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Abstract: Alaska’s Asctic communities have a dynanuc mixed economy that is central to understanding food security
~and sustainable development. In this economy, cash and country food production are mutually supportive. Country
- foods are vital to nutritional, economic, and cultural development in Alaska’s Aboriginal communities. Research in

-northern Alaska shows that they are widely obtained, consumed, and shared within families and communities, At the
- satne time, imported -fqods offer a wide array of nutritional choices. However, they are often expensive, their

availability can be uncertain, and their quality can vary greatly. This paper desctibes Alaska’s northernmost regions and
" discusses this mixed economy as it relates to food security and safety: It highlights five major issues affecting food

secutity in northern Alaska: subsistence conflicts, contaminants in' country foods, global climate change, industrial
development and habitat degradation, and animal rights activism. It also points to add1u0nal resaarch needs i unportant

“to understanding Alaska’s food security in a cucumpolar context.

1 INTRODUC’I‘ION

Alaska’s Arctic comrnumtles have a dynamic mixed
economy that is central to understanding food security
and sustainable development (Wolfe e 2l 1984, Wolfe &

Walker 1987). In this economy, cash and country food
‘production are mutually supportive. Incomes from wage .

| -employment - and ‘government transfers enable
houscholds to obtain valued country foods likes whales,
seals, caribou, and fish. Both country foods and

imported foodstuffs conttibute flexibly toward meedng
nutrtonal, social, economic; and cultural needs. Cash -

enables ~ household members to purchase boats,
outboard motors, rifles, and fishnets. With these, the
region’s Inupiat people are able to procute and consume

" large amounts of country foods; far more on average

than arc résidents of urban Alaska. They use 2 wide
atray .of wild. resources, working together flexibly to
procure, process, and share country foods. These
practices are based on traditional systems of land use

and occupancy, and they invoke a complex and dynamic .

system of indigenous knowledge, beliefs, and values.
A In a rapidly changing world, Inupiat people of
- Arctic Alaska continue to value country foods as central

to_their culture and idendty. In the words of an Inupiat
elder from Kotzebue, “The land means everything to us,”

it brings us food, it provides for our clothing, it provides

for our lodging, it brings us water; it means everything.

0 us” (Berger 1985). At the same time, imported

_ importance

foods——~ranging from basics like rice, eggs, and sugar to
soda pop and candy—offer a wide array of choices in
contemporary Inupiat diets. However, imported foods
in the region are expensive, their availability is often.
uncertain, and their quality can vary greatly. While
desired  for the dietary variety they bring, imported

* foods can also have detrimental effects on the health of .

Arctic residents. o

This mixed subsistence-cash économy is of central
to understanding food security and
sustainable development in Alaska. In this paper, 1.offer

- a preliminary assessment of food security in Alaska’s

Arctic communities over time, including both formal -

- and non-formal sectors. In doing so, I draw heavily.

upon my own research, that of the Division of

‘Subsistence, Alaska Department of Fish and Game, and
" state and federal soutrces. I also highlight some issues

' affecting food security in the region, pointing to g
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additional research needs as a contribution to broader

comparative study. :
The data presented here underscore the fact that

" the Arctic region’s mixed economy is dynamic and

subject to rapid change, Our understanding of this

“economy must be historically and culturally informed.

Current ttansportauon and supply systems are based on
economic assumptions and subsidies that may well
change over time. Where onc community may have -
extraordinary access to a particular resource for a
time—wage jobs in the oil industry, for example—other

- nearby communities may have very limited access to this




' same resource.

Moteover, availability of catibou,
salmon, or other resources can change dtamatically due
to ecological or other factors.

Issues of food secutity in the Arctic must also be
placed in a global context (Nuttall 1998). Decisions
about food secutity issues in Alaska—including

subsistence rights, oil and gas development, animal °

rights activism, Arctic pollutants, and responses .to
global change—are typically made not in Barrow or
Kotzebue but in distant centers like London, New ¥York,
and Moscow. While Arctic residents are increasingly
successful in securing political self-determination, we

Table 1 StatIstlcal Overview of Northern Alaska Regions, by Labor Maxket‘ Area-

know that food security s increasingly “affected by a
global economy that is itself dynarmc and filled w1th
contradictions.

Finally, understandmg these local ‘and - global
dynamics requires - documentation of indigenous
Enowledge about food systems, and how Alaska Native
peoples themselves' perceive sociceconomic, cultural,
and ecological - change rclating to food - security (sce

“Brooke-1993). For Arctic residents, these issues are not

metely of academic intetest; they are: central to ‘their
economic and cultural survival. S
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2. ALASKA’S ARCTIC REGION

Alaska‘is America’s largest state-—compﬁs:ing some 150
million hectares—and is home to about 621,000 people.

- Indigenous Alaskans—Inupiat, Yup'ik, Alutiig, Aleut,

Athabascan, Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian—make up
only about 16 percent of the total -population.

Surprisingly, Alaska is a rather urbatiized state. Over half
of the state’s population (some 308,000 people) fives in’

Anchorage and the nearby Matanuska-Susitna Valley.
Only about 20 percent of Alaska’s population—or some
125,000 people—live in rural areas (Fig. 1). These
people live in about 225 communities, most of which
have fewer than 500 people and are not connected by
~road. About half of this rural population is made up of
“indigenous Alaskans

Alaska’s Inupiat homeland can be divided broadly
into three major ateas: the North Slope Borough (NSB),
the Northwest Arctic Borough (NWAB), and the
Seward Peninsula/Bering Straits region referred to here
as the “Nome Census Area”™ (NCA). This paper focuses
o1 foed secutity issues-and data from these three areas.

