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Status - variables measure the trend in a taxon’s population status or distribution. Higher status scores denote taxa with 

known declining trends. Status scores range from -20 (increasing) to 20 (decreasing). Score

Status Total:

Population Trend in Alaska (-10 to 10)

The Pacific population of black scoters declined significantly from the 1970s to the 2000s (Bowman 

et al. 2015). However, data from 2004 to 2012 suggest that the population is now increasing in 

western Alaska, where most of the population breeds (Bowman et al. 2015). Data from the Arctic 

Coastal Plain (ACP) suggest that this species has declined from 1986 to 2017 (Wilson et al. 2018). 

However, because the ACP supports only a small proportion of the Alaskan breeding population, we 

rank this question as C- Past declines, but currently stable.

Distribution Trend in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Unknown.

-10

Biological

Population Size in Alaska (-10 to 10)

The most recent estimate of minimum population size for Alaska is ~140,000 individuals (Stehn and 

Platte 2012, qtd. in Bowman et al. 2015). This estimate is based on black scoter surveys conducted in 

western Alaska from 2004 to 2012 (except 2011).

Score
- variables measure aspects of a taxon’s distribution, abundance and life history. Higher biological scores suggest 

greater vulnerability to extirpation. Biological scores range from -50 (least vulnerable) to 50 (most vulnerable).

G Rank:G5

S Rank: S3S4B,S3

ADF&G: Species of Greatest Conservation Need

USFWS:

Audubon AK:Red

BLM:

IUCN:Near Threatened
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low status and either high biological vulnerability or high action need

Conservation Status

Conservation category: VII.  Yellow

Range

Final Rank

ScoreCategory

-20 to 20

-50 to 50

-40 to 40

Higher numerical scores denote greater concern

NatureServe: Agency:
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Range Size in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Breeds mainly in western Alaska from the Seward Peninsula to Bristol Bay. Three primary breeding 

areas have been identified: the Bristol Bay Lowlands, the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, and Kotzebue 

Sound (Schamber et al. 2010b). However, breeding has been reported as far north as the Arctic 

Coastal Plain and on Kodiak Island in the south (Bordage and Savard 2011; Wilson et al. 2018b). 

Less common in interior Alaska, but some sightings in Denali National Park and near Anchorage 

(Bordage and Savard 2011). Overwinters on the Pribilof Islands and the Aleutian Islands, south to 

southeast Alaska (Bordage and Savard 2011). Wintering range is most restricted and is estimated at 

~327,000 sq. km.

Population Concentration in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Molt and migrate in large flocks. Large concentrations have been observed at several bays in western 

Alaska and the Gulf of Alaska (Herter et al. 1989; Smith et al. 2012a). Important staging areas are 

located in southwest Alaska and include Kamishak Bay and Nelson Lagoon (Alaska Peninsula), 

Kvichak Bay and Egegik Bay (Bristol Bay), and Kuskokwim Bay (Herter et al. 1989; Schamber et al. 

2010a; SDJV 2015c). A satellite telemetry study found that ~75% of tagged individuals (N=77) used 

northeastern Bristol Bay (~3000 sq. km.) during spring migration (Schamber et al. 2010a). Staging 

areas likely <25.

Reproductive Potential in Alaska

Uncertain, but thought to be 2 years (Bordage and Savard 2011).

On the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, average clutch size from 2001 to 2004 was 7.5  (Schamber et al. 

2010b). Most nests contained between 7 and 9 eggs, but ranged from 4 to 10 (Schamber et al. 

2010b).

Number of Young (-5 to 5)

Few data available for Alaska or elsewhere. At coastal sites, feeds predominantly on bivalves 

including mussels and clams (Bordage and Savard 2011). Other marine invertebrates (e.g. 

gastropods, amphipods, worms) and vegetation are consumed to a lesser extent (Bordage and 

Savard 2011). Diet in freshwater habitats is likely similar, but may include a higher proportion of 

insect larvae (Bordage and Savard 2011).

