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WELCOME
Welcome to the fifth AAOKH News! In these pages we’ll share how local observers in coastal
Arctic Alaska describe the rapid changes in their ecosystems (pages 2–3). We are excited to share
a new tool for summarizing observations (page 4), an overview of recent climate and weather
conditions along the Chukchi and Beaufort coasts (page 5), and what our graduate students are
up to (pages 6–7). Recent conversations are also exploring how AAOKH should look in the future
(page 7). As we have these conversations we keep in mind our three goals:
1. Support local Indigenous observers as they share their knowledge and document
environmental changes.
2. Provide services to monitor environmental change and meet community needs.

AAOKH history

AAOKH is part of the University
of Alaska Fairbanks Troth Yeddha’
Campus, on the traditional lands
of the Tanana Dene People. We
are part of the International Arctic
Research Center. AAOKH is made
possible through Community
Service Payments made by a
corporate defendant that was
convicted of federal environmental
and maritime crimes in 2014.

3. Create educational opportunities for the next generation of Indigenous leaders.

WHO ARE WE?
The Alaska Arctic Observatory and Knowledge Hub is a resource for northern Alaska coastal
communities. AAOKH (pronounced A-OK) provides tools, resources and scientific information to
share local expertise and observations of environmental change. Community-based observations
focus on changes in sea ice, wildlife and coastal waters. See where we work and meet our team of
observers, scientists and students on page 8.
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OBSERVATIONS
TIKIĠAK

WAINWRIGHT

— Guy Omnik, AAOKH observer in Point Hope —

— Steven Patkotak, AAOKH observer —

OPEN WATER

ACTIVE ICE

There has been a lot of north northeastern winds and high winds.
Due to that we’ve had a lot of open water. We’ve been pretty
much ice free all winter, whenever it would come in, it would
blow away off the coast because it was so windy. The north wind
storms cause a lot of coastal erosion, destroying some ice cellars.

March 8—Drats to strong winds and changing conditions here.
Busted a big lead offshore with blue water showing but winds keep
up to tens to 20s mph. Thermometer just above zero from greater
southwest area and its reach. Thermometer extremes again with sea
air and current heading north. East-27 mph. haze and overcast with
whiteout conditions. 26 Fahrenheit from southwest.

January 16—Still no ocean ice... northeast winds 20–25 mph.

March 14— Big open lead after strong storms at Chukchi but enough
cold weather for freeze-up and it’s young ice out there.

SPRING WHALING
April 15—On April 13th my captains landed Point Hope’s first
whale. April 14th landed another whale.
May 6—Point Hope landed whale #10 today. Clear skies can [be
seen as] far as the eye can see north. [5 mph winds].

March 15—Active ice offshore here with cycles of new ice with heavy
snowing storms and wind drifting heavy slush and now active [first]
year ice but not perennial ice, which stays slow and rigid.

UTQIAĠVIK

— Joe Leavitt, AAOKH observer —

MILD WINTER
January 17—Seal hunters still going to the lead. Shorefast still all young ice, very low
terrain but ridges still here, very mild temps but lots of moisture in the air. Caribou
hunters still catching near town.

OPENING & CLOSING LEADS
January 29—Open water can be seen 1.75 miles out in front of NAPA store but young
ice has formed, more ice has piled up where the lead was, the ridge is about 2 miles out.
Caribou are reported very close to town near the Nunavaaq Road.
February 15—Lead is only 2.7 miles out with young ice hanging around. Seal hunters have
had a good season, over 40 have been caught.
February 26—Lead has closed up, but open water is about 6-8 miles out.
— Billy Adams, AAOKH observer —

FLAT ICE, BIG BLOCKS & MULTI YEAR ICE
This year the ice was really flat. February 26 and 27 saw really big blocks of ice that were
probably grounded and may have originated from the Canadian ice sheet. Found multi
year ice quite a ways out that reminded me of the 1980s.

SPRING WHALING
May 12—Nuvuk opened up after a month of waiting. It is rough here but a possibility to
hunt from. Many bear tracks from monument past nuvuk. The first harvest in Barrow, the
Prayer has worked its wonders!
May 14—Went out about 10 miles out near the edge of the pack ice. The qinnu starts
about 1 mile out then it gets thicker as you go further out. Many seals starting from the
qinnu just about anywhere you look there is a seal!

