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A Warmer North
Alaska Natives bear brunt of climate change in the Arctic

In the spring of 2017, Apassingok and a friend motored 
their 18-foot Lund boat away from Gambell’s coast, in search 
of walrus and the ice floes they ride north for summer. Some 
years, the walrus are just off shore. Other years, they may 
have to travel a dozen miles or more. The duo steered 
northeast, traveling 12 miles-per-hour at top speed, eyes 
peeled. Hours—and miles of open water—passed with no 
results, and all that kept Apassingok out of the cold Bering 
Sea water was one-eighth-inch-thick aluminum, some rivets, 
and good weather. 

About 115 miles from Gambell, Apassingok spotted walrus 
in the water, and knew they were getting close. Finally, 119 
miles out to sea, they found ice floes and walrus, and 
proceeded to harvest animals until their boat was full. At the 
farthest, the two traveled 132 miles from land. It took a full 
day of motoring to get home. 

“Not very many people got walrus,” Apassingok said. 
“Because we had to travel so far for it.” Upon returning, they 
shared their bounty with others in the village.  

In Gambell—a Yup’ik community of about 700 that sits on 
the northwestern tip of St. Lawrence Island, closer to Russia 
than Alaska’s mainland—subsistence lifestyles are part 
tradition passed down from generation to generation, and 
part financial necessity. Apassingok says a 16-ounce soda 
sells for $4. A steak can cost more than $40. 

In recent years, harvesting some species, especially marine 
mammals like walrus, has become more difficult. A changing 
climate is making the hunting seasons shorter and the 
animal migration less predictable. 

Marina Koonooka, Apassingok’s girlfriend and another 
lifelong Gambell resident, said because of the changes in sea 
ice and erosion concerns on St. Lawrence Island, she’s 

By Alexander Deedy

erby Apassingok learned how to hunt and fish from his father and grand-

father. At just four years old, he ventured with his grandfather into the 

lagoons near his hometown of Gambell, Alaska. At five, he went on his 

first hunt in the open ocean, and at six, he harvested his first walrus. Now 

25, Apassingok and his girlfriend live a mostly subsistence lifestyle. Five to six 

days a week, meals in their home are traditional dishes made from walrus, 

seal, whale, seabird, or caribou.
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Walruses are an important 
subsistence resource for 
some Alaska Natives.
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considered moving to mainland Alaska.
“It makes me sad,” Koonooka said. “I don’t want to move 

anywhere. I just want to be there for the rest of my life and 
keep it the same, but it’s changed so much within the last 
few years.”

Gambell is not alone in its turmoil. The Arctic is 
warming about twice as fast as the rest of the planet, 
catalyzing change across the state and forcing rural towns 
to face erosion, infrastructure damage, and changing 
weather patterns that threaten the communities and their 
lifestyles.

 University of Alaska researcher Nancy Fresco is one of 
the lead scientists of the Scenarios Network for Alaska and 
Arctic Planning, a group that models how climate change 
will impact the state and its people. As global emissions 
continue and scientists’ understanding of the complex 
changes solidify, Fresco says during her 11 years on the job 
she’s witnessed a slide toward a less optimistic future.

“Unfortunately, we’re not uncertain about climate 
change happening,” Fresco says. “Where the uncertainty 
comes in to play is exactly how extreme the effects are 
going to be.”

Already, many changes impact Alaska. In Southeast, 

groves of yellow cedar are dying because there’s not 
enough snow covering the trees’ shallow roots to provide 
insulation during cold snaps. In the Interior, generally 
hotter, dryer summers and more lightning strikes mean 
more frequent and higher-intensity forest fires. Farther 
north, permafrost is thawing and the infrastructure it 
supports is threatened. In the Bering Sea, ice levels during 
the 2017-2018 winter were the lowest ever recorded.

Witnessing these changes has caused Alaskans to shift 
the conversation from a debate over the authenticity of 
climate change to questions about response.

