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USCGC POLAR SEA (WAGB 11) RETURNS FROM ARCTIC DEPLOYMENT
U.S. COAST GUARD INTEGRATED SUPPORT COMMAND SEATTLE, Wa. – On May 19, 2008, CGC POLAR SEA returned from a two-month, multi-mission patrol in the Arctic.  The ship’s sailing directions were three fold; (1) to conduct multi-mission operations for the Alaskan Coast Guard District; and, (2) to support a NOAA “ice seal” survey in the Bering Sea, (3) to conduct training to qualify sufficient watch standers for future deployments.  All objectives were met.
POLAR SEA was lucky to experience mostly great weather throughout the Alaskan early spring deployment, which can be notoriously stormy.  The mission for the early portion of the patrol was to conduct boardings of American fishing vessels to ensure compliance with federal laws pertaining to safety at sea, inspection of product catches and reviewing onboard record keeping.  After conducting numerous “dry” and “wet” practice runs, POLAR SEA fielded two very capable law enforcement teams and conducted the first ever Living Marine Resource fisheries boarding ever by a Coast Guard Icebreaker.  This new icebreaker mission requirement is due primarily to increased activity and interest in the Arctic Region.   The recession of the Arctic Polar Ice Cap has led the Coast Guard to look for additional resources and assets to ensure all missions can be carried out in an expanding open-water Arctic environment.
After completing boardings in the Gulf of Alaska, CGC POLAR SEA proceeded into the Bering Sea via Unimak Pass during a heavy gale. The crew was in awe, to the amount of ice which accumulated of the ship’s bow during the transit on a night which seemed like the ship was the only vessel plying these waters.  Heading north, the crew plus four NOAA scientists, were searching for ice to begin a NOAA “Ice Seal” study.  The NOAA scientists were looking to collect data on four species of “ice seals” – ribbon, ring, bearded and spotted.   The survey used the embarked Coast Guard HH65 “Dolphin” helicopter to run precision search patterns with an attached camera to statistically determine “ice seal” concentrations in the Bering Sea.  These mammals are some of least understood animals on the planet due to the fact that the only way to properly study these critters is from an icebreaker.   More information regarding the NOAA study can be found at:

http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/Cruise_logs/PEP/PolarSea/polar_sea_survey.htm
The ship hoped to go ashore in Nome, but the ice conditions were not suitable to do so.  The Mayor extended a warm welcome to the ship to return when the crew can enjoy the city of Nome, which is the finish line to the annual Iditarod dogsled race.  

After Nome, POLAR SEA went to work in a training mode attempting to get as many personnel trained on icebreaking techniques as well as qualifying engineers in running the complex engineering plant in challenging ice conditions.  The ship transited from Norton Sound westward to the Gulf of Anadyrskiy and into the Eastern Hemisphere off the Russian coast.  The ship also continued to fly the helicopter for training and were able to train POLAR SEA personnel as observers.  Lastly, en route to homeport, the ship conducted a burial-at-sea for two formerly retired Coast Guardsman.
This spring’s patrol marked the beginning of a new era of Arctic Domain awareness, and the continuation of a tradition that began over 100 years ago with the Revenue Cutter Service.  Aboard the POLAR SEA, each and every crewmember rose to the occasion and exceeded all expectations in achieving several milestones during this deployment.  The crew looks forward to getting home to family and friends, and making preparations for POLAR SEA’s next deployment.