QIKIQTAĠRUQ

KAKTOVIK

— Bobby Schaeffer, AAOKH observer in Kotzebue —

— Carla SimsKayotuk, AAOKH observer —

ICE THICKNESS

BEARS

This year, the temperatures remained quite warm until the end of January.
The ice in front of Kotzebue was 12 inches at the end of January. February
was a cold month which doubled the thickness of the ice out front.

February 14—Lots of soft fluffy new snow on the ground from last
night’s thick soft snowing. Lots of Nanuq and fox tracks along the old
runway. We saw three polar bears last night at the old runway and
bone pile. Today it feels like -37.

March 18—I did check the ice thickness in front of Kotzebue today. It’s been
a month since I did a check and to my surprise, the ice hasn’t gotten any
thicker even though February was a cold month. The ice near the seawall
measured 32 inches, a gain of 8 inches since last month. The ice on the main
channel measured 20 inches, a gain of only one inch. The ice near the sand
bar measured 19.5 inches, a gain of only a half inch. All
locations had a 8 inch snow cover.

LOW SNOW
The snow coverage is not like what it used to be. I see a lot of grass
sticking above the snow... When we get a good snowfall to cover up
the tundra the winds come and blow it away.
March 23—Bright cold sunny day. Feels like -17. Poor visibility
towards the mainland. Can barely see parts of the mountains. Just not
much snow on the tundra.

CARIBOU MIGRATION
I understand that they are seeing some
caribou in the Kobuk River villages. This is
a good indication that the Western Arctic
Herd may be starting their migration
North. If the temperatures remain cool,
most will remain in the wintering feeding
grounds until the temperatures warm in
April. Then, they will make a mad dash
north to beat spring break-up.
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OPEN WATER
It has been taking longer for our ocean to freeze and once it does the
strong winds we have end up breaking it into chucks and it freezes that
way. Travel on the ocean has become difficult. We are seeing more
open leads than what we have in the past.
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CLIMATE TRENDS

KAKTOVIK SEASONAL ‘ROUND’
SEA ICE

Based on observations from Carla SimsKayotuk
October 2019–September 2020

WHAT IS A ‘ROUND’?

HOW ARE SEASONAL ROUNDS USED?

This seasonal ‘round’ provides a broad overview of observations
reported by AAOKH observer Carla SimsKayotuk. The round
represents a calendar of harvest activities, wildlife sightings,
storms, and ice, snow and water conditions from October 2019 to
September 2020 in Kaktovik. Rounds are also being created using
observations from the other AAOKH communities.

The tool may also help AAOKH gather feedback on the kind of
observing activities to focus on in the future that might support
local decision making in response to challenges from climate change.
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LEADS—LINEAR CRACKS IN THE ICE
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OBSERVER CORNER

Carla SimsKayotuk joined AAOKH as an observer in fall 2019.
This is her overview of changes in Kaktovik over the past two years.

WINTER—We had a lot of wind, lots of snow, but the wind blew

our snow. The majority of the snow that we do have is just from
drifting in town. Our tundra has been pretty bare. We see a lot of
grass through the snow... It is especially bad up in the mountains,
it makes it real hard for the hunters on their [snow] machines.

SPRING—Early spring break-up. Lots of snow geese, every year

it seems like there are more of them.

SUMMER & FALL—The last two summers have been real

windy and real wet. Lots and lots of rain. Cold. We’re still not
getting very many berries. Or we can’t get to them because we
can’t land our boats. Or we’re having to find new areas...
Our fish runs the last two years have been really different. I think
we’re having earlier runs. This last June [2020], someone set a net
in one of the cracks west of our island and was catching fish and

90–100% ice cover

Satellite image May 5

Ice conditions this spring were more typical of those
historically expected, when compared to the past few
years. Leads were most persistent near Tikiġak in April
and May. At Wainwright and Utqiaġvik, leads repeatedly
opened and closed depending on the prevailing winds.
Landfast ice was quite stable this spring in Kotzebue
Sound, with narrow leads 10 to 15 miles west of town.

40–60% ice cover
Landfast ice

Utqiaġvik
Wainwright

Water (leads)
Tikiġak

Landfast ice

Qikiqtaġruq

Freeze-up

Low snow levels
2019-2020

10–30% ice cover

70–80% ice cover
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June 1

Ice extent in the Bering Sea was slower to decrease this
spring than in recent years. As a result, the ice conditions
and the average daily sea ice extent for May was close to
normal in the northern Bering Sea region. Melt timing and
sea ice extent was very close to the 1991–2020 median for
the Chukchi Sea as well. Open water offshore expanded
during the second half of May. In the Beaufort Sea, sea ice
remained in place except for some fracturing of the pack
ice away from the shorefast ice during May.

