal Area.  Areas of low, moderate, and high mining 
potential in the Golden Horn area are shown on the map in Figure 12.  
 
Even more disconcerting, the Okanogan National Forest Plan states, “It is Forest Service policy to 
manage forest lands to accommodate and facilitate energy and other mineral exploration, development 
and production, while integrating these activities with the use and conservation of other resources to 
the fullest extent possible.”  The Plan also states, “The Forest Service has few opportunities to directly 
influence minerals development because of its limited minerals management authority.”   
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The threat of mining on national forest lands is very real.  In May of 2010, the US Secretary of 
Agriculture approved an application from Unimin Corporation, a subsidiary of the Belgian mining 
company Sibleco, to build a temporary road and explore for minerals in national forest roadless area 
lands near Twin Sisters southwest of Mt. Baker. 
 
The Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest can and has removed some of their lands from mining 
under administrative authorities (i.e., mining withdrawals).  However, these administrative mining 
withdrawals do not provide long-term congressionally mandated protection from mining and they can 
be reversed under future forest plans when the demand for minerals increases. 
 

 
 

Figure 12. Mineral Potential in the Eastern Portion of the American Alps Proposal Area (Okanogan Nat. Forest) 

 
The National Park Service is in a much better position to prevent the damage caused by mining.  
National Park Service policy states, “The location of new mining claims pursuant to the General 
Mining Act of 1872 is prohibited in all park areas.”  “All parks are closed to new federal mineral 
leasing except for three national recreation areas (Lake Mead, Whiskeytown, and Glen Canyon) where 
Congress has explicitly authorized federal mineral leasing in each area’s enabling legislation” 
(National Park Service Management Policies, 2006. Management Policies, Sections 8.7.1 and 8.72). 
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If there are existing mining claims within a national park, the National Park Service will seek to 
extinguish these claims through purchase from willing sellers.  The North Cascades National Park is 
now actively seeking to acquire several claims known as the Thunder Creek Mines.  Many similar 
mining claims were acquired by the National Park Service during the years immediately following 
creation of the North Cascades National Park in 1968. 
 
Converting the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area to national park will limit future mining claims 
and likely make a major difference in the number of mines contaminating the North Cascades over the 
next 50 years.  Aquatic and terrestrial species will benefit significantly from this protection. 

 
Off-Road-Vehicle Use 
 
Off-road vehicles (ORVs) are a growing problem in many parts of the North Cascades.  ORVs damage 
wildlife and fish habitats and create conflicts with hikers, backpackers, and others who seek peace and 
quiet in wild lands.  ORVs impact wildlife primarily through noise disturbance and disruption of 
wildlife behaviors.  This disturbance is especially problematic for grizzly bears, wolverines, and 
wolves that are sensitive to human presence.   
 
ORVs also damage aquatic habitats.  Their wheels erode trails, stream banks, and stream beds.  
Erosional debri moves into streams, smothering salmon spawning areas.  In 2003, Forest Service Chief 
Bosworth identified unmanaged ORV use as one of the greatest threats to America’s national forests.  
 

 
 

Figure 13. Ditch Carved by ORVs (Karl Forsgaard) 

ORV users are well-organized and funded.  
They are mounting an aggressive lobbying 
campaign for expanded ORV use on public 
lands.  There is continuing pressure on many 
fronts, including ORV trail construction 
proposals in national forests, forest-wide 
route designation processes on trails and 
roads, State agency land use review 
processes, and State legislation.  Counties and 
towns are being lobbied to create new ORV 
facilities, and/or to open up existing roads for 
use by non-street-legal ORVs.   

 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal Area is not immune to this lobbying campaign.  As ORVs are 
restricted in some areas, ORV advocates will gravitate toward other lands without congressional 
protection, like those in the Proposal Area.  The Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest revises its 
management plan on a periodic basis to determine appropriate forest uses, including which roads and 
trails will be accessible to ORVs.  Across the country, more than 133,000 miles of national forest trails 
are now legally open to ORV use (USDA National Forest Service 2005).  Another 14,000 miles of 
unauthorized ORV trails exist on national forest lands (Bosworth and Brown 2007). 
 