_The combined population in this region is about 24,000

people, about 80 percent of who are Inupiat. They share
a common language' arid a rich cultural history. The
climate of the region includes both maritime and arctic
conditions and is inflaenced profoundly by the Beting,
Chukchi, and Beaufort seas. Temperatures range from

. 10-15°C in summer to -20°C or mote in wintet. The

physical landscape is dominated largely by treeless
tundra but includes mountains reaching over 2700
metets, '
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Figure 1: Alaska’s popuiation by area, 1995 (Rural areas shown in black)



Table 1 provides an overview of socioeconomic
_characteristics of Alaska’s Arctic region. In gcneral it is
a vast, remote, and sparsely populated region where
- yeat-round access is pritarily by air. There are no roads
connecting rural communities with the rest of the state.
- The region’s. population. is young (median age in the
- 20s), with a large school-aged population. Not

and other income. In 1998 the PED. amounted to

'$1,540.88 for each Alaskan. PFD income is parmularly o

important for larger rural houscholds that have limited

access to wage employment
. Hub communities of Nome (populat:lon 3,706),.

Kotzebue (populadon 2,964), and Barrow (population

- surprisingly, households tend to be large (3.75 persons .
per household in the Northwest Arctic Boroughy

compared to the rest of Alaska (at 2.7).

" Wage employment oppottunities vary greatly
within the region, but in general they are limited and
seasonal. With the exception of the North Slope
Borough, unemployment is high compared with Alaska
as 2 whole. Per capita income (1997) in much of the
-region fails below the: average for Alaska ($24,969). The
notable exception is on the North Slope, where wages.

" and tax revenues from the oil industry at. Prudhoe Bay

- contribute to greater job opportunities and wealth.

Government transfers are dlso important in

household incomes in Arctic Alaska. In one region of
. western Alaska, these transfers are estimated to be
- nearly 50% of total per capita income (Alaska Economic

Trends 1999). Eleven percent of this came from one

transfer received by all Alaskans: the Alaska Permanent

Fund Dividend (PFD), paid from the state’s oil royalties -
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4,397) in Arctic Alaska ate the locus of many wage jobs
and are regional service centers for health services, retail
stores, government agencies, and transportation. They
all have regular service from scheduled jet aircraft and
receive shipments of goods and equipment by barge

during summer months.
v

2.1 Nome Census Area’

Ifiupiat people have inhabited the Nome/ Bcﬁng Stra:lts
for at least four thousand years. For food they relied
heavily on- marine mammals like seals, walrus, and
whales. The discovety of gold near present-day Nome in
1898-99 brought a huge influx of EuroAmericans to the
région. With them came diseases and social disruption
on a massive scale. While the population of stampeders
quickly waned, the newly founded town of Nome

‘continued to serve as 2 hub for tmmng, commerce, and

trade.

Service$
2_8%

Figure 2. Nome censns mﬁa e@@}mem; 1997,
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_ Nome continues to be 2 hub community today,
serving the seventeen -inhabited communities of the
Norton Sound/Bering Straits region as 2 focal point for
.employment, goods, and services. It has over 1,400
wage and sdlary jobs, nearly 40 percent-of all in the
“region (Kawerak, Inc. 1999). A large proportion is with
- the Norton Sound Health Corporation, which provides
health care to the region (with 400 employees). Other
major employets are the Bering Straits School District,
Kawerak, Inc. (the regional Native non-profit
organisation), and Nome Public School District. Nome
also has a bustling visitor industry, centred on the
wotld-famous Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race. Visitors

. also come in summer to enjoy the region’s coloutful
history, to watch birds and other wildlife, and to learn

* about Inupiat culture.

Under the Alaska Na!we Claims  Settlement - Aot
(ANCSA) of 1971, Inupiat people became shareholders
in Bering Straits Native Cotporation (BSNC). As a

~vehicle for the land claims settlemenr, BSNC. has.
invested in real estate, a car rental agency, a construction
firm, and other businesses.
shareholders and earned revenues of $6.7 million
(Anonymous 1998). Kawerak Inc., the regional non-

. profit Native otganisation, -provides educational,
cultural, and social services to indigenous residents.

Table 2 shows employment patterns in the Nome
Census Area from 1990-1997 (Alaska Department of

- Labor. 1999a). Government sector jobs dominate the
employment picture, making up nearly 40 percent of the
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total (Fig. 2). The service sector provides 28% of all
privatc sector jobs, 12% came from trade, and only

2.1% from mining. Overall, job opportunities in the
region outside of Nome are extremely limited. As a
result, many families rely on subsistence hunting and
ﬁshmg for food, and depend on government trfansfers
such as unemployment and welfare benefits, the Alaska
Permanent Fund dividend, and other public assistance

- programs. The region has a high poverty rate. In 1993,

approximately 25% of all families lived below. the
povetty line; a figure approximately 14% higher than the
Alaska average (Kawerak, Inc. 1999).

. Commercial fishing for hetring, salmon, hahbut
and ctab in Norton Sound provide employment for
some 200 people in summer. months. In addition,

" creation of the Community Development Quota (CDQ) -

program in 1992 opened up opportunities for Nome -
area’ communities to receive allocations of bottomfish

. fromy the Bering Sea. These communities created the

In 1997 it had 6190 .