“I’ve definitely seen an increase in people from all walks 
of life saying, ‘This is happening. We see it happening; we 
see the effects. What can we do about it? How can we 
adapt?’” Fresco says.

For years, Shishmaref has been under the microscope 
as a community affected by climate change. The town is 
located just south of the Arctic Circle on Sarichef Island, 
which is four miles long and only a quarter-mile wide in 
some places. Sarichef has been inhabited for over 400 
years, but accelerated erosion is washing away the land 
under Shishmaref at an alarming rate. Ice that used to 
protect the island is now often open ocean, and the 

Newtok, a Yup’ik community of about 400 people in the Kuskokwim River Delta of southwest Alaska, is in the upper center of this photo, between 
the Kealavik and Ninglick rivers. For the past 20 years, the Ninglick River has been changing channels, eroding its banks; the rate of erosion has 
increased in the past decade due to thawing permafrost. Newtok residents are now losing about 100 feet of ground per year to the river, and the 
entire village is sinking as the permafrost beneath them thaws. They are in the process of relocating to a higher site across the river.
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The Science
Facts about climate change in Alaska

Ice cover in the Bering Sea at the end of April 2018 was 
10 percent of the 1981-2010 average  

$5 billion—the total cost of climate-induced impacts 
to Alaska’s public infrastructure by 2100, according 
to a 2016 study.  

Continuous permafrost on the north slope of Alaska 
has warmed 4-7 degrees Fahrenheit over 
the last century.

The average air temperature in the Arctic was nearly 
3 degrees Fahrenheit warmer last year compared to 
the 1981-2010 average. The Arctic is warming about 
twice as fast as the global average.

The probability of fi res in the tundra and along the 
tundra-forest boundary will increase fourfold by 
2100, according to one study.

Only a thin sheath of ice fl oats in front of Shishmaref, a 
community of about 600 people north of Nome on the 
Seward Peninsula, in February of 2017. For centuries, 
sea ice has protected Arctic coasts like this from winter 
storms and provided a solid avenue of transportation 
for subsistence hunters; in recent years, however, the 
ice has retreated and thinned. Walruses and seals, 
traditional fare of northern Alaska Natives, follow the 
ice, forcing hunters to travel farther in search of them.
DENNIS DAVIS
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Buildings in Shishmaref 
tumble into the sea.
DENNIS DAVIS
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permafrost that helped keep the soil secure is thawing. A 
massive storm in 1997 swept away 30 feet of shoreline. In 
recent years, the ocean has consumed an average of 10 feet 
of land annually. The clawing waves have forced some homes 
and buildings to be moved, and critical infrastructure like 
the town’s water system is threatened. 

Between 2004 and 2007, the local government and the 
Army Corps of Engineers installed about 1,400 feet of coastal 
protection. In 2010, a barrier wall made of rocks was 
constructed between the coast and the central community, 
but much of Shishmaref is still exposed. Some homes and 
infrastructure, including the airport, remain vulnerable to 
storms and erosion. On several occasions, the road on the 
way to the landfill has been washed out. 

Darlene Tocktoo, a lifelong Shishmaref resident who 
works for the school district and spent decades in local 
government, says her house isn’t far from the coast, but it’s 
built on higher ground and is still safe. The subsistence racks 
she uses to dry ugruk (bearded seal), however, used to sit on 
west-side beaches that no longer exist. Tocktoo and others 
have moved the drying racks farther inland, and now they’re 
only about 25 feet from the airstrip.  

A 2009 government report found at least 31 Alaskan 
communities face similar “imminent threats” of flooding and 
erosion. At the time of the report, 12 were exploring relocat-
ing. Earlier this year, Newtok, a coastal Yup’ik community 

being washed away by the Ninglick River, became the first 
community to receive federal funds to help with relocation. 

Shishmaref created an erosion and relocation commission 
in 2001, and in 2016 the majority of voters officially voted in 
favor of moving to mainland Alaska. 

