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Cover photographs: approach to Cross Island on August 29, 2015. Floating ice was much more evident in 

2015 than in most previous study years (2001-2014). The ice did not directly affect the whaling effort as 

much as it did in the 2005 and the first half of the 2006 Cross Island whaling seasons, the only other study 

years with reports of significant ice. Some floating ice more distant from Cross Island was reported for 

the 2001 and 2002 seasons. 
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Captain Jimmy Arey Oyagak (center) and co-captain Andrew Payuk Oyagak (left), 

 hosts for the 2015 season for the researcher (right). Endicott is in the background. 
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ABSTRACT 

This report for Hilcorp Alaska LLC presents information for the 2015 Cross Island subsistence 

bowhead whale hunt, and continues the work funded by the Minerals Management Service/Bureau of 

Ocean Energy Management (MMS/BOEM) for 2000-2012 and BPXA for 2005-2014. Hilcorp acquired 

the Northstar production unit (and an interest in the Liberty prospect) in late 2014 and, although not 

required to do so for regulatory or permitting purposes, decided to fund monitoring of Cross Island 

subsistence whaling for at least the 2015 season. The main sources of data in 2015 were, as for previous 

years, GPS tracks and waypoints for the Cross Island whaling trips, conversations with the whalers about 

those trips and the season in general, and the Deadhorse Communications Center log. Reports to 

MMS/BOEM and BP for prior seasons, and the final report for the BOEM, provide details on 

methodology and annual variability in the conduct of the hunt. Whaler interviews and data analysis for 

2015 focused on whalers’ encounters or concerns with non-whaling vessels, their observations of the off-

shore distribution of whales, whale feeding behavior, and “skittish” behavior.  

In 2015, only four crews with a total of nine boats whaled from Cross Island (three Nuiqsut 

captains did not field crews in 2015, for various reasons). The 2015 Cross Island whaling season extended 

over 19 days (August 25–September 12), with a formal “open fire” period of 17 days (August 25-

September 10) but effectively only 13 days (August 27–September 8). Of the 19-day season, scouting 

occurred on nine days, with an average of five boats (the fewest since the 2009 season). Good fall 

whaling weather is determined more by wind speed and sea conditions than anything else. Two days were 

devoted to travel, one day to making preparations on the island before going out to scout for whales, two 

days exclusively to butchering, and five days of bad weather that confined boats to the island. One 

weather day was after the “cease fire” was declared and was used by some crews to pack up to leave early 

the next day. Butchering also took place on some “weather” and “scouting” days. Overall, three bowhead 

whales were struck and landed, after which a cease fire was declared, due to a forecast of poor weather. 

Whales were seen on all but two of the scouting days, but sightings were numerous only on one or 

two days. The whalers reported encountering a band of floating broken ice on all scouting days, at differ-

ent distances from Cross island on different days. The ice was not sufficient to prevent travel through the 

ice, but did require slowing down to find a path. Whalers reported seeing polar bears, ugruk, and natchik  

swimming in the water, as well as on the larger pieces of floating ice.  

The 2015 Cross Island subsistence bowhead whaling season was different from most previously 

documented seasons (2001–2014), and was characterized by a unique set of measures, as discussed in the 

body of the report. The average strike distance was 25.0 miles from Cross Island, only exceeded by the 

25.9 miles of the 2005 season when ice severely limited whaler access to the whales. The average bearing 

of first strikes from Cross Island for the 2015 season was almost due north, rather than northeast, as for all 

previous seasons except 2008. The distribution of reported whale sightings also exhibited these 

differences. Although the 2015 hunt was reasonably successful, with the harvest of three whales, the 

average effort (boat-hours) per strike was high, only exceeded (for the 2001–2014 period) by the 2001, 

2005, and 2009 seasons. The 2015 and 2001 seasons only met the perceived minimum needs of the 

community, while the 2005 and 2009 seasons fell short. The length of the 2015 season was slightly less 

than the median value for 2001–2014, but longer than most recent seasons. 

Whalers reported hearing vessels on two scouting days, and were sensitive to the possibility of 

commercial vessel traffic adversely affecting the success of their hunt all season. As discussed in the body 

of the report, non-whaling vessel traffic was not a source of significant adverse effects on the success of 

the 2015 Cross island subsistence whaling season, except perhaps to the degree that worry about potential 
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adverse effects may have stressed the whalers.  The whalers did not attribute their inability to use their 

full quota to interference from commercial vessel traffic or the skittishness of the whales, although there 

were some reports that whales were swimming faster than expected. Rather, the whalers listed as 

explanatory factors the poor weather, difficult whaling conditions (ice, combined with fog on several 

days, and rough seas in open water), and the relatively large distances from Cross Island at which they 

were finding whales.  The whalers did report seeing more mothers with calves than in previous years. 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the autumn migration period of bowhead whales, subsistence hunters from Nuiqsut travel to 

Cross Island, a distance of 92 to 109 miles (148 to 175 km), in order to hunt bowhead whales. Since the 

mid-1990s, an annual quota of four whales has been allotted to the Nuiqsut hunters. Cross Island is 

relatively close to the Prudhoe Bay area and its associated industrial activities, and is 17 miles (27.4 km) 

east of Hilcorp’s Northstar production unit.  Hilcorp Alaska LLC assumed ownership of Northstar from 

BP Exploration (Alaska) Inc. in November 2014. There is considerable concern among the Nuiqsut 

hunters about the potential for vessel and aircraft traffic, and other industrial activities, to interfere with 

the hunt, and in response to this concern Hilcorp continued monitoring the hunt for such effects in 2015. 

During 2000–2013 (covering the 2001–2012 whaling seasons), the Bureau of Ocean Energy Man-

agement (BOEM, formerly MMS) sponsored a detailed study of the whaling activities at Cross Island 

(Galginaitis and Funk 2004a, 2004b, 2004c, 2005; Galginaitis 2006a, 2006b, 2007a, 2009a,b,d, 2010a, 

2011a, 2012a, 2013a, 2014a). In 2001–2012, Galginaitis spent much or all of each autumn whaling 

season at Cross Island with the Nuiqsut whalers, documenting their activities and interpretations of 

events. As part of this work, GPS (Global Positioning System) data loggers were placed on most whaling 

vessels to document the tracks of the whalers as they scouted for whales. Systematic observations and 

interviews with the whalers supplemented the GPS data. The whalers were very cooperative in supporting 

this work, and in providing detailed information.  

The North Slope Borough’s (NSB) Science Advisory Committee (SAC) reviewed the results of 

BP’s Northstar marine mammal and acoustic monitoring program during early 2005. One of their recom-

mendations was to use Traditional Knowledge (TK) in future monitoring. Specifically, the SAC recom-

mended that observations by subsistence whale hunters at Cross Island should be integrated into the 

Northstar monitoring study. The SAC noted that “Such observations might include general offshore 

distribution of whales, feeding behavior, ‘skittish’ behavior, number of vessels and reaction to them. We 

recommend that TK observations be summarized in a section of the Northstar annual report.” 

It was apparent in 2005 that the then-ongoing MMS/BOEM (henceforth listed as “BOEM”) study 

provided a good starting point for the compilation of the types of traditional knowledge that the NSB’s 

SAC had recommended be incorporated into BP’s Northstar monitoring program. Consequently, BP aug-

mented the BOEM-supported program during the 2005–2012 Cross Island whaling seasons, to support 

the compilation of the specific types of information mentioned by the SAC. BOEM funding for fieldwork 

ended with the 2012 whaling season, and the 2013 and 2014 work was funded solely by BP. This change 

in funding required modification of the methodology for data collection (see “Methodology” section). 

Annual reports were produced for BP for 2005–2014 by Galginaitis (2006c, 2007b, 2008a, 2009c, 2010b, 

2011b, 2012b, 2013b, 2014b, 2015). In addition, Galginaitis (2008b, 2011c, 2012c, 2014a) provided 

broader syntheses of the information available up to 2005, 2010, 2012 and 2012, respectively. 

This report, funded by Hilcorp, summarizes information provided by the Nuiqsut subsistence 

whalers about selected aspects of the 2015 whaling season. This included whalers’ observations of the 

offshore distribution of whales in 2015, observations of feeding behavior of whales, the whalers’ 

assessment of whale behavior in general (“skittish” or not), the number of vessels (aside from whaling 

vessels) encountered at sea, observed whale reactions to those vessels, and resultant effects on subsistence 

whaling. To provide broader context, this report begins by describing methods used to gather the 

information, and especially the differences from previous years. A brief and very general description of 

the equipment and methods used for fall subsistence whaling is provided for background context. This 

report deals almost entirely with the 2015 season, but some comparative information from previous years 
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is discussed and comparative tables are provided. More details for prior years can be found in earlier 

reports prepared for MMS
 
/ BOEM and for BP, as referenced above. 

METHODS 

The methodology used in prior years has been described in previous reports (Galginaitis 2006c, 

2007b, 2008a, 2009c, 2010b, 2011b, 2012b, 2013b, 2014b, 2015). For the 2015 Cross Island whaling 

season (and this report) the fundamental data collection objectives remained the same, but the role of the 

researcher was somewhat different from any of the previous seasons.  

For 2001–2012, the field seasons with BOEM funding, the project (and the associated BP reports 

for 2005–2012) relied upon direct observation during the whaling season. BOEM funding for field work 

ended with the 2012 season. For 2013, the reduced level of funding (from BP only) and a combination of 

other factors made direct observation infeasible. For 2013, most pre-season discussions with whalers were 

conducted by phone and e-mail rather than in-person. GPS units and other material for the whalers’ use 

during the 2013 field season were mailed to the President of the Nuiqsut Whaling Captains’ Association 

(NWCA) shortly before the season began. The GPS data were collected during a trip by the researcher to 

Nuiqsut once the 2013 season was over and the whalers had returned to Nuiqsut. Although the quality of 

the data collected for the 2013 season was adequate for the purposes of general monitoring of annual 

variation, the 2013 data were significantly less complete than for previous years. For instance, GPS tracks 

were collected for 90% of all whaling trips in 2001–2012, but only for 71% of 2013 whaling trips. Also, 

the whalers’ recall of contextual details of individual whaling trips was much less detailed for 2013 than 

for previous seasons. This was an expected result, but the increased effort required to organize the 2013 

data and produce a report reasonably comparable to those of previous years was not fully anticipated. 