Habitat (-5 to 5)

Nests on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta were concealed in densely vegetated, shrub edge habitat 

dominated by dwarf birch and Alaska spiraea (Schamber et al. 2010b). Nests were found to be 

relatively far from open water (average: 58 m), and Black Scoters avoided dry upland tundra 

(Schamber et al. 2010b). During migration and non-breeding, Black Scoters in northeastern Bristol 

Bay used shallow waters near the shoreline (Schamber et al. 2010a). Individuals appear to require 

ice-free water during winter (Bellrose 1980, qtd. in Schamber et al. 2010a).

Age of First Reproduction (-5 to 5)

Ecological Specialization in Alaska

Dietary (-5 to 5)

Biological Total:

-10Management Plans and Regulations in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Subsistence and sport hunting are permitted, and 

subject to regulations (ADFG 2018e; AMBCC 2018).

Action

Score

- variables measure current state of knowledge or extent of conservation efforts directed toward a given taxon. 

Higher action scores denote greater information needs due of lack of knowledge or conservation action.  Action 

scores range from -40 (lower needs) to 40 (greater needs).
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Supplemental Information

References

- variables do not receive numerical scores. Instead, they are used to sort taxa to answer specific 

biological or management questions.
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Knowledge of Population Trends in Alaska (-10 to 10)

The Pacific Black Scoter Survey was flown annually from 2004 to 2012 (except in 2011) and 

encompassed most of its breeding range in Alaska (Bowman et al. 2015). Because this survey 

accounted for detection probability, it provided a population estimate, rather than simply an index 

(Bowman et al. 2015). However, this survey is no longer active. The USFWS Waterfowl Breeding 

Population and Habitat Survey has been ongoing since 1955, but is less robust and covers only a 

subset of the breeding range in western Alaska (Bowman et al. 2015). Nevertheless, the Waterfowl 

Survey is likely sufficient to provide adequate trend data (J. Schamber, pers. comm.), and we 

therefore rank this question as -2.

Knowledge of Factors Limiting Populations in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Little is known about the population dynamics of Black Scoters in Alaska and the factors that 

regulate them. A study on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta from 2001 to 2004 found low levels of nest 

success for 3 of the 4 years, and variable, but relatively low, levels of duckling success (Schamber et 

al. 2010b). Predation was the main cause of nest failure, probably by red fox (Schamber et al. 

2010b). The authors suggest that annual variation in nest success may be related to variations in red 

fox abundance (Schamber et al. 2010b). Causes of duckling mortality are unknown, but may also be 

the result of predation. To our knowledge, this is the only study that has investigated population 

dynamics of Black Scoters in Alaska.

Researchers in Alaska found that Black Scoters had a relatively high prevalence (69%) of avian 

influenza virus (AIV) antibodies, proving that they had at one time been exposed to the virus and 

could play a role in its transmission (Wilson et al. 2013). From 1990 to 1992, several hundred scoters 

(mostly white-winged M. fusca) were found dead or severely weakened in southeast Alaska during 

the molting period (Henny et al. 1995). None of these individuals suffered from disease, and analysis 

of heavy metal contamination was inconclusive (Henny et al. 1995). Lead poisoning also does not 

appear to be a concern for this population (Brown et al. 2006).

Knowledge of Distribution and Habitat in Alaska (-10 to 10)

Distribution and habitat associations are not well-studied. Schamber et al. (2010a) used satellite 

telemetry data to identify important areas in northeastern Bristol Bay and their habitat characteristics. 

Nesting habitats on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta were investigated by Schamber et al. (2010b).

Action Total:

Harvest: Substantial, regulations

Seasonal Occurrence: Year-round

Taxonomic Significance: Monotypic species

% Global Range in Alaska: >10%

Peripheral: No

% Global Population in Alaska: 25-74%
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