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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 Until 1970s, Alaska bowhead hunt regulation-free of IWC

 In mid-1970s, IWC Scientific Committee reported increases 
in annual landed and struck and lost

 The estimate of bowhead stock was low (e.g., 1,300)

 Problem:  low stock and an expanding hunt

 IWC Scientific Committee highest objective = sustainability

 June 1977 - IWC removed bowhead exemption resulting in 
no legal basis for the hunt

 Hence, the Quota for 1978 season = 0
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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission (AEWC) formed
– Nine communities

 December 1977 the US reopened the bowhead issue

 US proposed a limited hunt to satisfy the Eskimo’s 
“subsistence and cultural needs”

 US began a domestic science program to manage the bowhead 
hunt

– Bowhead census

– North Slope Borough – Iñupiat led and financially supported the 
science with US Government
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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 December 1977, IWC reconsidered 0 quota

 IWC 1978 Whaling Season: Quota = 12 Landed or 18 struck

 “Subsistence and cultural needs” & not bowhead science 
resulted in a limited quota (Tillman 2008)

 Began to address questions:

– What is aboriginal whaling?

– What is subsistence use?

– What is the basis of subsistence and cultural need?

– How do you determine that need?
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1979 Social Science Panel

 1979: Panel of social science experts met in Seattle to address 
Aboriginal/Subsistence Whaling (focused on Northern Alaska
– 1979: Report of the Cultural Anthropology Panel (IWC/S15/ASW12)

– 9 panel members; 7 anthropologist; 2 ?

– Provided definition of subsistence uses adopted by IWC in 2004
» 25 years later

 “The complex of whaling and associated activities is perhaps 
the most important single element in the culture and society of 
north Alaskan whale hunting communities. It provides a focus 
for the ordering of social integration, political leadership, 
ceremonial activity, traditional education, personality values, 
and Eskimo identity.”
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1979 Social Science Panel Findings

 “Whaling has retained its unique importance in these 
communities, despite cultural change during the modern era. 
Technological shifts or replacements have not altered the 
intrinsic nature, purpose, meaning, and social-cultural role of 
subsistence whaling.”

 Expansion in whaling activity: revitalized interest in 
traditional culture among younger Eskimos

 From cultural standpoint, whales are not replaceable by 
alternative resources

 Compilation of biological data and formulation of bowhead 
management polices should be undertaken with the direct and 
formal participation of Eskimo whalers
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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 1979: IWC required US to document nutritional, cultural and 
subsistence needs by Alaska Eskimos for bowhead whales

 1980: IWC extended this requirement to document need to all 
member governments with aboriginal subsistence whaling

 1980 USDOI “Interim Report on Aboriginal/Subsistence 
Whaling of the Bowhead Whale by Alaska Eskimos”
– Assessed historical bowhead harvests by community

– Recommended a method of estimating Eskimo need for bowheads 
based on cultural requirements and historic catch

– “traditional” landed tied to present need

 IWC asked for a more thorough investigation of these issues
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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 1982-3 Subsistence Study in 9 communities – Alaska 
Consultants & Stephen R. Braund & Assoc. (USDOI)
– 370 household surveys in nine Alaska bowhead whaling 

communities
– What is the importance of bowhead whaling in these 

communities?
– Substitute store-bought food for bowhead?  No
– Substitute other subsistence resources for bowhead (beluga, 

ugruk, ringed seal, walrus, caribou, other)?  No
– Bowhead whale hunt in Northern Alaska culturally 

important?  Yes
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1982
Household 
Survey in 9 

Alaska 
Eskimo 
Whaling 
Villages

Sample:
370

Households
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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 1982-3 Subsistence Study in 9 communities
– OK, culturally important, but how many whales?
– Suggestion:  One bowhead for nine communities 

(unrealistic)
How many are “needed?”
 1983 Needs Report - 1st attempt to use the method 

tying quantification of need to historic landed
– Introduced the concept of  “Participation”

– Requested 26 Landed & 35 strikes
 IWC accepted the method and raised questions
Lack  of data
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Cultural & Subsistence Need: Historic Context

 Additional research  1988 Needs Statement

 Landed Quota before 1988 Meeting in New Zealand
– 1978: 12 Landed
– 1981-1983: 17 landed in one year

– 1984-85: 27 Landed in one year (1st Needs Report)

 1988 Needs Report – 41 landed need (Then, IWC granted 
44 strikes to land 41 “needed” bowhead whales for 9 
communities)



Quantification of Subsistence & Cultural Need for 
Bowhead Whales by AK Eskimos – 1988

 Purpose: to determine the level of present cultural & subsistence 
need for bowhead whales by Alaska Eskimos based on:

1. Historic bowhead harvest levels

2. Eskimo populations in 9 communities

 Method based on 1983 methodology that was accepted by IWC 
in 1986

 Did NOT include nutritional need

 Traditional need to maintain a healthy & viable culture

 Historic per capita harvests multiplied by current population
16



Researched Historic Bowhead Harvests 
by Alaska Eskimos

 Archival (Bockstoce, Marquette, Braund) and field 
research (Braund and Arnold Brower Jr.)