In 2014, the Nuiqsut whalers remained very supportive of the research, so their consent for continued 

data collection was easily obtained, although it was not formalized until the NWCA meeting in early August 

2014. The researcher attended this meeting via teleconference, and explained that funding for the 2014 

research was still very limited (and again solely from BP). The Nuiqsut whalers expressed a strong desire 

for the researcher to be present on Cross Island during the season. This, combined with the potentially 

increased quality of data that his presence on Cross Island could produce, led to the decision for the 2014 

data to be collected in-person on Cross Island, as for 2001–2012. While not sustainable in the long-term 

(due to budget constraints), this was a reasonable approach for the 2014 field season and worked fairly well.  

In 2015, the work was supported by Hilcorp. As noted previously, in late 2014 BP sold its North-

star assets (and portions of its other North Slope assets) to Hilcorp Alaska LLC. Given the high degree of 

support from the Nuiqsut whalers to continue the monitoring effort at Cross Island, Hilcorp Alaska 

decided to fund continued fieldwork for at least the 2015 season, although Hilcorp was not required to do 

so for any regulatory or permitting purposes. The budget and effort were similar to those for 2014, with 

emphasis on data collection on Cross Island during the season and some compromises in data analysis 

due to budget constraints. 

The NWCA conducted their 2015 annual meeting in early August. The researcher was not able to 

attend, either in person or by phone, but the whalers indicated their support for continuation of the 

monitoring effort. They set August 25 as the “open fire” date for the 2015 season. With that in mind, the 

researcher traveled to Nuiqsut on August 24, anticipating that crews would leave for Cross Island soon 

thereafter. GPS units were distributed to all crews once the researcher was in Nuiqsut. One crew did leave 

on August 25, in order to be at the island to facilitate the mobilization process on August 26. A second 

crew tried to leave on August 26, but experienced mechanical problems and was delayed until August 29, 

when the two other crews also left for Cross Island. One of these three crews actually arrived on Cross 
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Island August 29, but the other crews experienced mechanical problems and were delayed until early on 

August 31. All four crews, and the researcher, left Cross Island on September 12. The researcher stayed in 

Nuiqsut until September 17, primarily due to the necessity to stay at least a few days and the limited 

availability of space on the plane leaving Nuiqsut. As for the 2014 effort, the resulting data were far more 

complete, richer and more comparable to previous study years than those for 2013.  In 2015, 100 percent 

of all scouting trips were documented by GPS tracks and some narrative context collected soon after each 

trip. 

SUBSISTENCE WHALING: TIMING, METHODS, AND CONSTRAINTS 

A basic understanding as to how subsistence whaling is conducted by Nuiqsut whalers is important 

in interpreting how those activities might be affected by industry activities. The information in this 

section is intended to include only enough detail to provide adequate context for the results of this report. 

For a broader review, see Stoker and Krupnik (1993), Rexford (1997), Brewster (2004), or the first two 

chapters of Wohlforth (2004). 

The community of Nuiqsut is located about 16 miles (25.7 km) inland, “as the crow flies”, along the 

Colville River. Nuiqsut crews harvest whales only in the fall. Their whaling location is Cross Island, about 

73 “direct” miles (117 km) or 92 to 109 “water” miles (148 to 175 km) from Nuiqsut. Cross Island is located 

about 10 miles (16.1 km) north of Hilcorp’s Endicott Development along the coast, 15 miles (24.1 km) NE 

of West Dock, and 17 miles (27.4 km) east of Northstar. The location of Cross Island in relation to Nuiqsut 

and these other points is illustrated in Figure 1, which also displays the “typical” travel routes between 

Nuiqsut and Cross Island Crews prefer to use the shorter (and more sheltered) “Kuukpik Paa” route along 

the east side of the Colville Delta if that channel is deep enough for their whaling boats. However, in recent 

years this channel has been less reliable in that regard, and the longer and more exposed “Nigliq Paa” route 

has been more commonly used (Figure 1). The three main landmarks on the way to Cross Island are Oliktok 

Point, Beechey Point, and West Dock. Stops may be made at all or none of these, depending on conditions 

and time pressures. West Dock is commonly used as a last logistical stop to have coffee, top off gas tanks, 

and load any boxes or supplies waiting to be delivered to Cross Island, or to pick up crew members who 

may have flown to Deadhorse (usually from places other than Nuiqsut) to join their crew(s). Only in the 

most favorable of conditions will crews travel to Cross Island seaward of the barrier islands, in which case 

they bypass West Dock (and other coastal waypoints) altogether. However, they may still stop for a break 

on one of the barrier islands. More typically, they travel inshore of the barrier islands to West Dock, where 

they usually (but not always) stop for a break before heading directly to Cross Island. In rough conditions a 

safer (but longer) route via Endicott is sometimes used (as depicted in Figure 1). Whalers say that the more 

direct route crosses deeper water, where the waves tend to be rougher than in the shallower waters between 

Cross Island and Endicott. How far a given whaling boat “detours” towards Endicott depends upon 

conditions and the judgment of the whaling captain. 

There are now (2015) seven active whaling crews in Nuiqsut, but only four whaled in 2015 (for a 

mixture of financial, health, and other personal concerns). There are also a few additional identified 

(inactive) crews that have not whaled since at least 2000, and one crew that last whaled in 2008 and is 

generally considered “retired”. Whether a crew goes out during any specific season depends upon the 

captain’s personal and economic circumstances. The bylaws of the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission 

(AEWC) specify the equipment (weapons, harpoon, float) to be used for the whale hunt, and the general 

manner in which it is to be conducted. Previous reports have included photos and a discussion of the 

equipment and boats used by Nuiqsut whalers at Cross Island (Galginaitis 2006c, 2007b, 2008a, 2009c, 

2010b, 2011b, 2012b, 2013b, 2014b, 2015).  
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FIGURE 1.  Common routes between Nuiqsut and Cross Island. 
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Nuiqsut whalers invariably use the term “scouting” rather than “hunting” to describe looking for 

whales to strike, and good fall whaling weather is determined more by wind speed and sea conditions than 

anything else. Whalers prefer days with no wind, but winds of 5–10 mph (8–16 km/h), or even higher, 

can be acceptable. Sea conditions generally correspond with wind speed, but scouting can occur with 

higher winds, depending on the circumstances. Ice cover generally moderates the effect of wind by 

dampening wave height, especially when the ice edge is not too far from shore but also to some extent 

when there are floating ice floes. Since 2001 the ice edge has always been quite distant from shore, and 

significant ice floes have been mostly absent, especially in recent years. 2015 was exceptional in that 

floating ice was present throughout the season, although open water was also easily found and the ice 

cover did not, for the most part, hinder travel. Nuiqsut whalers state that they “normally” scout for whales 

on any day when the weather is suitable for finding and striking whales, unless a whale was taken the 

previous day, in which case butchering usually has priority. The ideal model would be for a whale to be 

landed every other day, with butchering completed on the day between two whale landings, until the 

quota is completed. However, this ideal pattern has not been evident in recent years ― primarily due to 

concerns about adverse weather. The 2015 season was no exception to this trend. Single whales were 

struck and landed on September 2, 7, and 8. Scouting for whales continued after whales were struck on 

September 2 and 7. The fourth strike was not used due to deteriorating conditions ― increased fog and an 

expectation of an extended period of poor weather. 

Boats typically scout for whales with a complement of three or four people, although since 2001 

boat crews have ranged in size from two to seven. During the 2015 season, boat crews ranged from two to 

six persons (average of 3.3). Although solitary boats do take whales on occasion (for example the first 

two strikes by Nuiqsut whalers in 2007 were from boats scouting alone), this is not encouraged. Nuiqsut 

boats almost always scout for whales with at least one other boat, in case of mechanical breakdown or 

other emergencies. Whaling crews with two or three boats are willing to whale without the support of 

other crews, and this is one reason for a single crew to use more than one whaling boat. It seems that five 

to seven boats are generally the minimum number of boats to have available for scouting whales on a 

given day, and in 2015 the average number of boats that went out scouting was five. When more boats are 

available, efficiency, safety and likelihood of a successful hunt are all increased.  

Once Nuiqsut whalers spot a whale and determine that it is a proper whale to take, generally 25 to 35 

feet (7.6 to 10.7 meters) long and not a mother with a calf, they approach it at high speed so that it dives. They 

then estimate where it is likely to reappear (usually in 5 to 10 minutes, but sometimes longer). Once they reach 

that area, the whalers wait and search at low speed until the whale surfaces and is spotted. They then repeat the 

process. The objective is to tire the whale so that it must stay on the surface for longer periods of time, long 

enough for one boat to get close enough to strike the whale on its left side with the darting gun. The whale is 

killed by delivery of one or more whale “bombs”, which are in essence very large explosive bullets with timed 

fuses. The fuse allows the bomb to penetrate inside the whale before it explodes. Inupiat whalers adopted this 

technology from the commercial Yankee whalers; Lytle (1984) reviews this technology and its development. 

The whale bombs are delivered to the whale via two methods: a darting gun attached to a harpoon (always 

used as the first weapon to strike a whale), or a shoulder gun (use to deliver additional bombs into the whale, 

although a darting gun can also be used for that purpose).  

