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BERING STRAIT: OILED WILDLIFE
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Biologically rich



Prolific regulations



Non-commercial harvest: ESSENTIAL



Transboundary
Weather, wildlife, peoples

CONCERNS
Food: Availability, Accessibility, and Quality

Human / Wildlife: Health and Safety
Sea Ice reduction: Ecosystem / Industrial changes
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F/V KAPITAN BOLSUNOVSKEY: NW Bering Sea - May 2012

Saint Lawrence I. - July 2012
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NSB: Dept. of Wildlife 
Management
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NSB: DWM

USCG Kodiak Air Station

AK SeaLife Center

USCG: Sector Anchorage
USFWS:  OMB
USGS: Alaska Science Center
NMFS: ORR 
International Bird Rescue

Alaska
Canada

Chukotka

SOA: ADF&G DWC
SOA: DEC

Communication Networks / Response Logistics

USCG: D17 HQ
NMFS: AMMSN

UAF Alaska Sea Grant
Eskimo Walrus Commission
Kawerak: Subsistence Program



• 2012: Routine source testing AND expanded 
testing and necropsies

• 2013: Gull – expanded testing…pending

• 2014: Routine source testing AND expanded 
testing and necropsies

Regionally: Routine testing expanded for PAHs 
due to wildlife AND human health concerns  

Sampling / Testing



Results

• Unsolved: No known source / no “fingerprint”
• Heavy Fuel Product; 2 mixed sources

• 2012 / 2014: Expanded testing determined 
hydrocarbons had metabolized in the meat, 
blubber, and organs.  Exposure routes…



US Arctic: Firsts
• Unified Command

• Oil-fouling of ice-associated seals

• Response involving marine mammals 
commonly used as a food resource

• Baseline data of oiled ice-associated seals 
• PAH concentrations 
• Pathological findings



• Inexperience: Initial local / regional response 
to oiled wildlife response protocols

• Unclear: Protocols for Public Health / Food 
Security / Food quality and safety?

• Unexpected: Concurrent events
• Oil fouling / Avian cholera

Unforeseen



Comprehensive communications
• Local, tribal, State/Federal

• Alaskan and Chukotkan

• Better understanding 
• Response Agency protocols / needs
• Subsistence community concerns 

and practices

Essential Media – updates
PSA: Radio, newspaper, electronic media,
meetings, fliers, phone, etc.

What Worked



Adaptable / Flexible Leadership
• USCG: Local to hub to agency reporting

• ADEC: continued support for regional 
response / sampling

Collaborative effort to expand sampling / testing
• Able to detect oiling of 2014 seals without 

sufficient fur samples

• Adaptive effort to begin to address health 
concerns

What Worked



Lessons Learned

Active maritime subsistence communities most likely 
to discover spills and alert regional hub partners.



Lack of regional scientific data does not mean lack of
regional knowledge.

Lessons Learned



Lessons Learned

Most effective response agencies integrated with 
regional communication networks and communities’ 
traditional knowledge holders.



Food for thought: Prevention, assessment, and response 
must be viewed in terms of public safety and food security
concerns / risks.

Lessons Learned



Lessons Learned

Ethically responsible to alert Chukotka regarding  
shared public health and marine wildlife concerns.



Recommendations

• Enhance participation with existing regional hub 
communication networks: Local partnerships 
strengthen awareness

• Regional / Community-based Surveillance and 
Response Training: Quicker response times, more 
collaboration, better communications

• Address health / safety concerns:  Chronic oil-
fouling is a serious food security / health concern 
for communities that rely on non-commercial 
resources for nutritional, cultural, and economic 
well being.



Native Village of Shishmaref; Native Village of Gambell; Native Village of 
Savoonga; US Coast Guard: D-17 HQ, Sector Anchorage, Kodiak Air 

Station;  Alaska Dept. of Environ. Conservation; Kawerak – Subsistence 
Program; NSB Dept. of Wildlife Management; Eskimo Walrus 

Commission; Association of Traditional Marine Mammal Hunters of 
Chukotka; ChukoTINRO; Ice Seal Commission; NOAA-NMFS Office of 

Protected Resources, Office of Response and Restoration, Marine 
Mammal Stranding Network; USFWS Marine Mammals Management, 
Office of Migratory Birds; USGS Alaska Science Center; Alaska Dept. of 

Fish and Game; KNOM radio; Erickson Air, Ravn Air, Bering Air, and
NMFS Permit 17350-00



Questions?







RESPONSE
FEDERAL / STATE AGENCIES
Contracted and instructed residents on collecting samples/data for diagnostic analyses and rese
Provided a press releases, fact sheets question/answer information sheet for some of the most c   
health and food security concerns 
Provided sample testing
Provided equipment to communities
Maintained communications with tribes and regional hub organizations
TRIBAL AND REGIONAL ORGANIZATIONS
Tribal members:

- Discovered and notified organizations in the regional hub
- Conducted surveys, collected data, collected carcasses/tissue samples
- Provided critical information on affected and unaffected species,      

environmental conditions, subsistence practices / species
- Provided a list of public health / food security concerns
- Communicated updates to residents and others

Regional organizations
- Maintained a communication network with regional residents, federal and state agenci   

management organizations, Bering Strait tribal offices as well as Northwest Arctic and North Slo   
offices re. Data, updates, status  

- Facilitated the delivery of specimens to agency laboratories; maintained  data and shipp  
- Acted in a liaison capacity between all involved in the response
- Produced collaborative outreach and update reports to SLI and other coastal communiti   

the Bering Strait region, including Russian communities.
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Avian Cholera
Seabird die off



2011…
Seal Sickness
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