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4.  Wilderness Reviews 
 
A wilderness review is the process used to determine whether or not to recommend lands or 
waters in the National Wildlife Refuge System to the U.S. Congress for designation as wilderness.  
The Service is required by policy to conduct a wilderness review for each refuge as part of the 
CCP process (603 FW 2).  Lands or waters that meet the minimum criteria for wilderness are 
identified in a CCP and further evaluated to determine whether they merit recommendation to 
the U.S. Congress for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS). 
 
According to the Wilderness Act of 1964, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1131–1136), “An area of 
wilderness is further defined to mean in this Act an area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its 
primeval character and influence, without permanent improvements or human habitation, which is 
protected and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions and which (1) generally appears to 
have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially 
unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of 
recreation; (3) has at least five thousand acres of land or is of sufficient size as to make practicable 
its preservation and use in an unimpaired condition; and (4) may also contain ecological, 
geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value.” 
 

Oregon Islands National Wildlife Refuge and Wilderness  
 
Oregon Islands National Wildlife Refuge contains three distinct units as follows: 
 
Rocks, Reefs, and Islands Unit.  This unit of the Refuge contains all but one of the rocks, reefs, 
and islands along the Oregon coast that are separated from the mainland and extend above the 
surface of the sea at mean high tide.  Chief’s Island at Gregory Point is the only rock or island not 
included within the Refuge as it is currently administered by the U.S. Coast Guard.  A footbridge 
connects Chief’s Island to the mainland and a lighthouse is present on the island.   The Rocks, 
Reefs, and Islands Unit of the Refuge comprises 1,853 rocks, reefs, and islands ranging in size 
from small pinnacles just above the sea surface to 21-acre Goat Island near Brookings.  All of the 
Refuge’s rocks, reefs, and islands were designated as wilderness in 1970, 1978, or 1996 with the 
exception of Tillamook Rock.  In 1879, construction of a lighthouse and associated structures 
began on Tillamook Rock.  The top 30 feet of the rock was blasted away to make a level foundation 
area for construction, which was completed in 1881.  The lighthouse remained operational until 
1957 when the light was extinguished.  The rock and lighthouse were sold to a private individual in 
1959 and remain in private ownership today.  The lighthouse currently serves as a columbarium 
where the cremated remains of humans are placed.  Although still in private ownership, Tillamook 
Rock was added to Oregon Islands Refuge in perpetuity in 1992 by conservation easement.   
 
All of the Refuge’s rocks, reefs, and islands, with the exception of Tillamook Rock, have already 
been designated as wilderness.  Because of the highly altered nature of Tillamook Rock and the 
presence of buildings and concrete covering much of it, we have determined that Tillamook Rock 
does not satisfy minimum wilderness suitability criteria. 

 
Coquille Point Unit.  The Coquille Point Unit of Oregon Islands NWR was established in 1991, 
as the first mainland unit of the Refuge.  A total of 36 acres has been acquired.  This small 
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headland had been heavily impacted by human uses over the past century.  Most of the upper 
terrace of the headland had been leveled and structures built on the area.   At the time of 
acquisition all that remained of the buildings was a single foundation.  Most of the topsoil was gone 
from the site and the area was either barren or covered with invasive plant species. A deteriorated 
gravel parking area was present along with a concrete public stairway to the beach.  A large two-
story hotel was built within the authorized refuge boundary and dominates the area.  The 
northern dune and lowland area is covered by invasive gorse and European beachgrass with a 
heavily used sand road running through it.   Following acquisition, the Refuge developed the 
terrace area for intensive public use including wildlife observation, environmental education, and 
interpretation.  A paved parking area and trail system were constructed on the headland along 
with two stairways to the beach.  Topsoil was imported and native vegetation planted, while 
control of invasive plant species is ongoing throughout the unit.  A kiosk and interpretive panels 
have been installed.  Entrance to the dune and lowland area on the north end of the property has 
been blocked to prevent further driving on the area and efforts to control invasive plants are on 
going here.   
 
Because of the small size and highly altered and developed nature of the headland we have 
determined Coquille Point does not satisfy minimum wilderness suitability criteria. 
 
