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Cover photographs: Top – First time Inugruaq flag flown over the Cross Island wrench house (Eric 

Levitt’s first landed whale) and Oyagak flag taken 3 September 2017. Bottom – Polar bear relaxing in the 

Cross Island lagoon taken 5 September 2018. 
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First whale landed for the 2017 Cross Island season – Ipalook crew, 

September 1. From left to right – in the boat Delbert Napageak and 

Herbert Ipalook Sr. (captain), on shore Carl Taalak and Willie Sielak. 

Last whale landed for the 2017 Cross Island season – Napageak 

crew, September 5. Note crew member taking down the flag to post 

over the wrench house during butchering. 
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ABSTRACT 

This report for Hilcorp Alaska, LLC (Hilcorp) presents information for the 2017 Cross Island 

subsistence bowhead whale hunt and continues work funded by the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 

for 2000–2012, BP Exploration (Alaska), Inc. for 2005–2014, and Hilcorp for 2015–2017. Main data 

sources for the 2017 subsistence whaling season included: 1) Global Positioning System tracks and 

waypoints for the Cross Island whaling trips, 2) interviews with the whalers about those trips and the season 

in general, and 3) the Deadhorse Communications Center log. Whaler interviews and data analysis for 2017 

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

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

In 2017, six crews with eleven boats whaled from Cross Island. The 2017 Cross Island whaling 

season extended over thirteen days (28 August–9 September), with a formal “open fire” period of eight 

days (29 August–5 September). Three days were devoted to crews’ travel to Cross Island and back to 

Nuiqsut. Four days were used to butcher the whales (although one crew did make a short scouting trip on 

the evening of one of these days). Weather confined the crews to the island for two days. Four days (plus 

one scouting trip on a “butchering” day) were spent scouting, with whales landed on three days (one whale 

on 1 September, two whales on the 3 September, and the last whale on the 5 September).  

Whales were seen on all scouting days, with reports that whales were numerous, although few 

specific sighting locations were recorded. No ice was present, winds were light, and sea conditions were 

generally favorable for sighting whales. Whales were encountered close to Cross Island and scouting trips 

were mostly spent following and chasing whales. On average, 4.8 boats were on the water during scouting 

days, relatively low but greater than in 2016. One crew scouted only one day (but landed a whale), two 

crews scouted two days, and single crews scouted three, four, and five days, , for an average of 3.4 crews 

scouting per day. Total effort on the water was relatively low (150 total boat hours, 37.6 per strike), but 

almost three times that of the 2016 season. 

The 2017 Cross Island subsistence bowhead whaling season was a very successful and efficient 

season, probably second only to that of 2016. The average strike distance from Cross Island (7.4 miles) was 

lower in 2017 than most previously documented seasons, with a shorter distance (6.1 miles) only recorded 

in 2008. The full quota of four whales was landed in the span of only five days of the full thirteen-day 

season. The 2017 season exceeded the perceived minimum needs of the community by landing a total of 

149’11” of whale. As in most years (2016 the exception), the butchered whale was transported to Nuiqsut 

via the demobilization barge and commercial air freight hauler. The average bearing of first strikes from 

Cross Island for the 2017 season was 55º (NE), which is consistent with all other seasons except 2007 and 

2015 when average strike bearings were almost due north. Due to the abundance of whales and the whaler’s 

concentration on chasing, landing, and processing whales, few specific whale sightings were documented, 

but incidental reports from the whalers noted that whales near Cross Island were abundant and did not show 

signs of disturbance. Non-whaling vessel traffic was not a source of significant adverse effects on the 2017 

Cross Island subsistence whaling season. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nuiqsut subsistence hunters travel a distance of 92 to 109 miles (148 to 175 km) to hunt at Cross 

Island during the autumn migration period of bowhead whales. An annual quota of four strikes for this hunt 

has been allotted to the Nuiqsut hunters since the mid-1990s, starting with an initial allocation of one in 

1973. Cross Island is located near the industrial activities of Prudhoe Bay and is 17 miles (27.4 km) east of 

the Northstar production unit, now owned by Hilcorp Alaska, LLC (Hilcorp). Nuiqsut hunters have shared 

concerns about potential interference with subsistence hunting from industrial and other activities, including 

vessel and aircraft traffic. 

From 2000–2018, the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) [formerly Minerals 

Management Services (MMS)], BP Exploration Alaska (BPXA), and Hilcorp sponsored a detailed study of 

the whaling activities at Cross Island during which a researcher spent much or all of each autumn whaling 

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

BOEM provided initial funding of the study from 2000–2012, and BPXA provided additional funding from 

2005–2012 and sole funding from 2013–2014 (Galginaitis and Funk 2004a, 2004b, 2004c, 2005; 

Galginaitis 2006a, 2006b, 2007a, 2009a, b, and d, 2010a, 2011a, 2012a, 2013a, 2014a, 2015). Hilcorp 

continued this research for succeeding seasons once it obtained ownership of Northstar in late 2014 

(Galginaitis 2016, 2017). As part of the study, handheld Global Positioning System (GPS) data loggers 

were placed on most whaling vessels to document the tracks of the whalers as they scouted for whales. The 

GPS data were supplemented with systematic whaler observations and interviews. The whalers were 

cooperative and supportive of the study and provided detailed information. 

This report summarizes information provided by the Nuiqsut subsistence whalers about selected 

aspects of the 2017 whaling season. This report begins with a discussion of the different methodologies 

used throughout the years to gather information on the whaling season. A brief discussion of the equipment 

and methods that hunters use for fall subsistence whaling is also included. A basic description and summary 

of the 2017 Cross Island whaling season is provided, and specific results include whalers’ observations of 

the off-shore whale distribution, observations of whale feeding behavior, whalers’ assessment of general 

whale behavior (“skittish” or not), the number of non-whaling vessels encountered at sea, observed whale 

reactions to those vessels, and subsequent effects on subsistence whaling. Results from 2017 season are 

discussed in comparison to previous years within the text and tables. More details for prior years can be 

found in earlier reports prepared for MMS/BOEM and for BPXA, as referenced above. 

METHODS 

The methodologies used throughout the years to gather information on the whaling season have been 

described in previous reports (Galginaitis 2006c, 2007b, 2008a, 2009c, 2010b, 2011b, 2012b, 2013b, 

2014b, 2015, 2016, and 2017). For this 2017 report, as for the 2015 and 2016 reports, the fundamental data 

collection objectives and researcher role remained similar to, but somewhat more limited than, those of the 

2001–2014 reports . A brief discussion of these differences follows. 

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

for 2005–2012) relied upon direct observations from a researcher during the whaling season. During early 

2005, the North Slope Borough’s (NSB) Science Advisory Committee (SAC) reviewed the results of the 

marine mammal and acoustic monitoring program for Northstar, then owned by BP Exploration (Alaska), 

Inc. (BPXA). One of the NSB’s recommendations was to use Traditional Knowledge (TK) in future 

monitoring. Specifically, the SAC recommended that observations by subsistence whale hunters at Cross 

Island should be integrated into the Northstar monitoring study. The SAC noted the following: “Such 
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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 ongoing BOEM study provided a good starting point for the 

collection of the types of TK that the NSB’s SAC recommended be incorporated into Northstar monitoring 

program. Consequently, BPXA augmented 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 BPXA. This change in funding required modification of the methodology for data 

collection and reporting. Annual reports were produced for BPXA as chapters in their more comprehensive 

Northstar annual reports for 2005–2014 by Galginaitis (2006c, 2007b, 2008a, 2009c, 2010b, 2011b, 2012b, 

2013b, 2014b, 2015). In addition, Galginaitis provided broader syntheses of TK information available up 

to 2005 and the TK collected in 2010, 2011, and 2012 (Galginaitis 2008b, 2011c, 2012c, 2014a). 

For 2013, the reduced level of funding (from BPXA 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 BPXA). 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 the researcher’s 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. The 2014 data collection efforts resulted in data more complete, rich, and more comparable to previous 

study years than those for 2013 did. 

In late 2014 BPXA sold Northstar assets to Hilcorp, and Hilcorp funded continued fieldwork for the 

2015 and 2016 seasons. The budget and effort were similar to those for 2014, with emphasis on data 

collection on Cross Island during the season and some compromises (compared to prior years) in data 

analysis and more particularly in the length and detail of the draft and final reports, due to budget 

constraints. In 2017, as for 2015 and 2016, 100 percent of all scouting trips were documented by GPS tracks 

and some narrative context collected soon after each trip. Again, the 2017 data collection efforts resulted 

in more complete and rich data than that of the 2013 season. 