Near the coast, leads commonly form at the boundary
between the landfast ice and the mobile pack ice. Leads
are “normal” and common along the Alaska Chukchi Sea
coast because the prevailing east wind winds push the ice
away from shore. Leads are also biologically productive.

EXTREME EVENTS

April

ch
Mar

AAOKH’s seasonal rounds provide a way to share observations back
with observers and their communities. They highlight patterns in
observations from each observer and help reveal if certain types of
observations or changes are missed. This is an important check before
using observations in data analysis to answer questions about how sea
ice, wildlife and coastal waters are changing across Arctic Alaska.

May 1

*Animal icons
represent harvest
activities for fish,
seals, whales, ducks,
caribou and Dall’s
sheep. The polar
bear icon represents
sightings only.

good sized char. By the time the waters opened up for our rod a
reals to go fishing they weren’t catching any char. Usually they
would report that they could easily catch hundreds of char
by rod and real at the end of June and to July. By
beginning of July they were starting to catch
Arctic Cisco, or “Qaaqtaq,” which we
normally don’t catch till mid July or end
of July.
It was so wet
we had a hard
time drying
our fish. So
a lot of people
are switching to smoke houses...
Usually we just hang our fish outside
and just let them dry from the sun and
the wind. But it was so wet that it made
it difficult to do that. Also to dry our
caribou.

TEMPERATURE
February was much colder than normal
across almost all of northwest Alaska. Many
days were more than 20 degrees colder than
normal. Conditions fluctuated from warmer
to colder than usual in March and April. In
May temperatures were closer to normal.

20°F warmer than normal

Qikiqtaġruq

normal
20°F colder than normal

Tikiġak

SUNSHINE IN MAY
May was exceptionally sunny in Qikiqtaġruq
and Tikiġak. The Bering Strait region saw
more sunshine than any May in the 1991–
2020 baseline. Meanwhile Utqiaġvik and
Kaktovik were cloudier than usual.

Utqiaġvik

Kaktovik

Much
Sunnier
Near
Cloudier
Much
sunnier than usual normal than usual cloudier
than usual
sunshine
than usual

February 1

March 1

April 1

May 1

June 1

*Daily temperature data not available for Wainwright.
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ARE FISH CHANGING IN YOUR COMMUNITY?
Take a 20-minute survey online — chance to win $100 gift card

https://bit.ly/3qstSH9

STUDENT UPDATES
AARIGAA & CONGRATS
AAOKH undergraduate student Kimberly Kivvaq Pikok graduated this May.
She received a Bachelor of Science degree in Biology & Wildlife from UAF.
She will continue working with AAOKH and is transitioning into a new graduate
program at UAF this year.
Kim was selected as a Tamamta Program fellow. The program works to elevate
14,000+ years of Indigenous stewardship by bridging Indigenous and Western
sciences to transform graduate education and research in fisheries and marine
sciences. Indigenous students are the heart of the program. Elizabeth Mik’aq
Lindley is also a Tamamta fellow.

Noah Naylor —AAOKH steering group member and Acting Director of the
Kotzebue IRA
“You guys are doing a real good job of incorporating Native students into this
program. I think it’s something you should be really proud of... they have the
information from their communities, they have their heritage and they’re
also learning scientific research.”
Photo by Lloyd Pikok Jr., see more pictures at @lloydpikokjr

ARCTIC FISH SURVEY
We need your help to learn how fish are changing in Arctic coastal communities!
Are you a fisher in Kotzebue, Point Hope, Wainwright, Utqiaġvik or Kaktovik and
over the age of 18? Please consider participating in this research study by filling out
the survey any time before September 31, 2021.
Graduate student Elizabeth Mik’aq Lindley is leading
the project in collaboration with AAOKH and the UAF
Salmonid Evolutionary Ecology and Conservation Lab.
The survey asks questions about changes in:
•

Numbers of salmon

•

Kinds of salmon

•

Locations of salmon

FUTURE OF AAOKH
PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE

CONTINUE TO FOCUS ON EDUCATION

AAOKH has about two years of existing funding remaining. As
we explore our future, AAOKH observers, our steering group,
scientists, students and partners are discussing what they like
about AAOKH and how to improve moving forward. We’ve
discussed things like who and how to partner in the future, where
our priorities should lie and whether leadership of AAOKH should
be transfered from the University of Alaska Fairbanks to regional
entities or other local Indigenous groups.