Norton Sound Economic Development Corpotation
(NSEDC), which is using capital generated by the CDQ
program to modernise and diversify regional fisheries,
build additional infrastructure, promote education, and
participate directly in Bering Sea fisheties (Norton
Sound Economic Development Association 1999).
Future economic hopes for the Nome Census Area
region are focused largely on expanding tourism and
fisheries. The price of gold currently is low, making it

. unlikely that mining activity will increase in the near
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2.2 Northwest Arctic Borough

The  Northwest Arctic Borough (NWAB) has 2
populanon of . 6,844 people living in 11 temote
communities. Nearly 87% of the population is Inupiat.

Inupiat people have inhabited the area for at least

several thousand years, depending largely upon marine
mammals, fish, and caribou. Today, the largest
commuinity is Kotzebue, the regional hub, located on a

peninsula on the Chukchi Sea. It has 2 population of -

2,964, a majority of whom are Inupiat. Kotzebue is
home to a number of regional institutions, including the
NANA Regional Corporation, Maniilaq (the tegional
non-profit organisation), the Northwest Arctic Borough
School Dlstﬁct and the Northwest Arctic Borough
offices.’

" Ouiside of Kotzebue, the other communities in the

~ - region range in size from nearly 600 (Nootrvik) to as few .
‘as 100 (Kobuk). There are no roads connecting -

communities to each other or to other regions of the
state. Year-round travel between communities is largely
by air ot by snowmachine in winter. Boats travel the

18%

Construction

average.

. Noatak, Kobuk, Selawik, and Buckland rivers in
- summer months, carrying freight, fuel, and people.

Like the Nome Census Area, the NWAB has 2 very
young populadon with large household sizes (Alaska

- Department of Labor 1998a). The median age of the

population is 23 years, nearly 10 yeats less than the .
average statewide median of 32.2 years. The average
household size is 3.75 compated with the statewide
average of 2.7. Over 32 percent of the population are
school-aged, compared with 23 percent statewide. :

Table 3 shows the types of wage employment

available in the NWAB area (Alaska Depattment of

Labor 1999¢c). Public sector jobs make up nearly one-
third of all employment (Fig: 3). The largest employers
are the Northwest Arctic Borough School District, the
City of Kotzebue, and the federal and state - -
governments. Recent research shows that personal
income in the region is dominated by public sector
funds, up to nearly 70 percent of income came from .
federal, state, local, and tribal government payrolls and
transfer payments (Alaska Department of Labor 1999b).
Unemployment remains high, normally at twice the state

!
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Figure 3. Northwest Arctic borongh area enmployment, 1997.
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Moreover, employment figures indicate that there
is a very large npumber of “discouraged” workers in the
NWAB, particularly in the smaller communities.

The NANA Corpbration created under ANCSA in
1971, is a major economic force in the region. It has
10,600 shareholders, and carned total revenes of §60

Sonrce: Ala:k.a Department of Labor, Rﬂéqrr:b and Analysis Section

million in 1997 (Anonymous 1998). Through its

investments, it secks to ovetcome these economic
difficulties by creanng new jobs for shareholders.
Foremost among its investments is the Red Dog Mine,
* which is located 90 miles north of Kotzebue. NANA
' operates this world-class zinc mine in 2 joint venture
atrangement with Cominco Alaska, a subsidiary of the
Canadian multinational cotporation. It is the world’s
largest producer of zine concentrate. In 1997 and 1998,
NANA and Cominco invested an additional $85 million
to expand operations, increasing capacity of the

opetation by 40%. The ore is extracted year-round and
-shipped by-truck to a port near the community of

Kivalina on the Chukchi Sea. There it is stockpiled for
shipment by barge during the brief summer season of
open water.

Red Dog is the largest single employer in the

NWAB, with a payroll totalling to nearly $26.4 million
(1997) (Alaska Department of Labor 1999b). Over 50
percent of minc employees and contractors are Inupiat.
In 1997,

rest of the borough. In addition to the mine’s economic

average wages for employees were over .
$70,000 per year as compared to about $33,000 for the

benefits, NANA views the operation as a means of
providing shareholders with stable, year-round jobs with
high salaries. The two-week-on, one-week-off schedule
for most mine employees enables village residents to
participate both in wage employment and in subsistence
activities during time off. Overall, NANA estimates that
its activities provide up to one job in five and 10% of all
personal income in the NWAB through mining, hotel,
and other businesses. '

Subsistence hunting and fishing remain important .
elements in the way of life of NWAB residents. This is
especially true in the Borough’s smaller communities, '
where the taking of catibou, seals, salmon, moose, and
other species is an important element in local diets.

