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17 December 2018 
 
 
Ms. Sharon Randall, Chief 
Environmental Analysis Section 
Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 
Alaska Outer Continental Shelf Region 
3801 Centerpoint Drive, Suite 500 
Anchorage, Alaska 99503 
 
Dear Ms. Randall: 
 
 The Marine Mammal Commission (the Commission), in consultation with its Committee of 
Scientific Advisors on Marine Mammals, has reviewed the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management’s 
(BOEM) notice of intent to prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS) for the proposed 
lease sale in the Beaufort Sea Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) planning area (83 Fed. Reg. 57749). 
The Commission has also reviewed BOEM’s 13 November 2018 memorandum to Dr. Walter 
Cruickshank, BOEM Acting Deputy Director, identifying the area recommended for inclusion in the 
lease sale. 
 
 BOEM is proposing to offer for sale all available lease blocks in the Beaufort Sea planning 
area, including the Barrow1 and Kaktovik whaling areas. Those whaling areas were excluded from 
consideration for leasing in individual lease sales conducted in 2003, 2005, and 20072; in the 2007-
2012 and 2012-2017 Proposed Final Programs; and in the program option identified for the 
Beaufort Sea in the 2019-2024 Draft Proposed Program. In its 13 November 2018 memorandum, 
BOEM explained that its rationale for proposing that all available lease blocks be included in the 
lease sale, including the whaling areas, was to allow for continued analysis of the potential impacts of 
leasing in those areas and to consider appropriate mitigation measures.  
 

Inclusion of the Barrow and Kaktovik whaling areas in any lease sale proposed for the 
Beaufort Sea planning area does not adequately reflect the cultural and nutritional importance to 
Alaska Native communities on the North Slope of harvesting bowhead whales. Those areas 
represent long-standing, traditional subsistence use areas which form the core of the bowhead whale 
hunt in the Beaufort Sea (Braund and Associates 2010). The Commission has consistently 
recommended that the Barrow and Kaktovik whaling areas be excluded from leasing, in part to 
avoid disturbance of traditional hunting activities by Alaska Natives3. In recognition of the 
importance of those areas for subsistence use by Alaska Native communities, the Commission 
continues to recommend that BOEM exclude the Barrow and Kaktovik whaling areas from any 
proposed lease sale in the Beaufort Sea OCS planning area.  

                                                 
1 Now known as Utqiaġvik. 
2 Lease Sale 186 (September 2003), Lease Sale 195 (March 2005), and Lease Sale 202 (April 2007) 
3 See Commission letters dated 31 July 2014, 18 September 2014 and map, 30 March 2015, 14 June 2016, 17 August 
2017, 9 March 2018, and 23 April 2018. 

http://www.mmc.gov/
https://www.boem.gov/Proposed-2019-Beaufort-Sea-Area-ID/
http://www.mmc.gov/wp-content/uploads/BOEM_OCS_5yearplan_073114.pdf
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http://www.mmc.gov/wp-content/uploads/16-06-14-Hammerle-BOEM-OCS-5-year-plan-DPEIS-and-DPP.pdf
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The Commission provided recommendations and rationale for excluding other key marine 

mammal foraging habitat and areas used for subsistence hunting from future lease sales in the 
Beaufort Sea in its 23 April 2018 letter to BOEM. The boundaries of those areas are illustrated in 
the map accompanying the letter (see enclosure). The Commission’s recommendations were based 
on best available scientific and traditional/indigenous knowledge. More recent information 
continues to underscore the importance of the Beaufort Sea as habitat for marine mammals (Clarke 
et al. 2018, Lomac-MacNair et al. 2018, O’Corry-Crowe et al. 2018). Recent information also 
highlights the potential impacts of an oil spill in the Beaufort Sea on marine mammals used for 
subsistence (Suprenand et al. 2018). 
 

The additional areas recommended by the Commission for exclusion were not accurately 
depicted by BOEM in its 13 November 2018 memorandum, particularly as presented in Attachment 
1 (summary of comments received on the call for information) and Attachment 3 (map depicting the 
Commission’s recommended exclusion areas) to that memorandum. The Commission therefore 
reiterates the boundaries of its recommended exclusion areas as follows (bolded text is intended to 
correct the inaccuracies in BOEM’s memorandum): 
 

 the entirety of Barrow Canyon (but not the area extending west of the canyon to the 
200-m isobath); 

 the area east of the Barrow whaling area extending to the western edge of Smith Bay and 
seaward to the 20-m isobath (including the area adjacent to the southeastern edge of 
the Barrow whaling area); 

 the area around Cross Island extending eastward to Tigvariak Island and seaward from the 
barrier islands out to the 40-m isobath (but not including the area shoreward of the 
barrier islands); 

 the Camden Bay area extending from shore seaward to the 20-m isobath; and 

 the area east of the Kaktovik whaling area extending to 142 degrees W longitude and 
seaward to the 50-m isobath (including the area north and east of the whaling area and 
extending eastward to 142 degrees W longitude, but not as far east as the Canadian 
border).  