 Bowhead harvest data from 1816

 1848 – 1909:  Yankee whaling (19,000 bowheads)

 1885-1909:  Shore-based whale stations

– Increased harvest

– Subsistence mixed with commercial

 Conclusion: Pre-1909 not used to avoid commercial period

 1970  High number of Struck & Lost & Landed
 Base Period for historic bowhead harvest: 1910-1969
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• Human 
Population 

Model

• Dr. Jack 
Kruse UAA, 

ISER
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• 16 Page 
Appendix 

that 
catalogs 
all known 

shore-
based 
landed 

bowheads 
from 1816 

to 1987



List of Alaska Sites for Shore-Based 
Whaling Data

Saint Lawrence Island
Gambell
Savoonga

Point Belcher & Point 
Franklin

Cape Lisburne

Wales Barrow Cape Halkett

Kivalina Nuiqsut Cross Is/Prudhoe Bay

Point Hope Kaktovik, Barter Is Ogotoruk Creek

Point Lay King Island Shaktoolik

Icy Cape Little Diomede Island Unlocated

Wainwright Kotzebue Sound

21



22



23



24

Number of 
Bowhead Landed 

by Year:
1900 - 1986

Needs 
Assessment 
Base Period:
1910 – 1969

Conservative:
Depleted whale 

population
Low Eskimo 
population



25

Barrow: 1910-1969
High year to year 

variability in Barrow 
landed bowheads 

1910 – 1969.
Barrow landed data 
available for all 60 

years of base 
period.

No evidence 
variability due to 

lack of effort.
Environmental 

Conditions.
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Barrow Population, 
1910-1969

Low population between 
1900 and 1940
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To calculate per 

capita need, matched 

bowheads landed 

and Eskimo 

population for each 

community for each 

year for which there 

were bowhead 

landed
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• 1988 Need = 
41 landed

• 9 communities

• Note: 
Savoonga
from Gambell; 
Nuiqsut from 
Barrow
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Little Diomede Island
Point Lay
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Nine Alaska Bowhead Communities to 10

 Little Diomede Island – not included in 1980, 1983, or 1988 
analyses or 1982-83 household survey

 Remote and isolated; poor communication

 Boat or plane (no more); helicopter (unreliable service)

 No data; little known

When community learned about a quota, requested to be 
included

 Accepted into AEWC in 1988

 Contracted to prepare Little Diomede Needs Statement

– Literature & archive review; fieldwork
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Nine Alaska Bowhead Communities to 10

 Braund to Little Diomede in March 1991 – embarrassed

 A “rock” in Bering Strait

 To survive & flourish on that island incredible

 Rely on marine resources that swim by

 Heard yesterday – Human Rights:

1. The right to self determination

2. The right to land, territory, resources

3. Cultural rights

 This was common sense to me in 1991

 Presented findings to at IWC in Glasglow
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10 Alaska Bowhead Communities to 11

 Point Lay – 11th AEWC Whaling Community in Alaska

 Conducted literature, archival, and field research in 2007

 Funded by the North Slope Borough

 Prepared the Point Lay Subsistence and Cultural Needs 
Study in March 2008

 Point Lay accepted into AEWC and given quota from 
existing quota
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• 2010 Need = 57 
landed

• 11 communities
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• 1988:
41 landed

4,592 persons 
in 9 

communities

• 2010:
57 landed

6,674 persons 
in 11 

communities
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Cash and Subsistence in Alaska
Rural Alaskan communities characterized as 

“mixed-cash subsistence economy”
Jobs supplies money to support subsistence 

activities
Often, those with money support hunters who 

provide subsistence food for others in community
Cash is a means to support subsistence harvesting
Capital costs (boats, motors, snow machines, rifles) 

and expenses (gas, ammunition, food, repairs)
42



“30-70” Rule in Rural Alaska Subsistence

 In many rural Alaska communities, 30% of households 
generate 70% or more of subsistence harvest

The “30-70” rule (Wolfe 1987)
 In Wales, 31% (11) of sampled households provided 

85% of total community harvest
Four of 11 households participated in bowhead harvest 

in study year
Removing  bowhead, 10 high harvesting households 

accounted for 83% of total harvest
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Cash and Subsistence in Alaska
Often the higher the income – greater the harvest
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Proposed Recommendation #1
 Quota based on three elements:

1. Bowhead population sustainable; enough whales for a harvest?

2. Document Social and Cultural Importance

3. Quantify “Need”

– Periodically based on new information

 Recommendation: No. 2 above - Documentation of Social and 
Cultural Importance is complete for the five current aboriginal 
subsistence whale fisheries (West Greenland, Chukotka, St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines, Makah, Alaska Eskimos)

 Respondent Burden
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Proposed Recommendation #2
 Changes in technology associated with whaling activities do not 

alter the intrinsic nature, purpose, meaning, and sociocultural role 
of subsistence whaling

 Improved technology results in efficiency, safety, and faster time to 
death

 Penthrite bombs, snow machines, CB radios/cell phones, GPS 
instruments, aluminum boats, outboard motors, plastic floats, nylon 
rope do not change the significance or essence of subsistence 
whaling

 Recommendation: Finding from this workshop that technological 
changes in hunting methods do not compromise the integrity of 
traditional subsistence whaling activities
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Quyanaq

Questions?
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