Legal ORV use in the American Alps Proposal Area is currently limited.  ORVs are not allowed year-
around on major national forest trails in the Area.  ORV use is also restricted on some off-trail national 
forest lands to protect wildlife habitat.  Although mostly inaccessible due to steep terrain, ORVs are 
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allowed on other national forest lands.  Within the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area, ORV use is 
more common on the east side of the Cascade Crest.  There is also some illegal ORV use on national 
forest lands in the Washington State.  With limited monitoring and enforcement capacity, there is a 
growing risk of illegal ORV use spreading to new locations.   
 
ORV routes are not allowed in national parks.  National Park Service policy states, “Routes and areas 
may be designated only in national recreation areas, national seashores, national lakeshores, and 
national preserves, and only by special regulation.” Further, Park Service policy states, “As required by 
the executive order and the Organic Act, superintendents must immediately close a designated off-road 
vehicle route whenever the use is causing or will cause unacceptable impacts on the soil, vegetation, 
wildlife, wildlife habitat, or cultural and historic resources” (National Park Service Management 
Policies, 2006. Management Policies. Section 8.2.3.1). 
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal will shift ORV management in the Area to the National Park 
Service.  More rigorous Park Service restrictions and enforcement on ORVs will strengthen recovery 
of endangered wildlife and fish species and support the long-term survival of all native flora and fauna 
in the North Cascades. 

 
Special Unprotected Habitats in the American Alps 
 
The size and habitat range of the North Cascades National Park, like other national parks in the lower 
48 States, does not provide adequate protected habitat for many species of wildlife (Shafer 1990, Noss 
and Cooperrider 1994).  Studies have found that the smaller the national park, the more rapid the 
extinction rate of resident species (Newmark 1995).  Wide ranging species (e.g., wolverines, grizzly 
bears, and wolves) must spend at least part of their time outside the North Cascades National Park 
where they are vulnerable to higher mortality, mostly human caused.   
 
For other species, adequate habitat may be available inside the National Park for only part of the year.  
Migratory species like mountain goats and wolves overwinter in unprotected low elevation areas.  
Other at-risk species live primarily in unprotected habitats surrounding the North Cascades National 
Park (e.g., bull trout, Chinook salmon).   
 
North Cascades National Park boundaries must be expanded to include unprotected habitats within the 
American Alps Legacy Proposal Area and to assure long-term biodiversity conservation in the North 
Cascades.  The Legacy Proposal is designed to provide protection for alpine and subalpine habitats, 
low elevation forests habitats, and headwater stream habitats.  The several sections that follow outline 
why these particular habitats are important for biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades. 
 
Alpine and Sub-Alpine Habitats 
 
Alpine habitat is above treeline.  In the American Alps Proposal Area, this zone is characterized by 
open sparsely vegetated meadows with rocky outcrops and steep bluffs.  At higher altitudes, this zone 
includes rocky mountain tops, snow fields, and glaciers.  Subalpine habitat is in the transition zone 
from dense forest up to treeline.  In the North Cascades, it is comprised of lush meadows, avalanche 
chutes, and dispersed small clumps of trees or individual trees.  Many streams and small lakes are in 
the alpine and subalpine zones.  However, portions of the alpine and subalpine zones in the eastern part 
of the Proposal Area are relatively dry. 
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The Proposal Area includes some of the largest contiguous blocks of alpine and subalpine habitat in 
the North Cascades.  East of Ross Lake, this area extends from Majestic Mountain and Mt. Ballard on 
the northwest through a series of mountains and ridges along the Cascade Crest and on to Silver Star 
and North Gardener Mountains on the southeast.  These blocks of high altitude habitat are immediately 
adjacent to and partially dissected by mid elevation forests and important low elevation habitats in the 
West Fork Methow River, Early Winters Creek, and Swamp Creek watersheds.  

 

 
 

Figure 14. Copper Creek Basin (Jim Scarborough) 

 
These remote and isolated high elevation lands provide excellent seasonal habitat for mountain goats, 
wolves, and grizzly bears.  They serve as year-around habitat for wolverines.  All of these at-risk 
species will benefit from stronger protection of alpine and subalpine habitats.  Only about thirty 
percent of the most suitable habitat for wolverines in Washington State is protected as national park or 
wilderness (Cassidy et al 1997).  Only about fifty percent of the most suitable habitat for gray wolves 
and grizzly bears is protected by park or wilderness status. 
 
Although alpine and subalpine habitats already receive significant protection in the North Cascades 
National Park and adjoining wilderness areas, these habitats in the American Alps Legacy Proposal 
Area are special.  They are immediately adjacent to lower elevation areas that provide excellent winter 
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and spring habitat for several at-risk species.  They are among the first high altitude habitats that these 
species encounter during migration in the spring and they are among the last they pass through in the 
fall before reaching low elevation overwintering areas.   
 
