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Introduction and Strategic 

Overview 
 

While not universally shared among all 

citizens, the United States has been 

interested in the Arctic since the early 

decades of the founding of the Republic.  

Some of those interests centered in 

validating highly imaginative views and 

theories of the Arctic, (which were later to 

be proven completely opposite of reality).  

Many more interests lay in seeking to 

discover new opportunities and claiming 

new wealth.    

 

Those interests advanced pointedly with 

the arrival of New England whaling fleets 

in Bering Sea waters in the mid-19th 

century, where the whales and walrus of 

Bering waters were harvested with overly 

effective industrial efficiency.  The impacts 

of those early commercial activities 

powered wealth for America, but had a 

correspondingly negative impact to Arctic 

Alaskans who had previously drawn their 

livelihood from the sea for centuries. 

 

The United States became an Arctic 

Nation with the purchase of Alaska 

territory from the Russian Empire in 1867.  

Many Americans derided then Secretary of 

                                                      
1 http://www.americaslibrary.gov 
2Https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/euro
pe/alaska-russia-sale-150.html 

State William H. Seward for his role in 

securing the purchase of Alaska for 

$72,000,000 (at 2 cents per acre). 1  

 

Russia’s decision to sell Alaska to the U.S. 

(considered weak and financially 

impoverished following the Civil War) was 

a strategic move to counter advancing 

British Empire activities in the Arctic.2 

 

A bill of sale for the purchase of Alaska from Russia. Credit.  Robert W. 

Kelley/The LIFE Images Collection, via Getty Images3 

 

In concert with the purchase of Alaska, in 

late 19th Century, the U.S. joined 

European exploration by mounting 

national efforts into the Arctic in order to 

claim potentially opportunity and fame as 

the first nation to successfully journey to 

the North Pole.    

 

Since becoming an Arctic nation, the 

United States gained considerably from 

the natural wealth of Arctic Alaska, to 

include early gold rushes, concluding with 

the ”last great stampede” for the gold 

along the Bering Coast in the vicinity of 

Nome.  In the 20th century, petrochemical 

wealth of Alaska’s North Slope has proved 

to be an extraordinarily profitable to the 

3Https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/euro
pe/alaska-russia-sale-150.html 
 

Photo:   Open Source  
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State of Alaska and the nation. 

 

The United States Coast Guard (USCG) has 

enabled maritime safety and security 

across the Alaskan Arctic since the U.S. 

became an Arctic 

nation, literally 

arriving in Alaska 

Territorial waters 

the same year as 

the purchase from 

Russia in 1867.  

Through the 19th 

20th and now 21st 

centuries, the U.S. 

Coast Guard Arctic 

presence serves Arctic Alaskans, and has 

become an effective presence of U.S. 

government across this remote region.  

This strategic impact was catalyzed by the 

effectiveness of early Coast Guard Arctic 

operations, perhaps best epitomized by 

USCG Captain Mike Healy’s command of  

the U.S. Revenue Cutter Bear in the late 

1800s.4   

 

Since the first Arctic operations in 1867, 

across the next 150 years, the U.S. Coast 

Guard has served to protect Alaskan 

fisheries, uphold U.S. laws, provide 

mariner safety, save lives at sea and 

coastlines, render humanitarian 

assistance, and respond to disasters 

across the Bering, Chukchi and Beaufort 

Seas.   For many Arctic Alaskans, the U.S. 

Coast Guard has been the hand of help, 

when most needed, even in the most 

demanding of environments. 

 

During the Cold War, the Arctic became a 

theater of operations between the United 

States, joined with North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) allies against the 

                                                      
4 https://www.maritime-
executive.com/editorials/the-us-coast-guards-
history-in-the-arctic#gs.T_xjpDU 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(U.S.S.R).  This was due to both the 

proximity between the U.S. and the 

U.S.S.R, (in the Bering Straits, a mere 51 

nautical miles) and the reality the Arctic 

was conducive to missile and bomber 

strikes (due to significantly shorter 

distances between contesting nations via 

polar routes).    

 

The consequence of geography placed the 

dismal aspect of nuclear warfare being 

waged across the Arctic throughout the 

decades of conflict between the U.S. and 

the U.S.S.R.  With the sudden collapse of 

the Soviet Union in early 1989, the Arctic 

tensions subsided and became generally 

regarded as a zone of peace and 

collaboration, which increased with the 

establishment of the high-level multi-

national Arctic Council via the Ottawa 

Declaration in 19965.   
 

 

Photo:  http://www.rcinet.ca/eye-on-the-arctic/wp-

content/uploads/sites/30/2016/09/arctic-council-20-view-from-

iceland.png 

 

While the Arctic Council and other Arctic 

government, business, science forums 

advance increasingly relevant and useful 

collaboration, competition across the 

Arctic remains a present and difficult 

challenge (particularly as economic 

resources are more readily accessed in a 

warming Arctic).   

5 http://arctic-council.org 

Photo:  USCG Capt Mike 

Healy.  See below 

footnote (4). 

 

 



 

ADAC:  Research for the Arctic Operator…For Today and For the Future 5 

 

With the rise of Russia, China, and other 

nation’s Arctic interests in the era of a 

diminishing ice Arctic, the threat of conflict 

in the Arctic remains present, and 

potentially challenging and more. 

 

 
Photo from Wikipedia.Com 

 

Throughout the centuries as great powers 

discovered what indigenous peoples had 

already discovered, claimed lands for 

territory already inhabited, and harvested 

resources, with little regard for 

sustainment (and the association between 

those resources and subsistence-based 

lifestyles), the relationship between 

people of the Arctic with nations and 

business enterprises from lower latitudes 

has been difficult, while (in general) mostly 

resilient.   

 

In the U.S. Arctic, this resiliency is 

characterized in such examples as high 

volunteer rates for U.S. military service 

(which remains among the highest per 

capita in the U.S.6)  

In the U.S. Arctic, there have been cause 

for grievances’ of prior government 

activities and government-imposed 

conditions to Alaska’s Arctic indigenous 

people.  Addressing and accounting for 

these past actions gained substantially, 

particularly with watershed legislation of 

                                                      
6 https://www.huffingtonpost.com/national-
museum-of-the-american-indian/american-indians-
serve-in-the-us-military 

the 1971 Alaska Native Claims Settlement 

Act.7   

 

 
 

Subsequent policies and statutes at the 

U.S. Federal Level and in the State of 

Alaska, have further sought to correct past 

oversights in order to create a more 

inclusive approach between America’s 

citizens of the Arctic to the State of Alaska 

and the nation.  This will remain a work in 

progress for the coming decades. 

 

Even more so than over the past 150 

years, the Arctic is strategically vital to U.S. 

National Interests.  The region remains 

geographically essential and rich in 

resources, yet austere and remote.  

Alaska’s Arctic is the homeland of Inuit 

peoples (Inupiaq, Yup’ik and St. Lawrence 

Island Yupik) and provides both a 

beautiful and difficult life for these U.S. 

Arctic residents.   

 

Preserving and protecting U.S. national 

interests, to include securing borders and 

ensuring safety and security in adjoining 

Arctic waterways, remains an important 

task but a resource challenge for U.S. 

federal agencies. 

 

The U.S. Arctic region is facing an 

unprecedented amount of change in 

terms of environment, weather and 

7Https://www.fws.gov/laws/lawsdigest/ALASNAT.HT
ML 

Photo:  timetoast.com 



 

ADAC:  Research for the Arctic Operator…For Today and For the Future 6 

human activity.  As reported through many 

U.S. research and data tracking sources 

over the past several years, the Arctic 

Ocean icepack has broken records in 

seasonal retreat.  