Crook Point Unit.  The Crook Point Unit was acquired in 2000 as the second mainland addition to 
Oregon Islands NWR.  The 133-acre headland is located at Crook Point 5 miles south of Cape 
Sebastian in Curry County.  The purposes for acquiring Crook Point were to protect seabird 
nesting colonies and marine mammal haul-out sites within Oregon Islands NWR immediately 
adjacent to the headland and to provide permanent protection to one of the few remaining 
relatively undisturbed headlands on the Oregon coast.  The headland contains unique geological 
formations, rare plants, and cultural resource sites.  Due to the sensitivity of the resources to 
disturbance and destruction, this unit of the Refuge is closed to public access.  The unit is 
bordered on the south and east by private property and on the north by Pistol River State Park.   
A gravel/dirt road runs through the property from south to north and terminates at the barren 
headland at Crook Point.  An abandoned residence, barn, and out-structure are located along this 
road along with a powerline servicing this portion of the property.  When funding becomes 
available, these buildings and their associated utilities will be replaced with RV pads, a tent 
platform, septic system, and domestic water well for management purposes.  The southern 10 
acres of the unit was retained for private use under a 75-year lease as a condition of purchase.  
The 10-acre lease area contains a gravel access road, residence and garage.    
 
Because of the small size and developed nature of the southern portion of this unit, we have 
determined Crook Point does not satisfy minimum wilderness suitability criteria. 

Three Arch Rocks National Wildlife Refuge and Wilderness 
 
All of Three Arch Rocks National Wildlife Refuge was designated as wilderness in 1970.  At 15 
acres in size, Three Arch Rocks Wilderness is one of the smallest wilderness areas in the United 
States.  

Cape Meares National Wildlife Refuge 
 
Cape Meares National Wildlife Refuge contains a total of 138.5 discontinuous acres divided into 
north and south units.  The two units of the Refuge are separated by lands administered by the 
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OPRD as Cape Meares State Scenic Viewpoint.  The State Scenic Viewpoint receives more than 
400,000 visitor use-days annually and contains numerous improvements including a paved access 
road and parking lot, restrooms, paved trails, viewing decks, a operational historic lighthouse, a 
gift shop, and picnic areas.  The larger north unit of Cape Meares NWR is bisected by a county 
road known as the Three Capes Scenic Route and receives heavy automobile use by tourists and 
residents of the nearby communities of Oceanside and Netarts.  The eastern portion of the paved 
entrance road to the State Scenic Viewpoint passes through this unit of the Refuge.  In addition, a 
segment of the Oregon Coast Trail, maintained by the OPRD through a Memorandum of 
Agreement, is located in the eastern portion of this unit west of the Three Capes Scenic Route and 
north of the entrance road.  The smaller south unit is bordered on the north by the State Scenic 
Viewpoint, on the south by private lands, and along the east by a narrow strip of private land 
adjacent to the Three Capes Scenic Route.  The Refuge consists of vertical sea cliffs, rock 
outcroppings, remnant coastal old-growth coniferous forest, old-growth blowdown in early seral-
stage forest, and shrubland.  The rareness and exceptional quality of these habitat types led to the 
entire Refuge (except the hiking trail and road) being designated a Research Natural Area in 
1987.   
 
While the Refuge contains excellent examples of once-common but now rare habitat types, the 
small acreage, discontinuous refuge lands, and the presence of heavily used roads on and adjacent 
to the Refuge results in a determination that Cape Meares National Wildlife Refuge does not 
satisfy minimum wilderness suitability criteria. 
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MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS 
                     DECISION GUIDE 

 
 
“. . . except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the administration of the 
area for the purpose of this Act...” 

– the Wilderness Act, 1964 
 

 

 

 

Programmatic MRA - 
Research, Monitoring, and Management  
 
Oregon Islands and Three Arch Rocks Wilderness Areas 
 
 
Step 1: Determine if any administrative action is necessary. 
 
Briefly describe the situation that may prompt action: 
 
Oregon Islands and Three Arch Rocks NWRs and Wilderness Areas contain the majority of the 
seabird nesting colonies and pinniped haul-out/pupping sites along the Oregon coast.  
Approximately half of all the seabirds breeding along the west coast of the conterminous United 
States nest in Oregon (Naughton et al. 2007) and approximately 66% of the common murre 
population breeding in western North America south of Alaska is found in Oregon (Carter et al. 
2001).  Two rookeries within Oregon Islands Wilderness constitute the largest pupping area for 
threatened Steller sea lions in U.S. waters south of Alaska (National Marine Fisheries Service 
2008).  The Oregon Coast NWR Complex proposes to conduct research, monitoring, and 
appropriate management actions within the Oregon Islands and Three Arch Rocks Wilderness.  
There is a need to determine (1) if this action is necessary in wilderness and, (2), if so, what is 
the minimum required activity (tools and techniques). 
 