The preparation and logistics for the 2017 Cross Island season were similar to those for 2016. 

Planning decisions were made early on, which ensured more time than in the past to arrange for the logistics 

of Cross Island mobilization for the date preferred by the Nuiqsut whalers. In previous seasons, the timing 
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of these logistics had been problematic because of time pressures. The Nuiqsut whalers again conducted 

their preseason NWCA planning meeting in July, as in 2016 (much earlier than in previous years). This 

early certainty (relative to prior years) greatly facilitated general project planning, logistical coordination 

with the Cross Island mobilization barge, and travel arrangements to Nuiqsut. The researcher did not attend 

the July 2017 NWCA meeting, but results of the meeting were relayed to the researcher via phone by the 

President of the NWCA. A summary of the main points of the meeting include the following: 

 Permission was granted to conduct the research in 2017; 

 The Oyagak crew was designated as the host crew for the researcher; 

 25 August was set as the “open fire” date; 

 The date for mobilization was also tentatively set for 25 August; and 

 The list of supplies serving as the whalers’ honorarium for participating in the research was not 

changed significantly from that of previous years. 

In addition, the whalers and industry began and concluded their discussions for the Conflict 

Avoidance Agreement (CAA) much earlier than in previous years, which clarified planning not only for 

those groups but also for this research effort. Although not the primary purpose of the CAA between the 

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

with the CAA since 1986. The main functions of the CAA are to establish a mechanism to avoid mutual 

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

allowing for real-time information exchange about planned activities and to establish a mutually agreed 

upon resolution process for any conflicts that may arise. The CAA includes provisions for industry to 

provide assistance with infrastructure for the hunt as well as to help in emergencies. The CAA also lists 25 

August as the date 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.  

In 2017, the researcher traveled to Nuiqsut on 23 August, and GPS units were distributed to all crews 

on that date. Crews had been expected to leave for Cross Island on 24 or 25 August, but due to a death in 

the village, departures were delayed. Four crews traveled to Cross Island on 28 August, one on the 29 

August, and the last (and most closely related to the deceased) on 2 September, after the funeral. The family 

of the deceased had discussed the situation with the whalers and had given formal permission for them to 

go out whaling before the funeral. The researcher was on the island when all whales were landed, stayed 

on the island until crews finished their niñiq and uati (see below), and left the island with the last crews 

once barge demobilization started on 1 September. The researcher stayed in Nuiqsut until 13 September, 

primarily to talk with the whalers and wait for the whale to arrive in Nuiqsut for further processing and 

distribution.  

SUBSISTENCE WHALING: TIMING, METHODS, AND CONSTRAINTS 

A basic understanding of subsistence whaling as conducted by Nuiqsut whalers helps interpret how 

whaling activities might be affected by industry activities. The information in this section is intended to 

include enough detail to provide adequate context for the results of this report. For a broader review of 

subsistence whaling, 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 along the Colville River. Nuiqsut 

crews only harvest whales 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, 15 miles (24.1 km) NE of West Dock, and 17 miles (27.4 km) east of 



 Summary of the 2017 Subsistence Whaling Season at Cross Island 

 4 April 2018 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
    4 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

Northstar. Figure 1 displays the location of Cross Island in relation to Nuiqsut and other points and displays 

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, and the longer and more exposed “Nigliq 

Paa” route has been used more commonly (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 constraints. West Dock is commonly used as a last logistical stop to have coffee, top off 

gas tanks, 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. Typically, crews travel inshore of the barrier islands to West Dock, where they often 

stop for a break before heading directly to Cross Island. In rough conditions, a safer but longer route via 

Endicott is sometimes used (depicted in Figure 1). Whalers say that the more direct route crosses deeper water 

where waves tend to be rougher than in shallower waters between Cross Island and Endicott. How far a 

whaling boat detours towards Endicott depends upon ocean and weather conditions and the judgment of the 

whaling captain. 

There are currently six active whaling crews in Nuiqsut (one sold all whaling gear after the 2016 

season and is considered “retired”). All six crews whaled in 2017. There are additional identified inactive 

crews that have not whaled since 2000 and one 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, and float), the general rules of conduct for the whale hunt, and that active 

captains must register each year. The whaling boats used for the 2017 Cross Island hunt are pictured in 

Figure 2. Photos of the equipment used during Cross Island subsistence hunting are provided in Figure 3. 

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. In 2017 ice was absent for the entire season. 

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 should 

have 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 unpredictability of conditions and 

the need to take advantage of good conditions when they are present. There is also some evidence for the 

whalers’ desire for a shorter (around two weeks) season and their perception that a shorter season is also 

advantageous to industry. The 2017 season was no exception to this trend. Single whales were struck and 

landed on 1 and 5 September, with two whales struck and landed on 3 September. Fog prevented scouting 

on 2 September (to the relief of the captain landing the large whale on 1 September). The four whales 

landed, together totaling just under 150’, fully satisfied the needs of the community. 
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Figure 1. Common Routes between Nuiqsut and Cross Island. 
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Figure 2. Whaling Boats Used in the 2017 Cross Island Hunt.

Inugruaq1, 20’ aluminum with 175 HP 

 

Left – Ipalook1, 18’ fiberglass with 150 HP 

Right – Ipalook2, 21’ fiberglass with 250 HP 

Napageak1, 24’ aluminum with 250 HP Left – Taalak2, 24’ aluminum with 250 HP 
Right – Taalak1, 24’ aluminum with 250 HP 

Left – Nukapigak3, 18’ Aluminum with 50 HP Center 
– Nukapigak2, 18.5’ aluminum with 115 HP 
Right – Inugruaq1  
Nukapigak1 was disabled at West Dock                     

Left – Oyagak3, 18’ aluminum with 60 HP 
Center – Oyagak1, 17.5’ fiberglass with 115 HP 
Right – Oyagak2, 18.5’ aluminum with 115 HP 
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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, boat not at Cross 

Island for 2018 season 

 

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. Examples of Whaling Equipment, Scouting Boats, and Crews from the Cross Island Whale Hunt. 
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Boats typically scout for whales with a crew of three or four people, although since 2001 boat crews 

have ranged in size from two to seven. During the 2017 season, boat crews ranged from three to six persons 

(average of 4.3). 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. This is one 

reason for a single crew to use more than one whaling boat. Empirically, it seems that Nuiqsut whalers 

prefer to have five to six boats available for scouting whales on a given day, with more if possible (the 

average for 2001-2017 was 5.7). In 2017, the average number of boats that went out scouting was somewhat 

lower at 4.8. When more boats are available, efficiency, safety and likelihood of a successful hunt are all 

increased. In 2017, the whalers were fortunate to encounter a favorable combination of factors—abundant 

whales close to Cross Island and favorable conditions, although not quite as favorable as in 2016. 

Once Nuiqsut whalers spot a whale and determine it is a proper whale to take (generally 25–40 feet [7.6–

12.2 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 5–10 minutes, 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 periods 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 long wooden shaft, which is thrown at the whale, or a 

shoulder gun. The darting gun is always used as the first weapon to strike a whale, as at the same time as 

delivering a bomb it also strikes the whale with a harpoon attached to a line and float (the harpoon detaching 

from the darting gun once it hits the whale). The shoulder gun is then used to deliver additional bombs into the 

whale, although a darting gun, with or without a harpoon and float, can also be used for that purpose.  

The darting gun is thrown from the boat at the whale, usually at a distance no greater than 10–15 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 the 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 endangering the 

crew and the structural integrity of the boat. The whale is usually 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. The 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 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. Metal fletches or fins help stabilize its flight in the air. In the 
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fall, the shoulder gun can only be used after a darting gun has attached a float to a whale (i.e. after 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 boats in the area usually assist in towing it back to Cross Island to be 

butchered. However, 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 available boats, or when the whale can be readily towed by a small number of boats. 