During fall whaling, the first bomb must be delivered via a darting gun, which at the same time 

deploys a harpoon with an attached float. The harpoon and darting gun are both attached to a long wooden 

handle. This is thrown from the boat at the whale, usually at a distance no greater than 10 to 15 feet (3–4.6 

meters), and ideally closer. The darting gun is always thrown from the right side of the boat, since it is 

attached to a line and float, and this line is always rigged on the right side of the boat. If the darting gun 

were thrown to the left of the boat, the float line would then stream across the boat at high speed, 
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Whaling Boats, 2015 Cross Island Whaling Season 

Inugruaq1 (background – 20’ aluminum with 175 HP) and 

Inugruaq2 (foreground – 16’ aluminum with 65 HP) 

Oyagak1 (left – 18’ aluminum with 115 HP and Oyagak2 

(right – 18’ fiberglass with 115 HP) 

Nukapigak1 (left – 20’ aluminum with 115 HP) and 

Nukapigak2 (right – 22’ aluminum with 150 HP) 

Taalak1 (center – 24’ aluminum with 250 HP), Taalak2 

(right – 20’ aluminum with 150 HP), and Taalak3 (21’ 

fiberglass with 250 HP) 

Praying before going scouting 

                           Preparing for scouting 

Figure 2. Whaling boats, 2015 Cross island whaling season 
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Three crew members, 18’ fiberglass boat, darting gun with bomb 

and harpoon in front of boat, float in back until deployed, harpoon 

line rigged on right side of boat, bucket in front used to store and 

coil harpoon line not wrapped around the float. 

 

Photo is from a prior season, but is the same boat 

as Oyagak2 above 
Winding the rope on the float 

(2001 photo) 

Whaling “Bombs” – darting gun projectile below 

and shoulder gun projectile (with fins) above 

Darting gun being cleaned 

Exploded whale bombs recovered from Cross Island 

whales (pre-2015 photo) 

Figure 3. Whaling equipment and example Cross Island scouting boat and crew 
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endangering the crew and the structural integrity of the boat. The whale is usually (100 percent of the time 

for 2001–2015) approached and first struck on the whale’s left side, since the boat normally  “catches up” to 

the whale from behind to achieve a striking position. Once the whale is struck, the harpoon separates from 

the handle and a trigger rod fires the darting gun and shoots the bomb into the whale. An internal hammer 

ignites the bomb’s fuse once it hits and penetrates the whale’s skin and the bomb explodes four to eight 

seconds later (depending on fuse length). The darting gun remains on the handle and thus floats in the water 

until it can be recovered. It must be dried and cleaned before being used again. In extreme cases this can be 

done in a boat, but is usually done on shore. Thus, a darting gun is normally a one-shot weapon within the 

duration of a single hunting trip from Cross Island. Each whaling boat has at least one, and sometimes two, 

darting guns on board. Most Nuiqsut whalers prefer using “traditional” black powder whaling bombs in the 

darting gun, although a penthrite “super bomb” has been under development, as a means to kill whales faster 

than a black powder bomb (Øen 1995; Sadler and Grønvik 2003; AEWC 2006). 

The second weapon used to deliver whale bombs is the shoulder gun. A shoulder gun is essentially 

a very heavy, short-barreled, smooth-bore, high-caliber shotgun-like device that shoots the same sort of 

black-powder bomb as is used in the darting gun, only with metal fletches or fins to help stabilize its 

flight in the air. In the fall, the shoulder gun can only be used after a darting gun has attached a float to a 

whale. (That occurs when a bomb is shot into the whale via a darting gun.) The first bomb, from the 

darting gun, kills some whales. However, when multiple bombs are required, the shoulder gun is useful 

because it can be used to fire more than one shot (with minimal cleaning between shots), whereas a 

darting gun would need to be recovered from the water and cleaned before it could be used again. 

Additional bombs, used after the first strike, can be delivered to either side of the whale, since most will 

not have floats attached to them. In some cases, a second float will be attached to a whale with another 

darting gun, but most bombs delivered after the first are targeted primarily to kill the whale. 

Once the whale is dead, all available boats usually assist in towing it back to Cross Island to be 

butchered. Sometimes, if the captains decide to try to land a second whale the same day, several boats 

will continue to scout for whales rather than joining the tow. This is usually a collective decision, and not 

one made by individual captains. There can also be occasions when the tow rope available will not 

accommodate all the boats available. In such a case the “extra” boats will either serve as safety boats, 

return to Cross Island to make preparations to haul up the whale, or continue to scout for whales. Once a 

whale has been towed to Cross Island, it is hauled up onto the beach with mechanical assistance. Both a 

fixed diesel winch (permanent) and a front-end loader (different each year and on Cross Island only for 

the whaling season) are available. The loader can handle a small whale by itself, while the largest whales 

may require both winch and loader, used together. All cutting is done with an assortment of knives with 

long handles. The initial butchering and division into crew shares is done on Cross Island, but further 

division among crew members (and others) is done after the crew and whale products are in Nuiqsut. 

Photographs from seasons prior to 2015 are presented below to show an overview of the butchering 

process, and the historical annual harvests of bowhead whales by crews from Nuiqsut are displayed in 

Table 1. Because Nuiqsut was not resettled until 1973, years before 1973 are not included in this table. 



   

 

C
ro

ss Isla
n
d

 S
u

b
sisten

ce W
h
a

lin
g
, 2

0
1

5
 R

ep
o

rt   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

             9 

 

 
Figure 4. Whale at Cross Island, showing tavsi, uati, and niñiq.   
 
  

Uati 

 
↑ 

Navel 

 

Tavsi (strip 

marked 

with “X”) 

↓ 

 

Niñiq 

 

Cutting (defining) the tavsi strip is the first act of butchering, and is most often done by the captain of the crew that landed the whale. 

The tavsi defines the uati (the back “half” of the whale) and the niniq (the front “half” of the whale). In some cases, when the captain is 

busy, this act is performed by an experienced crew member (as in the photo). The tavsi is composed of one (sometimes two, 

dependent on the captain’s judgment) cross-section of the whale(usually about 12 to 18” wide) of muktuk and the underlying meat, plus 

portions of the internal organs (heart, kidney, intestines, tongue). Nuiqsut whalers gloss “tavsi” as “the captain’s share” but it is always 

used to “feed the village” by being sent (in whole or part) to Nuiqsut as soon as possible after the harvest of the whale to be cooked by 

the captain’s spouse and/or relatives and distributed to all in the community who wish to partake. Any portion of the tavsi that is not 

sent to Nuiqsut is usually treated as part of the uati, which is glossed as the “community share” (also sometimes termed “the captain’s 

share) which is the responsibility of the captain and his crew and is distributed to all community members who attend the community 

celebrations at Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Nalukataq (the whaling celebration held in June). Some is eaten during these events, and 

some is taken home and consumed as the household desires. The niniq is glossed as “the crews’ share” and is distributed to the crews 

that assisted in landing and/or butchering the whale (except crew shares are distributed from the first whale landed for the season to all 

crews whaling from Cross Island that season, whether they were present to help for that whale or not – not all crews arrive on Cross 

Island at the same time). 

 

Aqarguin crew, September 10, 2012, 26’3” female (short genital slit). Male whales have longer genital slits. 
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Figure 5. Butchering Pictures (from 2004). 
Top from left to right – Peeling Muktuk, Taking Intestines (after taking meat), Muktuk after being removed from whale. 

Bottom from left to right – bags of meat (still open to cool and prevent spoilage), Banded Boxes of Meat and Muktuk, Close-up of a 

Box of Muktuk 
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THE 2015 WHALING SEASON 

This section begins with a general overview of the 2015 Cross Island whaling season. Detailed 

descriptive information has been kept to the minimum required for the discussion of the specific issues 

most pertinent to potential disturbance from non-whaling activity (e.g., commercial barging traffic, oil 

and gas industry activities, Coast Guard vessel activity, and other reported whalers’ concerns)  A day-by-

day summary follows, with a Discussion of the 2015 season thereafter. A more detailed day-by-day.  

 

TABLE 1.  Recent annual harvest of bowhead whales near Cross Island. 

 
Year 

Whales  
Notes Quota Landed Struck & Lost 

1973 NA 1 0 Butchered in water near Flaxman Isl./Canning R. delta 

1982 1 1 0  

1986 2 1 0  
1987 2 1 0  
1989 3 2 2 Oil industry vessel disturbance noted by whalers 
1990 3 0 1 Oil industry disturbance noted, also rough seas 
1991 3 1 2 Poor weather, adverse ice conditions 
1992 3 2 1  
1993 3 3 0 Very favorable whaling conditions 
1995 4 4 0  
1996 4 2 0  
1997 4 3 1  
1998 4 4 1  
1999 4 3 0  
2000 4 4 0 Very favorable whaling conditions 
2001 4 3 0 Whalers report whales tended to be “skittish” 
2002 4 4 1 Whales not as skittish and closer than in 2001 
2003 4 4 0 Poor weather, whales close to Cross Island 
2004 4 3 0 Poor weather, whales close to Cross Island 

2005 4 1 0 Very poor weather, adverse ice conditions, disruption 
2006 4 4 0 Adverse ice conditions first half of season 
2007 4 3 1 Overall poor weather, little ice, whales close 
2008 4 4 0 No ice, generally poor weather and rough/variable sea 

conditions, whales close to Cross Island 
2009 4 2 1 No ice, swells and some difficult sighting conditions, 

whales relatively distant 
2010 4 4 0 Favorable whaling conditions 
2011 4 3 0 Difficult conditions for seeing whales, no ice, large whales 
2012 4 4 0 Somewhat better conditions than 2011, more whales 
2013 4 4 1 Poor weather, vessel traffic, skittish whales 2

nd
 half of 

season, no ice, swells on most days 
2014 4 5 0 No ice, whales fairly close, swells and some poor weather. 

One whale sank and was recovered after a fifth strike was 
given to Nuiqsut by the village of Point Lay 

2015 4 3 0 Band of floating ice near Cross Island, periods of high 
winds and swells in open water 

Notes: Years of no harvest and no “struck and lost” are not listed. This does not imply that no whaling effort was made in those 
years. “Quota” was not applicable prior to 1978. It is not clear from the records (or informants) when the quota for Nuiqsut 
increased to 2 whales and then to 3 whales. Sources: Compiled from AEWC records, personal communications with Nuiqsut 
whalers, and field notes from the 2001–2012 and 2015 whaling seasons. 
 

summary can be found in Appendix A. All point locations, times, and distances should be understood as 

approximate, but precise enough for the purposes of this report. 
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General Overview of the 2015 Whaling Season 

As has been the case for all past documented years, the whalers were quite concerned with the potential 

adverse effects of commercial vessel traffic in the area during their hunt. However, they reported hearing 

only two such vessels, both of which were only heard and not actually seen, on August 31 and September 

5: 

 August 31 was only the third day of scouting and few whales had been seen, so the whalers may 

have been understandably sensitive to the possibility that the scarcity of whale sightings may 

have been due to commercial vessel traffic. There was no entry in the Deadhorse Communica-

tions Center (DCC) log and no chatter was noted on the radio concerning this event, and the 

whalers made no “incident” report concerning this event. 