 

Reduced and delayed sea ice formation 

has been accompanied by seasonal 

increases in storm severity, with 

significantly stronger winds and coastal 

storm surges battering Arctic shores 

across the Bering, Chukchi, and Beaufort 

Sea regions.  Shore-fast ice no longer 

serves as the protective barrier to ocean 

waves it once was and critical 

infrastructure and native villages are 

threatened along the coast. 

 

 

Recorded Arctic air temperatures are 

rising much faster than temperatures at 

lower latitudes. As the Arctic warms, 

regions frozen for centuries are now 

thawing.  Recently thawing terrain is 

vulnerable to erosion, which affects the 

people who live along the coast and 

across this fragile region. 
 

Enabled by a changing environment, 

human activity across the Arctic is 

increasingly dynamic.   

 

Arctic warming (resulting in opening 

waterways and reduced sea ice) across 

the Arctic marine and coastal regions is 

creating conditions favorable for 

adventure tourism, marine shipping, 

fishing and extraction of petrochemicals 

and other mineral resources.   

 

 
 

Bering sea traffic, in particular, through 

the narrow Bering Straits region continues 

to rise, creating a new and potentially 

waterways management challenge to the 

U.S. Coast Guard. 

 

While a depression in global crude oil 

prices continues to temporarily dampen 

Arctic oil exploration in the Chukchi and 

Beaufort Seas, recent changes in U.S. 

government policies and increasing crude 

oil prices raise anticipation that oil and 

gas exploration activities will expand 

across the U.S. Arctic in the coming years. 

 

 
Photo:  

http://static1.businessinsider.com/image/53750c126bb3f72e37360e

2c-1023-849/bnoa7zsiaaatxgb.jpg 

 

Much of the U.S. Arctic remains 

economically disadvantaged.   

Transportation networks are principally 

Photo:  Response.restoration.noaa.gov 

Photo:  https://www.gfdl.noaa.gov/the-shrinking-arctic-ice-cap-ar4/ 
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limited to air and seasonal marine 

conveyance.  Economic development is 

limited due to remoteness; cost of fuel; 

cost of transportation; lack of 

infrastructure; cost and difficulty of 

establishing new roads, ports and 

facilities, plus a range of complementary 

factors.   

 

 
 

 

Alaska Natives have inhabited this region 

for generations.  They are proud to 

continue their subsistence traditions, but 

these lifestyles are threatened by 

increased global activity (such as marine 

shipping and resource extraction), which 

affect marine mammal populations and 

activities.   

 

Arctic residents strive to maintain their 

culture, ancient traditions and way of life, 

which requires that development activities 

must include appropriate mitigation and 

environmental protection measures.   
 

Changing physical environmental factors, 

including reduced sea ice, diminished 

shore-fast ice, increased storm frequency 

and severity, and thawing permafrost 

coupled with increased human activity 

portends increased demand for urgent 

and emergency response of the U.S. Coast 

Guard and other federal agencies such as 

the U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security.  
 

As a principal response community for the 

U.S. Arctic, the U.S. Coast Guard missions 

across the North American Arctic region 

are complex, operationally risky, and 

logistically straining.  Yet, despite the 

challenges, the U.S. Coast Guard 

maintains a strong commitment and 

dedicated capability to respond to marine 

safety and security challenges across the 

region.  As human activity increases in the 

U.S. Arctic, other U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security components (such as 

Customs and Border Protection and 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement) 

will likely need to increase their ability to 

respond to the region and collaborate with 

Arctic organizations and communities. 
 

Looking to future decades, U.S. federal 

decision makers are likely to face tough  

strategy, policy and resource choices.  It is 

a reasonable and fair assumption that as 

the physical environment of the Arctic 

warms, enabling greater access and 

higher levels of human activity, the risk 

associated with increased activity along 

with the strategic importance of the Arctic 

will escalate.  

 

National strategies for the U.S. federal 

agencies drive policy and resource 

decisions. 
 

The U.S. National Strategy for the Arctic 

(released in May 2013) remains (for the 

time present) the specified U.S. Arctic 

Strategy on record.   

 

The new U.S. National Security Strategy 

(released in December 2017) emphasizes 

security of U.S. borders, close 

collaboration with Canada and countering 

defense and security challenges by “peace 

through strength” measures.   

 

Photo:  Polar Foundation.org 
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The U.S Department of Homeland Security 

Arctic 

Strategy is 

drafted and 

awaiting 

approval.  

The U.S. 

Coast Guard 

Arctic 

Strategy 

(released in 

May 2013), 

and 

associated implementation plans 

(released in 2015 and 2017), established 

priorities and implementing tasks for 

Coast Guard capability 

investment.   Starting in summer, 2018, 

the U.S. Coast Guard Arctic Strategy 

Implementation plan is scheduled for a 

rewrite (consistent with U.S. Federal 

norms of revising key strategic documents 

on a five-year basis. 

 

As strategies continue to evolve in the 

current Presidential administration, 

knowledge-products which capture local 

and place-based insights and perspectives 

on the Arctic provide a unique perspective 

for planners and policy makers as they 

revise and develop new federal strategies 

and policies for the U.S. national actions 

in the Arctic.  It is with this perspective, 

the following pages attempt to capture the 

challenges, concerns and opportunities in 

the coming Arctic, from a local and place-

based vantage solicited from an array 

Arctic community members from Bering, 

Chukchi and Beaufort Sea regions. 

 

 

Workshop preparations and 

planning overview 
 

The Arctic Domain Awareness Center 

(ADAC) is a U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security Center of Excellence in Maritime 

Research hosted at the University of 

Alaska. In May 2017 the Center organized 

“Arctic 2030, Understanding the Needs of 

the North,” a workshop at the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks.   

 

Headquarters U.S. Coast Guard Office of 

Emerging Policy “Evergreen” sponsored 

this “Arctic Futures” workshop, and 

partnered with RAND Corporation and the 

U.S. Coast Guard Academy’s Center for 

Arctic Study and Policy. This workshop 

published a number of key insights, and 

identified shortfalls, capability gaps and 

potential areas of further investigation to 

help better characterize future Arctic 

challenges and opportunities.  

 

Subsequent to the May 2017 Workshop, 

ADAC participated in a RAND hosted 

workshop in late September 2017, at HQ 

USCG, Washington D.C. using the 

materials developed for the prior venue at 

UAF.  This subsequent event was focused 

to USCG operators, and was roughly a 

quarter the size of the initial workshop at 

University of Alaska Fairbanks.  
 

ADAC’s “Arctic 2030+ Report:  5 Sep 2017.  
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The May 2017 workshop in Fairbanks was 

fortunate to have participation from 

Alaskan Arctic Native communities.  

However, with only two community 

residents there was limited from Arctic 

Alaskans, and a need to learn more.  

 

ADAC and Headquarters U.S. Coast Guard 

planners concluded a follow-on workshop 

specifically oriented to elicit Alaskan Arctic 

Native expertise and knowledge would be 

potentially of significant value and merit. 

Fortunately for ADAC, one of the 

participants in the Fairbanks 2030+ 

workshop, Mr. Ukallaysaaq Okleasik of 

Sitnasuak Native Corporation, suggested 

his village corporation and City of Nome 

would be willing to host a follow-on 

workshop.  

 

Subsequently, the team worked with an 

array of collaborators to create a 

workshop, specifically oriented to “listen 

and learn” from Alaskan Arctic experts 

with a “PhD in Arctic living” to enhance 

understanding of the region.  

 

 
 

 

The workshop planners sought to 

understand from the perspectives of 

people with vast experience the 

challenges, expected changes, and 

opportunities that may present in the 

Arctic in the coming decades so that these 

insights can be integrated into federal 

plans.  This third of a series of “futures 

workshops” inform planning, strategy and 

policy decisions for the distant future from 

local and place-based knowledge. 
 