In such cases, “extra” boats may either serve as safety boats, return to Cross Island to prepare for hauling 

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 are presented below to show the general division 

of the whale and an overview of the butchering process (Figures 4 and 5).  
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Figure 4. Whale Landed at Cross Island, Showing Tavsi, Uati, and Niñiq.  
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Navel 

 

Tavsi (two bands 
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Cutting (defining) the tavsi strip(s) 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 niñiq (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, and tongue). Nuiqsut whalers consider tavsi to be “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 considered to be the “community share” 

(also sometimes also 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 niñiq 

is considered to be “the crews’ share” and is distributed to the crews that assisted in landing 

and/or butchering the whale (an exception to this is the crew shares from the first whale landed 

in the season, which are distributed to all crews whaling from Cross Island that season, whether 

they were present to help for that whale or not, since not all crews arrive on Cross Island at the 

same time). For Nuiqsut, single tavsi bands are usually cut on the niñiq side of the navel, but 

there has been variation. Double tavsi strips have been centered on the navel or both on the niñiq 

side of the navel. The location, width, and number of tavsi strips are at the discretion of the captain 

landing the whale. On Cross Island, tavsi is located in terms of the navel for both male and female 

whales. 

 

Nukapigak whale, 2016 season – 28’10” female (short genital slit).  

Male whales have longer genital slits. 

Background – Whalers working on niñiq from previously landed whale 
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Figure 5. Representative Cross Island Whaling Season Butchering Pictures  

Top from left to right (pictures from 2004 season) – Peeling muktuk, Taking intestines (after 

taking meat), Muktuk after being removed from whale, 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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RESULTS  

This section begins with a general overview of the 2017 Cross Island whaling season, followed by a 

daily summary of activities; observations of whale feeding behavior, “skittish” whale behavior, and general 

offshore whale distribution; and whalers’ reports of vessel activities and other concerns. 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). All point locations, times, 

and distances should be understood as approximate, but precise enough for the purposes of this report. 

General Overview of the 2017 Whaling Season 

Six crews whaled from Cross Island in 2017 with a total of eleven boats. All crews and most crew 

members had whaled at Cross Island previously. Three crews used two whaling boats each, one crew used 

three (but only scouted with two), and two crews used one each. Four whales were landed during a season 

of thirteen days (28 August–9 September), with all whales landed during a five-day period (1–5 September). 

Characteristics of the four whales landed in 2017 are summarized in Table 1. Photos of the landed whales 

are provided in Figures 6a and 6b. Summary statistics of historical annual bowhead whale harvests by crews 

from Nuiqsut are shown in Table 2. 

During the thirteen-day season, scouting for whales occurred on four days, although one boat made 

a short “scouting” trip the evening of one of the “butcher” days. Single whales were landed on 1 and 5 

September, and two whales were landed on 3 September. “Poor weather” days prevented scouting on two 

days (fog on one of the “butchering” days would have prevented scouting, but it was the day after a large 

whale was landed). Butchering and processing the whale occupied four days. Travel to Cross Island and 

back to Nuiqsut took place on three days. Sighting conditions during the 2017 season were characterized 

as generally good, although there was some fog in some areas on some days and large swells were 

encountered at times. No direct comparisons with prior years were made by the whalers regarding sighting 

conditions, but their descriptions of daily trips indicated that conditions during the 2017 whaling season 

were generally good and that many whales and blows were see.  

Whales were seen on all days of scouting. In post-scouting discussions, the whalers reported seeing 

many whales, but located few of them, even the specific whales they chased. At least some of these could 

be identified from whaler reports to the DCC and/or the characteristics of the GPS tracks. The whalers did 

not encounter any ice, but fog was present sporadically and did at times hinder following whales. Scouting 

conditions were in most other respects good, although the whalers did also encounter some localized areas 

of large swells. These conditions enabled the whalers to land their four-whale quota in a period of five days. 

Nuiqsut whalers, due to a number of factors, have developed a strong preference for as short a season as 

possible, consistent with the safety of crews on the water and at least the possibility of an acceptable 

recovery rate when butchering. The main factors that lengthen seasons are the absence of whales and/or 

whales not being close to Cross Island, and weather or other conditions that confine the crews to the island 

(and thus unable to scout for and land whales).  

Butchering can and has taken place in windy and other inclement weather. The time required for 

butchering is fairly consistent from one season to another and is generally related to the size of the whales 

landed. At Cross Island, the labor resources for butchering are more limited than for village-based whaling 

sites. When deciding whether to try to land more than one whale on a day or to try and land whales on 

successive days when butchering is not completed on a landed whale, the captains must carefully balance 
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butchering labor requirements, the likelihood of spoilage, and the uncertainty of good scouting conditions 

in the future.  

Table 1. Characteristics1 of Whales Struck near Cross Island in 2017. 

 
Date 

Time 
Struck 

 
Length 

 
Sex 

Whale 
ID 

Distance from 
Cross Island 

(miles) 

Bearing from 
Cross Island 

 
Crew & Notes 

1 Sept 11:58 47’10” M 17N1 9.8 94º Ipalook, landed 
3 Sept 10:28 35’3” F 17N2 8.4 11º Inugruaq, landed 
3 Sept 12:42 35’4” F 17N3 5.3 345º Oyagak, landed 
5 Sept 13:05 31’6” M 17N4 6.2 101º Napageak, landed 
1 All characteristics (other than Whale ID) are from whaler reports, the Deadhorse Communication Center (DCC) log, or GPS 
records made on the day of the activity. Whale ID numbers are assigned by the North Slope Borough Department of Wildlife 
Management (NSB DWM). Time (local daylight savings, 24-hour system) and position are derived from the recorded GPS tracks 
and/or radio logs, combined with whalers’ accounts and are approximate and subject to correction or refinement, as additional 
information becomes available. Bearings are relative to true north. Miles are recorded as statute miles. 
  

Table 2. Summaries of Recent Annual Bowhead Whale Harvest 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, 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 second 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 

2016 4 4 0 Very favorable whaling conditions—whales close to Cross Island, 
little wind, no ice, no unusual whale behavior 

2017 4 4 0 Favorable conditions, no ice, some fog, two weather days due to 
wind, whale close to Cross Island 

Notes: Because Nuiqsut was not resettled until 1973, years before 1973 are not included in this table. Years of no harvest and no 
“struck and lost” are not listed. Sources: Compiled from AEWC records, personal communications with Nuiqsut whalers, and field 
notes from the 2001–2012 and 2014–2017 whaling seasons (researcher not on Cross Island for the 2013 season). 
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Ipalook whale, landed 09/01/17 – 47’10” male 

Inugruaq whale, landed 09/03/17 – 35’3” female 

(Crew photo not available) 

Figure 6a. Whales Landed at Cross Island in 2017. 
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Oyagak whale, landed 09/03/17 – 35’4” female 

Napageak whale, landed 09/05/17 – 31’6” male 

Figure 6b. Whales Landed at Cross Island in 2017, Continued. 
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For the 2017 season, Nuiqsut whalers did not scout the day after a whale was landed (with the exception of 

one boat on 4 September). They did land two whales on 3 September, but both were landed by early 

afternoon and were mid-sized at about 35’ each, so butchering had advanced well by the evening of 4 

September.  

The information provided by whalers is not robust enough to estimate the number of whales seen or 

their distribution, other than that many whales were seen in quite a few locations. The whale sightings 

located on the daily scouting maps are at best a partial and general representation of the number of whales 

seen. The locations of whale strikes comprise the most exact (albeit limited) information on the locations 

of whale sightings during the 2017 season. The four strikes were made an average of 7.4 miles (11.9 km) 

from of Cross Island on bearings 345º–101º true, averaging NE (55˚). 

Summary of Daily 2017 Cross Island Whaling Activities 

As in previous years, the start of the 2017 Cross Island whaling season depended on weather 

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

Additional factors in 2017 were the timing of Labor Day weekend, an early commitment by both the whalers 

and industry to the CAA process, and the desire of some of the captains for an early start to the season. 

Since the captains were able to conduct their planning meeting in July, they were able to set an “open fire” 

date of 25 August.  

