10 Key Reasons to Protect the Northern Bering Sea and Bering Strait
1. Culture, Food Security, Economy
The cold, rich waters of the northern Bering Sea and Bering Strait form the foundation of culture,
food security, and economy for Central Yup’ik, Cup’ik, St. Lawrence Island Yupik and Inupiaq
peoples. Indigenous peoples have relied on the abundant marine resources of this region for
thousands of years.
2. Way of Life
Cultural practices associated with hunting and fishing bind people to the sea, and tie families and
communities together through the sharing of food and passing of knowledge from one generation
to the next.
3. Migration and the Rhythm of Sea Ice
The northern Bering Sea and Bering Strait ecosystem is driven by the annual cycle of seasonal sea ice
that forms in the fall and retreats in the spring. 1 One of the Earth’s largest migrations of marine
mammals and birds moves to and from the Arctic Ocean through the funnel of the narrow Bering
Strait.2
In winter the waters between St. Lawrence and St. Matthew islands contain a combination of pack
ice, polynyas (persistent open water areas within the pack ice), and broken ice floes. This dynamic
zone is seasonal habitat for bowhead and beluga whales. Walruses and bearded seals use the ice
surface as a platform for resting, breeding, or feeding. The entire global population of spectacled
eiders winters over here in stunningly dense aggregations. Spotted seals occupy the ice edge and
ringed seals concentrate in coastal ice where they build lairs for raising pups.
In spring, the melting of winter sea ice, combined with nutrient rich waters transported by currents
to the continental shelf and the return of sunlight, stimulates a massive phyto- and zooplankton
“bloom” that fuels the whole food web and sustains a rich living seafloor.3 Traveling with the
retreating ice, herds of Pacific walrus move north to the Chukchi Sea. Bowhead whales follow ice
leads to the Beaufort Sea, beluga whales follow schools of fish into coastal waters, and gray whales
arrive from the south. Seals make their way inshore or northward to the Arctic Ocean. Spectacled
eiders are joined by millions of birds flying to nesting grounds on coastal cliffs and wetlands.
In the St. Lawrence Island Yupik language, the migration phenomenon is called katawhsaqa or
“pouring out” because of the profusion and movement of marine life.4 During this time and
throughout the summer, families focus on traditional hunting, fishing, and gathering.
4. Underwater Soundscape
Year-round, the northern Bering Sea is a sensitive acoustic environment. Marine mammals use
sound to locate food and to navigate. Songs and calls are important for communication and mating,
and the animals listen for predator cues within the ambient ocean soundscape.5
5. Traditional Ecological Knowledge
Traditional knowledge and expertise needed for hunting, fishing, gathering, and the preservation of
food is passed down through generations based on experience and observation. It has enabled
survival, shaped culture, and is also useful to scientific research and in the ability of tribes to adapt
to the future.
(over)

6. Variability
Successful harvest requires use of large areas of the ocean to account for year-to-year variability in
ocean and ice conditions and the movement of species.6 In some years, walrus hunters on St.
Lawrence Island travel in small boats up to 100 miles offshore. 7
7. Small-Scale Local Fisheries
Communities along the northern Bering Sea coast engage in small-scale commercial fisheries for
salmon, crab, herring, and halibut. Harvesting and processing of local seafood provides jobs and
opportunity that supports families in the mixed subsistence and cash economy.
8. Front Edge of Climate Change
The northern Bering Sea and Bering Strait region is vulnerable to ecological transformation and
uncertainty due to warming ocean conditions. Satellite and local observations show that the timing,
duration, and extent of seasonal sea ice are changing, generating a suite of ecological shifts:
•

Biological communities on the seafloor have declined over the past few decades, changing the
location and abundance of prey for marine mammals and birds.8

•

During a series of especially warm years, a wide range of fish species moved north.9

•

Late ice formation exposes villages to storm surges, resulting in dangerous coastal erosion that
may force relocation.10

•

In some recent years, the retreating ice has drifted north so fast that walrus hunters have been
completely unsuccessful.11

•

Local hunters report that sea ice has been thinner, making traveling on the ice more
dangerous.12

9. Uncertainty
Climate models indicate that winter sea ice will continue to form in the northern Bering Sea for the
time being, but scientists forecast more variability and less predictability in its timing, duration and
extent.13 A warming climate trajectory presents an uncertain future for the ecosystem and coastal
communities culturally connected to healthy, available, and abundant marine resources.14
10. Shared Vision
Coastal tribes share a vision for the northern Bering Sea and Bering Strait guided by the right of
Yupik and Inupiaq peoples to hunt and fish in traditional territory, the enduring cultural practices
such as passing on traditional knowledge to the next generation, the importance of safeguarding
ocean resources that provide for the way of life, and the need for self-determination in the
management of resources and habitat.15
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