 September 5 was the sixth day of scouting, after landing a whale on September 2 but not being 

able to scout on September 3–4 (due to the need to butcher, but also due to poor weather 

conditions). The whalers had also seen relatively few whales on most of the five days when they 

had been able to scout (the exception being September 2, when they had landed a whale and seen 

perhaps 10 different whales). They were probably anxious about obtaining more strike oppor-

tunities. In contrast to the August 31 report, there was quite a bit of radio chatter about the 

September 5th report.  It was recorded in the DCC log, and DCC operators did posit two possible 

vessels to account for the noise ― either an Exxon vessel anchored at Newport Entrance (near 

Flaxman Island) or a Coast Guard vessel patrolling vessel traffic in the area. The source of this 

noise was never firmly established, however, and no formal “incident” report was filed by the 

whalers.  

The whalers were able to scout on each of the succeeding days (September 6–8), and saw and were 

able to chase whales. They landed single whales on September 7 and September 8, but on September 10 

declared a “cease fire” (for Cross Island whaling at least).  They did so due to poor weather conditions on 

September 9–10 and predictions of continued poor weather, in addition to two disabled boats no longer 

able to scout for whales. The whalers did not attribute their inability to use their full quota to interference 

from commercial vessel traffic or the skittishness of the whales, although there were some reports that 

whales were swimming faster than expected. Rather, the whalers listed as explanatory factors the poor 

weather, difficult whaling conditions (ice, combined with fog on several days, and rough seas in open 

water), and the relatively large distances from Cross Island at which they were finding whales. Whales in 

2015 were struck at greater average distances from Cross Island than in any previously documented year 

except 2005, when only one whale was struck and ice conditions limited the whalers to one day of 

effective scouting. There was also an encounter with a commercial barge in 2005. The whalers in general 

report that when ice is present, whales tend to be found further from Cross Island than in years when ice 

is absent. In 2015 the whalers reported relatively few whale sightings on most scouting days, and at 

distances generally further from Cross Island than in the past. Most whales were either associated with ice 

or beyond the ice in more open water.  

Four crews whaled from Cross Island in 2015 with a total of nine boats (both a marked reduction 

from 2014). Three captains that whaled in 2014 did not field crews in 2015, although one did serve as a 

crew member and run the third boat for one of the 2015 crews. Three crews used two whaling boats each 

and one crew used three. All crews and most crew members had whaled at Cross Island previously. Three 

whales were landed during a season of 19 days (August 25–September 12). The fourth strike was not used 

since conditions were predicted to continue to be poor after the third whale was landed on September 8. 

Although September 13 was projected as the best day for travel back to Nuiqsut, all crews left Cross 
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Island on September 12, as soon as conditions for travel were judged to be acceptable. The unused strike 

was reserved by the Nuiqsut whalers for their use in the future (anticipated to be the 2016 season).  

During the 19-day season, scouting for whales occurred on nine days, with poor weather 

preventing scouting on another five days. Travel and preparations for whaling after arriving on Cross 

Island accounted for three days. Butchering took place on six days, but four of these were either scouting 

or weather days, so only two are counted as exclusively “butchering” days (days when all crews 

butchered and conditions may have been suitable for scouting). Five days were judged to be “weather” 

days. Sighting conditions during the 2015 season were characterized as variable from day-to-day due to 

the changeable conditions ― the presence of floating ice, variable wind speed, and variable fog. No direct 

comparisons with prior years were made by the whalers in regard to general sighting conditions.  

Characteristics of the three whales taken in 2015 are summarized in Table 2. 

 

TABLE 2.  Characteristics1 of whales struck near Cross Island, 2015. 

 
Date 

Time 
Struck 

 
Length 

 
Sex 

Whale 
ID 

Miles from 
Cross Island 

Bearing from 
Cross Island 

 
Crew & Notes 

Sept 2 10:09 50’0” F 15N1 25.2 31˚ Taalak, landed 
Sept 7 10:36 41’5” M 15N2 26.7 07˚ Oyagak, landed 
Sept 8 18:28 24’6” M 15N3 23.1 309˚ Nukapigak, landed 
1 
All characteristics (other than WhaleID number) are from whaler reports, the DCC log, or GPS records made on the day of the 

activity.  WhaleID numbers are assigned by the North Slope Borough Department of Wildlife Management (NSB DWM).  Times 
(local daylight savings, 24-hour system) and positions are approximate and are derived from the recorded GPS tracks and/or 
radio logs, combined with whalers’ accounts.  They are subject to correction or refinement, as additional information becomes 
available.  Bearings are relative to true north.  Statute miles were used (rather than nautical miles or km) because that is the 
measure the whalers used. 
 

 

 

Taalak whale, landed 09/02/16 – 50’0” female. 

Carl Brower, captain, second from right in front. 

Figure 6a. Whales landed at Cross Island, 2015 (with crews) 
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Oyagak whale, landed 09/07/16 – 42’5” male. 

Jimmy Arey Oyagak, captain, on the right. 

Nukapigak whale, landed 09/08/16 – 24’6” male. 

Edward Nukapigak Jr., captain, third from right. 

Figure 6b. Whales landed at Cross Island, 2015 (with crews) 

 



Cross Island Subsistence Whaling, 2015 Report 15 

Day-by-Day Summary of the 2015 Cross Island Whaling Season 

As in previous years, the start of the Cross Island whaling season in 2015 depended on weather 

conditions, reports of whale sightings near Cross Island, and the readiness of the whaling boats and crews. 

Additional factors in 2015 were the relative lateness of Labor Day (September 7) and an apparent desire 

on the part of at least some of the captains for an early start to the season. Since the captains were able to 

conduct their planning meeting early in August (much earlier than for all other documented seasons), they 

were able to set an “open fire” date of August 25 ― the date in the Conflict Avoidance Agreement for the 

cessation of  oil and gas operations in the Cross Island area (but not extending to Northstar normal 

operations) and all barging activities transiting seaward of Cross Island ― and still have enough time to 

arrange for the logistics of Cross Island mobilization by that date. The timing of these logistics had been 

problematic (but ultimately successful) in previous seasons.   

Although not the primary purpose of the Conflict Avoidance Agreement (CAA) between the 

whalers and industry, mobilization and support activities for Cross Island whaling have been associated 

with the CAA since 1986. The main function of the CAA is to establish a mechanism to avoid mutual 

interference between industry and subsistence whalers, through a reliable radio communications system 

that allows information exchange about planned activities in real-time and a mutually agreed upon 

process to resolve any conflicts that arise (or may potentially arise). However, the CAA also includes 

provisions for industry to provide assistance with infrastructure for the hunt as well as to help in 

emergency situations.  

At the NWCA meeting in early August, it was not obvious when the individual captains anticipated 

actually leaving for Cross Island. The captains generally believed that the start of the whale migration was 

occurring earlier, and that whaling conditions were less predictable and increasingly poorer in late 

September, than in the past. They also anticipated a cooler season in 2015 than in the past and the 

presence of ice. These considerations no doubt influenced the captains’ votes for as early a start to the 

season as possible. One crew did actually leave for Cross Island on August 25, in order to be on the island 

during the mobilization process, since they were transporting the bear hazers responsible for polar bear 

safety. The other three crews left for Cross Island on August 29 (although two of those crews did not 

reach the island until August 31).  

Scouting for whales occurred as soon as possible once a crew was on Cross Island, as described in 

the brief daily summaries below. Whales were landed on September 2, September 7, and September 8. 

The fourth strike of the Nuiqsut quota was not used and was reserved for 2016, due to deteriorating 

weather conditions. See Appendix A for abbreviations used in the summaries below.  

24 August. Researcher arrived in Nuiqsut. 

25 August. “Open fire” date for the 2015 Cross Island subsistence whaling season. The Taalak 

crew (two boats) left Nuiqsut for Cross Island. It was necessary for at least one crew or formally 

designated bear hazers to be on Cross Island during mobilization activities, for the safety of the 

mobilization crew. The first crew transported two designated bear hazers to Cross Island, so that they 

could go out scouting as soon as possible.  

26 August. The crew already at Cross Island used this day to organize their cabin and prepare for 

whaling. This is the day that the mobilization occurred, although since the designated bear hazers were 

present on the island the crew would have been able to go scouting for whales. However, conditions for 

scouting for whales were probably marginal.  

27 August. The Taalak two boat (TAL2) needed repair, so Taalak one (TAL1) and TAL2 went to 

West Dock. TAL2 was left there for welding repairs and the full crew went scouting for whales on TAL1. 
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They probably had no intention to strike a whale, but were looking to see where whales could be found on 

succeeding days, when more boats would be available. In any event, they did not report seeing any 

whales. They did encounter floating ice and reported seeing many ugruk and natchik (bearded seal and 

ringed seal). 

28 August. Conditions were not favorable for scouting, no whales had been seen the day before, 

and TAL2 was still at West Dock. TAL1 remained on shore. 

29 August. TAL1 went to West Dock to pick up TAL2 and both then went out scouting. The 

Taalak three boat (TAL3) arrived on Cross Island later in the day and joined them in their scouting 

efforts. The Oyagak crew arrived on Cross Island with two boats (O1 and O2) but stayed on shore to 

organize their cabin and prepare for whaling. The Taalak boats reported seeing a few whales, 

encountering floating ice, and again seeing many seals. 

30 August. All boats remained on shore ― poor scouting conditions. 

31 August. TAL1-3 went out scouting while O1-2 remained on shore. No whale sightings were 

reported. Floating ice was encountered and many seals were seen. The whalers also reported seeing or 

hearing a barge about 11 miles out, but provided no other details. One of the Nukapigak boats (EMN1) 

arrived on Cross Island, along with the Inugruaq one (INU1) boat. The Nukapigak two (EMN2) boat was at 

West Dock for repair, and Inugruaq two (INU2) was in transit from Anchorage (being towed on the haul 

road). The Oyagak crew used the day for work on the island and other preparations for whaling.  