The researcher arrived in Nuiqsut on 23 August, in order to distribute GPS units and talk with all the 

captains before they left for Cross Island. It had been expected that crews would leave for Cross Island on 

24 or 25 August, as in 2016, but a death in the village upset these plans. The cultural norm is that whaling 

would be delayed until after the funeral, which the family had scheduled for Friday, 1 September. At least 

some crews were not happy with the delay of the season but at the same time did not want to disrespect the 

deceased. Fortunately, the family of the deceased consulted with the President of the NWCA and the 

Nuiqsut AEWC Commissioner and gave them the family’s permission to go out to Cross Island before the 

funeral. Four crews left for Cross Island on Monday, 28 August and one on 29 August. The last crew, most 

closely related to the deceased, left for Cross Island the day after the funeral, on 2 September. Two crews 

went scouting on 29 August and saw whales, but had no good strike opportunities. Conditions prevented 

scouting on 30–31 August. Four crews, with seven total boats, went scouting on 1 September and landed a 

large whale. Fog was present on 2 September, and no boats went scouting. Butchering was fairly well 

advanced and the tavsi was transported to Nuiqsut. On 3 September, all six crews went scouting with eight 

boats (the successful crew of the day before planned only to serve as support and assist in towing a whale) 

and landed two 35’ whales. All crews stayed in to help butcher on 4 September, except that one boat made 

a short scouting trip in the evening once butchering had advanced on both whales. On 5 September, four 

crews went scouting with six boats (one crew again served primarily in a support role) and landed the fourth 

and final whale. The next two days, 6–7 September, were spent butchering and packing. Four crews returned 

to Nuiqsut on 8 September, and the other two (and the researcher) returned on 9 September. The planes 

with the boxed whale arrived in Nuiqsut on 12 September. The researcher left Nuiqsut on 13 September, 

having had further discussions with the crews and documenting the boxes of whale. Summary accounts of 

activities for the 2017 Nuiqsut whaling season are provided below. 

23 August, Wednesday. The researcher traveled from Anchorage to Nuiqsut, on the assumption 

(based on phone conversations) that the whalers would be traveling to Cross Island no later than 25 August; 

however, upon arrival in Nuiqsut, there was news that the season might be delayed due to funeral of a 

former Nuiqsut resident. The researcher spent the rest of the day and much of the evening visiting, 

distributing GPS units to the whaling captains, and generally trying to figure out if the whalers would be 
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delaying their season. The individual had died in Anchorage and the body would be transported to Nuiqsut 

for burial, after a memorial service was conducted in Anchorage. The funeral was tentatively set for 31 

August or 1 September, in order to allow for the Anchorage memorial service, transport of the body, and 

funeral arrangements in Nuiqsut. The common expectation was that whaling would be delayed until after 

the funeral, which was a week or so away. Conversations with several people throughout the day and 

evening revealed that people were conflicted between the desire to respect the deceased by staying for the 

funeral and the desire to start whaling, since most crews were ready and some people had already started 

their (limited) subsistence leave from work. There was no definitive consensus, but there seemed to be a 

common feeling that the whaling crews would wait for the funeral before going to Cross Island. 

24 August, Thursday. The researcher spent the day finishing distribution of GPS units to whaling 

captains and listening some more to whalers discussing the timing of whaling. There was somewhat more 

talk of leaving for Cross Island before the funeral, but there was no direct statement from the captains that 

that any of them thought that would be a good idea or had plans to do so. 

25 August, Friday. Another day was spent in Nuiqsut visiting around. One of the Ipalook boats left 

Cross Island to pick up food supplies from a truck at Oliktok Point so the crew could have a quick start on 

the season once the captains decide to “open fire.” This trip was also be used to assess the status of the 

cabins (whether any have been damaged by polar bears) and the winch house. There was still no definite 

decision on the date of the funeral or when whaling would start. 

26 August, Saturday. Some of the captains began to at least talk with their crew members about 

leaving for Cross Island before the funeral, in a “trial balloon” sort of way to gauge their reactions. At least 

one captain was considering talking with the relatives of the deceased, in order to ask their permission to 

go out whaling before the funeral. Other captains were still expressing plans to wait until after the funeral. 

27 August, Sunday. Similar to the day before, the researcher visited around, checked on crews, and 

heard more discussion of crews possibly leaving for Cross Island relatively soon (meaning the next day). 

The most salient reasons were that the demobilization barge had already been to the island so everything 

was in place and that at least most of the crews could travel (had big enough boats) even if the conditions 

were not perfect. The electricity at the island would still need to be hooked up and everything organized. 

Late in the evening, two relatives of the deceased visited each of the captains in turn and indicated that the 

family has no objection to the whalers leaving for Cross Island before the funeral. They indicated that they 

would not see it as disrespectful to the deceased or the family. Later, it was decided that only one crew 

would stay for the funeral and that the other crews would leave for Cross Island as soon as feasible – most 

likely the next day. 

28 August, Monday. Since conditions were rough (five-foot seas), only four crews left for Cross 

Island, and they waited until early evening when conditions had settled down somewhat. One crew was 

waiting until after the funeral, and the other crew had boats that were too small to travel in the conditions. 

As it was, the fourth crew did not reach Cross Island until just after 11:00pm. The captain of one of the 

crews was delayed in Barrow, so they traveled under the co-captain. Although the crew that was to host the 

researcher did not leave for Cross Island, the researcher “jumped on” one of the boats to ensure being on 

Cross Island for the entire season and for all potential scouting trips. 

29 August, Tuesday. It was windy and rough in the morning and became calmer in the afternoon, 

but only two boats went out scouting. They were looking for where the whales were as much as trying for 

strikes. A crew member from one boat said that they almost got on top of one or two whales (were almost 

in a position to strike) and that they saw maybe seven or eight whales total. He also said that when they 

first went out it was too rough to spot whales. The other boat reported seeing three or four whales. The 

electrical system on the island was clearly not functioning correctly, and several days would be needed to 
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sort it out. The fifth crew was able to travel to Cross Island from Nuiqsut in the later part of the day, arriving 

at about 6pm. 

30 August, Wednesday. Conditions were very rough and no boats went out scouting. Most, if not 

all of the boats, were pulled up on the beach and out of the water. The island’s electrical system was still 

not functioning correctly. The “missing” captain with the reputation of being Cross Island’s electrical 

specialist was to arrive 31 August and was expected to diagnose and fix the electrical problems. Most crews 

were busy with final whaling preparations (cleaning tools, preparing floats, loading bombs, etc.) and then 

relaxing or sleeping. 

31 August, Thursday. Conditions were the same as the day before – too rough to go scouting. The 

“missing” captain arrives via NSB helicopter about 4:17pm from Barrow, with a stop in Deadhorse to pick up 

a mechanic to help deal with the generator/electrical system problem. Also arriving on the helicopter was a 

NSB biologist to measure and sample the whales landed during the 2017 season and two other NSB wildlife 

staffers (and the pilot) who were there only for a short visit. It turned out that the generator problem was 

relatively easy to fix – it is a one-phase system but was set to three-phase or two-phase, with too many wires 

attached to terminals. It took a while to rewire, but the problem was resolved and the mechanic was able to 

leave on the helicopter at about 6:30pm. The sixth crew, which was bringing packages for the other crews, 

was not expected at Cross Island until Saturday. 

1 September, Friday. It was foggy in the morning and nearly as windy as the last two days, but most 

of the boats were put back in the water, and the crews went out scouting. The weather report from the DCC 

was for five-foot seas, which was not favorable. The Napageak crew (one boat) still went out at about 

9:48am. When the Napageak crew reported only about one to two-foot waves, the Ipalook crew (two boats) 

followed at a bit after 10am, and the Taalak crew (two boats) followed at about 10:30am. The Oyagak crew 

tried to go out about noon, but conditions were still too rough for their second boat. The second Oyagak 

boat turned back and only the Oyagak1 boat went scouting. The Inugruaq boat was disabled and stayed on 

shore. Seven boats went scouting, but in effect, it was six. Despite the one to two-foot seas reports of 

Napageak1, most crews reported five-foot seas, and one crew reported 10-foot seas for at least part of the 

day. All crews reported seeing many whales, and Ipalook2 reported a strike at about 11:58am. The float 

came off and the whale was not seen again (most likely due to the conditions), and was eventually given 

up for lost. Most boats then began to chase other whales, while two or perhaps three continued to look for 

the whale that had been struck. From about 12:50–1:10pm these boats reported perhaps seeing the whale 

struck earlier, about 4.5 mile NW of where it had been struck. This sighting was at first provisional and 

uncertain, but became firmer at about 1:30 or 1:40pm as more boats converged on the area. More bombs 

were put into the whale and it was declared dead shortly after 3pm. Even though it was a fairly large whale, 

only two of the larger boats were used on the tow since the only tow rope available was short. A third boat 

served as a “safety” boat and the other boats returned to Cross Island, as there was no desire to try to take 

a second whale on the same day, due to conditions and the size of the whale. The tow arrived at the island 

shortly before 7:00pm. It was drawn up on the beach at about 8:00pm and measured to be a 47’10” (male). 