“The way it is set up is a good way. Someone has to be doing
data collection and it has to be someone statewide. Probably
the biggest benefit I saw was the students. That’s a wonderful,
wonderful program. I think more effort, more students from the
rural areas that are going to be affected by more global warming
and environmental changes. Because they are going to live it.
As we grow old and disappear, they’re gonna live it and their
families are going to live it. I think the emphasis should be placed
on getting more student participation. I like the way it set up
and I think we can build on it and make it even better.” — Bobby
Schaeffer, AAOKH observer

OBSERVERS LIKE THE EXISTING STRUCTURE
OF AAOKH
“I’ve been liking the way that UAF has been managing this
program... I wish you could continue to keep it as the way it has
been running... the way it is right now this group is providing a lot
of information that needs to be heard by other groups...” — Billy
Adams, AAOKH observer
“I like the way things are going now. I enjoy working with you guys
[UAF] and learning lots.” — Guy Omnik, AAOKH observer

LONGTERM OBSERVATIONS MUST CONTINUE
“I really like the idea of AAOKH staying the way it is now... I think
continuity would be great for the project.” — Carla SimsKayotuk,
AAOKH observer

TRUST IS IMPORTANT
“[That AAOKH has] fostered a level of trust among our
community members and the scientific community is important.
I think we have a history in the North Slope Borough and the
Northwest Arctic Borough of people collaborating or doing
research that sometimes didn’t help [community members], they
[scientists] use the information they got from them and then use
that to help their efforts which would then sometimes not line
up with the efforts with our rural communities. The strongest
strength I see of this group is that we’ve been able to foster that
trust and if we can continue to keep that going with this group...
I really enjoy this group. There is so much knowledge. Otherwise
we’ll start over and have to gain that trust again and that can take
valuable time.” — Noah Naylor, AAOKH steering group member
“The relationships that have been built already and the level of trust
is really valuable.” — Roberta Glenn, AAOKH graduate student

Photo at fishcamp on the Kuskokwim
River by Elizabeth Mik’aq Lindley.
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“AAOKH is a really great example of how [research] can be done
well with mutual trust.” — Mik’, AAOKH graduate student
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WHO ARE WE?
Wainwright

Utqiaġvik

Point Lay
Tikiġak
Wales

Kaktovik

Qikiqtaġruq

Nome

UAF
Billy Adams, Utqiaġvik observer

Bobby Schaeffer, Qikiqtaġruq observer

Carla SimsKayotuk, Kaktovik observer

Guy Omnik, Tikiġak observer

Joe Leavitt, Utqiaġvik observer

Steven Patkotak, Wainwright observer

Donna Hauser, science lead

Josh Jones, research coordinator

Rick Thoman, weather & climate expert

Krista Heeringa, social scientist

AAOKH observers
Part of the network,
but not active
Steering group members

6 OBSERVERS
AAOKH has six active local observers in five coastal
Arctic Alaska communities. Observers share their
expertise related to changes in the seasonal cycle.

6 SCIENTISTS
AAOKH’s science team connects Indigenous and
scientific perspectives by putting local observations in
the context of scientific measurements related to ice,
ocean conditions and marine mammals.
Not pictured: Matthew Druckenmiller & Elena Sparrow.

3 STUDENTS
AAOKH supports three graduate students at UAF to
develop research projects in partnership with AAOKH
communities and with input from AAOKH observers
and observations. Current graduate students study:
•

Shoreline erosion using community-based
monitoring, coastal surveys and aerial imagery

•

The increasing number of salmon moving into Arctic
waters

There are many other opportunities for UAF students to
contribute to AAOKH activities, including conducting
research with local observations or data.

STEERING GROUP
AAOKH activities are guided by a volunteer steering
group composed of local Indigenous advisors from
coastal communities and UAF scientists.
Members include: Austin Ahmasuk (Nome), Lee
Kayotuk (Kaktovik), Noah Naylor (Qikiqtaġruq), Qaiyaan
Harcharek (Utqiaġvik), Hajo Eicken, Scott Rupp, Sean
Asiqłuq Topkok, Terry Chapin, Todd Brinkman (UAF).

arctic-aok.org

Graduate students: Roberta Turraq Glenn, Mik’aq Lindley, Kimberly Kivvaq Pikok

@ArcticAOK

dhauser2@alaska.edu

907-474-1553

