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Southeastern Alaska 
(Southeast)—a dynamic 
land in transition—is 
situated along a narrow 
band of broken 
coastline dissected by 
myriad rivers and 
streams compressed 
between glaciated 
coastal mountains and 
the powerful North 
Pacific Ocean. This 
coastal ecosystem 
overlaps the northern 
portion of the world’s 
largest temperate 
rainforest—the Pacific 
Coast Rainforest, which 
extends from northern 
California to the Kenai 
Peninsula of Alaska. 
Encompassing over 
5,000 islands within the Alexander Archipelago and 
more than 18,000 mi (30,000 km) of marine shoreline, 
Southeast supports abundant populations of wildlife 
and fish species, many of which are rare or threatened 
in the lower 48 states. Approximately 80% of 
Southeast is contained within the 16.8 million acre (6.8 
million ha) Tongass National Forest. Established as a 
reserve by presidential proclamation in 1902, President 
Theodore Roosevelt expanded the reserve and named it 
the Tongass National Forest—the nation’s largest—in 
1907. Roughly the size of West Virginia, the Tongass 
contains nearly a third of the rare old-growth, 
temperate rainforest on earth and retains the greatest 

expanse of intact old-growth forest remaining in the 
United States.  

Unlike most forests in the lower 48 states, the 
Tongass still possesses significant areas of intact 
landscapes with a high degree of ecological integrity. 
All 5 species of Pacific salmon (Oncorhychus spp.) 
still spawn in abundance in free-flowing streams and 
rivers throughout the region and contribute 
significantly to the biological richness of this coastal 
ecosystem. During the last half-century, however, 
substantial portions of the most productive forest lands 
in Southeast have undergone significant ecological 
change as old-growth forests were harvested to support 

FIG 1. Mud Bay on North Chichagof Island, looking north to Glacier Bay and Mt. Fairweather. 
(John Schoen photo). 