'Reindeer herding, which for many years was part of the
_region’s economy, has ‘declined in significance. Today

only one herder still has reindeer in the region. Meat.
“from this herd can be purchased locally in Nome,
Kotzebue, and Barrow. However, increasing numbers of
animals have been lost to the Western Arctic Cafibou
Herd, which has increased dramatically in numbers in
recent years. Moreover, markets for reindeer antler,
pteviously marketed to Asia, have declined due to poor

~economic conditions. Commercial fishing has never -

‘been a major element in the NWAB economy, and

- recent declines in fish stocks and prices have only made

conditions worse. The 1998 catch of chum salmon was

‘the Ich_ast on recotd in both volume and value,
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Table 4. North Slope Borough Regional Employment by Industry, 1990-1995
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2.3 North Slope Borough

Alaska’s North Slope Borough is the largest of the three
ateas in Alaska’s Arctic—encompassing some 223,000
square kilometres. _
wealthy boroughs. The North Slope is home to some

7,400 people, about 56% of who are Inupiat. Inupiat

people have inhabited the NSB region for thousands of

" years, relying on matine mammals, caribou, fish, and

‘other subsistence resources (Huntington 1991). Of
particular importance is the bowhead whale, which
Inupiat people have hunted in spring and fall as it
‘migrates in coastal waters. Bowhead whaling has long
been central to the Inupiat economy and diet (Kruse
- 1986). Even in a rapidly changing world, participation in

. whaling is 2 vital part of North Slope Inupiat identty
and social ofganisation {Freeman ¢z /. 1998}

The largest community in the region is Barrow,

which has a population of 4,397 (1998 data). Bamrow is
the economic hub for the Norih Slope Borough, and is
headquatters for the Arctic Slope Regional Cotporation

{ASRC), the North Slope Borough School District, the -

Inupiat Community of the Atrctic Slope {the regional
tribal consortium), and state and federal agencies. The
six other communities in the region—Anaktuvuk Pass,
Atqasuk, Nuigsut, Point Hope, Point Lay, and
Wainwright-—range in size from about 200 (Point Lay)

‘up to some 750 (Point Hope} (Alaska Dcpartment of”

Labor 1997). | )
Like the other areas of A.laska’s Arctic, the NSB

- has a low median age (n=27.0) compared to the rest of
Alaska (n=32.2) and a large population under the age of
18. (40%). However, it is also more diverse ethnically.

of the population is non-indigenous. Demographic
+ changes and economic factors have led to an overall
- decline of 258% in the proportion of indigenous people
in the N'SB between 1990 and 1997 {Alaska Department
of Labor 1997: 94)
The major income producing activity on the North
- Slope is oil and gas exploration and development.
- British Petroleum/ARCO operations at Prudhoe Bay
and surrounding fields produce some 25% of the United
_ States’ oil. Tax revenues from oil fields fund an
-extensive atray of borough jobs and services. The Azctic
Slope .
extensively in oilfield support services, contracting and

construction, petroleum refining, consulting services, -

fuel and product distribution, hotel and tourism
services, and other enterprises..In 1997, it had total
revenues of nearly $663 million, providing jobs to many
of its 7,800 shareholders {Anonymous 1998).

It is also one of Alaska’s more.

Regional Cotporation (ASRC) is involved

~ (Table

Country foods (commonly called “subsistence”

As in the other areas, employment in the NSB is
heavily based on  government services (24%),
particularly with the Notth Slope Borough government
4--Alaska Department of Labor 1999d).
However, oil and gas-related employment (lsted as
‘mining’ in census data) provides fully 44% of all jobs in
the NSB, reflecting the extraordinary contribution of
this sector to employment in the region (Fig. 4). These
economic opportunitics help explin the NSB’s low
unemployment rate which, at 5.1, is below that for
Alaska 4s a whole. :

3. COUNTRY FOOD AND FOOD
SECURITY IN ALASKA’S ARCTIC

ot
“Native” foods in Alaska) are a major part of the diets
of people living in Alaska’s Arctic (Wolfe 1996).
Families consume bowhead whales, waltus, seals, fish,

- berzies, waterfowl, caribou, moose, Arctic hares, and
 many other species. As noted above, these foods are .

important not only for their nutritdonal qualities but also
for their connection to Inupiat identity and a treasured
way of life. Participation in the taking of wild foods in
Arctic Alaska and rural Alaska generally is quite high
(Table 5). Sixty-three percent of all Arctic households
take game resources {(e.g, whales, caribou) and 78
petcent take fish. Fully 92 percent consume game and
96 percent consume fish (#4d). :

Consumption of country foods is greater in tural

Alaska than anywhere else in the United States. About

43.7 million pounds or nearly 20 million kilograms of

_country foods are taken each year (Wolfe 1996:1). This

amotints to a per capita consumption of 375 pounds or
169 kilograms annually o just over one pound 2 day. In
comparison, the average American uses about 222

- pounds (about 100 kilos) of store-bought meat, fish, and

poultry annually (out of a total of some 1,370 pounds of
food). Thus, the average rural Alaskan uses more wild
meat and fish than the average American uses store-

bought meats and fish.

The use of country foods in Arctic and rural Alaska
generally is far greater than that in Alaska’s urban areas,
like- Anchotage. Figure 5 reveals that people in Arctic

- Alaska take 516 pounds (232 kilos) per person per year

- trequirements.

compared with only 19 pounds (8.5 kilos) in Anchorage

{#bid). Table 6 shows that the nuttitional contribution of .
these country foods to Arctic residents’ Gverall protein
requirement is extraordinary; they provide 335% of daily
Moteover, they provide 48% of the
population’s daily requirement for calories.
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Equally interesting is the economic value of

country foods to the economies of rural Alaska. Table 6
also shows that the estimated teplacement cost of
country foods in Arctic Alaska at US$3 per pound is
over $31 million. The total value of such production for
all of rural Alaska exceeds $131 million. Cleatly, country
-foods are an enormous contribution to any notion of
sustainable development.