Research, monitoring, and management actions conducted by the Oregon Coast NWR Complex 
staff and their agents, including Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW), NOAA 
Fisheries, and universities, contribute to regional, national, and international conservation 
efforts for these marine-dependent species.  Access to wilderness areas by USFWS employees or 
their agents is highly regulated and minimized. The refuge wilderness areas are closed to all 
public access to protect sensitive wildlife from human disturbance and to prevent trampling and 
destruction of habitats. Research and monitoring are essential to document the life-history 
requirements and needs of the seabirds and pinnipeds, monitor population trends, determine 
anthropogenic and natural events that effect the populations and develop appropriate 
management strategies and actions.  Failure to conduct adequate research and monitoring 
would leave refuge wildlife populations vulnerable to adverse impacts and undetected 
population declines that may be preventable or mitigated if detected sooner.   
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Research on refuge lands is inherently valuable to the USFWS because it expands scientific 
information available for resource management decisions.  Scientific findings gained through 
these projects provide important information regarding life-history needs of species and species 
groups.  Some research proposes to address specific wildlife conservation questions, such as 
understanding the causes of reduced or declining seabird and/or pinniped populations and 
assessing response of habitat/wildlife to disturbance from public uses adjacent to wilderness. 
Other research has broader applicability, such as using a suite of seabird species as indicators of 
ocean health conditions, and to document change in the larger marine environment and 
associated impacts associated with climate change and global warming.  Projects may be 
species-specific or refuge-specific, or may evaluate the relative contribution of the refuge to 
larger landscape (e.g., ecoregion, region, flyway, national, international) issues and trends.   
 
The management strategy for Oregon Island Wilderness and Three Arch Rocks Wilderness is to 
allow natural processes to occur unimpaired by human actions except for the treatment of 
invasive species.  Monitoring is crucial for early detection and development of management 
strategies to control these invasive species.  Invasive mammals that reach the rocks, reefs, and 
islands can quickly impact hundreds to thousands of nesting birds, destroying whole colonies.  
Invasive plants eliminate native vegetation, alter native flora communities, and can eliminate 
breeding habitat for burrow-nesting seabird species.  Since seabirds, pinnipeds, and native 
plants are the primary natural resource components of Oregon Islands Wilderness and Three 
Arch Rocks Wilderness, declines or losses of populations would significantly reduce the 
wilderness character and result in the loss of wilderness public purposes including scientific, 
educational, and conservation.  A rapid and aggressive approach to the control or eradication of 
invasive species is necessary to maintain biological integrity and wilderness character.   
 
Management actions for these wilderness areas include installation and maintenance of 
informational, regulatory, and interpretive signs at a variety of off-site locations adjacent to 
wilderness, such as headlands, state parks, ports, and trailheads.  At some locations, trespass is 
a serious and recurring problem, necessitating the placement of boundary and regulatory signs 
just above the intertidal zone near accessible rocks and islands.  Installation of these signs is 
necessary for informing the public of the sensitivity of these areas and that they are closed to 
public access.  The signs are not located within the boundaries of the wilderness. 
 
 
To determine if administrative action is necessary, answer questions A – F.   
 
A. Describe Options Outside of Wilderness 
 
Is action necessary within wilderness?    Yes 
 
While much of the research and monitoring activity occurs physically outside of wilderness (e.g., 
from boats or aircraft), the subjects of the research and monitoring are within wilderness.  
Opportunities to research or monitor these species outside of wilderness are almost non-existent 
because the majority of the nesting colonies and haul-out sites are within wilderness.  The 
majority of the nesting seabirds and pinnipeds on the Oregon coast occur within the refuge 
wilderness areas; therefore, some research and monitoring cannot be conducted at other non- 
wilderness locations.   
 
Currently, the USFWS allows threatened Steller sea lion research by NOAA Fisheries and ODFW 
to take place on the Rogue Reef within Oregon Islands Wilderness, through a Special Use 
Permit.  This research includes maintenance of a remote camera, which was installed at a high 
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point on the island.  The camera allows researchers to monitor and track individual marked 
animals without disturbing them.  Research is also being conducted by the University of Oregon, 
Oregon Institute of Marine Biology on Leach’s storm-petrels.  This research has required the 
installation of temporary structures to traverse the island and survey nesting birds without 
crushing burrows.  The information on these species is essential and cannot be obtained from a 
location outside of wilderness. The remote camera and temporary structures were determined 
through a previous MRA (Saddle Rock Leach’s Storm-Petrel Research Project, Oregon Islands 
Wilderness, 2004) to be the minimum tools necessary to accomplish the objectives safely and 
successfully.   
 
Although some methods of monitoring (e.g., overflights, remote sensing) and control from 
outside wilderness exist (e.g., aerial spraying, release of biological controls, quarantine 
protocols), these methods may trammel the wilderness area (e.g., pesticide falling within 
wilderness and resulting death of target and non-target organisms), result in a loss of 
naturalness (e.g., new non-native biological control organisms in the ecosystem), compromise 
refuge purposes through adverse impacts on non-target organisms, or unduly disturb wildlife. 
The USFWS cannot meet its affirmative responsibilities under E.O. 13112 to monitor for, detect 
and rapidly control, or research invasive species solely from outside the wilderness area, nor can 
native ecosystems impacted by invasive species be solely restored from outside of the wilderness 
area. 
 