 
The Commission encourages BOEM to review the recommendations and rationale for the 

exclusion of the areas referenced in the Commission’s 23 April 2018 letter to BOEM and 
recommends that BOEM exclude the following additional areas from any proposed lease sale in the 
Beaufort Sea: 1) the entirety of Barrow Canyon, 2) the area east of the Barrow whaling area to Smith 
Bay, 3) areas north and east of Cross Island, 4) the Camden Bay area, and 5) the area north and east 
of the Kaktovik whaling area. Again, the Commission defers to the Alaska Eskimo Whaling 
Commission and Alaska Native tribes/communities on the North Slope regarding the inclusion and 
delineation of areas used for subsistence hunting.  
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I trust these comments will be helpful. Please let me know if you have any questions. 

 
       Sincerely, 

                              

 
 
       Peter O. Thomas, Ph.D.,  
       Executive Director 
 
Enclosure 
 
References 
 

Braund, S.R. and Associates. 2010. Subsistence mapping of Nuiqsut, Kaktovik, and Barrow. MMS 
OCS Study Number 2009-003. http://www.north-
slope.org/assets/images/uploads/Braund%202010%20Beaufort%20maps%20MMS_MP_Fi
nal_Report_Apr2010.pdf 

Clarke, J.T., M.C. Ferguson, A.L. Willoughby, and A.A. Brower. 2018. Bowhead and beluga whale 
distributions, sighting rates, and habitat associations in the western Beaufort Sea in summer 
and fall 2009-16, with comparison to 1982-1991. Arctic 71(2):115-138. 
https://doi.org/10.14430/arctic4713  

Lomac-McNair, K.S., M.A. Smultea, T. Yack, M. Lammers, T. Norris, G. Green, K. Dunleavey, D. 
Steckler, and V. James. 2018. Marine mammal visual and acoustic surveys near the Alaskan 
Colville River Delta. Polar Biology. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00300-018-2434-y 

O’Corry-Crowe, G., R. Suydam, L. Quakenbush, B. Potgieter, L. Harwood, D. Litovka, T. Ferrer, J. 
Citta, V. Burkanov, K. Frost, and B. Mahoney. 2018. Migratory culture, population structure 
and stock identity in North Pacific beluga whales (Delphinapterus leucas). PLoS ONE 13(3): 
e0194201. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0194201 

Suprenand, P.M., C. Hoover, C.H. Ainsworth, L. Dornberger, and C.J. Johnson. 2018. Ecological 
and indigenous community impacts of oil spill mortality in Alaskan marine ecosystems. 
Marine Science Faculty Publications. 260. http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/msc_facpub/260 

   

http://www.north-slope.org/assets/images/uploads/Braund%202010%20Beaufort%20maps%20MMS_MP_Final_Report_Apr2010.pdf
http://www.north-slope.org/assets/images/uploads/Braund%202010%20Beaufort%20maps%20MMS_MP_Final_Report_Apr2010.pdf
http://www.north-slope.org/assets/images/uploads/Braund%202010%20Beaufort%20maps%20MMS_MP_Final_Report_Apr2010.pdf
https://doi.org/10.14430/arctic4713
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00300-018-2434-y
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0194201
http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/msc_facpub/260


Dease
Inlet

B
ea

u
fo

rt
 S

ea
 P

la
n

n
in

g
 A

re
a

 (
2

0
1

9
-2

0
2

4
)

C
A

N
A

D
A

Teshekpuk
Lake

Smith
Bay

Harrison
Bay Prudhoe

Bay

Camden
Bay Demarcation

Bay
D

a
lto

n
 H

ig
h

w
ay

Canning River

U
.

S
.

A

Barrow 
Canyon

B
ea

u
fo

rt
 S

ea
 P

la
n

n
in

g
 A

re
a

 (
2

0
1

9
-2

0
2

4
)

Cross
Island

Sagavanirk tok River

ColvilleR iver

Deadhorse

-200 m
-3000 m

-50 m

-40 m
-20 m

-20 m
Barrow

Nuiqsut

Kaktovik

Camden
Bay

Kaktovik

Cross
Island

Barrow
Canyon

140°W

142°W

142°W

144°W

144°W

146°W

146°W

148°W

148°W

150°W

150°W

152°W

152°W

154°W

154°W

156°W

156°W

73°N

72°N

72°N

71°N

71°N

70°N

70°N

69°N

0 20 40 60 80 Miles

0 20 40 60 80 Kilometers

Marine Mammal Commission: Recommended Exclusion Areas

Recommended Exclusions (MMC)

Active Leases (April 2018)

BOEM Potential Exclusion Areas (2019-2024) 

The Commission recommends that BOEM exclude from leasing the following areas in the Beaufort Sea Planning Area:
1) The entirety of Barrow Canyon, extending to the 200-m isobaths at its most northerly point, east to the eastern edge of Admiralty Bay/Dease Inlet, south to the 20-m
isobath and east to the western edge of Smith Bay. Barrow Canyon and waters to the south and east are important subsistence use areas and feeding habitat for bowhead
whales.
2) Cross Island, including waters east to Tigvariak Island and seaward from the barrier islands to the 40-m isobath. Cross Island is an important subsistence use area.
3) Camden Bay, including waters seaward to the 20-m isobath. Camden Bay is a bowhead and beluga whale and seal feeding and resting area.
4) Kaktovik, including waters seaward to the 50-m isobath and east to 142° W longitude. Kaktovik is an important subsistence use area.

April 2018