Butchering went into the night (reportedly until 12:30am), but did not reach the “guts out” stage, although 

much of the muktuk had been removed. 

2 September, Saturday. The last crew had arrived at 3:00am, in one boat after experiencing 

problems. They had left a second boat at West Dock, having towed it for some ways to that point. This boat 

remained at West Dock for the entire season and was picked up when the crew returned to Nuiqsut at the 

end of the season. It was foggy all day, so no one made any effort to go out scouting At least one captain 

said if it had not been foggy that his crew would have been out scouting, while the successful captain 

expressed his relief that all the other crews were available to help butcher such a large whale. The crew that 

landed the whale concentrated on preparing the tavsi for transport to Nuiqsut, and the other crews waited 
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(as is usual) until primary butchering was resumed on the main body of the whale somewhat before 

11:00am. Primary butchering continued throughout the day and concluded no earlier than 11:40pm and no 

later than 12:30am the next day. Clearly, there was a commonly shared imperative to advance butchering 

to a stage that allowed crews to go scouting for whales on 3 September. This was achieved shortly after 

9:00pm, when the head was cut off. Several “shortcuts” were used to ensure that if a whale were landed the 

next day that the butcher site would be clean and ready to receive it. Much of the whale was “chunked” so 

that neither the uati nor the niñiq were fully separated from the body of the whale. Rather, the remaining 

front body of the whale (minus the head) was transported to the niñiq area (for secondary processing 

primarily by the crews that had not landed the whale), and the remaining back body was transported to the 

uati area (for secondary processing primarily by the crew that had landed the whale). The tongue was taken 

out at about 10:40pm, but was spoiled so it was taken to the boneyard for the polar bears. The last parts of 

the whale to be disposed of were the head (to the boneyard) and the upper jaw/skull (to the line of jaws of 

past whales landed at Cross Island). “Open fire” was formally announced to all the captains somewhat 

before 1:00am on 3 September. 

3 September, Sunday. Most crews woke up early. The weather was foggy with some rain, but little 

wind, so the crews expected to go out scouting. Seas were estimated as genuinely “flat” (one to two-foot 

waves). Eight boats went out scouting—Napageak1 left first, at 7:10am, followed by the Taalak boats at 

7:35am, the Oyagak boats at about 8:15am, the Inugaruaq boat at 8:57am, Nukapigak2 at 9:54am, and 

Ipalook2 at 12:05pm (Ipalook2 went out only to assist on a tow). All boats saw many whales and all but 

Ipalook2 reported chasing whales. It was not possible to localize all these sightings, so those mapped are 

only indicative and not definitive. Inugruaq1 struck a whale about 10:28am and landed it soon thereafter 

(about 10:33am, as it was a one-bomb kill). Since conditions were good, the whale was small, many whales 

were being seen, and butchering on the first whale was almost completed, the captains decided to try for 

another (preferably small) whale the same day. Inugurak1 and Taalak2 towed the landed whale to Cross 

Island (arriving about 2:24pm) and the other boats continued to scout for whales. All saw and chased 

whales, but it was the Oyagak2 boat that struck a whale about 12:42pm and reported landing it about 1:03pm 

– the time of the prayer over the whale. Taalak1 towed the whale, with the Oyagak boats served as “safety” 

boats (arriving about 3:30pm), while the other boats returned to Cross Island. The Inugruaq whale was a 

35’3” female, and the Oyagak whale a 35’4” female. Butchering of both whales proceeded efficiently, and 

both reached the “guts out” stage before butchering ended for the day at about 11:30pm. 

4 September, Monday. Conditions were not favorable for scouting, so all crews stayed in until both 

whales had been butchered into uati, niñiq, and the head, body, and upper jaw deposited in the appropriate 

places. Only one boat, Napageak1, went out scouting and then only for a relatively short trip. They reported 

seeing at least one whale, but probably not many others. Since the scouting boat left in such poor conditions, 

the other captains figured the captain was hoping to providentially run into a whale and land the last whale 

of the season with Nuiqsut’s fourth strike. Providence waited until the next day, and the scouting boat 

returned without a whale. In anticipation of better conditions the next day and with only one strike 

remaining, all crews retired early in order to get up early the next day. 

5 September, Tuesday. The three crews that had not yet landed a whale all went out scouting earlier 

than on any of the previous days—Nukapigak3 at 5:16am, Napageak1 at 5:35am, Taalak1 and Taalak2 at 

about 5:40am, and Nukapigak2 at 6:32am. Ipalook2 went out later, at 9:42am, probably more to assist the 

other boats than to land another whale themselves. Whales were reportedly being seen as early as 5:40am, 

although this whale seems to have been “lost” fairly quickly. There were quite a few whales, but because 

of the patchy fog and the pattern of the whales staying under water for fairly long periods, it was difficult 

to follow them. Many whales were seen only once, and few sightings were reported over the radio. Boats 

keep seeing and chasing individual whales, and Taalak1 evidently had a chance to strike a whale about 

11:37am, but missed (the bomb never went off and the flag either came off or the harpoon never hit the 
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whale. At any rate, this was determined not to be a strike. Napageak1 later struck a whale about 1:05pm, 

reporting it dead and the captains declaring a cease fire about 1:13pm. The prayer over the whale was given 

at about 1:16pm. The whale was towed by Napageak1 and Taalak1, and the other boats returned to Cross 

Island. The tow reached the island about 2:40pm. The whale was a 31’6” male. Primary butchering started 

in earnest at about 5:00pm (after dinner and a short rest) and was finished by the end of the day. The 

Napageak crew sent its tavsi to Nuiqsut. 

6 September, Wednesday. The whalers divided the niñiq from the whales into crew shares and then 

began the secondary butchering of the whale. Those crews who landed whales cut up and boxed their uati, 

and all crews cut up and boxed their niñiq. 

7 September, Thursday. Secondary processing of the whale continued and was completed. The 

demobilization barge was scheduled for 9 September (Saturday) and some crews started to pack to leave 

Cross Island. 

8 September, Friday. Three crews left Cross Island to return to Nuiqsut. The three other crews 

remained on Cross Island, either to wait for the barge or for crew-related reasons. 

9 September, Saturday. The last three crews left Cross Island to return to Nuiqsut. They left after 

the barge arrived at Cross Island, but before demobilization was completed. The bear hazers remained until 

demobilization was completed and left Cross Island on the barge. The researcher accompanied one of these 

crews and arrived in Nuiqsut about 1:40pm. The researcher booked a room at the Kuukpik Hotel, performed 

a few crew obligations with his Cross Island host, and then went back to the Kuukpik Hotel for the evening.  

10 September, Sunday. It was foggy in the early morning, but then cleared up. Overall, it was a 

slow day in Nuiqsut, probably due to the whalers having recently returned and needing their rest. The 

researcher did work chores in the morning then visited around with various people on project and non-

project matters until about 10:00pm and returned to the camp. 

11 September, Monday. This day was much like the 10 September—mostly spent visiting around 

and waiting for the whale to be flown in. 

12 September, Tuesday. The researcher spent the morning visiting around and the afternoon waiting 

for and documenting the delivery of the whale from Deadhorse. Three planes came in (at 12:45pm, 5:13pm, 

and 7:01pm—each on the ground for 25–30 minutes) to deliver a total of 72 boxes (54 with edible parts of 

the whale). 

13 September, Wednesday. The researcher returned to Anchorage. 

Whale Feeding Behavior, 2017 

In general, Nuiqsut whalers indicated that most of the whales they saw in 2017 seemed to be traveling 

through the area, in an undisturbed manner (until the whalers started to chase them), but did not report any 

specific instances of feeding. That is, no actual observations of whale feeding were reported in 2017. 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 feeding 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 commonly observed (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 

 A major part of the migration in some years (as documented by biological and acoustic studies) 

bypasses the area most accessible to the whalers, and the whalers see only a small portion of 

the overall migration in any event. 
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For the 16 years of the study prior to 2017, 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 by the whalers as “rare” observations. This does not necessarily indicate that Nuiqsut whalers did 

not observe whale feeding behavior on other occasions in 2001–2017 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 2001–2017, 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 frequent 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 were 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). No whale stomachs were available for 

examination in 2017. 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 whalers report that they rarely scout for whales in 

that area, and certainly Figures 7 and 8 demonstrate that has been the case since 2001. 