The unique location of the American Alps Legacy Proposal high elevation lands is particularly 
important for recovery of carnivore species, such as gray wolves.  Wolves will be especially vulnerable 
to legal and illegal hunting as they follow ungulate prey species through this area during hunting 
season in the fall.  Designating these lands as national park will provide significant support for wolf 
population recovery in the North Cascades. 
 
Low Elevation Forest Habitats 
 
Low elevation forests are extremely 
important in the North Cascades 
ecosystem.  Low elevation, late 
successional forests support the 
greatest biodiversity and biomass 
accumulation in the Pacific Northwest 
(Ruggiero 1991, Johnson and O’Neil 
2001).  Intact low elevation forests 
provide streams and rivers with the 
nutrients and large woody debris that 
are needed for the proper biological 
functioning of aquatic ecosystems.  
Salmon, bull trout, and other aquatic 
species depend on low elevation 
forest to shade and cool surface water 
in rivers and streams, providing 
appropriate temperature conditions.   

 
 

Figure 15. Low Elevation Westside Forest 

 
Low elevation forests also provide excellent winter and spring habitat for migratory species like elk, 
deer, and their predators (e.g., wolves, cougars, and coyotes).  The forest provides shelter from wind 
and snow, as well as food that is not available at higher elevations during the winter and spring.  Low 
elevation forests along the West Fork of the Methow River, Early Winters Creek, and Cedar Creek are 
especially important winter and spring habitat for wolves and their ungulate prey.   
 
A significant amount of old-growth temperate rain forest remains in the west side of the American 
Alps Legacy Proposal Area.  These low elevation old-growth forests provide excellent habitat for 
spotted owls and marbled murrelets.  In Washington State, only thirty-three percent of the most 
suitable habitat for spotted owls and twenty-five percent of the most suitable habitat for marbled 
murrelets are protected in national parks or wilderness (Cassidy et al 1997).   
 
Some of the best amphibian habitat in Washington State is found in low elevation temperate rain 
forests in the Baker, Bacon, Cascade, and Upper Skagit watersheds.  These areas are critical for 
protecting and restoring at-risk amphibian populations.  Old-growth forests on the west side also 
provide ideal habitat for small mammals.  West side old-growth could also provide excellent habitat 
for fishers, that are listed as endangered in Washington State.  Fishers have only nineteen percent of 
their most suitable habitat protected in national parks or wilderness. 
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Low elevation forests on the east and west sides of the Pacific Crest serve as wildlife travel corridors 
for species that are migrating in response to seasonal weather patterns or perhaps regional and global 
climate change.  These low elevation forests provide a link between forest habitats that are found at 
higher elevations on the west and east sides of the Cascade Crest.  Although we do not know yet how 
animal migration may be affected by climate change, these wildlife travel corridors may be essential.  
If they are not protected, some species may not be able to adapt to climate change in the North 
Cascades, resulting in range reductions and/or extirpation of the species from the North Cascades 
(Freund and Schmitz 2010). 
 
Low elevation forest habitats have not received the same level of protection as mid and high elevation 
forests that are more likely to be included in national parks or wilderness areas.  On the west side of 
the Crest, less then five percent of the western hemlock vegetation zone in valleys is adequately 
protected.  These low elevation temperate rain forests are prime sites for growing economically 
valuable timber.  Most of the west side valleys in the American Alps Area have been heavily logged in 
the past.  Many of the failing forest roads on the west side are also found in low elevation forests.   
 
On the east side of the Crest, in the Methow River watershed, less than eight percent of the interior 
Douglas-fir vegetation zone is adequately protected.  These east side low elevation forests, although 
not as attractive for traditional logging as those on the west side, may become feed for biomass energy 
facilities slowly developing across Washington. 
 
Large areas of low elevation temperate rain forest were intentionally left out of the North Cascades 
National Park to accommodate timber industry demands for large and easily accessible trees.  Low 
elevation forests in the Baker River, Bacon Creek, and Cascade River watersheds must be protected by 
park status to prevent a return to logging.  Low elevation forests on the east side must be protected 
from future extraction for biomass energy. 
 