Forming of a comprehensive workshop 

planning team:  ADAC was very 

appreciative of the efforts of the City of 

Nome, the University of Alaska Northwest 

Campus, Kawerak, Inc. and Sitnasuak 

Native Corporation in their gracious efforts 

to help form a core planning team in 

creating this workshop starting in 

December 2017.  From January to March 

2018, outreach and coordinated planning 

formed a collaborative effort in 

partnership between:  

 

 Headquarters U.S. Coast Guard Arctic 

Advisor to the Commandant; 

 Headquarters U.S. Coast Guard Office 

of Emerging Policy—“Evergreen” 

 U.S. Coast Guard District 17 Arctic 

Planners; 

 U.S. Coast Guard Academy Center of 

Arctic Study and Policy (CASP); 

 Sitnasuak Native Corporation; 

 Kawerak Incorporated; 

 City of Nome; 

 The University of Alaska Fairbanks 

Northwest Campus; 

 The Arctic Domain Awareness Center, 

(ADAC); 

 Center for Resilient Communities; 

 University of Alaska Fairbanks Sea 

Grant; 

 Bering Straits Native Corporation. 

 Photo:   www.natgeo,creative.com  
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Workshop venue.  The Arctic Futures 

workshop: “Arctic in the distant 

future…gaining Alaskan Native Insights to 

challenges across Maritime and Coastal 

Regions” preceded the 2018 Western 

Alaska Interdisciplinary Science 

Conference, (WAISC) to increase 

participation.   

 

WAISC is an annual meeting focused on 

regional science issues. The focus of the 

meeting creates 

a suitable forum 

and framework to 

draw participants 

to join the Arctic 

Futures 

Workshop.   

 

Further, UAF Northwest Campus WAISC 

planners graciously adjusted their 

conference schedule to avoid conflicts 

with the Arctic Futures Workshop and 

provided superb workshop facilities.  

 

Workshop preparations. In preparing for 

the workshop ADAC developed a workshop 

literature review. Planners developed the 

organizing question for the conference, 

which was: “What maritime and coastal 

challenges to safe, secure, and 

sustainable Arctic Alaskan communities 

will be faced in the next 15-20 years?”  

 

Planners also created a series of strategic 

questions to facilitate discussions of Arctic 

futures and scenarios oriented to a 

perspective of what is needed, what is 

desired, what is feasible/suitable and 

acceptable in a future Arctic.   

 

Workshop Details. 
 

Sitnasuak Native Corporation and 

Kawerak Incorporated, provided cultural 

grounding for the workshop.  The 

workshop opened with a ceremonial seal-

lamp lighting with prayers and  

blessings for the workshop.  

 

 

 

The Nome-Beltz High School Choir sang 

the National Anthem and the Alaska State 

Song, and Kawerak Headstart children 

demonstrated their knowledge of Inupiaq 

words with songs.  

 

The evening of day one, workshop 

participants enjoyed reindeer stew along 

with other foods and a performance by the 

Nome St. Lawrence Island Dancers. 

Workshop planning organizations  

Photo:  Lighting of the Seal Oil Lamp 
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A foundation and trajectory for 

deliberations was established by starting 

the workshop with a discussion by Arctic 

Elders of the past, present and future 

important issues for their region.   

 

The collaborators and planners conducted 

a combination of both plenary and 

breakout groups to focus on “listening and 

learning” from Elders and other Arctic 

Alaskans, principally via a roundtable 

format.  

 

Day one invited workshop participants to 

discuss their vision of the best and worst 

maritime and coastal futures for safe, 

secure and sustainable Arctic 

communities in the next 15 to 20 years. 

The purpose of this exercise was to 

establish the outer bounds of the 

futures/scenarios that were developed 

and discussed day two.  

 

Day two started with a reminder of the 

organizing question: “What maritime and 

coastal challenges to safe, secure, and 

sustainable Arctic Alaskan communities 

will be faced in the next 15-20 years?” 

Participants then discussed issues and 

decisions focused on the organizing 

question that each group felt would need 

to be addressed in the next 15 to 20 

years.  

 

The most important of the issues and 

decisions were selected by vote in plenary 

session. In the second breakout session, 

the groups addressed the key 

uncertainties they anticipated in the next 

15 to 20 years, again focused on the 

organizing question.  The top uncertainties 

were selected by vote in the plenary 

session.  

 

In the afternoon of day two, the groups 

were assigned a scenario with differing 

degrees of change of the issues, 

decisions, and key uncertainties they had 

prioritized by vote in the morning. Each 

group was assigned to discuss the social, 

economic, political, environmental and 

other implications of specific future 

assigned to them.  Each group was asked 

to develop a story about their future that 

they told in the plenary session. 

Participants related their story and others 

in the room reflected on what they heard. 

At no time during the workshop were any 

commitments made on behalf of the 

USCGS, or any other organization. 

 

Elder Panel 

 

At the onset of the workshop, planners 

invited regional elders to share their 

perspectives and stories with the 

workshop participants. The elders shared 

stories of their upbringing and of the 

changes, they are seeing – blending social 

and environmental changes over the 

decades. One theme touched on the 

difficulty of looking toward the future. It is 

difficult because all aspects of their 

upbringing encouraged the elders to live 

day-by-day, and to avoid looking too far 

ahead. However many present-day 

conditions are already presenting the 

elders with landscapes vastly different 

from those of their adolescence.  

Photo St. Lawrence Dancers 
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Ice cellars, for example, have been used 

for centuries and are now less dependable 

due to permafrost thaw. Homes are 

shifting and sinking, and this rate of 

change can be measured by the number 

of steps needed to enter the front door. 

Beyond these environmental changes, 

elders voiced concern for their valued 

input in policy and governance of the 

Arctic. The tone of the discussion 

regarding the future was that of great 

concern toward the preservation of food 

security, the communities, the culture, 

and the land.  

 

 

Day One - Breakout Group Discussions of 

the Best and Worst Futures: 

 

Following the discussion by the elder’s 

panel and instructions for the breakout 

session, participants broke into five 

groups and were given instructions to 

discuss the best and worst futures that 

could happen to affect safe, secure and 

sustainable coastal and maritime Arctic 

Alaska communities in the next 15 to 20 

years. 

 

Best future 

 

There were recurring themes in the best 

futures for all of the groups.  One of these, 

articulated by group one, was having their 

voices heard in government and 

commercial decision-making in the region. 

Although each group framed the wording 

differently, group two probably put it best 

when they said that the best future for the 

Arctic would lend itself to local control. 

Local control would mean involving local 

Native input in all decision making. All 

groups wanted involvement 

internationally, nationally, statewide, and 

locally.  

 

Group two felt that decision making 

regarding subsistence, baleen and ivory 

regulation was especially important.  

 

Group three articulated a future in which 

local residents would witness a change in 

focus of decision-makers to incorporate 

the wisdom of Alaskans in the decisions 

that affect local people’s lives for a long 

time. This would be visible for example in 

increased local control of resource 

management, including resource harvest 

and use.  

 

Group four commented that inclusion in 

state legislation was part of the best 

possible future. They suggested that a 

non-population based caucus for bush 

populations would be in their best interest 

to counterbalance the growing populations 

in urban cities like Anchorage and 

Fairbanks. Group five commented that the 

experience of elders in native 

communities and of retired local 

politicians would be recognized in the best 

future, while younger generations of 

residents will be meaningfully involved in 

decision making. 

 

The second recurring theme was 

maintaining cultural traditions, language, 

and practices in the face of rapid 

environmental changes. An ideal future is 

Photo:  The Elder Panel; Randy Kee (Moderator), Perry Mendenhall, 

John Pollock, Arlene Soxie. 
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one in which the ocean is plentiful and 

clear of contaminants, berries and 

animals used for subsistence are plentiful, 

the coast is not eroding, and carbon 

dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere 

are stabilizing. Another group commented 

that the ocean and land based 

environments will be clean and safe for 

people to continue harvesting wild 

resources. A better understanding of the 

human caused pollution and naturally 

occurring changes in the environment 

would have been achieved.   