“Skittish” Whale Behavior, 2017 

“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 2017 season, but did not report any skittish whale behavior. There 

were no reports of vessel or industry activity that directly affected whale or whaler behavior, although there 

were two or three observed instances of vessel/barge traffic near Cross Island during the whaling season.  

General Offshore Whale Distribution, 2017 

Even given the relative lack of whale sighting information for the 2017 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 quite close to Cross Island, compared to most previous years, and the whales 

were in the same general area (the quadrant NE of Cross Island) as in most previous years. They made no 

estimation of the abundance of whales present, other than to state that they saw “many” whales. They also 

stated that all size classes of whales were present, although it appeared to them that mid-size whales (30 to 

35 feet) comprised a large percentage of those that they saw and that larger whales may have been present 

further away, judging from the size of distant blows. 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.  
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Nuiqsut Whalers’ Reports of Vessel Activities and Other Concerns, 2017 

While Nuiqsut whalers are always aware of potential adverse effects of non-whaling vessel traffic 

on the subsistence Cross Island whale hunt, advanced planning for the 2017 season and early (relative to 

prior years) conclusion of the CAA may have dampened immediate concerns. There were no reported 

incidents of interference during the 2017 season, and there were only a few incidental reported sightings of 

non-whaling vessels. The factors that contributed to the quick landing of the full quota (the presence of 

whales near Cross Island, no ice, relatively good weather with few days when scouting was not possible, 

and reasonably good scouting conditions during some part of each day when scouting was possible) likely 

also contributed to the lack of expressed concern about potential disruption of the hunt. For the whalers, 

the 2017 season was a very successful one, perhaps most comparable to the 2008 season. 

Discussion of the 2017 Deadhorse Communications Center (DCC) Log 

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

2012 reports, BPXA alone for 2013–2014 reports, and Hilcorp for 2015–2016 reports), 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 crew members on each boat, the times and locations where whales were sighted 

and struck, and the 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. They also contained some reports of whale sightings, although 

this varied from year-to-year and was almost certainly never representative of all whales sighted during any 

given season.  

As noted in previous reports, the logs for 2014, 2015, and 2016 lacked any notes of reported whale 

sightings, sometimes failed to report the times of first strikes, and were somewhat deficient in noting when 

crews left and returned to Cross Island (2016 and 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, 2015, and 2016.  

The DCC log for 2017 provided much more whaling detail than those for the previous three seasons 

and was very useful for confirming, supplementing, and in some cases correcting the researcher’s notes. 

The 2017 DCC log did have occasional omissions and some minor errors (mostly understandable 

misidentification of boats due to personnel fluidity or conflation of reported information from different 

times), but the 2017 DCC log was an invaluable resource. This may in part have been due to the hard copy 

format of the log, whereas at least for 2017 the log was recorded in an electronic format. The hard copy 

seems to have facilitated the recording of detailed and varied information, while the electronic format was 

much more constrained in what was recorded as well as lacking detail. At any rate, the operation of the 

2017 DCC, and especially the detail and accuracy of the logbook, should be emulated in the future, if 

possible. 

Comparison of the 2017 Season to 2001–2016 Seasons 

Table 3 summarizes selected observational measures of the 2001–2017 Cross Island subsistence 

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

2001–2017 seasons. The following discussion characterizes the 2017 season in comparison to the variability 

documented for 2001–2016 seasons, and references numbers from Tables 3 and 4. 
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At least one crew was on Cross Island for parts of 28 August through 9 September in 2017, making the 

length of the season a total of 13 days, which was among the five shortest seasons  during the entire 17-year 

documented period (with three of those five in the last four seasons). A total of four whales were landed 

during the 2017 season. The sum of the lengths of the four whales landed in 2017 was approximately 150’ 

(45.8 m), and the average whale landed was about 37’6” (11.4 m) long. This qualifies as a 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., 2001–2016, only 2005 and 2009 significantly failed to meet this need, although 2004 and 2015 were 

marginal or “lean” years (greater than 110’ of whale but less than 120’, and both were relatively long seasons 

when only three whales were landed). The preliminary butchering of each whale occurred on the same day 

each was landed except for the large whale landed first, and division of niñiq from all four whales occurred 

on 6 September. 

Six crews with 11 boats whaled from Cross Island in 2017―fairly typical of the range for the 

documented period of 2001–2017 and especially for the later years during that period (Table 3). There were 

two “one-boat” crews in 2017 (although one of these crews had planned on at least two boats), with four crews 

using two whaling boats (although one of these crews had planned on three boats and one crew also used a 

support boat that did not go whaling). As might be expected from the number of crews and boats on Cross 

Island during the 2017 season, the average population on Cross Island during the 2017 whaling season (41.2 

whalers) was relatively large, greater than in 2016, 2015, 2011, and 2001–2008, but lower than any of the 

other documented seasons 2009–2014 except for the aforesaid 2011.  

Only one crew was on Cross Island for the full season (thirteen days) in 2017; four crews were present 

for twelve days, and one crew was present for eight days. In 2017, the total number of “crew days” was 69, 

about the average for all documented years, but much higher than for 2016. The “average” crew was on Cross 

Island for 11.5 days in 2017, again much higher than for 2016, but somewhat lower than the average for the 

average for the 2001–2017 period, and more typical of the later part of that period rather than the earlier part. 

It is probably also significant that all of the seasons that lasted longer than 3 weeks occurred prior to 2007. 

During the period of 2001–2017, especially years 2007 and beyond, there had been a trend towards more crews, 

boats, and people on Cross Island during the whaling season and for shorter overall seasons. The 2015 season 

countered this trend, only partly countered by 2016, but the 2017 season appeared to reassert the trend. The 

number of crews, boats, and crew members appears to be dependent on a number of personal (and impersonal) 

economic factors, which have not been a central focus of this project. The 2016 season represented an unusual 

case of extremely favorable conditions—no poor weather, whales near Cross Island, no ice, and good sighting 

conditions. The 2017 season had somewhat poorer weather (with two or three weather days versus none in 

2016) and somewhat poorer sighting conditions, but with more people on Cross Island, more scouting days, 

and more boats scouting for whales per scouting day. While the 2016 season probably represented the shortest 

Cross Island subsistence whaling season possible for successfully landing four whales, the 2017 season was 

also a very successful and efficient season (perhaps most comparable to 2003 and 2008, and to some extent 

2007).  

The whalers actively scouted for whales on four days in 2017 [although a single boat scouted for 

whales on a fifth day (see the notes on 4 September, above)]. This was well below the average for the 2001–

2017 period, with only fewer scouting days for 2010 and 2016 (whales were far from Cross Island in 2010 

and trips were long, with the reverse in 2016 and 2017). The average number of boats out scouting in 2017 

(4.8) was higher than in 2016 but lower than the average for 2001–2017, although if the one day when only 

one boat went scouting is excluded the average for 2017 is slightly greater than the overall 2001–2017 

average. The number of boat days for the 2017 season (23) was greater than in 2016, but well below the 

average for 2001–2017, as would be expected from the low number of scouting days. The “on-the-water” 



  Summary of the 2017 Subsistence Whaling Season at Cross Island 

24  April 2018    

scouting effort for 2017 was the third lowest for the documented period, both in terms of total effort as well 

as effort per strike used, exceeding only 2016 and 2007. The average boat crew size in 2017 (4.3) was a 

significant increase from recent seasons and greater than the overall 2001–2017 average.  

The percentage of GPS tracks actually collected from the whalers’ GPS units for 2017 (100%) was 

matched only in 2005, 2015, and 2016, and was higher than the average for the entire 17-year documented 

period. The length of the average trip (53.5 miles) was about average for the 17-year documented period. 

The average trip duration for 2017 (6 hours 16 minutes) was below both the average and the median for the 

17-year period, and probably reflects several factors, among them the abundance of whales near Cross 

Island in 2017 and the low number of boats required for towing whales. The average maximum distance 

from Cross Island during 2017 scouting trips (10.6 miles) was comparable to 2016, and the fourth lowest 

for the 2001–2017 period, and the average strike distance from Cross Island (7.4 miles) was the second 

lowest (only 2008 was lower, with 2017 being third overall). The average strike vector bearing from Cross 

Island for the 2017 season was 55° (approximately ENE), which was fairly typical considering the ranges 

for all other documented seasons other than for 2008 and 2015 were between 25° and 100°. 