Table 7 shows the diversity of foods used by
Inupiat people in Alaska’s Arctic. The overall take in

Arctic communities on average is over 10 million
pounds (4.5 million kilos). The Jargest propottion of -

these foods (42%) is matine mammals patticularly
bowhead whale. The second largest (30%) is fish, while
the third, which includes caribou and moose, is 24%.
Figure 5 presents data about country food catches
is elevations by residency in Alaska. The important
thing about this intiguing figure is the high levels of
harvest {shown in elevation) in Arctic Alaska,

particularly as. comparcd with. Anchorage and other non-
rural places.

Inupiat people continnally speak of the i unportancc
of country foods to kinship and social” organisation:
“We, the Inupiat people, have always shared and divided
our food and that is our way of life. I do not want to
losé our cultural lifestyle, because it is so precious. Our
Inuplat lifestyle from time immemorial has been utilised
and. is still prevalent today. We have practised our

whaling traditions and we are still using them today. The - .

whaling tradition is the most precmus in my life” Berger
1985:51).
These relationships ate expressed in the social

- organization of production. Kinship is the primary basis

for the domestic mode of production and distribution,

_which is so c"qmmon'_ih rural Alaska. Recent research.
shows that in over 75% of cases where household

members wotked with others, they did so with extended
family members related by kinship (Magdanz &
Utermole 1998:52). :

- Pounds per person

Figure 5. Wild food barvests in Alaska by area, 19905 (ponnds per person by amé) Sonrce: Woﬁ,. R ] 1996
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Percent of ouseholds Particip a >

in Submstence Act1v1t1es in Rural Alaska

" Soarc: Woifs, R . 1999

10,507,25
5

‘Table 6. Selected Wild Food Harvests in Alaska Nutntmnal Contnbuttons
and Esﬁmated Re lacement costs

$31,521,765

$52,536,275

12,918,64
9

431%

62%

$38,755,947

$64,593,245

226,338 19

4,390,957

3%

2%

$13,172.872

$21,954,786

81,728 16

1,307,648

0%

1%

$3,922,944

$6,538,240

(sosirce: Wole, R. ], 7996)

**Annual wild food barvests {lb.f useable weight) in large nrbanized areas based on mailed fish and game permit returns, game barvest
ticket returns, and masled anglr surveys by the Alaska Depariment of Fish and Ganre divisions of Wildlife Conservation, Commercial
Fisheries Managemint and Development, and Sport Fish, representing the early 1990s.

**Kk A ssumes on average 422 lbs cf wild foods contains 44 grams of protein and 2.94 lbs af wild foad.f contains 2400 Kilocalories
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10,507,255

12,918,649

226,338 4,390,957

81,728 1,307,648

{sonrce: Woife, R, J. 7996)

* Annnal wild food harvests. (lbs useable weight) in large nrbanized areas based on mailed fish and game perniit returns, game harvest
tznéet returns, and mailed angler surveys by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game divisions of W'zla’lﬁ Conservarion, Commercial
Fisheries Management and Development, arm’ Spors Fish, r@mmtmg the early 1 990s.

~ Subsistence research in Alaska shows a surprising
degree of specialisation in procuring country foods
(Wolfe 1987). While consumption of these foods is
typically widespread within communities, often there are

certain  particulatly productive houscholds in  the.

community that procure far more foods than they
themselves can consume. Research shows that these so-
called ‘super-households’ typically make up about 30
percent of 2 community’s households, and yet they not
uncommonly produce about 70 petcent or more of the
community’s country foods. The reasons for this may
well have to do with their developmental cycle—they

“often have more mature adults—and they typically have

more hunting and fishing equipment. The existence of

‘these super-households suggests that specialisation in

country food production may not be new, and that such

 differences may undetlie differences in leadership, trade,

or ceremonial status among hunter-gatherers (7id 17).

While country foods cleatly play an important

cconomic, social, nuttifonal, and cultural role in
Alaska’s Arctic, their continued use is under threat from
various quarters. Contaminants in wild foods, habitat
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destructon, and animal rights activism outside of the
Arctic pose threats to continuation of subsistence

- practices. I return to these important issues in the final
section of the paper, looking at issues affecting food

secuﬁty in Alaska.

4. THE FORMAL SECTOR AND
FOOD SECURITY

Imported _foods are a major complement to country
foods in the mixed economy of Arctic Alaska. Because
few crops are grown in Alaska’s Arctic (other than small
household gardens), nearly all food products other than
country foods have to be imported from elsewhere.
Thus, Arctic communities are highly dependent upon
efficient and cost-effective procurement, transportation,
and distribution systems for obtaining foods necessary
for contemporary livelihoods.

Alaska’s Inupiat communities are at the far end of
2 supply line that stretches thousands of kilometres
from food producing areas elsewhere in North America

and’ beyond. This supply line can involve food




producers, - wholesalers, retailers, postal workets,

truckers, railroads, major airlines, small air taxis, ocean-.

going container ships, coastal barges, and local

distributors. Unfortunately, it is difficult to gather
‘comprehensive data about these stakeholdets in the-
formal sector. In some cases, the data do not exist, while’

" in others it is viewed as proprietaty information by

private businesses. Thus, the preliminary data that

follow are limited. However, they help identify needs
and gaps for further research.