1 September. TAL1-3 and O1-2 went out scouting. Conditions were somewhat marginal. Two 

whale sightings were reported. As on previous scouting days, floating ice and many seals were 

encountered. Both EMN1 and INU1 made trips to West Dock, but otherwise stayed on shore to make 

preparations for whaling. 

2 September. TAL1-3, O1-2, and EMN1 went scouting. Many whales were seen (12 reported 

sightings) and TAL3 struck and landed a whale (first strike at 10:09am, a 50 foot female). The tow 

arrived at Cross Island about 7:30pm. Butchering continued until about 1:00am, when a break was 

declared. INU1 again made a trip to West Dock but otherwise remained on shore. EMN2 and INU2 

arrived on Cross Island but remained on shore. 

3 September. All boats remained on shore to help butcher the whale. The weather was not suitable 

for scouting in any event ― very high winds. Butchering started relatively late in the day (late morning – 

early afternoon) and continued with breaks into the evening and night. 

4 September. All boats again remained on shore, as winds were still quite high. Butchering 

resumed about noon and was completed about 3pm. The whale was divided into crew shares and crews 

worked on processing their shares and boxing them up. 

5 September. INU1-2, EMN1-2, O1-2, TAL1, and TAL3 went out scouting. TAL2 took the tavsi 

to Nuiqsut (and returned early the next day). No boats remained on shore. Conditions were very good for 

scouting, except that there were areas of patchy fog out on the water. There were only two reported whale 

sightings, and both of these were lost due to fog. No strikes were attempted or made. All boats except 

TAL1 and TAL3 were out scouting for 8 or 9 hours. A non-whaling vessel was heard and reported. 

6 September. Conditions were much as they were the day before. Since it was Sunday, no crews 

went out scouting until after a church service. Then three crews went out scouting (INU1-2, EMN1-2, and 

O1-2) while the Taalak crew (TAL1-3) stayed on shore to work on butchering the uati from the whale 

they landed on 2 September. (The uati or community share of the whale is the responsibility of the captain 

who lands the whale, so the other crews do not generally assist with processing this part of the whale once 
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it is separated from the carcass during the preliminary butchering stage.) Only one whale sighting was 

reported, and it was again soon lost in the fog. Boat trips were from 6 to 10 hours in duration. 

7 September. Conditions were still foggy, but not as much as on the previous two days. All crews 

went out scouting, including all boats except INU2 (disabled with engine problems). Four whale sightings 

were reported, and crews were able to follow whales effectively (which was not possible on the previous 

two days). The Oyagak crew struck and landed a whale (O1 first strike at 10:36am, a 41’5” male). The 

tow reached Cross Island about 7:30pm and butchering continued well into the night. While this whale 

was towed to Cross Island by two crews, the other two continued to scout for whales but did not have any 

strike opportunities. 

8 September. The Taalak and Oyagak crews remained on shore to continue butchering the whale 

landed on 7 September. Later in the day, O1 left for Nuiqsut with the tavsi from the whale landed on 

7 September. INU1-2 and EMN1-2 went out scouting. Conditions for scouting were not great but were 

adequate, and there were four reported whale sightings. Some were mothers with calves and so could not 

be hunted, but single whales could be followed and chased. INU2 was disabled with a seized motor 

(about 1:33pm) and was towed to West Dock (where it was left) by INU1. Meanwhile EMN2 struck and 

instantly killed a whale at 6:12pm (24’6”male) and began the tow. INU1 was able to join the tow about 

7:51pm. However, EMN2 also experienced some motor problems and had to drop off, and eventually 

TAL1 had to go out to assist the tow. The tow did not reach Cross Island until 2:18am of September 9, 

and the whale was left in the water with butchering to start in the morning. 

9 September. Conditions marginal but possible for scouting. However, all crews remained on 

shore to butcher the whale landed on September 8. That was largely completed by the end of the day. 

Weather conditions were deteriorating. O1 (on its way back from Nuiqsut) was left at West Dock because 

of the rough conditions and TAL1 picked up the Oyagak crew members from West Dock, along with 

some needed diesel fuel as well. 

10 September. Effective “cease fire” date for the season. Wind speeds were very high and all boats 

stayed on shore. Butchering on all whales was completed ― including processing all crew shares and 

uati, disposing of the carcass and excess blubber, and cleaning up the butchering area. Although one 

strike still remained in the Nuiqsut quota, there was discussion about calling an official end to the season. 

The weather forecast was for a prolonged period of high winds, with a short break on September 13. Two 

crews wanted to call a cease fire while the two other crews (at least their captains) wanted to keep the 

season open in some form. All recognized that demobilization would make it very difficult to whale from 

Cross Island with only two crews (and three functional boats).  The resolution was to call a cease fire, 

which some crews interpreted to mean an end to the season and others as applying only to whaling from 

Cross Island (leaving open the speculative options of “whaling from Nuiqsut” or Pingok Island – see 

Figure 1). To all intents and purposes the season was over and commercial barge travel was allowed to 

resume. The unexpended fourth strike was reserved by the Nuiqsut whalers for their use in the future.  

11 September. Winds remained high and all boats remained on shore. All crews packed up and 

prepared to leave Cross island when the opportunity presented itself. 

12 September. Although conditions were still marginal, winds had diminished somewhat and all 

crews left Cross Island for Nuiqsut. The bear hazers remained on the island to be present for 

demobilization and would be transported on the barge. Effective “end of season” date. 

13 September. Conditions were much better and demobilization was scheduled for this day. It is 

assumed that demobilization took place, although no notation exists in the DCC log. 
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14 September. The boxes of butchered whale were scheduled to be flown to Nuiqsut from 

Deadhorse, but were delayed for some reason. 

15 September. The boxes of butchered whale were flown into Nuiqsut, requiring four flights. They 

were delivered to the appropriate captains’ houses for subsequent processing and distribution to crew 

members and other community members. The captains’ shares were stored in their respective ice cellars. 

17 September. Researcher left Nuiqsut. 

Discussion of the 2015 Season 

Whales were seen on seven of the nine days when boats went out scouting, but numerous whales 

were seen on only one or two days. The whalers reported encountering floating ice on all scouting days, at 

distances that varied from day-to-day. Areas with less ice existed between Cross Island and the floating 

ice on most days and beyond it on all days. In general, the floating ice was not reported as an impediment 

to travel, although it did of course require reduced speeds and frequent course changes. It also made 

sighting and chasing whales within the ice difficult and most scouting effort was spent in more open 

water near or beyond the outer edge of the floating ice. Sighting conditions varied from day-to-day. On 

days with higher wind speeds the open water was choppier and made sighting whales difficult. On some 

calmer days fog was a problem and few whales were seen, and those seen were difficult to follow. Few 

days were totally “lost” to poor weather, since most poor weather days were spent butchering (although 

some crews may have preferred to scout for other whales on those days rather than help butcher the whale 

already landed). Several weather days occurred after the third whale was landed and this did prompt the 

decision to end the season even though the full quota of strikes had not been used. The information is not 

robust enough to state how many whales were seen by the whalers or, other than in a very rough way, 

where whales were seen. The locations of whale strikes comprise the most precise information on the 

locations of whale sightings during the 2015 season. The three strikes were made an average of 25.0 miles 

(40.2 km) from of Cross Island on bearings 309º to 31º true, averaging about true north (356˚). 

The whalers did not report any “missed strikes” (harpoons thrown at but not contacting whales), as 

they had for the 2012–2014 seasons. There may have been some missed strikes that were not reported, but 

given the overall fewer reported whale sightings in 2015, and the likely fewer strike opportunities in 2015 

compared to previous years, the lack of “missed strikes” in understandable. There were reported instances 

where a boat was in position to strike but an attempt was not made ― either because the whale was 

determined to be a mother with a calf (or could have been) or because another boat had just made a strike 

on another whale. In any event, some missed strikes are expected each season, although every crew 

strives to minimize them.  Whether they were simply not reported or did not occur in 2015 cannot be said 

with certainty. 

At least one crew was on Cross Island for parts of August 25 through September 12, a total of 19 

days. Weather was a factor during the season, preventing scouting for whales on August 30 and September 

4 and 9–11 (five days). Sighting conditions were difficult on several days when whalers did go out scouting, 

due to swells, ice, and/or fog. Conditions were only best on the days when whales were struck and landed. 

One day at the start and one day at the end of the season were devoted to travel. Scouting for whales took 

place on nine days, with reported whale sightings on seven of those days and strikes made on three of them.  

A total of three whales were landed, with the unused fourth strike being retained for 2016. The sum of the 

lengths of the three whales landed in 2015 was approximately 116’ (35.6 m) and the average whale landed 

was about 38’8” (11.8 m) long. This qualifies as a marginally successful season, since about 120’ (36.6 m) 

has been required to fulfill community needs for consumption and distribution (both within and beyond 

Nuiqsut) in the past (Galginaitis 2014a). Of the other documented seasons with comparable data, i.e., 2001–
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2014, only 2005 and 2009 did not meet this need, although 2004 was also a marginal or “lean” year. Most 

butchering and onshore activities were accomplished on weather or scouting days.  

Table 3 summarizes selected descriptive/observational measures of the 2001–2015 Cross Island 

subsistence whaling seasons, while Table 4 summarizes analytical information about boat trips and whale 

strikes in 2001–2015. The following discussion characterizes the 2015 season, and then generalizes in 

relation to the variability documented for 2001–2014. 

In 2015, Nuiqsut whalers landed three whales. Four crews with nine boats whaled from Cross Island 

in 2015 ― significantly fewer crews and boats than in 2014 and on the low end of the ranges for the 

documented period of 2001–2015 and more typical of earlier rather than later years during that period 

(Table 3). There were no “one-boat” crews in 2015, with three crews using two whaling boats and one using 

three boats. As might be expected from the number of crews and boats on Cross Island during the 2015 

season, the average population on Cross Island during the 2014 whaling season (27 whalers) was signific-

antly less than in 2014 and on the low end of the range for all other documented seasons. Again, this was 

more typical of earlier as compared with later years during that period.  

