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Anchorage, AK — In the first week of August, several hundred Pacific walruses were observed
on a barrier island near the Native Village of Point Lay, a small, Iñupiaq community on the
northwest coast of Alaska. This is the earliest date yet for the haulout to form. For the remainder
of the summer and into the fall, the walruses are expected to move continuously from the island
to feeding grounds. The Native Village of Point Lay requests those who must travel by plane or
boat follow guidance developed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to avoid disturbing the
animals on the island or in the sea.
The formation of coastal haulouts along the Chukchi Sea coast in recent years is associated with
the loss of sea ice habitat near offshore feeding grounds. The walruses typically begin to haul out
approximately two weeks after sea ice recedes off the continental shelf. This year, sea ice has
retreated beyond the continental shelf earlier than in previous years. Sea ice provides protection
from predators and easy access to feeding areas below. Walruses would normally rest on the sea
ice in small groups and occasionally slip into the water to feed.
The Point Lay haulout is used primarily by adult females and young animals. While on shore the
animals are skittish and stampede to the water in response to unusual sights, sounds and odors.
The young animals are vulnerable to being trampled in the process. The people of Point Lay
have seen dead animals on shore after observing plane and boat activities in the area.
In a videotaped interview, Tribal Council President Leo Ferreira III said, “It was kind of
heartbreaking to see that these animals were being wasted this way, in this manner." “We’re
trying to protect the walruses from disturbance by aircraft, boat, and ship activity in our area.”
In past years, people have flown to the village to try to see and photograph the animals. The
Native Village of Point Lay is concerned about the risk of disturbance from this type of activity
and does not have infrastructure to support tourists.
“Could you please respect the Point Lay residents and not come to Point Lay and ask to go take
an excursion ride, which is about 2,3,4,5 miles away from this community to go take pictures of
the walruses,” Ferreira said in the interview. “Because we feel like even the pictures will disturb
the walruses when they’re congregated on the beach.”

Pacific walruses are an important food source for the St. Lawrence Island Yupik, Iñupiaq, and
Central Yup’ik communities along the coast of Alaska and have been part of their cultures for
thousands of years. They have always cared for the animals, but want to stress the importance of
stewardship now more than ever. The Native Village of Point Lay has taken a lead role in
stewardship of the walrus haulout in order to prevent human-caused disturbance events.
The Service has coordinated with the community to notify the Federal Aviation Administration,
U.S. Coast Guard, air carriers and shipping companies to let them know that the walruses are
there and to recommend they follow the Service’s guidelines if they travel in the area. The FAA
and the Coast Guard issues the guidelines provided by the Service to pilots and mariners.
Jonathan Snyder, a USFWS wildlife biologist who has worked with the Native Village of Point
Lay over the last several years, said, “They have provided invaluable leadership, local expertise
and on-the-ground support for monitoring the haulout and preventing human-caused
disturbances. We greatly appreciate what they are doing.”
In the United States, all marine mammals are protected under the Marine Mammal Protection
Act, which makes it illegal to disturb or harass them. In simple terms, it is unlawful to change the
behavior of any marine mammal in its natural environment without specific authorization to do
so. Some exceptions are made for authorized scientific research and subsistence harvest by
Alaska Natives. Violations of the Act are punishable by fine up to $100,000 and one year of
imprisonment. See 16 USC 1361-1407.
To report incidences of harassment or injury, please contact: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
Office of Law Enforcement by calling 1-877-535-1795 or 1-800-858-7621.
Watch video message from Native Village of Point Lay Tribal Council President, Leo Ferreira
III.
See photos of walruses and the Native Village of Point Lay on Flickr.

