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USCGC POLAR SEA (WAGB 11) HEADS NORTH 

U.S. COAST GUARD INTEGRATED SUPPORT COMMAND SEATTLE, Wa. – At the end of March 2008, CGC POLAR SEA will head north to conduct a two-month, multi-mission patrol in the Arctic.  This patrol closely follows the footsteps of the sailors of the Revenue Cutter Service, predecessor to today’s Coast Guard, sent north to conduct the Bering Sea Patrol, bringing humanitarian aid and federal presence to the remote towns of Alaska.  This spring, Arctic icebreaking, public relations visits to native villages, and enforcement of laws and treaties will be on POLAR SEA’s agenda as she heads north.    

The Revenue Cutter Service first sent sailors to Alaska and the Bering Sea in the late 1800’s to prevent the extinction of fur seals by enforcing hunting laws.  In 1880, the cutter Corwin was the first ship to sail the Bering Sea Patrol.  Every following spring, a cutter sailed among the Aleutian Islands, Pribilof Islands, and other fishing, whaling, and sealing areas.  The cutter would stop first in Unalaska to receive orders from a patrol commander stationed there.  From April to October, the cutter would sail between Unalaska and its next assignment.  The assignments ranged from providing food and healthcare to native villages to providing judges, marshals, and a “floating court” for remote Alaskan towns.  Some of these assignments made history.  The cutter Bear and its crew introduced reindeer to the north as a food source for natives.  In 1897, two Lieutenants and a doctor from the Bear’s crew drove a herd of reindeer 1500 miles over land to provide food and assistance for eight whaling ships trapped in the ice near Point Barrow.  Unalga and its crew provided essential medical relief to an infected village during the great Spanish Influenza pandemic of 1919.  The Revenue Cutter Service, which became part of the U.S. Coast Guard in 1915, continued providing these services for 97 years.  In 1964 the Coast Guard re-named the Bering Sea patrol the Alaska Patrol.   
In spring 2008, POLAR SEA will sail from Seattle on an Alaska Patrol and Arctic West Deployment.  Like the Revenue Cutters of the 1800’s, POLAR SEA will visit small Alaskan towns and enforce laws and treaties on the Bering Sea.  POLAR SEA will also carry on the Bering Sea Patrol’s tradition of exploration and conservation.  Scientists from NOAA’s National Marine Mammal Laboratory will conduct a population survey of four species of ice seals.  POLAR SEA is one of the Coast Guard’s most powerful icebreakers, and it is equipped for modern scientific operations, having the capability to support scientific studies in places many other ships cannot reach.  This spring’s patrol will be the beginning of a new era of Arctic Domain awareness, and the continuation of a tradition that began over 100 years ago. 
With the thinning of Arctic sea ice coverage, the amount of navigable water surrounding the American Arctic is increasing.  Therefore, the mission of Arctic Domain Awareness has become a priority for the Coast Guard.  The scientific demands of the International Polar Year, support for native communities, protection of fishery stocks and marine mammals, and the commercial demands of Alaska’s vast mineral resources call for an increased presence in the Arctic by the Coast Guard.
