
shrinks sea ice, and activities such as
oil and gas development accelerate
in the Arctic.

Representatives of the U.S. Coast
Guard, University of Alaska Fair-
banks, Wildlife Conservation Soci-
ety and four companies capable of
cleaning up oil spills in Alaskan wa-
ters described efforts to prepare for
and respond to oil spills at the work-
shop.    

Martin Robards, Beringia Pro-
gram director for the Wildlife Con-
servation Society, said oil spills most
commonly come from shipping. The
narrow Bering Strait is a high-risk
area in which an oil spill could reach
the shore in a short time.  More than
half of the ships that pass through the
strait are carrying oil products, he
added.  

Shipping and other maritime tran-
sit through the Bering Strait in-
creased by 118 percent from 2008 to
2012, according to “U. S. Coast
Guard Arctic Strategy,” a maritime

governance document published in
May.  The report also said 4.57 mil-
lion square miles of Arctic sea ice
melted between March and Septem-
ber of 2012.  

Ships follow either the Northern
Sea route over the Russian Arctic
from Europe or the Northwest Pas-
sage through the Canadian Arctic
from the Atlantic Ocean.  Both routes
pass through the Bering Strait, the
only gateway to the Pacific.  Marine
mammal populations critical to the
food security and culture of Native
Alaskans, including bowhead
whales, walruses and several seal
species, migrate through the strait in
the spring and fall.  

“Savoonga and Gambell want ac-
tive participation in an oil spill,” Ro-
bards said.  He cited a recent study
that concluded a community should
work with a specific oil spill re-
sponse organization to determine
what residents can do, what addi-
tional training and certifications are

needed and current options for fund-
ing.  He also cited a community level
survey in the northwest Arctic that
showed residents are not satisfied
their concerns are taken care of and
are not aware of some of the meas-
ures in place for spill prevention,
proactive preparation, first response
spill recovery and cleaning, restora-
tive action and damage assessment.    

Robards referenced the Bering
Strait Maritime Symposium organ-
ized by the UAF Marine Advisory
Program last February in Nome that
brought residents of the region’s
communities together with USCG
officials to discuss concerns about
increased ship traffic in the strait.   

Village research participa-
tion

Dr. Mark Myers, UAF vice chan-
cellor of research, said new technol-
ogy to monitor and handle oil spills
in severe weather conditions is
emerging, but information about it

flows slowly.  He said the university
can help get information out.  It has
authority and is neutral, not a deci-
sion maker, he added.

“Community-based participation
in research is incredible if it’s done
right,” Myers said.  “It’s difficult to
sustain and monitor networks.  Many
people know the power of these, and
they really become two-way com-
munications.  Villages need to see a
good, efficient product they can buy
into….”  He said UAF recently re-
ceived millions of dollars in grants
and hopes to do a lot more in com-
munity-based research participation. 

Noting that the Arctic ecosystem
depends on ice, Myers said melting
ice means rapid environmental
change.  “Understanding the ecosys-
tem as it is today doesn’t ensure suc-
cess,” he stated.  “We’ve designed on
static conditions and they are no
longer true.”  

He said polar bear managers are
continued on page 3
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Photo by Diana Haecker
APPRECIATION— On behalf of the City of Nome, Mayor Denise Michels, middle, accepted a certificate
of appreciation from the Commandant of the United States Coast Guard Robert Papp, left, that recognized
Nome’s outstanding support of United States Coast Guard as U.S.C.G. Rear Admiral Thomas Ostebo
looks on. The ceremony was held in Nome Council Chambers on Tuesday, August 20. 

Photo by Diana Haecker
FISHING— Captain Chuck Lockwood steers the Eddie Paul and his crew  into Norton Sound at Unalakleet on Friday afternoon, August 16. 

By Diana Haecker
Not too many years ago, drying

racks in Unalakleet bent under the
weight of king salmon strips hanging
to dry. 