Headwater Stream Habitats 
 
Washington State residents are now faced with the significant challenge of protecting and restoring 
salmon and bull trout populations in Puget Sound and Columbia River systems.  Headwater streams 
are very important to the biological functioning of these aquatic ecosystems.  Protecting headwater 
streams is one of the most cost effective ways of protecting and restoring Puget Sound and assuring 
sustainable populations of salmon and bull trout on both sides of the Cascade Crest. 
 
Water quantity, water quality (primarily temperature), flood prevention, and sediment control are 
dependent on maintaining headwater streams and adjacent riparian forests.  Logging, forest road 
construction, small-scale hydropower development, water retention dams, mining, and off-road vehicle 
use are among the most important threats to headwater streams in the North Cascades. 
 
The Baker River, Bacon Creek, and Cascade River additions to the North Cascades National Park will 
provide protection for many small streams that may some day be threatened by renewed logging.  
Converting the Skagit River within the Ross Lake National Recreation Area into Park will provide 
greater protection from small-scale hydropower development on vulnerable headwater streams.   
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Figure 16. Bacon Creek is a Priority Salmon Restoration Stream (Jim Davis)

 
Adding the Granite Creek and other Skagit River system watersheds east of Ross Lake to the National 
Park will reduce the risk of mining, small-scale hydropower development, and off-road vehicle 
damage.  Including Proposal Area lands east of the Cascade Crest in the National Park will provide 
protection from mining and expanded off-road vehicle use in the Methow River watershed.  Including 
the upper Methow River watershed in the National Park will also discourage construction of water 
storage dams to meet water demands in the increasingly dry Methow Valley. 
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Selected At-Risk Species in the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area 
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal Area provides habitat for multiple at-risk wildlife and fish 
species.  Some of these species are listed under US and/or Washington State Endangered Species laws.  
Although not listed, populations of other at-risk species in the North Cascades have declined well 
below natural and historic levels and are threatened by human activities.   
 
The long-term survival of at-risk species in the North Cascades depends on the availability of protected 
habitats in the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area.  Many of these species are dependent on alpine 
and subalpine meadows, low elevation forests, and headwater stream habitats.  The success or failure 
of these at-risk species will indicate overall success of biodiversity conservation in the North Cascades.  
 
This section of the report examines how the American Alps Legacy Proposal will mitigate the risk to 
eight of these threatened species.  These species were selected because they are highly interactive 
(Soule et al 2003; Soule et al 2005; Helfield and Naiman 2006; Licht et al 2010) and exert strong 
effects throughout the North Cascades ecosystem (e.g., wolves, grizzly bears, and salmon), they are 
sensitive to human disturbance (e.g., wolverines), or they are highly dependent on forest and wildlife 
management policies that have not provided adequate protection (e.g., spotted owls, marbled 
murrelets, mountain goats, and bull trout).   
 
Other wildlife in the North Cascades will also be protected through expansion of the North Cascades 
National Park (e.g., amphibians, raptors, and old-growth dependent small mammals), but limited space 
has precluded discussion of all of these species in this report.  

 
Wolverine 
 

 
 

Figure 17. Wolverine (Okanogan National Forest) 

The wolverine (Gulo gulo) is a stocky and 
muscular carnivore.  Adult wolverines 
weigh from 22 to 55 pounds and range in 
length from 32 to 44 inches.  The wolverine 
also has a well earned reputation for 
strength out of proportion to its size.  
Wolverines have been documented to kill 
prey many times their own size. 
 
Historically, wolverines were abundant in 
the forests of Canada, the Cascades, the 
Sierra Nevada, the Rocky Mountains, the 
Great Lakes area, and north eastern United 
States.   

 
The current range of wolverines in the lower 48 states has declined dramatically, with fewer than 1,000 
individuals distributed widely in the more remote regions of the Cascades and Rocky Mountains.  
Wolverine populations in the lower 48 states are increasingly fragmented and isolated from each other 
and from larger wolverine populations in British Columbia and Alberta. 
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Hudson Bay trapping records indicate that 686 wolverine hides were taken in Washington from 1836 
to 1853.  Wolverines all but disappeared from Washington in the early 1900s.  However, wolverine 
populations may have increased locally in Washington State.   During the past two decades, wolverines 
have been sighted in the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie and Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forests.  Several 
were trapped and collared near Hart’s Pass. 
 