B. Describe Valid Existing Rights or Special Provisions of Wilderness Legislation 
 
Is action necessary to satisfy valid existing rights or a special provision in wilderness legislation 
(the Wilderness Act of 1964 or subsequent wilderness laws) that allows consideration of the 
Section 4(c) prohibited uses?   Yes           
 
Special Provision – from The Wilderness Act of 1964, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1131-1136) Section 
4(b):  Except as otherwise provided in this Act, each agency administering any area designated 
as wilderness shall be responsible for preserving the wilderness character of the area and shall 
so administer such area for such other purposes for which it may have been established as also 
to preserve its wilderness character.  Except as otherwise provided in this Act, wilderness areas 
shall be devoted to the public purposes of recreational, scientific, educational, conservation, and 
historical use. 
 
Prohibited Uses – from The Wilderness Act of 1964, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1131-1136) Section 
4(c): “Except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the administration of the area for 
the purpose of this Act (including measures required in emergencies involving the health and 
safety of persons within the area), there shall be no temporary road, no use of motor vehicles, 
motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing of aircraft, no other form of mechanical 
transport, and no structure or installation within any such area.”  
 
C. Describe Requirements of Other Legislation 
 
Is action necessary to meet the requirements of other laws?    Yes 
 
The National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966, as amended, in section 
4(a)(4)(B) directs the FWS to (1) provide for the conservation of fish, wildlife, and plants, and 
their habitats within the NWRS; (2) ensure the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental 
health of the NWRS are maintained (see 610 FW 3); and (3) monitor the status and trends of 
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fish, wildlife, and plants in each refuge.  These requirements cannot be fully met through 
conducting research and monitoring actions outside the proposed wilderness area. 
 
Research is a specialized use (603 FW1) and, therefore, it is not considered a priority public use 
by NWRS policy.  However, two provisions of the National Wildlife Refuge Improvement Act of 
1997 are to “maintain biological integrity, diversity and environmental health” and to conduct 
“inventory and monitoring.”   
 
The USFWS and NOAA Fisheries, along with all other federal agencies, have affirmative 
responsibilities under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 to conserve endangered and 
threatened species at Section 2(c)(1).  Federal agencies are also responsible for cooperating with 
the States to the maximum extent practicable in conserving listed species, under Section 6(a). 
The USFWS currently authorizes NOAA Fisheries, acting as an agent of the USFWS and 
following the conditions of a Special Use Permit, to enter the Refuge wilderness area to conduct 
research on threatened Steller sea lions as required under the 2008 Final Steller Sea Lion 
Recovery Plan.   
 
Executive Order 13112 directs federal agencies to: “subject to the availability of appropriations, 
and within Administration budgetary limits, use relevant programs and authorities to: (i) 
prevent the introduction of invasive species; (ii) detect and respond rapidly to and control 
populations of such species in a cost-effective and environmentally sound manner; (iii) monitor 
invasive species populations accurately and reliably; (iv) provide for restoration of native species 
and habitat conditions in ecosystems that have been invaded; (v) conduct research on invasive 
species and develop technologies to prevent introduction and provide for environmentally 
sound control of invasive species; and (vi) promote public education on invasive species and the 
means to address them”. 
 
D. Describe Other Guidance  
 
Is action necessary to conform to direction contained in agency policy, unit and wilderness 
management plans, species recovery plans, or agreements with tribal, state and local 
governments or other federal agencies?    Yes 
 
Currently refuge staff are not actively conducting research, however it is anticipated that in the 
next 15 years there would be additional seabird research related to the recently completed 
Pacific Region Seabird Conservation Plan (USFWS 2005a).  The Service currently authorizes 
NOAA Fisheries, via a Special Use Permit, to enter the refuge wilderness area to conduct 
research on threatened Steller sea lions as required under the 2008 Final Steller Sea Lion 
Recovery Plan. 
 
The USFWS’s Research and Management Studies policy (4 RM 6) and Appropriate Refuge Uses 
policy (603 FW1.10D(4)) indicate priority for scientific investigatory studies that contribute to 
the enhancement, protection, use, preservation, and management of native wildlife populations 
and their habitat as well as their natural diversity.  Projects that contribute to refuge-specific 
and/or wilderness management, where applicable, would be given a higher priority over other 
requests.   
 
E. Wilderness Character   
 
Is action necessary to preserve one or more of the qualities of wilderness character including 
untrammeled, undeveloped, natural, outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and 
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