 

Group five envisioned a future where 

environmental conditions are similar to 

the way they used to be, where 

subsistence culture is healthy and 

productive, and earlier, thicker sea ice 

improves hunting conditions, and erosion 

of coastal and river regions is reduced. 

 

A healthy environment necessarily implies 

responsible economic development, which 

all groups supported as a third theme. In 

an ideal future, both alternative and 

traditional resources will be developed so 

that there are more jobs locally, but they 

will be developed safely and responsibly. 

Economic development is necessary to 

provide sustainable Arctic economic 

opportunities, which motivate young 

people to stay in their communities and 

villages.   

 

 
 

All groups expected an increase in oil and 

gas development, other resource 

extraction, maritime traffic and 

infrastructure to support these activities 

as part of economic development. In an 

ideal future, these activities are 

completed in a manner that protects 

people, their homes, and their subsistence 

resources by assuring that activities are 

low risk, provide significant community 

economic benefits and that there is 

adequate response capability to 

accidents.   

 

Group three commented that improved 

collaboration among agencies with the aid 

of local knowledge would improve the 

success of development projects. The 

groups wanted well-built infrastructure 

designed and engineering by experts in 

building in the Arctic. Two groups 

envisioned young people trained in 

engineering in the Arctic returning to their 

communities to complete these projects. 

Anticipated infrastructure included a port 

system throughout the Arctic region, docks 

and boat ramps in villages, and Coast 

Guard stations with local residents as 

service-members, as well as more 

seawalls.   

 

Participants anticipated land-based 

developments including a road system as 

well.   

 

Finally, group members felt that projects 

initiated by Alaska communities would be 

included in their ideal future. 

 

The final theme involved strong 

regulations that are enforced by state and 

federal agencies to ensure safety and to 

protect the environment. An ideal future 

includes a robust local response to spills 

and accidents or incidents both on land 

and in the ocean, with trained personnel 

and materials in every village.  

 
Photo:  Breakout Group 4 deliberations. 
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Groups agreed on the importance of 

increased enforcement and regulation of 

shipping in Arctic waters in order to 

protect the ecosystems on which 

communities rely, as well as minimized 

cruise ship traffic in villages. Groups 

wished to see a future with improved 

communication capabilities to create a 

unified response to emergencies and 

cleanup, especially in the Bering Strait 

region. Community safety was also a 

concern that group members shared. One 

group expressed concern about 

immigration of lawless people to the 

region.  

 

One idea for the best possible future is to 

have increased Arctic observations. More 

tide gauges in Arctic waters, gauges for 

ocean conditions, including ice, storm 

forecasting and other information would 

aid future forecasts. Relocation of 

vulnerable communities and establishing 

better evacuation routes was another 

vision for the best possible future.  

 

Worst Future 

 

The “worst possible future” was the 

opposite of the best and followed the 

same themes expressed in the best 

future. Arctic residents see a weak or 

predatory United States government, and 

increasing influence by outside institutions 

and governments with no  

 

input from local residents. One group 

envisioned militarization of the Arctic 

without adequate domestic resource 

commitment by federal and state 

governments, and pondered whether 

there could be resource development on 

the west side of the Bering Sea and not on 

the east side because of better Russian 

Arctic infrastructure in the area.  

 

In this future, there could be a stronger 

presence/influence of outside, perhaps 

even international, industrial money 

arriving to Alaska and taking over local 

interests regarding environmental and 

political decision-making. As one group 

member put it: “the industrial world will 

arrive in Arctic Alaska.” From a policy 

standpoint, there was a concern about a 

future in which the EPA regulations are 

unenforced, ship traffic is not regulated, 

and there was an overall lack of local 

input in environmental and subsistence 

regulation. 

 

Cultural traditions are lost because of a 

blighted environment. Loss of ice and 

increased erosion directly impacts the 

viability of Arctic communities through 

shoreline erosion, infrastructure collapse, 

and severe storm damage. This future 

could include forced relocation of local 

communities including a total 

abandonment of subsistence traditions 

with no or limited options to continue their 

daily lives in a way that they would like. A 

realistic situation requiring forced 

relocation would be one in which key 

infrastructure projects get increasingly 

expensive and essentially impossible to 

execute. Another possibility for loss of 

communities is one in which the local 

populations would suffer a disastrous 

illness, disease or storm event that leaves 

few survivors.  

 

The worst future also includes unhealthy 

oceans and loss of sea ice resulting in the 

inability to hunt marine mammals and 

communities experiencing food insecurity. 

The animals on which people rely for food 

are depleted by poor management, 

contaminated by pollutants or decimated 

by disease, or are not where they usually 

are because of changes in climate and 

migration patterns, leading to collapse of 

both human populations and native 

cultures.  
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The few residents left become “wards of 

the state,” because they are unable to 

sustain their communities through 

traditional activities or by engaging in the 

broader economy. Culture, traditions and 

language are lost.  

 

In the worst future, unconstrained 

economic development is rampant and 

there is a failure to regulate human and 

corporate growth and activity. The wealth 

and resources of the Arctic are either 

extracted for the sole benefit of those in 

the lower 48 and outside of the United 

States or are dominated by intervention 

from outside forces (such as Russia, 

China, or multinational 

corporations).  Resources are exploited, 

but there is no input from or benefit to 

local residents. 

 

In the worst possible future, there are few 

regulations and little security for Arctic 

communities. This future could include 

disease breakout in the region, either from 

increased traffic through the area, climate 

change caused disease vectors, or a 

combination.  

 

Groups were concerned about a future in 

which the EPA regulations were all 

stripped, global ship traffic was not 

regulated, and there was an overall lack of 

local input in environmental and 

subsistence regulation. Participants 

stressed that a worst-case scenario for the 

future of the region would not have 

resources, personnel, communication 

capabilities, or a unified effort to respond 

to a disaster, including little or no Coast 

Guard presence. Unfortunately, groups 

reflected that some of these worst-case 

ideas for the future are already becoming 

a reality today.  

 

Plenary discussion 

 

Following group discussions, participants 

gathered in plenary and the spokesperson 

for each group was asked to describe one 

unique aspect of their best and worst 

futures.  They were asked not to repeat an 

aspect of a future described by another 

group. Below are the futures as described 

by each group.  

 

Group 1 

 Best: Input from indigenous people 

is heard and recognized by 

government. 

 Worst: Loss of cultural identity. 

Group 2 

 Best: Increased enforcement to 

protect waters with increased 

maritime shipping and activities in 

Arctic waters. 

 Worst: Disease coming from south 

to north. 

Group 3 

 Best: Growing local engineers, and 

having engineers who are able to 

work with nature versus against 

nature. 

 Worst: Western civilization took 

over Alaska, and we lost say in 

extraction of our local resources. 

Group 4  

 Best: Responsible and sustainable 

development, with local 

communities determining their own 

futures. 

Photo:  Open Source 
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 Worst: Doing nothing, continued 

environmental degradation, coastal 

erosion, and declining sea ice.  

Group 5 

 Best: Locally trained people to be 

guides for tourism and other 

economic opportunities. 

 Worst: Local communities become 

wards of the federal government.  

Day Two - Morning 

 

Day two began with lighting of the seal oil 

lamp and blessings for the 

workshop.  Participants were reminded of 

the organizing question for the 

discussions that followed that day: “What 

maritime and coastal challenges to safe, 

secure, and sustainable Arctic Alaskan 

communities will be faced in the next 15-

20 years?”  During the first breakout 

group session, they were asked to discuss 

issues and decisions that would arise 

relating to the organizing question.  