Wolverine habitat is being directly threatened by climate change. As temperatures rise, more and more 
of the wolverine’s high mountain habitat will probably be lost.  In the southern portions of their range, 
they will be forced to the highest mountain tops.  Reduced snow cover will impact the availability of 
denning sites.  Wolverines need deep snow cover from February to early May to provide insulation for 
kits in their dens.  Ideal denning sites are becoming more scarce as the snow in high mountain areas 
melts out more quickly in the spring. 

 
Action is needed to protect the limited wolverine denning habitat in the North Cascades and the travel 
corridors that provide access to food sources.  The American Alps Legacy Proposal Area protects ideal 
feeding and denning habitat for this rare North Cascades species.  Protection of the American Alps 
Legacy Proposal Area will strengthen wolverine conservation. 
 
Gray Wolf 
 
Before Europeans arrived, gray wolves (Canis 
lupus) roamed nearly all of North America 
from Alaska to Mexico and the Pacific to the 
Atlantic.  Trapping for pelts decimated wolf 
populations in the North Cascades and much of 
the rest of the North America.  Extermination 
programs (i.e., trapping, shooting, and 
poisoning) further suppressed wolf populations 
in the North Cascades.  By 1930, wolves were 
thought to be extirpated from the North 
Cascades of Washington and were rarely seen 
in the North Cascades of British Columbia.   
 
Gray wolves are currently listed as endangered 
under US and Washington State Endangered 
Species laws.   

 
 

Figure 18. Gray Wolf (US Fish and Wildlife Service) 

 
These listings preclude hunting, trapping, shooting, harassing, or capturing of wolves in Washington’s 
North Cascades. The gray wolf population in the North Cascades remains very low.  However, wolf 
packs with pups have recently been documented in the Washington portion of the North Cascades 
(e.g., Lookout Pack in the Twisp, Washington area), indicating that wolves are reproducing locally, an 
important element in the repopulation of the North Cascades.   
 
The biology and behavior of wolves is very conducive to recovery in the North Cascades.  Wolves 
reproduce at a young age and often have large litters.  Areas with good habitat and abundant prey can 
be colonized rapidly.  Much of the Proposal Area is ideal habitat for wolves.  Ungulates, the primary 
prey of wolves, are very abundant in the upper Methow Valley, Golden Horn area, and adjacent areas.   
In time, one or more wolf packs will colonize the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area.   
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The two primary threats to the recovery of wolves in the North Cascades are habitat loss and human 
induced mortality (i.e., illegal hunting, predator control, and eventually legal hunting).  Wolf habitat 
must be protected in the North Cascades, especially the habitat provided by the American Alps Legacy 
Proposal Area.  Illegal kills could become a major source of wolf mortality.  Predator control by 
wildlife agencies and ranchers could also become a significant source of wolf mortality.  Expanding 
the North Cascades National Park to include the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area will preclude 
predator control and hunting in the Park and strongly discourage illegal wolf kills.  

 
Grizzly Bear 
 
Before Europeans arrived, grizzly bears (Ursus arctos) thrived throughout western North America, as 
far south as Mexico.  The grizzly bear population decreased dramatically as Europeans moved west.  
Hudson Bay Company trapping records show that 3,788 grizzly bear hides were shipped from North 
Cascades area trading posts between 1827 and 1859.  The decimation of the grizzly bear population 
continued for more than a century with commercial trapping, habitat loss, and unregulated hunting the 
leading causes of death.  
 

 
 

Figure 19. Grizzly Bear (John Hechtel) 

The current North Cascades grizzly bear 
population has fallen to an 
unsustainable level.  The population in 
Washington is estimated to be only five 
to ten bears (Romain-Bondi et al 2004).  
Ten to twenty bears are present in the 
British Columbia North Cascades.  
Grizzly bears in the North Cascades of 
Washington State have been designated 
as threatened by the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service and endangered by the 
Washington State Department of Fish 
and Wildlife.  The US Fish and Wildlife 
Service has recognized the importance 
of the North Cascades by designating it 
as one of six grizzly bear recovery areas 
in the lower 48 states. 

 
Many factors affect the grizzly bear population in Washington.  Each bear requires a large territory and 
there is very little protected land available for grizzly bears in the North Cascades.  They breed 
infrequently (once every three to five years); they usually have small litters with only one to two cubs; 
and they spend several years raising these cubs.  Their low reproductive rate and limited habitat 
undermine recovery even in a relatively large area like the North Cascades.   
 