Tocktoo says some aspects of life will change if the 
community moves to a new home, but she says the Inupiaq 
culture will still be passed on as it has been for generations. 
Her grandsons, ages 12 and 14, are learning how to hunt. Stu-
dents are learning Inupiaq language, and youth are still 
exposed to traditional food and Native dance. 

The biggest change may be living farther from the ocean 
and the bounty it provides, but Tocktoo says that’s a 
challenge people can overcome.

“Our sea is our garden as far as providing food,” she says. 
“Our main course is the ugruks. That would be the hardest 
realization, would be to move away from the coast to the 
mainland. But, realizing that it’s for our safety, we can always 
hunt and travel back and treat the coast as our subsistence 
site.”

In February, after half of the ice covering the Bering Sea 
disappeared in just two weeks, a storm whipped up waves 
that pelted communities typically protected by sea ice. 
Frances Ozenna, a longtime resident of the island-commu-
nity Diomede, has weathered many storms with gusting 
winds and high surf. In fact, she expects to see at least one (T
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Thawing Arctic permafrost along the 
Chukchi Sea outside of Point Hope. 

Besides changing the physical landscape 
in coastal communities, it also means 

more methane, a potent greenhouse 
gas, is released into the atmosphere.
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storm each fall, but high surf in February 
was unheard of, even by her 82-year-old 
father.  

“Th at was amazing to see,” she says.  
Th e waves piled debris on the beach 

and launched ice chunks onto the 
helipad. Water damaged the pump fuel 
station that residents depend on for 
heating fuel and motor gas. Th e commu-
nity lost power and the water treatment 
plant was damaged. 

It was just the latest hand dealt 
Diomede by climate change. Fewer years 
with stable sea ice means fewer years with 
an ice runway, leaving the community 
reliant on helicopter trips to connect with 
mainland Alaska. In 2015, weather and 
mechanical issues left the island without 
a fl ight for six weeks. Th at same year, 
offi  cials attempted to get more food to 
Diomede by declaring a disaster in part 
because the community had only 
harvested one walrus in two years.

Not only is the changing ice making it 
more diffi  cult for hunters to harvest 
walrus, Diomede residents have lost 
several of their skiff s due to storms, and 
now there are only two left in the entire 
village, compared to seven or eight in the 
past. Residents are moving away. From a 
peak of 178 people in 1990, the population 
of Diomede declined to 115 as of the 2010 
census. Ozenna estimates the population 

A Warmer North

is now around 90. And if life continues to 
get harder, Ozenna says she also can’t 
imagine a future for herself on Diomede.

“What does it look like for the future in 
fi ve years or 10 years? Traditional-wise we 
already don’t have our language. We’re 
barely hanging on to subsistence,” she 
says. “We do have Native dancing, which 
we’re grateful to have.” 

Moving to mainland Alaska will mean 
adapting, and staying on Diomede will 

mean adapting. No matter what, the 
changes brought by climate change mean 
a diff erent life for Ozenna and many other 
Alaskans living across the state, whether 
they’re ready or not. 

“People are not always up for the 
change,” Ozenna says. “But they are facing 
it now.” 

Alexander Deedy is a freelance journalist and 
assistant editor of Alaska magazine.

Shaktoolik, in western Alaska, is being threatened by climate change. Storm surges 
that push waves higher than normal toward this small Inupiaq community, and 
lack of sea ice, which used to protect it from such harsh weather, have become 
challenges. The local Native corporation built a gravel and driftwood berm between 
the town and the sea to help keep erosion at bay, but the Army Corps of Engineers 
has identifi ed Shaktoolik as one of Alaska’s villages that will soon need to move.

Warming temperatures in the Arctic are making 
permafrost thaw, which destabilizes coastlines. 
Many Alaskan villages are threatened by 
accelerated erosion due to rapidly thawing 
permafrost, harsher than normal storms, and 
lack of sea ice, which aff ects subsistence hunting 
and also helps protect shorelines. This photo was 
taken near Point Hope in 2016.