 

Decisions and Issues 

 

Group discussion of decisions and issues 

followed the same themes expressed in 

the best and worst futures.  The 

overarching concern by Arctic residents for 

the future was the wellbeing of 

communities, and this was conceived as 

meaning both maintaining subsistence 

lifestyle and cultures and responsible 

economic development of resources.  

 

Groups were concerned with how to 

maintain and revitalize spiritual 

connection to the land and the sea, and to 

invest and involve young people with 

these values. They want their language, 

traditions and practices not just to be 

maintained and revitalized, but also to 

evolve (as environmental change may limit 

the availability of some subsistence 

species while increasing access to others, 

e.g., salmon migrating north). One of the 

most important issues expressed by 

several groups was that their voices are 

heard and their concerns are incorporated 

into decisions. They advocated for 

recognition of tribal sovereignty. Often the 

need to have their voices heard was 

articulated as a way to end a practice 

which they perceived to have been 

characterized by “colonization” and 

“military occupation.” 

 

An issue of high importance is the high 

rates of change in the environment and 

the health of the ocean and land. One 

group commented that the pace of state 

and federal policy-making does not keep 

up with changes to the environment. Other 

groups expressed concern for the health 

of the people in the region as well. 

Changes in quality and timing of sea-ice is 

viewed as a major factor affecting future 

viability of subsistence hunting, but is also 

likely to lead to increases in future vessel 

traffic in the Arctic (with both positive and 

negative consequences for local 

communities). Many groups commented 

that they had already experienced 

changes in species patterns and locations 

both in the maritime and terrestrial 

environment (trees, whales, caribou) and 

that they have adapted to these changes.  

 

 

Photo:  Workshop breakout group spokesperson 
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Groups agreed that a main issue is the 

need for responsible and thoughtful 

infrastructure and resource development 

in the Alaskan Arctic and they worried that 

without adequate funding, infrastructure 

collapse might ensue, or insufficient or 

unsuitable infrastructure would be built.  

 

Without appropriate regulations and 

response infrastructure, resource 

development could lead to effects on prey-

species abundance and health, 

subsistence hunting, community structure, 

and regional economies. Increasing 

maritime traffic in the region is a driver of 

the need for more infrastructure and for 

careful thinking.  One group commented 

that a research vessel came to Nome in 

the summer and essentially cleared the 

local store’s inventory of certain items for 

their own use, leaving local people without 

access to these items.  

   

Groups commented that limited resources 

and allocation of those resources was a 

driving issue. The costs of both oil and 

transportation were critical because of the 

way they would affect cost of living, ability 

to safely extract resources, and access to 

markets. Limited state and federal funding 

could result in cultural conflict within 

groups in Alaska and outside of Alaska 

and conflict will increase with limited state 

and federal funding. One group 

commented that the population is small in 

Alaska and when natural disasters strike, 

the funds are likely to be allocated to 

more populous areas that experience 

damage.  

 

Government commitment to the Arctic 

may not be strong in the future for these 

reasons. An issue that this poses is 

response capability and whether there will 

be a strong Coast Guard presence, or a 

strong presence of other federal and state 

agencies that enforce environmental 

protections, fishing laws, and regulate 

access to communities in the Arctic. 

Another group commented that the 

multiple uncoordinated plans for the Arctic 

is an indication that the Arctic is not 

currently a priority for the federal 

government. 

 

Uncertainties 

 

The second breakout group session of day 

two, groups listed uncertainties that would 

affect the issues and decisions they 

described in the first session. Themes 

common in this session were 

environmental changes, international 

access to the Arctic, resources and 

funding for development and the 

continuity of culture and languages.  

 

Groups are unsure how much air and 

ocean temperatures, carbon emissions 

will rise, and how these changes may 

affect extent, thickness and timing of sea 

ice, and permafrost thaw. How might this 

affect access to subsistence species? How 

will these changes affect local weather, 

patterns, storms and erosion?  

 

They were uncertain about the impact of 

increased marine traffic on subsistence 

species. How would changes to the food 

web impact food security and Native 

cultures? They wondered how pollution 

would affect air and water quality in 15 to 

20 years. 

 

Other uncertainties centered on 

development and access in the Arctic. Will 

other countries such as China and Russia 

seek to develop resources in the Arctic? 

What are the implications if these 

countries develop access capabilities 

here? How will future price of oil affect 

State of Alaska budgets? If the price of oil 

remains low, will there be resources for 

communities to develop resources without 
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state support? Will there be future federal 

funding? Which infrastructure budgets will 

be prioritized if funding becomes more 

limited? There is a lack of response 

capability and communications capacity in 

Alaskan coastal communities around the 

state. When and how these will needs be 

addressed and who will provide the 

funding for this? 

 

Another important uncertainty for groups 

was sustaining culture and involving young 

people. Groups asked how they could 

know that the younger generation will be 

aware of cultural issues and how can they 

ensure cultural continuity. How can they 

meaningful involve young adults in 

discussions about the future of their 

community? 

 

One group listed uncertainties of 

unresolved aboriginal claims on outer 

continental shelf resources and how local 

sovereignty claims will play out in ongoing 

litigation.  

 

Day Two - Afternoon 

 

The afternoon of day two was dedicated to 

discussing assigned futures. These futures 

were developed by imagining high, 

moderate or low change in three issues, 

decisions and uncertainties that had been 

prioritized by the workshop participants in 

the morning sessions.  

 

Each group was assigned a future with 

different changes and asked to describe 

the social, economic, ecological, political, 

and other implications they anticipated 

should that future come to be.   

 

 

  

Breakout Group #1 Facilitated by Dr. 

Paula Williams and Recorded by Mr. 

Garrett Bartgis. 

 

Group one discussed a possible Business 

As Usual (BAU) future. They examined the 

implications of disappearing sea ice and 

shorter winters that limit the time they can 

use snow machines. The group observed 

that there are already problems with 

forecasting when it is safe to conduct 

subsistence activities. They anticipated 

that in a BAU future, residents would 

increasingly travel on land and sea at risky 

times to gather food or visit friends and 

relatives in other communities, leading to 

more search and rescue efforts that are 

increasingly expensive.  

 

They commented that increasing costs of 

fuel would make both subsistence 

gathering and rescues more expensive. 

Shorter times to gather food and higher 

fuel prices will also cause more food 

insecurity. Additionally, multi-year ice on 

the sea was used as a source of drinking 

water in the past and will no longer be 

available if BAU continues. 

Our group commented about several 

implications they are seeing from climate 

change.  Bowhead whales are already 

arriving three weeks earlier than they have 

in the past and residents are forced to 

relearn what ice is and is not safe.  They 

Photo:  Breakout Group #1 Facilitated by Dr. Paula 

Williams and Recorded by Mr. Garrett Bartgis 
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worried that without the youth learning 

from elders, they would be at an even 

greater disadvantage having to learn this 

from scratch.  The group commented that 

polar bears are coming into town when 

they rarely did in the past, and now there 

are new things to learn such as the 

migration patterns of wolves, coyotes, and 

other species. Residents must relearn 

patterns of almost all the species that live 

in the Arctic, including those on which they 

rely, as climate change has affected those 

patterns. They commented that 

disappearing surface water has resulted in 

fewer places for migratory birds to rest 

during migration. Our group anticipated 

coastal surge, flooding hazards, and 

deeper pilings needed for homes and 

other infrastructure, in a BAU 

environment.  

 

Business as usual will also increase strain 

on already stretched economic resources 

of small communities as they spend 

money repairing roads, infrastructure and 

airports that are damaged by erosion and 

melting permafrost. The group felt that 

there would be an increased focus on 

building roads in the region for access to 

resources. They anticipated the need to 

redesign both utilities and foundation 

systems.   