Grizzly bear populations are also affected by human activities, especially activity that is facilitated by 
roads.  Hunter failure to distinguish grizzly bears from black bears results in many grizzly bear deaths 
each year in the Rocky Mountains.  Grizzly bear control (intentional killing of grizzly bears by agency 
staff), illegal hunting, and auto collisions also take a toll on grizzly bear populations in the Rocky 
Mountains.  In the Yellowstone Park area,  grizzly bear mortality outside the Park was more than twice 
as high as mortality inside the Park from 1975 to 1994 (Mattson et al 1996). 
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Some of the best remaining grizzly bear habitat can be found in the North Cascades National Park and 
the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area.  Protecting this core habitat is essential for grizzly bear 
recovery in the North Cascades.  Alpine and subalpine areas are important feeding areas for grizzly 
bears in the summer and fall.  Low elevation forests are even more important in the spring when 
grizzly bears emerge from high elevation dens and go in search of food.  Park status will protect 
spring, summer, and fall habitat for grizzly bears and prevent the accidental or illegal shooting of 
grizzly bears that is so detrimental to population recovery. 

 
Mountain Goat 
 
Mountain goats (Oreamnos americanus) are the 
icon of North Cascades National Park, the 
Golden Horn area, and mountains to the west of 
the Park.  They are native to Alaska, British 
Columbia, the Cascade Mountains, and a few 
other areas in the lower 48 states.  They are 
highly adapted to the harsh conditions of the 
North Cascades. 
 
Mountain goats spend the summer above 5,000 
feet, near cliffs and snowfields.  In the winter, 
they move to low elevation, south-facing slopes 
with old-growth forests and rocky outcrops.  
The warmer southern exposure and brisk valley 
winds keep these rock outcrops partially free of 
snow, allowing the goats to feed throughout the 
winter on lichen, grasses and shrubs. 

 
 

Figure 20. Mountain Goat (Phil Fenner) 

 
Mountain goat survival in the North Cascades is a constant struggle.  Mortality rates average sixty to 
seventy percent in the first year and fifty percent during the second year of life.  Significant causes of 
mountain goat mortality include falls, avalanches, predation (e.g., cougars, golden eagles), parasites, 
and harsh winter conditions.   
 
Mountain goats are more vulnerable to population declines than most other ungulate species.  Human 
presence can adversely affect mountain goats by causing them to use energy they would otherwise use 
to survive.  Recent research has demonstrated that hunting is also a major factor in mountain goat 
population decline in Washington State (Rice and Gay 2010).  
 
There are multiple mountain goat herds in and around the North Cascades National Park.  In general, 
these herds are below target populations set by the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife.  
Unfortunately, mountain goats remain designated as big game animals in Washington and are 
occasionally hunted just outside North Cascades National Park boundaries.  The mountain goat 
population will likely increase with additional protected habitat in the Proposal Area, where hunting in 
the new Park lands can be fully restricted and other forms of human disturbance can be minimized. 
 



 27  

Northern Spotted Owl 
 

Northern spotted owls (Strix occidentalis) are medium-sized owls with brown eyes and no ear tufts.  
They are gray-brown in color, with light spotting on their backs and breasts.  They are slightly smaller 
than the closely related and similar appearing barred owl.  Their call is a strong resonant 
hooting/barking with a distinctive rhythm. 
 

 
 

Figure 21. Northern Spotted Owl (US Fish and Wildlife) 

Spotted owls hunt mostly at night, except 
during nesting season when they may also 
hunt during the day.  Northern flying 
squirrels are their most common prey, but 
they also eat rats, mice, voles, rabbits, and 
bats.  Spotted owls do not migrate, but may 
move to lower elevations during times of 
deep snow or when their prey is scarce.  
Young spotted owls may disperse long 
distances, which sometimes brings them into 
inappropriate and unsafe habitats. 
 
The northern subspecies of the spotted owl 
(northern spotted owl) is now listed as 
threatened by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Services and as endangered by the 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. 

 
Currently, the spotted owl population in Washington State continues to decline precipitously due to 
loss of habitat and possibly competition from barred owls.  
 
Spotted owl habitat occurs on both sides of the Pacific Crest.  They live in low and mid-elevation late 
successional and old-growth forests with dense canopies.  They prefer forests of Douglas-fir with 
complex vegetation at multiple levels.  Their habitat is usually near streams or other water sources.  
Because spotted owls typically do not cross brushy or clear-cut areas, they occur primarily in large 
expanses of undisturbed mature forest. 
 