One deficiency of the 2017 field data, shared by the 2001–2017 data, is that information on the 

locations of whale sightings is not comparable between and among seasons. The 2017 season was perhaps 

the most extreme example of this, as the whalers reported an extraordinary number of whale sightings by 

radio to each other and the DCC, but marked few as waypoints on their GPS units. The whalers could only 

indicate only generally where they had seem whales when examining their GPS tracks once they returned 

to Cross Island, and the radio information (used in conjunction with the GPS tracks, cross-referenced by 

time) proved to be more useful for mapping purposes. Of course, it is probable that not all whales seen were 

reported, and that some reported by one crew were also reported by another crew. Thus, the mapping of 

whale sightings is suggestive at best and cannot be considered definitive. Due to constrained seasons and 

the press of activities while whaling, whalers are generally hurried on the radio and mark few whaling 

points (with a few exceptional cases where a crew member may be dedicated to marking points). Perhaps 

because of the sheer number of whales seen in 2017 the whalers were much less specific about the number 

and locations of sightings in 2017 post-trip conversations than in previous years. Thus the detailed 

discussion of day-to-day whaling activities is omitted in this report, as it would mainly be the researcher’s 

interpretation of the GPS tracks and confirmation (or rejection) by the whalers would require more time 

and effort than the scope of work for this report provides. 
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Table 3. Selected Observational Measures of Cross Island Subsistence Whaling Seasons, 2001–2017. 

Metric 

  
 

Season 
  

 

Type 2001 2002 2003 20046 20056 2006 2007 20087 20098 2010 2011 2012 2013 201411 2015 2016 2017 

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 4/0 4/0 

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” 125’4” 149’11” 

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” 31’4” 37’6” 

Active crews on Cross Isl. 
(max.) 

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

Scouting boats at Cross Isl. 
(max.) 

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

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 32.6 41.2 

Length of season1 count 24 23 19 30 27 21 13 14 (7) 20 10 129 16 21 13 19 9 13 

Crew days (total for all crews)2 count 90 58 53 77 105 84 52 44 (35) 115 53 569 77 64 82 62 38 69 

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 6.3 11.5 

Weather days count 8 or 9 4 8 10 11 to 15 4 3 6 (0) 5 (6) 0 0 5 7 4 512 0 2 

# days scouting4 count 12 15 7 12 9 10 5 5 (5) 12 (10) 3 5 8 7/1010 6 9 3 5 

# days whales seen5 count 9 9 7 6 7 8 4 5 10 (10) 3 5 7 6 611 7 3 5 

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 3.7 (4) 4.8 

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 3.7 (3.9) 4.3 

 

1 Number of days with at least one crew on Cross Island, including day of arrival at and departure from Cross Island. 

2 Each day at least one crew member from a given crew is on Cross Island counts as one crew day. Crews do not necessarily arrive on or leave Cross Island on the same day. Thus, if members of two crews are on Cross Island on a given day, 
and members of three crews are on Cross Island the next, the total would be five 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 Island 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 seven days when only one crew was on Cross Island. 

8 Figures in parentheses ( ) are values reclassifying two 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 Island. 

10 Technically, in 2013 there were 10 “scouting days,” but three days were after the “cease fire”, looking for a sunk whale. Also, on 10 Sept., two 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 reported in terms of both the 7 true scouting days and the 10 total days; seven days are used in the text. 
11 In 2014, one day spent looking for a sunk whale is counted as a “scouting day,” due to complicated seasonal circumstances. Effort metrics are little affected. See 2014 Annual Report. 
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, 2001–2017.  

    Season  

Metric Type 2001 2002 2003 20047 20057 2006 2007 20088 20099 201010 2011 2012 201312 201413 201514 2016 2017 

# boat days1 count 57 65 34 41 35 48 16° 29 (27) 89 29 (26) 44 53 47/55 62 45 11 (12) 23 

# 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) 11 (14) 24 

Actual # of GPS tracks collected count 49 52 37 44 48 51 20 30 93 26 (24) 5211 63 40/45 74 49 (46) 11 (14) 24 

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) 
36.6 

(32.0) 
53.5 

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) 
10:27 
(9:22) 

6:16 

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) 
10.5 
(9.4) 

10.6 

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 8.4 7.4 

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° 42° 55º 

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) 
58.4 

(62.7) 
150.2 

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) 
14.6 

(15.7) 
37.6 

1 Each boat scouting for whales on any given day counts as one “boat day.” Thus if two boats scout on one day, and four boats scout on the next, the total is six 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. 
  

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 Island 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 seven days when only one crew was on Cross Island. 
  

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―one “boat trip” that only aided a tow and with no other information, one “boat trip” that only aided a tow and was only 98 min, and one “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 three days were after the “cease fire”, looking for the sunk whale. Also, on 10 Sept., two 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; Seven 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 trips are in parentheses (). Totals including them are not greatly different and are used in the text. 
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Figure 7 shows all documented GPS tracks for all Cross Island boats on all days during the 2017 

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

made on whales for 2017 are displayed. Reported whale sightings for 2017 are also displayed. Figure 8 

displays the same information on a background of all documented whaling GPS tracks for 2001–2016 and 

all first strikes for 2001–2016 (the symbol for 2017 whale sightings is smaller to avoid crowding the central 

portion of the Figure). Figure 8 clearly shows that the 2017 first strikes and whale sightings were within 

the previously documented and typical use area of the Nuiqsut whalers, and in the central part of that area. 

Figure 9 shows the aggregate whaling GPS tracks for 2001–2017, with 2017 tracks being among the most 

compact (least expansive) of the 17 documented seasons. Figure 9 is very “busy” but is meant to make two 

simple points; 1) the Cross Island whalers’ use of the waters around Cross Island varies greatly from year-

to-year, and 2) the whalers’ area of use in 2017 was a circumscribed or constricted part of that “total 

documented use area” due to overall favorable whaling conditions. 

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. 

“Fully butchered” in this case means that all the uati and niñiq has been taken off the carcass and placed in 

an appropriate location, the head separated from the carcass, and the carcass taken to the boneyard. There 

could still be quite a bit of secondary butchering and processing left to do. In 2017, this norm was followed 

for the first whale (primarily because of the size of that whale and poor scouting conditions the day after it 

was landed) and for the two whales landed on 3 September, considered together. The whalers took a second 

whale the same day since the first was considered “small” enough that the available labor could adequately 

deal with two such whales and conditions for scouting were still favorable, but that the future was uncertain. 

The norm of course was not applicable to the fourth and final whale. Whales were close to Cross Island and 

were struck in the morning (or in one case, early afternoon) and the tows were relatively short. All but the 

first whale were smaller (31 to 35 feet long) and more easily butchered than larger whales (even when two 

were landed on the same day). The full quota of four whales was landed in the space of five days, and 

totaled just short of 150’ of whale. With a perceived community need of about 120 total feet (four whales 

of 30 feet each), this harvest was considered ample for the community’s needs. 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). There was no sentiment 

for requesting a fifth. The consensus was that four whales were enough.  

The 2017 season was thus very similar to many previous Cross Island whaling seasons in that the 

whalers exhibited the same “adaptable” whaling behavior. Previous reports 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 and an 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 2017 season fit this pattern in that 

while conditions were for the most part favorable, some limiting weather conditions were encountered and, 

given the opportunity to land two whales on one day they did so. That is, the whalers took full advantage 

of the conditions they encountered in order to minimize the length of the season (the time spent on Cross 

Island). 
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Figure 7. GPS Tracks for Cross Island Whaling in 2017 with Locations of 

Reported Whale Sightings and First Strikes. 

«

«

NARWHAL ISL.

«
REINDEER ISL.

CROSS ISL.