 

The group commented that funding would 

continue to be limited in a BAU scenario, 

as disaster relief would be allocated to 

areas with higher populations who 

experience disasters. They anticipated 

continuing competition among regions in 

Alaska for limited state funds as well as 

competition nation-wide for federal funds. 

The group wondered if communities would 

be forced to shut off water and 

wastewater facilities because they cannot 

afford to operate them. They also 

anticipated potential problems with 

access to fresh water due to drier 

seasons, and melting ice, and wondered if 

this could also cause changes in pH levels 

and other issues with the safety of fresh 

water.  

 

There were positive aspects of a BAU 

scenario.  The group commented that 

longer ice-free seasons expand the period 

that barges can transport goods to their 

communities, but commented that barging 

large infrastructure that communities will 

need is very expensive. A longer season 

will also increase the time-period that oil 

companies can drill offshore and that 

international maritime traffic can traverse 

the area. This may lead to more resource 

extraction, which could have either 

negative or positive consequences 

depending on state and federal 

safeguards of and policies for these 

activities.  

 

They anticipated that increased maritime 

traffic will increase demand for onshore 

services, sewage, water, fuel, etc. which 

could bring economic benefits, but these 

services are already at-capacity in many 

communities. They were supportive of a 

greater Coast Guard presence in the area 

to monitor and ensure that regulations 

regarding disposal of waste and other 

materials are followed and to respond to 

accidents and spills. Another positive 

change is the availability of fiber optic 

cable that brings broadband service to 

this area.  The group hoped that this 

service would be accessible to more 

people in the region in the future. 

 

Breakout Group #2 Facilitated by Dr. Carol 

Janzen and Recorded by Ms. Jessica 

Faust. 

 

Group 2 discussed a future in which 

meaningful involvement of younger 

generations was high, and sea ice extent 

and quality experienced high loss. 
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Furthermore, the cost of living was altered 

for this future to be “much more 

expensive”.  

 

Though high meaningful youth 

involvement was an encouraging factor in 

this future, group participants were 

confounded on how to preserve and instill 

cultural customs under the condition of 

high sea ice loss. Further, the condition of 

increased cost of living was a daunting 

obstacle to consider. A point of common 

reference in this breakout group 

discussion was keeping young people 

meaningfully involved in their 

communities. Several ideas posed by the 

group suggested that young people leave 

the villages temporarily to become 

certified to fill job openings, and return to 

become pillars of the community.  

 

One suggestion was that community-

minded young people should consider 

becoming certified teachers and return to 

continue the cycle of youth engagement 

and cultural continuity. Another suggestion 

was to bring vocational training to the 

villages to provide members of these 

communities with the tools to secure 

skilled jobs. Still, high sea-ice loss would 

mean the demise of whale hunting, which 

would be a tragic loss in these 

communities. Group members had 

difficulty grappling with the possibility of 

cultural continuity under this condition, 

however all group members 

acknowledged the likelihood of sea-ice 

loss.  

 

Breakout Group #3 Facilitated by Dr. 

Douglas Causey and Recorded by Ms. 

Malla Kukkonen. 

 

Group 3 discussed a future based on the 

following elements and levels of change: 

meaningful local input into decision-

making is high, food security and 

traditional subsistence activities are 

experiencing moderate decline, and there 

is a significant increase in maritime 

traffic. 

 

The discussion in the group was largely 

focused on the significant increase in 

maritime traffic and how this will affect 

local communities in the region. A key 

concern for group members was the 

potential pollution of the marine 

environment due to unregulated discharge 

from vessels traveling through the region 

and the Arctic at large. Group members 

discussed the present lack of meaningful 

mechanisms for Alaska Native Tribes to 

engage with decision makers at the right 

levels of government about this particular 

issue.  

 

A related concern addressed by the group 

was the current lack of on-site response 

capabilities that are desperately needed in 

Alaska coastal communities to facilitate 

the start of an immediate response to any 

significant maritime accident or spill. The 

current practice of local community 

members reaching out to the Village 

Public Safety Officer (VPSO) in an event of 

an accident or a spill situation is not what 

local residents would like to continue 

doing. Rather, they would like to see 

appropriate resources assigned to the 

region, for example in the form of a 

permanent, year-round USCG base in 

western Alaska.  

 

Another key concern for group three was 

the negative impacts of increased vessel 

traffic on marine mammals. The particular 

concerns explored by the group included 

concerns about noise pollution and the 

release of nutrients into the ocean 

environment that will negatively affect 

food webs for ocean flora and fauna. The 

group also discussed that the receding 

sea-ice would lead to increased numbers 
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of displaced marine mammals, which will 

make hunting for them more difficult and 

costly.  

 

The change in the Arctic marine 

ecosystem will also mean that subsistence 

hunters will need to continue adapting to 

hunt new/different pelagic species moving 

into Arctic waters while traditionally 

hunted marine mammal species, such as 

Bearded and Ribbon Seals, may become 

extinct or listed as endangered affecting 

subsistence harvest. An identified 

example of a new species moving into the 

region due to the receding sea ice was 

Steller sea lion.   

 

Acknowledging the possible positive 

effects of increased open waters in the 

Arctic, the group members discussed how 

the significant growth of vessel traffic, 

potentially resulting from increased 

tourism to Northwest Alaska, could lead to 

growing use of the region’s port facilities, 

particularly the port and harbor of Nome. 

Group members discussed that 

completing the necessary improvements 

in the port and harbor facilities would offer 

new employment opportunities for local 

people.  

 

At the same time, if they were increasingly 

engaged in wage labor, the local 

population would face the challenge of 

having to split their time between work, 

different community and family 

commitments, and taking care of their 

families. The group also discussed that 

the potential increase in local population 

residing in growth areas such as Nome, 

could also lead to increased pressures on 

local subsistence resources as well as the 

commercially provided food-supply. 

 

Finally, addressing the assigned future 

from the point of view of increased 

meaningful local input into decision 

making, group members discussed that a 

key element affecting local communities 

across northwest Alaska is the current 

governmental practice of applying a “one-

size fits all” approach in addressing the 

complex issues affecting Alaska coastal 

communities at and above the Arctic 

Circle. Group members discussed that a 

positive change to this would be a network 

of well-established, regionally focused 

working groups that would address any 

resource management and environmental 

policy issues that will affect them. At the 

national level, change for better would 

also allow subsistence users to be able to 

assert local input into U.S. affairs and 

expand their presence in international 

conferences.  

 

Breakout Group #4.  Facilitated by Cara 

Condit and Recorded by Ms. Dina Abdel-

Fattah. 

 

The members of group four gave 

extensive thought to their 20 years from 

now scenario, in which: 1) the government 

does not prioritize the Arctic, 2) there is 

little funding for infrastructure 

development, but 3) the sea ice retreat is 

not as far as was predicted.  

 

The group developed the following 

statement, which indicates the interests 

and efforts they would undertake in the 

aforementioned scenario: 

 

Twenty years from now, the government 

failure to prioritize the Arctic is unabated. 

This lack of prioritization translated into a 

lack of available funding for infrastructure 

development. The little infrastructure that 

was built however was built responsibly. 

Thankfully however, the sea ice extent did 

not recede as far as had been predicted. 

Given the lack of funding and prioritization 

by the government, the maritime and 

coastal communities of Northwestern 
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Alaska decided to take their future into 

their own hands.  

 

We established our own borough, to 

regulate and take ownership of our area’s 

development. We constructed a 

geothermal energy plant to help power our 

community and we used the best current 

technology to responsibly extract natural 

resources to help fuel our economy. We 

developed our tourism sector as well, to 

help generate income and attract visitors 

from everywhere to see our rich home.  