Over the past few years, the racks
bear less and less fish. 

In late August, one sees silver
salmon hang to dry to make up for
the loss suffered due to absence of
the largest salmon species of all, ma-

ture kings that weigh up to 80
pounds apiece. 

Kings, or Chinook salmon, are the
bread-and-butter-fish of Norton
Sound, Yukon and Kuskokwim re-
gion but the kings are not returning
in sufficient numbers. Hence, subsis-
tence communities like Unalakleet
are sounding the cry: “We are in a
crisis.”

In order to face the emergency

and come up with a roadmap to steer
away from the point of no return,
Southern Norton Sound Advisory
Committee member Art Ivanoff or-
ganized a Chinook Summit, held at
the Covenant Auditorium in Unalak-
leet last Friday, August 16. 

Subsistence stakeholders from
Norton Sound, Bethel and Tanana
Chiefs Conference areas as well as
high level Alaska Dept. of Fish and

Port seeks payback
for serving miners

By Sandra L. Medearis
At its Aug. 15 meeting the port

panel expressed reservations about
the design of the new Snake River
bridge approach. 

However, they appeared satisfied
by the state Dept. of Transportation
acknowledgement of the issue and
its plan to improve the design in the
future.

Expecting more commerce and,
therefore, the size of tractor-trailer
sets to increase with burgeoning use
of arctic shipping, they thought the
plans restrict turning on and off the
bridge at Seppala Drive. City man-
ager Josie Bahnke, who is currently
on vacation, addressed the reserva-
tions in a letter to the DOT.

“It is the Port Commission’s con-
cern that a sufficient turn radius does

not exist to safely maneuver those
larger haul trucks through the inter-
section from either direction on Sep-
pala Drive without proper alignment
of Center Creek Road,” she wrote.
”Trucks towing 50-foot high deck
trailers, lowboys, side-dump or
belly-dump trucks can make any-
where from 10 to 30 trips a day to
the port, requiring two bridge cross-
ings each trip.”

The port’s special projects direc-
tor, Joy Baker, underlined that over
the past five years the port has had
increased haul traffic moving over-
sized cargo as well as rock, sand and
gravel to and from City of Nome’s
door to marine commerce.

Baker said she was satisfied with

Arctic communities want role in oil spill response activities

C
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Game officials, the Governor’s rural
affairs advisor, State legislators Sen-
ator Donnie Olson and Rep. Neal
Foster, staff to Senators Lisa
Murkowski and Mark Begich, North
Pacific Fisheries Council members,
representatives from the Arctic-
Yukon-Kuskokwim Sustainable
Salmon Initiative and staff and board
members from the Norton Sound
Economic Development Corp. con-
vened for one day to discuss where
to go from here to restore once abun-
dant king salmon runs.

John Linderman, AYK regional
supervisor of the commercial fish-
eries division of the Alaska Dept. of
Fish and Game, acknowledged the
crisis and said that king salmon
abundance is at historically low lev-

els. He pointed to the mechanism  in
place to address a crisis like this:
state statutes  prescribe the declara-
tion of a a yield of concern or a stock
of concern, which requires the
Alaska Board of Fish to devise an
action plan. 

Documented decline of a
species

In 2000, the Alaska Board of Fish
declared Yukon River Chinook as a
stock of yield concern due to low re-
turns and observed changes in re-
turning adults. Kuskokwim River
Chinooks returns took a nosedive in
2007;  Norton Sound also saw a
sharp decline in king salmon num-
bers. 

Chinook Summit calls for action to restore dismal king runs

continued on page 6

continued on page 4

By Laurie McNicholas
A pressing need to involve Arctic

communities in preparing for and
participating in  oil spill response ac-
tivities became the focus of a work-
shop held Aug. 15 in Anchorage
during the Institute of the North’s
“Week of the Arctic.”  Concern
about the potential impacts of oil
spills on western Alaska communi-
ties intensifies as climate change
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