Only one crew was on Cross Island for the full season (19 days) in 2015, one crew was present for 15 

days, and two crews for 13 days. For 2015, the total number of “crew days” was 62 (just below the median 

for the 15 documented seasons), so the “average” crew was on Cross Island for 15.5 days (the median for the 

15 documented seasons). The 2015 total season length of 19 days was also the median value for the 2001–

2015 documented period. The 2015 season duration was generally consistent with the expectation by Cross 

Island whalers that the whaling season will be about two to three weeks long. It is probably significant that all 

seasons of more than 3 weeks were prior to 2007, and most seasons equal to or longer than the 2015 season 

were prior to 2008 (six of eight such seasons). During the 2001–2014 period there was a trend towards more 

crews, boats, and people on Cross Island during the whaling season, especially since 2007. The 2015 season 

countered this trend, but whether this represents an end to that trend or more of an idiosyncratic case is 

uncertain. The three captains who did not field crews in 2015 but did in 2014 each had personal 

circumstances underlying that decision, and one of them did whale as a member of a different crew. 

The whalers actively scouted for whales on nine days in 2015, just above the median value for the 

15 documented seasons (although the seven seasons with nine or more scouting days were all prior to 

2010). The scouting effort was the sixth highest of the 15 documented seasons (and again the five higher 

values were all prior to 2010). The average number of boats out scouting on each of those days, 5.0, was 

the median value for all 15 documented seasons ― but the seasons with lower values were 2001–2007 

and the five seasons with higher values were 2008–2014. Thus, the value for 2015 was a marked 

departure from more recent years. The average boat crew size in 2015 (3.3) was the second lowest for the 

15 documented seasons, with only 2003 being lower (Table 3).  

The number of boat days for the 2015 season was the median value for the 15 documented seasons 

(Table 4).  Higher values were somewhat more prevalent for years after 2008 than for before 2008. The 

same pattern is true for the number of scouting boat trips made during the 2015 whaling season. The 

percentage of GPS tracks actually collected from the whalers’ GPS units for 2015 (100%) was matched 

by only 2005 and was notably higher than the average for the entire documented period. The length of the 

average trip (75.9 miles) was the second highest value for the 15 year period, exceeded only by the value 
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TABLE 3.  Selected observational measures of Cross Island subsistence whaling seasons, 2001–2015. 

Metric 

  
 

Season 
  

 

Type 2001 2002 2003 20046 20056 2006 2007 20087 20098 2010 2011 2012 2013 201411 2015 

Whales landed/ 
Struck & lost 

count 3/0 4/1 4/0 3/0 1/0 4/0 3/1 4/0 2/1 4/0 3/0 4/0 4/1 5/0 3/0 

Length of whales 
landed, total 

total 
120’ 
2” 

142’ 
1” 

134’ 8” 110’ 10” 40’ 9” 140’ 5” 120’ 8” 126’ 1” 69’ 4” 167’10” 151’4” 146’6” 150’ 177'10" 115’11” 

Length of 
average whale 
landed 

Avg 40’ 1” 35’ 6” 33’ 8” 36’ 11” 40’ 9” 36’ 7” 40’ 3” 31’ 6” 34’ 8” 42’ 0” 50’5” 36’8” 37’6” 35'7" 38’8” 

Active crews on 
Cross Isl. (max.) 

count 4 3 4 4 5 4 5 6 6 6 5 6 4 7 4 

Scouting boats at 
Cross Isl. (max.) 

count 7 9 10 8 8 7 9 12 11 14 11 13 11 14 9 

Cross Isl. 
Population 

avg 27.7 26.6 20.4 18.9 29.8 29.2 26 22 (36) 41.85 44.1 37.8 48.9 NA 52.9 27.1 

Length of 
season

1
 

count 24 23 19 30 27 21 13 14 (7) 20 10 129 16 21 13 19 

Crew days (total 
for all crews)

2
 

count 90 58 53 77 105 84 52 44 (35) 115 53 569 77 64 82 62 

Length of 
season/ Crew 
(days)

3
 

avg 22.5 19.3 13.3 19.3 21 21 10.4 7.3 (5.8) 19.2 8.8 11.29 12.8 16 11.7 15.5 

Weather days count 8 or 9 4 8 10 11 to 15 4 3 6 (0) 5 (6) 0 0 5 7 4 512 

# days scouting
4
 count 12 15 7 12 9 10 5 5 (5) 12 (10) 3 5 8 7/1010 6 9 

# days whales 
seen

5
 

count 9 9 7 6 7 8 4 5 10 (10) 3 5 7 6 611 7 

Boats 
scouting/day 

avg 4.8 4.3 4.9 3.4 4 4.8 3.2 4.8 (5.4) 7.4 (8.6) 9.3 8.8 6.6 6.7/5.610 10.3 5 

Boat crew size avg 3.9 3.6 2.9 3.6 4.4 4.3 4.2 3.8 3.6 3.5 3.8 3.9 3.6 3.6 3.3 
1 
Number of days with at least one crew on Cross Island ― includes day of arrival at and departure from Cross Island.  

2 
Crews do not necessarily arrive on or leave Cross Island on the same day. Each day at least one crew member from a given crew is on Cross Island counts as 1 crew day.  Thus, if members of 2 crews are on Cross Island on a given day, 

and members of 3 crews are on Cross Island the next, the total would be 5 crew days for the two days. 

 

3 
“Crew Days”/”Length of Season”. – the average number of “crew days” (note 2) a crew was on Cross Island for the season (a measure of “crew overlap” when compared to total season length).  

4 
Number of days when at least one boat went out scouting for whales.  

5 
Number of days when at least one crew saw whales while scouting from a boat.  Blows seen from Cross Isl. on non-scouting days are not included.  

6 
One crew went to Cross Island well before other crews, so total season measures may be somewhat misleading.  See 2004 and 2005 Annual Reports.  

7 
Figures in parentheses ( ) are values excluding 7 days when only one crew was on Cross Island.  

8 
Figures in parentheses ( ) are values reclassifying 2 marginal scouting days (one a “weather day” and one a “travel/preparation day”).  

9 
Does not include one day of travel for the first two crews to leave for Cross Island, as they spent the first night in Prudhoe Bay (weather and sea conditions), so it took them two days to reach Cross Isl.  

10
 Technically, in 2013 there were 10 “scouting days”, but 3 days were after the “cease fire”, looking for the sunk whale.  Also, on 10 Sept., 2 boats went out in poor conditions on trips of less than 30 minutes.  This was counted as a 

“weather day” and not a “scouting day”.  Pertinent values are given for both in the format 7 scouting days/10 total days; 7 days are used in the text. 
11 

In 2014, 1 day spent looking for a sunk whale is counted as a “scouting day”, due to complicated seasonal circumstances ― see text.  Effort metrics are little affected. 
12 

”Weather Days” in 2015 are problematic. On at least three days that weather would have prevented scouting, the whalers were occupied with butchering. Of the two other “weather days” one was likely used for preparations for whaling.
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TABLE 4.  Selected analytical measures of Cross Island subsistence whaling seasons, 2001–2015.  

    Season  

Metric Type 2001 2002 2003 20047 20057 2006 2007 20088 20099 201010 2011 2012 201312 201413 201514 

# boat days1 count 57 65 34 41 35 48 16° 29 (27) 89 29 (26) 44 53 47/55 62 45 

# boat trips 
(possible # of GPS 
tracks)2 

count 59 67 42 46 48 53 22 33 (31) 113 30 (27) 57 66 56/65 77 49 (46) 

Actual # of GPS 
tracks collected 

count 49 52 37 44 48 51 20 30 93 26 (24) 5211 63 40/45 74 49 (46) 

Length of trip 
(miles3) 

avg 84 64.3 37.2 45.3 60.7 60.8 30.1 32.1 61.6 70.1 (78.5) 46.7 47 59.1/55.9 60.7 74.2 (75.9) 

Duration of trip 
(hr:min) 

avg 9:43 7:58 4:31 6:51 7:07 8:13 5:39 5:03 6:43 10:14 (11:13) 5:53 5:13 6:19/5:41 6:19 7:53 (8:08) 

Furthest point from 
Cross Isl. (miles3) 

avg 23.6 19.5 11.6 12.1 19.1 22.2 10.4 8.3 15.8 18.8 (21.0) 12.7 11.2 14.2/13.6 15.8 19.1 (19.4) 

Strike distance from 
Cross Isl. (miles3)4 

avg 19.5 13.4 9.3 9.7 25.9 17 12 6.5 13.8 16.5 9.1 10.2 12.4 13.5 25.0 

Mean strike 
direction from 
Cross Isl. 
(degrees)4,5 

vector 
mean 

63° 68° 57° 36° 82° 59° 80° 02° 69° 25° 52° 100° 40° 43° 356° 

Total seasonal boat 
effort (Boat-hr)6 

sum 572.9 533.6 162.9 301.2 341.3 427.1 124.3 158 751.7 307 (302.7) 335 338.6 353.6/369.8 476.7 386.1 (373.9) 

Boat-hours/Strike avg 191 106.7 40.7 100.4 341.3 106.8 31.1 39.5 250.6 76.7 (75.7) 111.7 84.7 70.7/73.0 95.3 128.7 (124.6) 

1 Each boat scouting for whales on any given day counts as one “boat day”.  Thus if 2 boats scout on one day, and 4 boats on the next, the total is 6 boat days. 
2 Some boats made more than one scouting trip on a single day. 
3 Statute miles were used (rather than nautical miles or km) because that is the measure the whalers used. 
4 Includes “struck and lost” whales in 2002, 2007, 2009 and 2013.  All “miles” are statute miles. 
5 Due north is 0º (and 360º), due east is 90º―includes struck and lost as well as landed strikes. 
6 Yearly total equals aggregate sum of duration of all whaling trips by all boats.  Includes estimates for missing information. 
7 One crew went to Cross Isl. well before other crews, so total season measures may be somewhat misleading.  See 2004 and 2005 Annual Reports. 
8 Figures in parentheses ( ) are values excluding 7 days when only one crew was on Cross Isl. 
9 Figures in parentheses ( ) are values reclassifying two marginal scouting days (one a “weather day” and one a “travel/preparation day”). 
10 Figures in parentheses ( ) are values excluding certain “marginal” data―1 “boat trip” that only aided a tow and with no other information, 1 “boat trip” that only aided a tow and was only 98 min, and 1 
“boat trip” of only 13 min terminated by engine trouble. 
11 Five boat trips in 2011 were not documented with GPS information.  Only partial GPS tracks were collected for two additional boat trips. 