Most foods imported to Atrctic Alaska reach their

destination by air ot by sea. Coastal barges serve Nome,

- Kotzebue, and Barrow during the brief summer open-

water season. Much of ;hcn: freight is petroleum
products (especially fuel oil), heavy equipment, and
durable goods. However, some foodstuffs are shipped
by batge. Of the three hub communities above, only
Nome has an official port listed in the federal Waterborne
Commere Statistics database (United States Army Corps
~ of Engincers 1999). Port authority officials there report
“that the community’s port teceives about 8,700 tons of

former, parcels are routed through the normal mail
delivery system. Bypass mail means that goods do not
have to be handled through postal facilities. Instead, .
they can be delivered directly from air cartier to shipper
at the parcel post rate: It is commonly used to ship
wholesale groceries and consumer goods.

Deliveries to rural Alaska typlcaﬂy oﬂgmate in
Anchorage or Faitbanks. Bypass mail is weighed by

~ USPS officials, shrink-wrapped on pallets or placed in

- example,
_ bulkheads to accommodate igloo containers,

“igloo” containers, and flown to hub communities by
one of the major air carriers. Alaska Airlines, for
uses Boeing 737 aircraft with moveable
while
Northetn Air Catgo can accommodate catgo. on pallets.
From hub airports, bypass mail is sorted and transferred

to smaller air taxis for delivery to outlying communities.

Hub communities like Nome, Kotzébue, and
Barrow usually have several larger grocery stores and a

“numbet of smaller convenience or speciality food stores.

. freight each year, but that it is difficult to distinguish "~

how much is foodstuffs {the amount is small compared
to the total) {City of Nome 1999). Three major barge
. companies setve Alaska’s Arctic communities:

~ Northland Services, Alaska Marine Lines, and Bowhead
Transportation. Crowley Maritime Services provided

general cargd service untl recently, but reportedly now

only carries fuel. .

Significant quantities of food are shipped to
communities in the region by air. Air freight service is
. provided to the region by Alaska Aitlines (jet service),
. Northern Air Cargo -(jet and tutboprop), and others.

* Local ait taxis such as Cape Smythe Ait, Bering Air, and
. others carry goods to smaller communides from hub
-communities.  Typically, perishable food items are
shipped by air via large certificated air carriers lke
Alaska Airlines. Local ait taxi companies then trans- sh:p

_ them to smaller communities.

A large amount of foodstuffs is shipped via the
U.S. Postal Service (USPS). These goods are carried by
airlines under contract with the USPS, usually at a

subsidised rate. These subsidies are part of a nationwide

program to delivery mail at uniform rates. Costs of

shipping in Alaska typically are higher than elsewhere in

the US, requiring a subsidy to attain this goal. The USPS

also has a requirement that mailed goods be delivered at

- a.set frequency, which theans that deliveries are often

made 'more frequently than notmal air - taxi market
conditions would dictate.

Foodstuffs are shipped both by regular parcel post

and through a “bypass” mail delivery system. In the

The Alaska Commercial Company owns full-service
grocety stores in Kotzebue, Nome, and many other
rural Alaskan communities. Most small communities
have ptivately owned or cooperatlve stores with more
limited goods.

5. ISSUES AFFECTING FOOD
SECURITY IN ARCTIC ALASKA

5.1 Subsistence Conflicts

Of all the issues affecting food secusity in Alaska, one of
the most important and politically volatile is the conflict
over a subsistence ptiority for rural Alaskans, and
particularly Alaska - Natves (Caulfield 1992, Cultural -
Survival QOnarterly 1998). Alaska’s Inupiat and other
indigenous peoples have used country foods for their
livelihoods for generations. But colonisation by Russia
and later the United States brought a flood of new
immigrants who increasingly compete. for these same .
tesources. As late as World War 11, indigenous peoples

' were a majority in Alaska, byt today they make up only

16% of the total population.
. Alaska’s indigenous people view the takmg of
country foods as a vital part of their economies and,

- importantly, as a basic human right (#5). But as the
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“state’s immigrant population expands,

conflicts are
emerging between those who use fish and wildlife
resources for ‘sport’ and those whose cultures and
livelihoods are built on ancient customs and trad_mons
in the Arctic Jandscape.

~ ANCSA, enacted in 1971, extinguished aborlglnal.
rights ‘to hunting and fishing as part of 2 larger land



" claims

- [Alaska] is becoming aware that the

: dlsagree sharply with this.

agreement (Case 1984, _
Commission 1994), However, the Alaska National Interest
Lands Conservation At (ANILCA), of 1980 provided a

. priority for subsistence hunting and fishing by “rural -
residents” of the state, and enabled the State of Alaska .

A]aska Natives .

to manage these activities uniformly throughout the

- -state consistent with this priority. However, in 1989 the
Alaska Supreme Court found this priority to be

unconstitutional in state law, and efforts to bring state

of political opposition from some quarters. As 2 result,
the US federal government is now stepping in to insure

that 2 rural priority for subsistence is malntamcd on’
+ federal public lands; about 60% of the state.

Today there are increasingly bitter’ conflicts
between those who support a rural subsistence priority

and those who believe that such a priority violates ideals

of “equality under the law” in American jurisprudence.
One commentator, arguing - aga.mst a2 rural or Native
Alaskan preference, asserts that “almost everyone in

preference’ is a farce. That is, nearly no one in the state
could be considered 2 subsistence hunter if what is

“meant by that is a sole or primary reliance for one’s

livelihood on the proceeds of the chase.”

