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director for NOAA Fisheries in Juneau. “This is a 
fragile ecosystem that needs to be protected but is 
also going to be used.”

Environmental groups and scientists have been 
pressing for more research before industrial 
development forges ahead. “The trouble is we 
don’t yet know how to develop in ways that 
are very, very safe,” said Melanie Smith, a 
biologist with the National Audubon Society in 
Anchorage. Her group, along with Oceana, has 
released this week an Arctic atlas of the Chukchi 
and Beaufort seas.“I do know that the Exxon 
Valdez spill was very difficult to clean up in an 
area that was ice free. We don’t yet know how to 
clean up oil spills in broken pack ice,” said Smith.
“We need to understand where the key habitats 
are located, the places that are essential to 
ecosystems. If they were severely impacted, there 
would be a ripple effect,” she said. 

The U.S. Interior Department has sold leases for 
offshore oil and gas development in the Arctic 
Ocean throughout the Bush administration. 
Some of the leases are under court challenge, and 
Interior is expected to make an announcement on 
their fate this month. However, exploration could 
begin this summer in both the Chukchi and 
Beaufort seas. Last year 400 scientists sent a letter 
to President Barack Obama asking for more study 
before industrial activity goes ahead, noting that 
the “Arctic Ocean is one of the least-understood 
regions on Earth.” 

In October, Congress approved a conference 
report attached to the U.S. Department of 
Interior’s appropriations bill that cited expanded 
leasing in the Arctic Ocean, including seismic 
testing and exploratory drilling, and called for 
independent scientific analysis before the agency 
proceeds. Congress noted that Arctic waters host 
“a rich diversity of wildlife and fish resources 
and are critical to the survival of the subsistence 
culture of the Inupiat people of Arctic Alaska.” 
The independent analysis, it said, should assess 
the health, biodiversity and functioning of Arctic 
ecosystems, including the impacts of industrial 
activities and of climate change.

Back in San Ignacio Lagoon, most of the single 
females and males have left by now for the long 
journey north. The mothers and babies remain, 
packing pounds on the young, preparing for the 
uncertainty that lies ahead.
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