 

Hot springs were developed and we 

worked to change FDA regulations to 

commercially sell our traditional foods 

such as reindeer, herring eggs, and 

muktuk. We also supported our education 

system by expanding the university system 

to develop our younger generation’s 

knowledge in STEM and other related 

fields. Mostly importantly, we have 

developed a curriculum to have our Native 

languages taught to our children, including 

our various dialects, to ensure our 

language lives on. 

 

Breakout Group #5 Facilitated (Day 1) by 

Dr. Cheryl Rosa and (Day 2) by Dr. David 

Griffith, and Recorded by Dr. David 

Griffith. 

 

Group five’s assigned future conditions 

were low inclusion/involvement of 

younger generations in decision making; 

high rates of coastal and riparian erosion; 

and a moderate level of future funding 

from state and federal governments.  

 

Our group expressed considerable 

uncertainty about how political and social 

decision-making has and will incorporate 

the input of younger Arctic residents, since 

much of that has traditionally been done 

by older community members. Group five 

fears those younger generations will not 

understand why their elders made the 

decisions they did about economic and 

resource development, especially when 

those come at an environmental cost.  

 

Erosion on coasts and in river systems is 

an existential threat to specific 

communities, and reliable funding to 

relocate affected communities (or rebuild 

infrastructure) has been non-existent. In 

the past, these communities would move 

when faced with such a situation, but 

communities are permanent now. High 

rates of erosion into the future will require 

a coordinated response, with funding, in 

order to enable affected communities to 

persist either in place or after relocating.  

 

Questions and uncertainties about future 

funding availability (for both erosion 

control, relocation, and economic 

development) are based on experience 

that funding is not always available for 

high priority needs in the Arctic 

(specifically, transportation infrastructure 

and relocation).  

 

One of the questions that affects Group 

five’s vision of the likely future scenarios 

is whether or not the Arctic remains (or 

becomes) an area of national focus and 

priority: it is feared that widespread 

environmental change might mean that 

coastal areas in the contiguous United 

States will be higher priority and that no 

funding will be made available for Arctic 

communities at all. 
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A future in which younger Arctic residents 

are not consulted or included in decision-

making, in which rates of erosion are high 

and increasing, but in which some funds 

from state and federal governments to 

mitigate changes are available will be 

challenging for both Arctic communities 

and the U.S. Coast Guard. The lack of 

meaningful engagement of younger 

generations is likely to result in younger 

people either leaving the region for 

opportunity elsewhere or rejecting the 

decisions about development their elders 

have made in the past. Both outcomes will 

endanger the survival of communities and 

subsistence lifestyles.  

 

Unabated or even increasing rates of 

erosion mean that more communities will 

be either endangered or destroyed, that 

roads, airstrips, and other critical 

infrastructure will be compromised, and 

that there will be more search and rescue 

missions requiring a greater presence of 

the Coast Guard and other state and 

federal agencies. Availability of some 

external funding is seen as both helpful in 

protecting or moving some communities, 

but also as reason to grow the local 

economy so that the region is less 

dependent on government and 

international partners. Overall, Arctic 

residents are strongly optimistic that they 

will survive, no matter what the 

challenges, but that engaging younger 

generations is necessary. 

 

 

Workshop Analysis & 

Conclusions 

 
Strategic Themes 

  

During breakout group session one, 

facilitators and recorders listed the issues 

and decisions facing safe, secure and 

sustainable Arctic Alaska communities in 

the next 15 to 20 years articulated by 

their group members on easel posters. 

Many of the groups expressed similar 

issues and decisions and it was important 

to elucidate those that the participants felt 

were the most important. The posters 

listing all groups’ choices were displayed 

for all workshop participants to 

review.  Each participant was given five 

colored dots to vote on their top issues 

and decisions. Participants could vote up 

to three of their dots on an issue they 

believed of utmost importance. Votes 

registered by local Arctic Alaskans and 

workshop participants who did not live in 

the Arctic were tabulated separately.   

 

The most important issues and decisions 

of Arctic residents in order of most votes 

were:  

1. Erosion (coastal and river), erosion 

control and village relocation,  

2. Meaningful incorporation of local views 

into decision making with 

accountability to local residents,  

3. Food security – the ability to sustain 

subsistence and traditional activities,  

4. Thawing permafrost, and  

5. Responsible community, government, 

and commercial infrastructure 

development.   

6. Increased maritime traffic (requiring 

Photo:   www.dailymail.uk.com  
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better monitoring, response, and 

regulation), and  

7. Response infrastructure for 

environmental and industrial accidents 

(e.g., SAR; oil spills; vessel groundings, 

ports). 

 

 
Photo:  Breakout Group #3 discussions, an example of Voting Process 

. 

 

Non-resident participants ranked issues 

and decisions differently, but agreed with 

most of those identified by 

residents.  Their rankings were:  

1. Meaningfully incorporate local views 

into decision making with 

accountability,   

2. Food security – the ability to sustain 

subsistence and traditional activities,  

3. Erosion (coastal and river), erosion 

control and village relocation,  

4. Responsible community, government, 

and commercial infrastructure 

development, and  

5. Increased maritime traffic (requiring 

better monitoring, response, and 

regulation).  

 

A complete list of the issues and decisions 

expressed by the groups is included in 

Appendix 1 to this report. 

 

Uncertainties 

 

The same process was used to prioritize 

and identify strategic themes for 

uncertainties identified by the groups. 

Participants voted five dots on the 

uncertainties that they felt were most 

important.  As with issues and decisions, 

votes registered by local Arctic Alaskans 

and workshop participants who did not 

live in the Arctic were tabulated 

separately.   

 

The most important uncertainties of Arctic 

residents in order of most votes:   

1. Meaningful inclusion, involvement, 

development, and education of future 

leaders/younger generations,   

2. Government prioritization of the Arctic 

in policy, regulation, and financing and 

government stability,  

3. Cost of living and cost of oil and fuel,  

4. Reliable future funding, and  

5. Sea ice extent and quality. 

 

The top uncertainties of non-residents 

differed slightly from residents:  

1. Government prioritization of the Arctic 

in policy, regulation, and financing and 

government stability,  

2. Geopolitical conflict versus 

cooperation,  

3. Meaningful inclusion, involvement, 

development, and education of future 

leaders/younger generations,  

4. Reliable future funding, and  

5. Sea ice extent and quality.   

 

A complete list of uncertainties identified 

by all groups is included in Appendix 2 to 

this report.         

 

Specific Conclusions 

 

There are significant needs for 

infrastructure development in the 

Arctic.  As ice retreats and more marine 

traffic navigates the region, there are no 

deep-water ports in this region of Alaska 

and little response infrastructure for 

rescue operations or fuel spills. Relocation 

of many Arctic villages is already 
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necessary because of increased storm 

surge caused by loss of sea ice and 

because of erosion.  

 

The overall situation is not expected to 

improve in the foreseeable future. Arctic 

residents are concerned that they will be 

left behind in federal funding for 

infrastructure and relocation because the 

region is sparsely populated.  

 

Arctic Alaskan workshop participants 

anticipate that the U.S. federal 

government will allocate limited funds to 

more populous areas. The lower price of 

oil has constricted the availability of state 

funding for these efforts as well.  

 
 

  
Figure 7: Mayor of Nome and USCG Participant. 

 

Workshop planners and participants alike, 

respectfully submit it is of utmost 

importance to Alaskan Arctic resident’s 

voices are not just heard by decision-

makers on issues that affect them and the 

region in which they live, but that their 

ideas and opinions are suitably 

incorporated into policy and laws.  

 

The residents of Arctic Alaska have a great 

depth of understanding of the interactions 

that may take place between 

development, environmental change, and 

the social institutions and ecosystem in 

which they have lived for centuries. They 

see this as a way to finally conclude and 

reconcile a past era many workshop 

participants characterized as 

“colonization” and “occupation.”  Without 

question, the participants of the workshop 

echoed they are proud U.S. citizens, and 

share American values.  These 

participants also recognize, that new 

policies that are inclusive of Arctic local 

and placed-based knowledge, can benefit 

all U.S. Citizens and the nation as well to 

better address the Arctic that is presenting 

itself over the coming decades. 