In the Pacific Northwest, more than half of former old-growth habitat has already been lost.  Currently, 
most spotted owl habitat in Washington is unprotected.  A number of management and recovery plans 
have been proposed for spotted owls.  The current management plan requires enough clusters of old-
growth forest trees to be preserved to sustain 1,500 to 2,000 spotted owl territories and to allow for 
dispersal between territories.  The dispersal factor is important, as dispersal time is a particularly 
dangerous stage of life, with eighty percent of juveniles failing to survive.   
 
Recent surveys have found significantly fewer owls than were found in surveys performed only a 
decade ago.  Expanding the North Cascades National Park will help to preserve and protect low 
elevation old-growth forest habitat for the spotted owl and help prevent their continuing decline. 
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Marbled Murrelet 
 
The marbled murrelet is an elusive, small (robin size), stocky seabird.  In Washington State, marbled 
murrelets inhabit calm, shallow, coastal waters and bays, but breed inland, up to 70 miles from shore, 
in mature, temperate rainforests.  They can fly up to 60 miles an hour and usually fly at night. They 
forage by swimming underwater, typically in water less than 100 feet deep, not far from shore.  Small, 
schooling fish make up most of their diet, which also includes a variety of other small sea creatures. 
 
In March and April, marbled murrelet pairs appear in breeding areas.  Most eggs are laid between 
April and July.  The female lays a single egg high in a tree, or infrequently, in a nest on the ground.  
The parents take turns incubating the egg, changing places every morning at dawn.  For about four 
weeks, one parent incubates, while the other forages at sea.  Once the chick hatches, both parents feed 
it for another four weeks.   

 
The location of marbled murrelet nests was one of 
the last great ornithological mysteries of North 
America.  The first nest was found in Asia in 
1961.  A North American nest was not found until 
1974.  Only nine nests have been found in 
Washington State, although the breeding 
population is estimated at 1,800 birds.  We do not 
know whether current nesting sites exist in the 
Proposal Area.  However, marbled murrelets have 
been sighted near the west boundary of the North 
Cascades National Park (North Cascades National 
Park 1994).  Also, they prefer to construct nests in 
dense, mossy, old-growth stands that are common 
in the American Alps Legacy Proposal Area.     

 
 

Figure 22. Marbled Murrelet (Hammer 
Environmental)

 
The marbled murrelet is listed as threatened by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Washington 
State Department of Fish and Wildlife.  Disturbance to the nesting birds and destruction of habitat 
through old-growth logging has no doubt reduced the population.  The marbled murrelet population in 
Washington, Oregon, and California has been declining precipitously at four to seven percent per year 
(McShane et al 2004).   
 
Protecting low elevation old-growth forests from future logging, ORV use, and other disturbance is 
critically important for marbled murrelet population recovery in the North Cascades.  Including the 
American Alps Legacy Proposal Area in the North Cascades National Park will be one step toward 
recovery of this endangered species. 
 
Chinook Salmon 
 
Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) are an iconic symbol in the Pacific Northwest.  They are 
the largest of salmon, with individuals commonly exceeding 40 pounds and some reaching 100 
pounds.  Chinook salmon are prized for recreational and commercial fishing, and recognized as a 
strong indicator of the ecological status of rivers, streams, and their watersheds.   
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Chinook salmon require clear, cold, freshwater for spawning.  They usually spawn in large, high 
velocity streams with coarser gravel than those used by the other salmon species.  The Skagit River 
system is one of the few in Washington State with mostly natural origin spawners.   
 
Most Chinook salmon spend about one year in freshwater habitats before moving on to brackish 
estuarine areas and the open ocean.  They generally reside in the ocean for three to four years, where 
they mature and reach full growth.  Chinook salmon usually return to the same stream where they were 
spawned.  In the Skagit River system, they return to spawning areas during April through June. 
 

 
 

Figure 23. Chinook Salmon (City of Belevue) 

All naturally spawned populations of Chinook 
salmon from rivers and streams flowing into 
Puget Sound were listed as threatened under the 
US Endangered Species Act in 1999.  Chinook 
salmon populations are suppressed throughout 
the Skagit River system (Water Resource 
Inventory Area-04 2010).  Suppressed salmon 
populations are attributable to degradation of 
headwater stream riparian habitats (logging, 
road building), construction of fish migration 
barriers (e.g., dams, culverts), genetic dilution 
and competition with hatchery raised salmon, 
and overharvest.   