ENDICOTT

Cross Island Whaling GPS Tracks by Day, 2017

  CI Whaling GPS Tracks, 8/29/17

  CI Whaling GPS Tracks, 09/01/17

  CI Whaling GP Tracks, 09/03017

  CI Whaling GPS Tracks, 09/04/17

  CI Whaling GPS Tracks, 09/05/17

  First Strike on Whale

  Whale Sighting

«   Landmark

  Oil and Gas Production Unit

Applied Sociocultural Research  April 2018

0 8 mi



 Summary of the 2017 Subsistence Whaling Season at Cross Island  

                                                           29      April 2018 

 

 

Figure 8. GPS Tracks and First Strikes for Cross Island Whaling in 2017 Compared with those of the 2001–2016 

Seasons.
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Figure 9: All Cross Island Subsistence Whaling GPS Tracks from 2001–2017
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DISCUSSION 

In summary, an analysis of the quantitative measures available shows that the 2017 Cross Island 

subsistence whaling season was very successful and efficient. The whalers took their full quota in a short 

season with the third lowest level of “on the water” effort. Whales were close to Cross Island and abundant, 

days with weather preventing scouting were few, and conditions on scouting days were generally good. 

The differences between 2017 and most other seasons are reasonably obvious and will not be developed 

beyond the above generalizations and the characterization of seasons grouped together. For the purposes of 

this discussion, the first grouping criteria will be the number of whales landed and the total length, in feet, 

of those whales (Table 3). Nuiqsut whalers generally consider whaling a success if four “average” 30 to 

35-foot or three large 40 plus-foot whales are landed, so about 120 feet of total whale are required to satisfy 

local perceptions of community need. Four documented seasons failed to meet this goal—2004, 2005, 2009, 

and 2015. All were relatively long seasons, with poor weather and/or few whales at relatively far distances 

from Cross Island. The 2001 and 2002 seasons also displayed these characteristics, but do not fall into this 

group because their “total whale” was over 120 feet, although just barely for 2001. These are also the six 

seasons with the highest boat effort per strike used (Table 4), and it is worth noting that even though 2001 

and 2002 were judged “successful” in whaling terms, most whalers considered them marginal in terms of 

overall whaling conditions (few whales, at a considerable distance from Cross Island, not behaving 

“normally”). The 2006 season was actually quite similar to the 2002 season, but was not considered as 

marginal in terms of conditions. This is perhaps because of the poor conditions encountered in the two 

seasons preceding it and the fact that although the first half of the 2006 season appeared to be a repeat of 

2005 conditions, the second half of the 2006 season had conditions that were much better, and the four 

whales landed totaled well over 120 feet in length.  

The 2010–2014 seasons were all successful in landing the full quota and meeting community needs 

with well over 120 feet of total whale landed. With the exception of 2013, 2010–2014 seasons were much 

shorter in length than the previous seven seasons. These five seasons also generally had fewer weather days 

(except for 2013), more boats on the island, and fewer scouting days, but with whales seen almost every 

day when scouting—an indication that more whales were probably present than in the previous seven 

seasons. The efficiency of these five seasons was also generally greater than that of the previous seven 

seasons discussed above (i.e. fewer boat-hours were expended per strike). 

Those seasons most comparable to 2017 in terms of success and various measures of efficiency were 

2003, 2007, 2008, and 2016. The whalers used four strikes in each of these four seasons, but had a struck 

and lost in 2007. The 2016 season was by far the most efficient in terms of boat-hours used per strike with 

14.6 boat-hours compared to a range of 31.1–40.7 boat-hours for 2003, 2007, 2008, and 2017. 

The 2016 season was only nine days, with six crews. However, all crews were on the island together 

only four days (five crews for six days). The 2016 season had no weather days, abundant whales quite close 

to Cross Island, and nearly ideal scouting conditions (whales were easy to find and follow). The 2016 season 

is the only documented season when the time spent on the island butchering (four days) was longer than 

the time spent on hunting for whales (threes day). The conditions of each of these quite successful seasons 

(2003, 2007, 2008, and 2017) can be compared to those of 2016 in order to isolate conditions that separate 

successful seasons from the exceptional season.  

The 2003 season was considerably longer (19 days in 2003 versus 9 days in 2003), primarily because 

there were eight weather days, there were only four crews, and all crews were on Cross Island for only 9 of 

the 19 day season. Taking the full quota in 2003 required seven scouting days (34 boat days) with strikes 

that were reasonably close (an average of 9.3 miles) to Cross Island, which suggests that whales were close 
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but not as abundant and that sighting conditions were not as favorable for following whales as in other 

years.  

The 2007 season was relatively short at 13 days with five crews, but all crews were together on the 

island for only nine days. There were three weather days. Using the full quota required five scouting days 

(only 16 boat days), with strikes an average of 12.0 miles from Cross Island and whales seen only on four 

of the five scouting days. The first whale was landed with only two crews on the island, and the second 

whale was struck and lost. All crews were on the island for only three scouting days, and for two of those 

days, conditions were marginal and only two or three crews went scouting. Relatively few boats were on 

the water each day, except for the last day of scouting when all crews went out and landed two whales. 

Weather and marginal scouting conditions limited the success of this season, probably compounded by the 

distance of whales from Cross Island and a relative lack of abundance of whales (and/or ability to spot 

whales due to conditions). 

The 2008 season was very unusual in that one crew went out to Cross Island a full week before any 

other crew, and experienced six weather days that prevented them from leaving the island. They were the 

only crew on the island for the entire 14-day season, while each of the other crews was on the island for an 

average of 5.8 days. Thus, if the “early” crew had waited to go out with the other crews 2008 would have 

been the shortest documented season at seven days. Six crews whaled with twelve boats in 2008. There 

were five scouting days with an average of 5.4 boats scouting per day in 2008 (27 boat days). Whales were 

probably close to Cross Island in 2008, as the average strike distance was the lowest for the 17-year 

documented period, but this may have also been a reflection of the poor or marginal sighting conditions 

which limited how far the boats could travel from Cross Island (the further they went, the poorer scouting 

conditions became). The abundance of whales in 2008 could not be assessed because sighting conditions 

for whales were so variable. The poor weather that had plagued the “early” crew for six days persisted even 

after the other five crews arrived at the island, but crews were able to go out scouting for limited periods, 

although they were limited in how far they could go from Cross Island. The further from Cross Island they 

went conditions worsened, and there was a greater the risk that if they struck a whale, conditions would 

worsen before they could tow it back to Cross Island. Because at least part of the migration was close to 

the island, the whalers were able to spot and strike enough whales to fill their quota, but because of the sub-

optimal sighting conditions, they had to expend more effort to do so. 

The 2017 season, by comparison, lasted 13 days, with six crews and two weather days. Five of the 

six crews were on the island together for ten days, but all crews were together on the island for only six 

days. Whales were quite close (average strike distance 7.4 miles) to Cross Island and very abundant. Filling 

the quota required five scouting days (23 boat days), suggesting that sighting conditions on at least some 

scouting days were marginal/variable, even though whales were abundant and easily seen yet sometimes 

difficult to follow. 

In addition to drawing conclusion about whaling season success from quantitative data, successful 

whaling seasons can also be compared based on qualitative date and the whalers’ own opinions. In the 

opinions of the whalers, the 2016 season was exceptional because abundant whales were encountered close 

to Cross Island, sighting conditions, including no adverse weather and low sea states were optimal, and 

there were no external factors affecting the behavior of the whales. Indeed, the 2016 season was very 

efficient in terms of effort, due to the low number of boats that were able to successfully land whales (an 

average of 3.7 boats out on scouting day and only five boats out on the day that two whales were landed). 

In contrast, the 2017 was also considered a very successful season from the whalers’ point of view, but 

averaged 4.8 boats scouting per day with eight boats out on the day that two whales were landed. Although 

both the 2016 and 2017 season were considered very successful, the 2017 season required 2.4 to 2.6 times 

the level of “on the water” effort as the 2016 season. This metric of “on the water” effort may not be the 
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best measurement of seasonal success, since it considers the unpredictable variable of the number of people 

with capable boats who want to or are able to go whaling at Cross Island. Rather, a more significant factor 

in determining season success seems to be the difference between and among the most influential factors 

that affecting scouting success (the ease of spotting whales and the ability to follow/chase them)—the 

distance of whales from Cross Island and sea state conditions . 
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FIGURE A1: CROSS ISLAND WHALING GPS TRACKS, 08/29/17  
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FIGURE A2: CROSS ISLAND WHALING GPS TRACKS, 09/01/17  
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FIGURE A3: CROSS ISLAND WHALING GPS TRACKS, 09/03/17  
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FIGURE A4: CROSS ISLAND WHALING GPS TRACKS, 09/04/17  
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FIGURE A5: CROSS ISLAND WHALING GPS TRACKS, 09/05/17 
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