 

There is a significant concern about 

environmental degradation including 

increasing loss of sea ice, melting 

permafrost, and the possible negative 

impacts of development.  

 

This concern is heightened because of the 

length of time it would take to respond to 

a maritime fuel spill or other accident 

under current conditions.  Residents 

wondered openly how much 

environmental change will impact the 

ability to subsistence gather should these 

changes continue apace, or worsen, into 

the future. There was consensus that 

business as usual was not sustainable for 

their communities and way of life.  The 

emphasis here…is changing policy needs 

to accompany a changing Arctic. 

 

Alaskan Arctic residents recognize the 

need for economic development in their 

area to help address concerns about lack 

of funding and to provide economic 

opportunities to keep their young people 

in the community. They are aware of the 

trade-offs between development and 

impact on the environment. They 

recognize that if development is not 

responsibly built, it will lead to collapse of 

their traditional ways and culture by 

affecting subsistence species on which 
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they rely. They envision a future where 

partnerships among tribal entities, 

communities, governments and business 

leads to responsible development with a 

low impact on traditional practices. 

 

Arctic Strategy Inputs for HQ USCG.  

 

Upfront:  The U.S. Coast Guard is to be 

applauded and appreciated for the 

investment in their time and attention to 

be key workshop participants.  Far more 

effective than can be related in a 

workshop report, was the active planning 

and participation of HQ U.S. Coast Guard, 

USCG District 17 and District 17 Sector 

Anchorage members.  These Coast Guard 

professionals heard first-hand, the 

reflections of an array of U.S. citizens of 

the Arctic, who wish to find the right 

approach to ensure preservation of 

traditions and traditional core values, 

while also embracing future economic 

technology and opportunities…that are 

critical to retaining their youth in the Arctic 

communities of the future.     

 

Quite a few participants highlighted a 

concern, that without a more effective 

“whole of society” approach, the best and 

brightest of Arctic residents will leave their 

homes and communities to seek locations 

that can provide such opportunity.  When 

queried where such suitable futures would 

be found, several residents highlighted 

Alaska’s urban areas of Anchorage and 

Fairbanks. 

 

One group expressed their ideal future for 

U.S. Coast Guard involvement in the Arctic 

as including a port system throughout the 

Arctic region and Coast Guard stations 

with local residents as service-members.  

 

Arctic Alaskan participants envisioned the 

U.S. Coast Guard supporting language and 

tradition in the area. Several groups 

articulated the need to develop one or 

more deep-water ports in the region to 

increase capacity for protection and 

response. Arctic Alaskan participants also 

discussed the need for improved 

communication capabilities to create a 

unified means to report and respond to 

emergencies and cleanup. They 

recognized a need for personnel and 

materials positioned along the coast ready 

for these activities.   

 

One Arctic Alaskan participant group 

mentioned that Coast Guard staffing 

continuity in Arctic communities was an 

issue. They commented that local 

communities need to continuously 

educate the new Commander of District 

17 based in Juneau about the basics of 

their communities, available resources, 

and existing ways of collaboration 

because of reassignments. The group 

thought that it would be beneficial for the 

Coast Guard to review its practices in staff 

rotation and look for opportunities to 

improve continuity in their relationships 

with Alaskan coastal communities. A 

change in command from one 

administration to the next also results in 

greater uncertainty for Arctic Alaskan 

participants. 

  

 
 

 

 

Other concerns expressed by groups is 

that response, development and other 

Photo:   Open Source  
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activities may end up being centered in 

Russia on the west side of the Bering and 

Chukchi Seas because of the existence 

there of ports and infrastructure able to 

support these activities. Arctic Alaskan 

participants were concerned that this 

would lead to predominance of countries 

other than the United States in the region. 

The U.S. Coast Guard might avoid negative 

perceptions of Alaska Native peoples by 

including training in cultural sensitivity and 

Alaska Native history to service members 

stationed in this area. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1:  Comprehensive List of Issues and Decisions Compiled by Workshop 

Participants 

 

Erosion (coastal and river), erosion control, and village relocation 

Meaningfully incorporate local views into decision making with accountability 

Food security supporting subsistence and traditional activities 

Responsible community, government, and commercial infrastructure development  

Increased maritime traffic (requiring better monitoring, response, and regulation) 

Thawing permafrost 

Response infrastructure for environmental and industrial (SAR; oil spills; vessel 

groundings)  

Increasing number of deep-water / deep draft ports 

More icebreaker capacity 

Impact on marine mammal ecosystems 

Ocean-based resource extraction 

Land-based resource extraction 

Infrastructural impact of permafrost thaw 

New (and different type of) roads--Ice roads won't work anymore 

Water accessibility 

Changes/resolution in sea ice extent and timing 

How to maintain and revitalize language, culture, and spiritual connection to the land and 

sea 

Cultural conflict with outsiders and inter-region 

Fisheries regulation 

Inertia: Policies too slow to keep up with change 

Application of one-size fits all governance 

Coordination of Arctic research and activities 

Who is addressing infrastructural issues associated with land sinking? 

Animal migration changes 

Sea level rise 

Land subsidence 

Parasites in wild food sources (Whale & Caribou) 

Winter temperature increases 

Increased military (foreign and domestic) presence 

Water quality 

Offshore drilling 

Community resource extraction 

Commercial fishing 

Break down in international collaboration 

Inaccurate stereotyping of Arctic way of life 

Impact of fisheries on inhabitants of the region 

Increased tourism 

Increased traffic 

More resource development (oils, minerals etc.) 
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Should we process and refine resources in the Arctic? 

Lack of understanding of sovereign status of tribes 

Lack of regional representation 

Impacts of increased industrialization 

 

Appendix 2:  Comprehensive List of Uncertainties Compiled by Workshop Participants 

 

Government prioritization of the Arctic in policy, regulation, and financing / government 

stability 

Meaningful inclusion, involvement, development, and education of future leaders/younger 

generations 

Cost of living and cost of oil / fuel 

Reliable future funding  

Geopolitical conflict versus cooperation 

Sea ice extent and quality 

How deeply are things going to be affected by climate change-such as weather patterns, 

storms, and erosion? 

What are implications of China and other foreign governments developing access 

capabilities in Arctic? 

Status of subsistence rights 

Transboundary communications and access to marine wildlife resources 

Arctic community energy security 

What are the changing food web impacts on food security and culture? 

Will specific communities exist in future? 

Oil spill response capacity 

What is the impact of traffic/ship noise on marine mammals? 

Failure of State & Federal incarceration and rehabilitation 

Local response to foreign investment 

Will permanent fund exist and what might the payout be? 

Future development of claims on outer continental shelf 

Extent and impact of Arctic commercialization 

How will air and water quality be affected by pollution in the future? 

Increasingly rapid changes in erosion 

Water (sea and river) levels 

Tribal sovereignty-continued recognition, state and federal collaboration with Alaska 

Native entities 

Predicting and preparing for environmental change 

Climate predictions (storms, temperatures) 

National, Federal and State agencies’ arctic policies 

Changes in weather and climate (short and long term) 

Uncertainty of traditional food availability 

What will impacts be from range expansion of marine animals? 

Government and non-resident impacts on regulations and policies 

Human population growth/decline 

Traditional economies survival 

Marine mammal populations and health 
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Resource extraction (responsible and sustainable) 

Local control of resource extraction 

Vitality of culture and identity 

Funding for relocation 

Technologies 

Local and regional economic activity/health 

SAR/emergency response capacity 

Accessibility (transportation) to resources 

Accessibility to Arctic communities 

Traditional/subsistence resource availability 

 


