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Abstract: Humans constitute an important, but often overlooked or neglected, element of

Arctic ecosystems. Monitoring changes in this human component presents substantial

challenges, and tends to be most successful when focused on especially significant

socioeconomic aspects of local human activity. Contemporary subsistence (aboriginal)

whaling is one such nexus for Native communities in northern Alaska. The Bering-Chukchi-

Beaufort Sea stock of bowhead whales population is estimated at 10,500 individuals (2001)

and increasing at a rate of 3.2 percent since 1978, the year the International Whaling

Commission (IWC) first set a quota for the bowhead subsistence hunt. The current quota is

flexible, to accommodate variable hunting conditions, but is conservatively limited to 280

whales landed for the five-year period of 2008-2012 (with no more than 67 strikes in any one

year). While the bowhead population has continued to increase, intensified oil and gas (and

other commercial) activities may adversely affect these whales, and the subsistence hunt.

This research, one part of the ANIMIDA/cANIMIDA project, gathered measures to assess

the potential effects of industry activities, weather and ice conditions, and non-industry

vessel and aircraft activities on subsistence whaling near Cross Island, Alaska. The Cross

Island harvest is a relatively small part of the overall hunt, with a annual quota of four

strikes, but takes place at the whaling location closest to both onshore and offshore oil and

gas activities. This poster presents eight years of data to allow discussion of how year-to-year

variability in subsistence whaling can be related to the factors identified above. Additional

potential factors affecting whale behavior (and the subsistence hunt) such as whaling

technology and climate change can also be addressed using grosser, but longer-term, data.

LOCATION: North Slope of Alaska - Cross Island is 10 to 15 miles offshore (north) of the Prudhoe Bay

industrial complex, and about 73 miles NE of Nuiqsut. Nuiqsut is located on the Colville River, about 16

miles inland from the Beaufort Sea. (maps from NSB Planning Department)

WHALES, OFFSHORE OIL DEVELOPMENT, and OTHER COMMERCIAL ACTIVITIES pose potential,

but not necessarily inevitable, conflicts (map from the North Slope Borough Planning Department). The

Bowhead population has been increasing since the start of co-management of the subsistence hunt.
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METHODS
All boats carried GPS units

Daily talks with whalers re GPS 
tracks, whaling experiences, and 
whale behavior

Daily researcher systematic 
observation and notes

Weather station at Cross Island 
during whaling season

Local review of all reports, with 
annual presentations in Nuiqsut

Coordination with NSB /AEWC

Archival/library research
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Wind speed was a significant factor for all seasons, and a limiting factor for some. Ice conditions were an important limiting

factor for the 2005 and the first half of the 2006 seasons. Whalers encountered commercial vessel traffic on the one good day

for whaling during the 2005 season, at a minimum hindering the hunt. Nuiqsut whalers have a season quota of four strikes,

and have landed 3 or 4 whales in all study seasons except 2005, when they landed only 1. Existing oil production has thus far

not directly affected Nuiqsut whaling adversely, although there is evidence that exploratory drilling and seismic surveys have.
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Large Commercial Tug and Barge
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Nuiqsut, 6/08 – north arrow is approximate

Source: Zeh, J.E. and Punt, A.E. 2005. Updated 1978-2001 abundance estimates 

and their correlations for the Bering-Chukchi-Beaufort Seas stock of Bowhead 

whales. JCRM 7 (2):169-175 and Craig George, personal communication 2007.

Commercial whalers hunted this

population 1848-1914. The 1847

population is estimated as no more

than 23,000 and the residual 1915

population as 3,000.

Woodby and Botkin 1993.

Since 1978, the subsistence Bowhead hunt has been

managed by the IWC under a quota system. Nuiqsut

whalers have an annual quota of 4 strikes. The initial total

annual quota on the stock was 12 strikes and is now 67

strikes, with some carryover of unused strikes. Average

strikes used since 1990 has been 54 (IWC website).

Rate of increase since 1978 

approximately 3.2%