Not surprisingly, Alaska’s = indigenous péoplc

“We the Native people,” states one elder, . . . are
proud of one thing, that is our culture and our
Native way of life, to live off the land, because we
know culture and our tradition and our way of life
cannot be bought, cannot be taken away from us,
no matter what happens” (in Berger 1985:51). s

A g.rowmg number of Alaska’s md1gcnous peoples.
feel that the State’s political leadership is turning its back
on their rights and that new strategies must be employed
to protect subsistence. On May 5, 1999, three thousand

‘subsistence -

- law into compliance with ANILCA have failed because = .

Native and non-Native people marched through the

streets of Anchorage in suppoit of subsistence. A recent

- newspaper  article by Tlingit leader Robert Loescher,

raises the possibility of wusing non-violent civil
disobedience as a- tooI in protecung food security in
rural Alaska:

“We don’t know ‘how long our subsistence will
continue under this cloud of uncertainty, and our
people are getting more impatient, so we as leaders
need to be prepared for civil disobedience. The
best coutse of action is for us to continue to
represent outselves before every governmental
- body that we can, But we also need to be prepared
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to support Native people when they end up in the
“hands of law enforcernent officials.” (Loescher,
1998:21-22).

This type of thetoric is not unknown in Alaskan
politics. What is perhaps new is that the speaker is nota
matginalised member of the body politic but the
president and chief executive officer of Sealaska
Corporation, one of the wealthiest and most powerful
of the ANCSA regional corporations.

5.2 Arctic Contamlnants

The traditional diet of Alaskan Inupiat people is rich in
protein, vitamins, and essential elements. They are
particularly well suited to life in an Arctic: climate.
Scientists believe thar h]gh consumption of fish and
matine mammals by indigenous peoples may. lower
incidences of heart disease. They also have less fat and
carbohydrates than do imported foods. Rich, fatty
imported foods can conttibute to poor health, including
greater risk of diabetes and cardiovascular disease

(Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme 1997).

Scientists today are increasingly concerned about
industrial contaminants enteting into Afctic food chains.

Of greatest concern are persistent organic pollutants .

(POPs), heavy metals, and radionuclides. Indications are
that long-range transport and biomagnification of some
of these in the Arctic contribute to contaminant levels
10 to 20 times higher in Arctic residents than in those -

hiving - in temperate regions. Indigenous peoples
dependent upon large quantities of country foods are
especially vulnerable.

Indications thus far are that contaminant Jevels in
country foods in Arctic Alaska may be lower than in
other mote poliuted areas. Nevertheless, Inupiat people
and other Alaskan indigenous peoples are quite
concerned about growing rates. of cancer, diabetes, and
heart disease. The newly formed Alaska Native Science
Commission has undertaken preliminary work as a "
means of understanding issues of contaminants in

" country foods. As noted in the recent AMAP report on,

Arctic contaminants:

“The current levels of exposure to persistent .
organic contaminants in the Arctic are cleatly of
concern, but it is still not clear what public health
measutes should be taken. The dilemma is
especially  difficalt in * commupities - where
traditional foods are vital to spiritual, cultural, and
physical well-being.” (I5id: 177) .




5.3 Global Clirnate Change

Global climate  change and increased ultraviolet
radiation caused by ozone depletion may also be a
serious threat to food security in the Arctic. Many
scientists are convinced that these changes are linked to
pgreenhouse gas emissions and production of CFCs,
particularly in industrialized countries. The seriousness
of this problem is difficult to gauge. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
suggests that continued increases in global temperatures

at curtent rates could raise the average global air

' temperatute between 1 and 3.5°C by 2100. Significantly,
many studies suggest that the Arctic as a whole will
warm mote than the global mean. This could mean that

impacts of climate change will be felt first and most

intensely by Arctic residents, reliant as they are on
" renewable resources for their livelihoods.

While impacts of climate change on the Arctic are
- difficult to predict, we can guess some of the likely
changes if significant warming occurs (see Weller &
- Anderson 1998). These include: melting of ice caps and
- glaciers and an associated fise.in sea levels; changes in
" winds and water currents; disruption of permafrost due
to warmet temperatures; enhanced nuttient cycling due
to warmer soils; influxes of new plant and animal
species from the South; longer growing seasons; and
possibly expanded fisheties.

stress freshwater ecosystems, inhibit growth in marine
plants, and damage zooplankton and fish.

5.4 Industrial Development and Habitat
Degradation

Over—explmtanon of marine mammals and other wildlife
species in Alaska the 18th and 19th centuries has given
way in the late 20th century to full-scale efforts to
develop the Arctic’s mineral and energy resources.

.Multinational or state-owned corporations, often with

support. of national governments, seek to develop oil
and gas resources, mines for gold, diamonds, lead, zinc,-
and other minerals, and hydroelecttic dams generating
energy for consumers to the south. Along with these
activities ‘comes development of infrastructure (e.g,
toads, pipelines, matine transportation systems).
Extraction of oil on Alaska’s North Slope and the
construction of the $9 billion trans-Alaska pipeline is a
well-known example of this development, In some

" cases, such activities are undertaken with support of

Impacts of such changes on rcnewable fesources. .
important to Arctic residents may include both ‘positive’ -

_and ‘negative’ effects, depending on one’s perspective.
Rising sea levels, increased coastal erosion, and more

severe storms may affect Arctic communities located on -

- coastlines. Changes in sea ice could alter migration
routes of animals like bowhead whales or harp seals and
affect the density of seals. Unstable sea ice could make

_ice-edge hunting more difficult and © dangerous.