12 Technically, in 2013 there were 10 “scouting days”, but 3 days were after the “cease fire”, looking for the sunk whale.  Also, on 10 Sept., 2 boats went out in poor conditions on trips of less than 30 min.  
This was counted as a “weather day” and not a “scouting day”.  Pertinent values are given for both in the format 7 scouting days/10 scouting days; 7 days are used in the text. 
13In 2014, 1 day spent looking for a sunk whale is counted as a “scouting day”, due to complicated seasonal circumstances ― see text. Effort metrics are little affected, but using 5 scouting days instead of 
6 would alter all metrics slightly.  Overall, these differences would not affect the discussion in the text. 
14In 2015, three boats trips were made solely to help tow a whale. Metrics excluding these trip are in parentheses (). Totals including them are not greatly different and are used in the text. 
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for 2001. The average trip duration (8:08) was the fourth-highest for the 15-year period, exceeded by the 

values for 2001, 2006, and 2010. The average maximum distance from Cross Island during 2015 scouting 

trips (19.4 miles) was the fifth highest and the average strike distance from Cross Island (25.0 miles) was 

the second highest.  The latter was exceeded only by the distance of the single whale landed in 2005. The 

average strike vector bearing from Cross Island for the 2015 season  was 356° (approximately north), 

quite different from the 25° to 100° (Table 4) for all other documented seasons other than for 2008 (also 

approximately north at 002°). Total seasonal “on the water” effort (386 boat-hours) was the sixth highest 

value for the 15-year documented period, exceeded by the values for 2001, 2002, 2006, 2009, and 2014. 

The first four of these seasons lasted 20 days or longer with more boat days than for the 2015 season. The 

2014 season was relatively short but had the greatest number of crews and boats of all documented 

seasons, with a greater number of boat days and overall effort than the 2015 season. The average effort 

per strike in 2015 (129 boat-hours) was the fourth highest value for the 15-year documented period. 

In summary, the 2015 Cross Island subsistence whaling season was, from the quantitative measures 

available, a median or “average” year in some respects, but was a outlier in other respects. Detailed 

discussion will be deferred, but the most salient factors would be the presence of floating ice throughout 

the season, the greater distances from Cross Island at which whales were found or could be seen, the 

relatively few crews that whaled in 2015 (and the relatively small crew size), and the continuation of the 

trend of generally unfavorable whaling conditions (limited periods of “good” conditions). The whalers 

expressed great concern over the vessels they saw (or heard) on August 31 and September 5.  However, 

this appeared to reflect more their heightened sensitivity to non-whaling vessel activity during the 

whaling season, due to a limited number of incidents in past seasons, rather than a direct effect of these 

vessels on the 2015 Cross Island hunt.  

One deficiency of the 2015 field data is that information on the locations of whale sightings is not 

comparable to that of 2001–2012. The whalers were much less specific about the number and locations of 

sightings in 2015 post-trip conversations than in previous years, and listening to their on-the-water radio 

conversation was less productive than in previous years. As in previous years, they marked very few 

points on their GPS units while out on the water. In addition, the DCC log did not contain any 

information on the whalers’ whale sightings (see discussion of the log below). Thus, the discussion of the 

number and locations of whale sightings in 2015 will be limited to quite general observations. 

Figure 2 shows all documented GPS tracks for all Cross Island boats on all days during the 2015 

whaling season, color-coded by day (tracks for each individual day appear in Appendix B). First whale 

strikes for 2001–2015 are displayed, with those for 2015 distinguished from those for 2001–2014. 

Reported whale sightings for 2015 are also displayed. The figure clearly shows that the 2015 first strikes 

were further from Cross Island and distributed differently than those for 2001–2014.  As previously 

noted, the average strike distance for 2015 was 25.0 miles, with a mean bearing from Cross Island of 356° 

― both of these are extreme values for the 15 seasons with comparable documented information (Table 

4). Although the 2015 data on reported whale sightings are not as robust as desired, their distribution is 

also quite different from that of the reported first strikes for 2001–2014, but quite consistent with the first 

strikes for 2015.  

Still, of the whales landed in the 2001–2015 period, nearly all were struck in the area NE of Cross 

Island. Of those not in the NE quadrant, all but one were either slightly west of the NE quadrant or 

slightly south of it. The exception was one of the 2015 first strikes, and the two others for 2015 were 

northerly rather than to the NE. While the 2015 pattern of first strikes is quite different from that of the 

general 2001–2014 pattern, it can be understood in the context of variable annual conditions and the 

general pattern of how Nuiqsut whalers search for whales. 
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        FIGURE 7.  GPS tracks for Cross Island whaling in 2015, with locations of reported whale sightings and first strikes. 
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Figure 3 displays this, and shows that the area searched by the Nuiqsut whalers in 2015 was for the 

most part within the “core” of the use area primarily to the northeast of Cross Island documented for 

2001–2014 plus the “occasional” use area to the northwest that was previously documented in 2005 and 

2006 when floating ice was also a concern. Because of the variability of where whales are located from 

season-to-season, the entire search area is important for a successful hunt. The “default” search area for 

Cross Island whalers is to the northeast of Cross Island, and Cross island whalers will look for whales in 

this area first. If whales are not encountered in that area or it is inaccessible, areas to the north, east and 

southeast, and northwest, are scouted. The usual explanation is that the overall direction of the whale 

migration is from the east to the west and that heading NE from Cross Island maximizes the chances of 

intercepting whales.  

The 2015 season demonstrated the variability of whale distribution and the whalers’ abilities to 

locate and access them, but more importantly the vital necessity for an expanded search area (beyond 

where the whales are usually “expected” to be) for the whalers to be able to do so. 

The pattern of scouting and its progression from day to day during the 2015 whaling season can be 

understood, at least in part, in the context of the changing environmental conditions and locations of 

whale sightings.  The first day of scouting (August 27) was primarily to the west and north. This was due 

primarily to the presence of ice and its effect on where the single boat scouting could go. On succeeding 

days, when conditions permitted, boats headed predominantly north or northeast (August 29, 31, and 

September 1) and reported seeing few or no whales. On September 2 most crews again headed north 

(probably toward places where whales were seen on previous days and where ice allowed the easiest 

passage) but eventually ended up searching the area NNE of Cross Island, where a whale was struck and 

landed. Towing the whale through the area of floating ice required several boats to clear a path. 

Butchering the whale took two days, but at that time conditions for scouting were marginal at best. On 

September 5 conditions were again marginal, but crews headed north and then east in the area where the 

whale had been landed. Conditions in the more open water were rough, however, and few whales were 

seen. September 6 was a repeat, with a few whales seen to the north of Cross Island, but with no strikes. 

On September 7 crews again headed north, saw whales, and struck and landed a whale. On September 8 

crews initially headed west, but turned north and then east to the area north of Cross Island where whales 

had been seen. Whales were once again seen, but several were mothers with calves. The whalers reported 

following whales to the west (more-or-less, since whales do not usually travel in straight lines or cardinal 

directions), where they saw more whales and struck and landed one of them. Due to predictions of 

worsening weather, this was the last day of scouting and the whalers left Cross Island on September 12. 

As discussed in previous reports, most Nuiqsut whalers state that, ideally, one whale is landed and 

processed at a time. That is, a whale should be struck, landed, and fully butchered (but not necessarily 

distributed into crew shares or boxed up for transport to Nuiqsut) before scouting for another whale 

occurs. In 2015, this norm was followed for the first whale, which was quite large (50 feet long). After it 

was landed, there were also two days of weather that were marginal at best for scouting. The second 

whale was landed relatively late in the season (September 7), and although it also was fairly large (41.5 

feet long), the whalers were concerned enough about predicted worsening weather that they scouted the 

next day. September 8 did turn out to be the last scouting day of the season, and the third whale was 

landed. One whale was left in Nuiqsut’s quota, but the three whales landed were considered adequate to 

meet the community’s needs, although perhaps only marginally so.  Their lengths added up to about 116 

total feet of whale, with a target of about 120 total feet ― four whales of 30 feet each. Nuiqsut whaling 

captains typically say that a 30–35 foot whale (or two 25-footers) is good for a Nalukataq (whaling 

celebration conducted by each successful captain on a date of his choice, typically in June). 
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FIGURE 8.  Cross Island GPS tracks and first-strike locations for 2015 compared with those for the aggregated 2001–2014 period.  
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The 2015 season was thus very similar to many previous Cross Island whaling seasons in that the 

whalers exhibited the same sort of “adaptable” whaling behavior. Previous works have argued that this 

represents a change in Nuiqsut whaling behavior from one that more-or-less proceeded by normative rules 

to one where the rules can be suspended due to extenuating circumstances (Galginaitis 2012c, 2014a). 

Several factors have contributed to this change or trend. These include an increased quota that now needs 

to be landed in a shorter window of opportunity than previously (again, due to a variety of factors), and 

increased uncertainty in weather and other conditions that limit or prevent whaling activities. The whalers 

generally summarize the uncertainty in natural conditions limiting whaling activity as “climate change”. 

The 2015 season fit well into this pattern, characterized by floating ice somewhat hindering chasing 

whales, unpredictable weather, fog, and deteriorating weather conditions in mid-to-late September. 

The whalers are also quite concerned with the potential disruptive effects of non-whaling vessel 

traffic and oil and gas activities. As discussed above, these were not sources of significant adverse effects 

on the success of the 2015 Cross Island subsistence whaling season, except to the degree that worry about 

them stressed the whalers.  