 
The listing of Chinook salmon as threatened prompted development of local partnerships (Shared 
Strategy for Puget Sound) to address local recovery of Chinook salmon populations.  In the Skagit 
River system, Bacon Creek and other tributaries to the Skagit River have been identified as a high 
priority for restoration.  Designation of these important river and stream segments as national park will 
ban all logging, prevent ORV damage to streambed spawning areas, limit construction of new dams 
(i.e., small-scale hydropower), and provide resources for restoration of Chinook salmon habitat. 

 
Bull trout 
 
Bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus) live in the 
cold, clear waters of the high mountain streams 
and rivers of northwestern North America.  
Bull trout require water temperatures below 
55 °F, clean gravel for spawning, and deep 
pools and complex cover for rearing.  They 
favor the pools of cold lakes and large rivers, as 
well as high, cold mountain headwaters. 
 
Some bull trout populations migrate through 
large river systems and lakes to the ocean.  
Other bull trout populations remain in the same 
stream throughout their entire lives.   

 
 

Figure 24. Bull Trout (US Fish and Wildlife Service) 

 
Bull trout are listed as a threatened species under the U.S. Endangered Species Act.  High water 
temperature, sediment, and fish passage barriers are major threats to survival of bull trout.  All of these 
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threats are directly linked to logging and road building.  Some bull trout populations are also 
threatened by hybridization with hatchery raised non-native brook trout.  Other bull trout populations 
are threatened by ORV damage to stream habitats and the construction of new dams or other small-
scale hydropower facilities that restrict or interrupt stream flow during critical periods. 
 
Bull trout are present in major rivers and streams throughout the American Alps Legacy Proposal 
Area, with spawning and rearing sites in selected areas.  The cold and clear waters of Proposal Area 
streams and rivers make it ideal for protection and recovery of the bull trout in western Washington.  
Including the Proposal Area in the Park will contribute toward recovery of this important fish species. 

 
Summary of the Biodiversity Benefits of the American Alps Legacy Proposal 
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal recommends that more than 300,000 acres of unprotected 
national forest lands and national recreation area lands be included in the North Cascades National 
Park.  Inclusion of these lands in the National Park will provide congressionally mandated permanent 
protection.  The National Park Service will focus land management efforts on wildlife and fish 
conservation and recreation, as opposed to the broader multiple-use mandate for national forest lands.   
 
The National Park Service has a much stronger mandate for biodiversity protection in national parks.  
National Park Service policy states, “The Park Service will successfully maintain native plants and 
animals by preserving and restoring the natural abundances, diversities, dynamics, distributions, 
habitats, and behaviors of native plant and animal populations and the communities and ecosystems in 
which they occur; restoring native plant and animal populations in parks when they have been 
extirpated by past human-caused actions; and minimizing human impacts on native plants, animals, 
populations, communities, and ecosystems, and the processes that sustain them” (National Park 
Service, National Park Service Management Policies, 2006. Natural Resource Section 4.4.1). 
 
Conversion of Proposal Area lands to national park will significantly increase the size of the core 
protected area in the North Cascades.  Wildlife populations using these core areas will no longer be 
impacted by hunting and/or poaching.  Mountain goats will receive substantially increased protection 
from hunting if these lands are converted to national park.  An increase in the size of the protected core 
area will be particularly important for colonizing wolf packs that are struggling to survive.  Grizzly 
bears will be protected from accidental shooting and other human caused mortality.  Wolverines will 
be able to roam more freely across contiguous and unfragmented blocks of protected habitat.   
 
The protected area provided by an expanded North Cascades National Park will also ban or limit other 
major human activities that constrain the recovery of at-risk species.  National park status will protect 
low elevation forest habitats from a return to logging and forest road building, providing a boost to the 
recovery of spotted owl, marbled murrelet, salmon, and bull trout populations.  Including pristine 
rivers and streams in the North Cascades National Park will restrict small-scale hydropower 
development, limit construction of water storage dams, and prevent new mining claims.  The National 
Park Service will also have substantially greater policy authority and enforcement capacity to protect 
sensitive habitats from off-road vehicle damage. 
 
The American Alps Legacy Proposal is focused on the long-term integrity of the North Cascades 
ecosystem.  It emphasizes the paramount importance of wildlife and fish biodiversity.  It bequeaths a 
legacy to future generations that will treasure this truly magnificent wild area in Washington’s North 
Cascades.  Now is the time to take action to preserve and restore biodiversity in the North Cascades. 
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