-Tcmperature and precipitation changes could affect-

migration patterns of terrestrial mammals like caribou
and alter breeding and molting areas for birds. Changes
in snow cover could make accessing subsistence use
ateas more difficult by snowmachine or other vehicles.
These changes could also affect the growth and
distribution of plants essential for survival -of catibou
and reindeer.

A thinning ozone layer faises concern about plants
and animals (including humans) that could be damaged
by increased ulttaviolet radiation. As with climate
change, the impacts of increased UV radiation are
unclear. Studies suggest, however, that increased
radiation could favor certain plants over others and
could slow nutrient cycling. High UV levels could also

indigenous peoples and their governments; often they
are not. In recent decades, conflicts have developed
with increasing frequency between customary and
traditional use of renewable resources by indigenous

. peoples and the activities of industries secking to extract
- non-renewable resources (Nuttall 1998).

Residents of Alaska’s Arctic appear to have come -

to terms with tradeoffs involved in industdal

_ development in their homeland, subject .to careful

environmental controls. The Ifupiat-controlled Notth

Slope Borough is a ardent supporter of expanded oil

and gas development in the region as a means of
providing jobs and income (Kruse 1986). Similarly, the
NANA Cotporation’s Red Dog Mine reflects a careful
calculus between risks of environmental contamination
and rewards of shareholder jobs. The one area where

- Alaska’s Ifiupiat people have expressed strong concern

about oil and gas.development is in off-shore areas,

-whete risks of blowouts or spills are higher and

possibilities of cleaning up a spill are low. Questions

~about the benefits and costs of industrial development
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will continue in Arctic Alaska in the years ahead, and
questions about such developments’ potential impacts

“on food security will also persist.

5.5 Animal Rights Activism and Food Secunty :
A final issue affecting food security in' the Alaskan

Arctic involves animal rights opposition to consumption
of marine mammals and to trade in wildlife products by

_indigenous peoples (Nuttall 1998, Freeman er /. 1998).

Many animal tights organizations oppose whaling,



- term

sealing, and other harvests of country foods. The most
.. notable exampie of this were efforts by some groups to.

ban the take of bowhead whales through the
. International Whaling Commission in 1977. .
However, Arctic Ifiupiat people believe . that

renewable resources can continue to be managed for

sustainable use and can provide an _important
foundation for a mixed subsistence-cash economy. Inuit
Clrcumpolat Conference (ICC) - president Aqgaluk
Lynge (1997) atgues that: the surest guarantee of long-
envitonmental  protection - and  sustainable
development in the Arctic is to have Inuit on the land
hunting, fishing, trapping, and gathering and acquiring
" and passing down traditional ecological knowledge and
wisdom from one generation to the next. [But} staying
on the land is expensive, for now we use snowmobiles
and other modern technology. To continue to hunt,

possible to insure continuation of sustainable use of
these resources when this use is under political attack? -

' 6. CONCLUSION

Understanding food secutity in Alaska’s Arcte requires
a cateful assessment of the mixed subsistence-cash

- economy in rural communities. It also requires 2

multifaceted, ©  historically-informed = analysis = of
sociocultural, economi¢, and cultural changes underway
in Alaska indigenous ‘communities. In particular,
attention must be paid to the knowledge, perceptions,

. values, and concerns of Ifupiat people themselves, who'

 fish, and trap, we must scll our animal products in the -

. world market.

‘However, many animal nghts otga.mzations and '

some governments oppose such activities, even when
. the best science available shows that catches are

sustainable. Increasingly, conflicts atise because of

‘ethical’ objections to the killing of wild animals for
- human purposes. Of Tnuit demands that they be allowed

- to continue traditional whaling, for example two -

American attorneys argue that the Inuit’s claims are at -

the expense of an ovetlooked voice—the anguished cry— -

of the sentient inhabitants of the deep...The whales
find their own sustenance in the oceans; by what right
do the Inuit expropriate the bodies of the whales to
serve as their food? (D’Amato& Chopra 1991)

The most notable examples of trade. barriers
* affecting Atcdc economies ate the ULS. Marine Mamrial

" because
-Additional data-gatheting and analysis in these areas will
- be necessaty before a more comprehensive compatison
- of food security can be achieved with reglons beyond,

Protection Act (MMPA) of 1972 and the European Union’s _

: Seal Skin Directive of 1983, which bans importation of
seal skins. The former baris hunting of marine mammals
in the United States but provides an exemption for
'._indigcnous peoples. However, it prohibits importts or
~ exports of marine mammal products; thereby precluding
opportunities for trade 1n scalskins and other wildlife
" products.

Indigenous peoples in Atctic Alaska object to these
trade batriers as a matter of equity and justice and as a
violation of international law. Recent critiques of these
batriers focus on their inconsistency with provisions of

have the most direct stake in'issues of food security.
Research conducted on country food production
and ‘distribution in Alaska thus far has opened up new

.mSJghts to the muldfaceted values of these foods. More

research needs to be done, particularly in light of new
proposals for industrial development and other changes

“in Alaska’s Arctic. Data on subsistence production in

northern Alaska—particulatly by the Alaska Department

_of Fish and Game, Division of Subsistence—provide

tich insights to the significance of country foods over
time. However, more up-to-date research is needed.
Motreover, comptehensive data’ about the formal food
economy in Alaska—including types of products,
pticing, transportation systems, and relevant laws,
policies, and institudons—are often lacking, in-part
these data are  considered proptietary. -

Alaska.
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