LIMITATIONS OF THE 2015 DEADHORSE COMMUNICATIONS CENTER LOG 

The report on the 2014 Cross Island subsistence whaling season (Galginaitis 2015) discussed the 

limitations of the 2014 DCC log. The 2015 log displays some of those same limitations, although the 

cause of these limitations is not known or obvious. Of most concern is the absence of any reported whale 

sightings (either in terms of time or position). This is likely due to the whalers not reporting such 

sightings to the DCC, although failure in radio communications (either due to distance or equipment 

failure) is also possible. Whalers frequently complained that they could not hear the DCC or vice versa. 

Strike times were noted in the DCC log for only two of the three whales ― the second whale was only 

noted when the captain prayed over the dead whale.  

For all previous annual reports (for BOEM for 2001–2004, and for both BOEM and BP for 2005–

2013), the DCC logs provided a check on the accuracy of data collected during the Cross Island 

Subsistence Whaling Monitoring Project, as well as a valuable supplement for observations missed in the 

field. The most obvious of these data were the crews (and boats) that went out scouting each day, the 

times they left from and returned to the island, the number of crewmembers on each boat, the times and 

locations where whales were sighted and struck, and times and locations of other significant events such 

as barge or other vessel encounters. Although DCC logs prior to 2014 were far from consistent from year-

to-year, they were reasonably good at reporting which boats went out each day, the number of crew 

aboard each, the time each boat left and returned, and first strike times and locations. As noted above, the 

logs for 2014 and 2015 lacked notes of reported whale sightings and were somewhat deficient in noting 

when crews left and returned to Cross Island (2015 less so than 2014). On the other hand, DCC logs prior 

to 2014 were far less complete and consistent about reporting the times and locations of non-whaling 

(mostly industry-related) vessels than were those of 2014 and 2015.  

Communication problems evident to both the whalers and the DCC operators were probably one 

reason much of this information was not recorded in the 2015 DCC log. That is, sometimes the whalers 

and DCC operators could not hear each other well enough to communicate. It is also probable that the 

whalers did not always report whale sightings directly to the DCC, but only to the other whalers, and that 

the DCC operators did not record such “indirect” reports in the DCC log. However, if the DCC log is to 

be a valuable documentary source for future whaling seasons, stable and reliable communication is a vital 

requirement, as well as a mutual commitment by both whalers and DCC operators to the consistent 

recording of standard information. That information would include boats out scouting, number of crew, 
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times leaving and returning to Cross Island, times and if possible locations of whale sightings, time and 

location of first strikes on whales, and time and location of whale kills/tow starts. 

OBSERVED WHALE FEEDING BEHAVIOR IN 2015 

In general, Nuiqsut whalers indicated that most of the whales they saw in 2015 seemed to be 

traveling through the area and not feeding (although a few were reported to be sleeping until disturbed by 

the whalers’ boats, and some were not seen but heard). No actual observations of whale feeding were 

reported in 2015. There had been relatively few such reports in the previous years of the research, 

although the whalers indicate that the Narwhal Island area (and Camden Bay) are important whale feed-

ing areas. In any case, it is difficult to detect whale feeding behavior when observing from a small boat, 

unless it is spectacularly obvious, as when the bowheads feed in a group with their mouths open on or 

near the surface of the water.  

Considering all years since 2001, whale feeding has not been observed commonly (or at least has 

not been commonly reported) by Nuiqsut whalers near Cross Island. Previous reports have listed the 

following factors as contributing to the scarcity of whaler observations and reports of whale feeding: 

 most feeding by bowhead whales is known to occur below the surface (e.g., Würsig et al. 

1989) where it would be invisible to people in small boats; and 

 in some years a major part of the migration (as documented by biological and acoustic stud-

ies) bypasses the area most accessible to the whalers. 

For the 14 years of the study previous to 2015, only two or three whaler observations of whale 

feeding were reported and recorded. These were spectacular sightings of whales feeding on the surface 

with their mouths open, relatively close to Cross Island (within 10 miles or 16 km of Cross Island). These 

were described as “rare” events. This does not necessarily indicate that Nuiqsut whalers observed no 

whale feeding behavior on other occasions in 2001–2015 when scouting for whales. It probably means 

that such observations were not common or that it was not easy to determine if whales were feeding. 

Nuiqsut whalers tend not to speculate on what an animal may be doing ― if they are unsure they will 

usually not say anything. If other obvious feeding behavior had been observed during 2001–2015, it 

probably would have been reported. Nuiqsut whalers do believe that whales feed near Cross Island, 

especially when whales appear to be staying in the area rather than swimming directly through it. When 

whaling, however, the whalers are often not in a position to make such observations due to less than ideal 

weather and sea conditions, or the need to concentrate on the immediate tasks of whaling. Also, some 

bowhead whales interrupt their feeding when a motor vessel approaches (Richardson and Malme 1993), 

and this response presumably reduces opportunities to observe bowhead feeding behavior from whaling 

vessels used near Cross Island 

There are some other records of whale feeding in the area. The first bowhead whale taken by a 

Nuiqsut crew, in 1973, was reported to have been feeding on the bottom near Flaxman Island. Some other 

whales landed at Cross Island have been found to have recently-consumed food in their stomachs (Lowry 

and Sheffield 2002; Lowry et al. 2004). One of the whales taken in 2006 was also reported to have had 

mud on its jaw, and one of the two stomachs that were examined was quite full (Galginaitis 2007a). The 

only whale stomach examined in 2010 was full of prey (Galginaitis 2011b). Nuiqsut whalers report that 

Camden Bay is regularly used as a feeding area by migrating bowhead whales, and as a resting area when 

there are high winds and rough water. One whaler recounted that in 1997 many gray whales fed near 

Reindeer Island, and that year a Nuiqsut crew harvested a bowhead whale close to where Northstar was 

subsequently constructed. He said that, since the development of Northstar, the whalers have not seen any 

feeding whales in those areas. It must also be added that, since the development of Northstar, Nuiqsut 
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whalers report that they rarely scout for whales in that area, and certainly Figure 3 demonstrates that has 

been the case since 2001. 

“SKITTISH” WHALE BEHAVIOR DURING 2015 

“Skittish” behavior has been characterized in previous reports, and the interested reader is referred 

to those documents (Galginaitis and Funk 2004a, Galginaitis 2014b). The whalers did not provide very 

detailed information in this regard for the 2015 season, but indicated that in general the whales did not 

behave in a spooky or skittish way during the season. They reported that whale behavior and distribution 

were affected more by the floating ice than any other factor. They were concerned about the one barge 

they saw (or heard) but did not indicate that it affected whale behavior.  

GENERAL OFFSHORE DISTRIBUTION OF WHALES, 2015 

Even given the relative lack of whale sighting information for the 2015 season, and the poor 

locational quality of information that was obtained, a few obvious generalizations can be made. The 

whales accessible to the whalers were more distant from Cross Island than in previous years, and were 

distributed in a different part of their search area. Whether this also represented the whale migration in 

general (and not only the whales seen by the whalers) cannot be determined from the information 

available. It appears that the floating ice present for the entire whaling season greatly affected the 

distribution of bowhead whales. The whalers were of the opinion that there were a number of whales in 

the Cross Island area, and that they were generally in the ice or on the edge of the ice. They made no 

estimation of the abundance of whales present. They also stated that all size classes of whales were 

present, although they made no statements on whether some size classes were more prevalent than others. 

They did report seeing quite a few mothers with calves. A relatively large number of whale sightings were 

reported on only two of the nine scouting days. Aerial surveys, acoustic monitoring, and whaler 

observations all have shown that the proportion of the westward-migrating bowheads that pass within 

about 15 miles of Cross Island is quite variable from year to year.  Also, whale distribution in the Cross 

Island area may or may not be the same later in the migration season, which continues considerably later 

into the autumn than does whaling at Cross Island.  

NUIQSUT WHALERS’ REPORTS OF VESSEL ACTIVITIES 

AND OTHER CONCERNS, 2015 

As in all seasons since 2005, when the whalers reported that a commercial barge seriously 

disrupted their whaling season, Nuiqsut whalers were very sensitive to any non-whaling vessel traffic in 

the Cross island area during the whaling season. As discussed above, they reported only two such 

incidents during the 2015 season. In both instances a vessel was heard but not seen:  

The first case was on August 31, which was only the third day of scouting and few whale sightings 

had been reported up to that point. Thus, the whalers may have been understandably sensitive to the 

possibility that the scarcity of whale sightings may have been due to commercial vessel traffic. However, 

there was no entry in the DCC log and no radio chatter amongst the whalers was noted in real time 

concerning this event, and the whalers made no “incident” report concerning this event.  

On September 5, however, the sixth day of scouting, after landing a whale on September 2 but not 

being able to scout on September 3-4 (due to the need to butcher, but also due to poor weather 

conditions), another vessel was heard in the distance. The whalers had also seen relatively few whales on 

their previous five scouting days, except on September 2, when they had landed a whale and seen perhaps 

10 different whales, and were probably anxious about obtaining more strike opportunities. In contrast to 
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the August 31 report, there was quite a bit of radio chatter amongst the whalers about this report, it was 

recorded in the DCC log, and the DCC operators did posit a possible source for the noise ― either an 

Exxon vessel anchored at Newport Entrance (near Flaxman Island) or a Coast Guard vessel patrolling 

vessel traffic in the area. The source of this noise was never firmly established, however, and no formal 

“incident” report was filed by the whalers. The whalers were able to scout on each of the succeeding days 

(September 6-8) and saw and were able to chase whales. They landed single whales on September 7 and 

September 8, but declared a “cease fire” (for Cross Island whaling at least) due to predicted poor weather 

conditions and other factors.  

The whalers did not attribute their inability to use their full quota to interference from commercial 

vessel traffic or the skittishness of the whales, although there were some reports that whales were swim-

ming faster than expected. Rather, the whalers listed as explanatory factors the poor weather conditions, 

difficult whaling conditions (ice, combined with fog on several days, and rough seas in open water), and 

the relatively large distances from Cross Island at which they were finding whales. 
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