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Ollie Houck



Michael Bean, CEQ, ELI (1977)
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Secretary of the Interior, 1977-Present
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Gale A. Norton Dirk Kempthorne Ken Zalazar Sally Jewell Ryan Zinke David Bernhardt
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Bowhead Whales 1978 – to present



Eskimo Whaling History

• Eskimos have been hunting whales from Arctic waters since 
approximately 1,700 years ago for clothing, food, tools, shelter, 
and fuel

• Commercial whaling began in the 19th century after continuous 
European contact and resulted in dramatic social and 
demographic changes for Alaska Eskimos in addition to the near 
depletion of the bowhead whale stock

• Alaska Eskimos continued subsistence whaling after the collapse 
of the whaling industry by 1910



Eskimo Whaling History

• The International Whaling Commission (IWC) was established in 
1946 and exempted subsistence whaling until 1977. The IWC 
imposed a zero quota for the 1978 season

• The Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission (AEWC) was established 
in 1977 to represent the needs and interests of Alaskan Eskimo 
whaling communities. The AEWC achieved a limited hunt for 
subsistence purposes for the 1978 season

• While most whaling captains today believe that the current quota 
system is an appropriate method for managing bowhead 
harvests, some believe that the existence of a quota is 
unnecessary given their ability to self-manage their harvests 
• Quotas may cause the hunting of larger whales and riskier hunting 

behaviors



Eskimo Whaling Population History
• The historical worldwide population estimate is approximately 

50,000, with 10,400-23,000 in the Western Arctic stock
• The population dropped to less than 3,000 at the end of commercial whaling

• 1,149 whales were hunted during 1974-2011
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Population Growth, mid-1970s-Present 
• Western Arctic Stock

• IWC requires a new abundance 
estimate at least every 10 years

Credit: NOAA Bowhead Whale Western Arctic Stock Assessment, 2018



Bowhead Range

Photo Credit: NOAA

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/bowhead-whale


Bowhead Conservation Key Developments

1910

Commercial whaling 
industry collapsed

1973

Listed as Endangered 
under the Endangered 
Species Act

1977

AEWC established 
(achieved a limited 
subsistence hunt 
exception under IWC)

1980

Hopson v. Kreps 
(challenge to authority 
of U.S. to impose IWC)

1946

IWC established 
(subsistence 
whaling is 
exempted)

1980

North Slope Borough
v. Andrus
(ESA/Beaufort Sea)

1977

IWC prohibits all 
whaling, including 
subsistence whaling

1978

Adams v. Vance 
(upholding U.S. 
abstention at IWC)



Bowhead Conservation Key Developments

1983

AEWC collaborated with 
subsistence hunters and the oil 
industry to establish the first 
Conflict Avoidance Agreement

1997

Structure of the present 
Beaufort Sea time-area 
closures began 
emerging

1980-TO

PRESENT

MMPA/ESA incidental 
take regulation

1983

Village of False Pass v. 
Watt (NEPA/ESA Bering 
Sea Bristol Bay)

2009

The North Pacific Fisheries 
Management Council imposed a 
moratorium on all commercial 
fisheries north of the Bering 
Straits



Oil and Gas Industry MMPA Incidental Take 
Permits
• Bowheads are now affected by industrial development off the north 

coast of Alaska, especially in the Beaufort Sea, where large-scale oil 
and gas leasing began in the 1970’s 

• In addition to the permits issued for nine offshore oil fields, NMFS has 
issued at least 18 Incidental Take Permits, Incidental Harassment 
Authorizations, and Letters of Authorization for the take of bowhead 
whales due to oil and gas related activities since 1982
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Future Future Environmental Leaders

Gaby and Josie with mom 
Keisha Sedlacek

Saachi with mom 
Nidhi Thakar

Baby Webb with mom 
Heather Rally





Thank You!

Discussion


