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HISTORY/BACKGROUND
Unangan (or the Aleut Peoples) survived on the 
bountiful marine resources of the Pribilof Islands 
long before the exploitation of Western colonial 
societies. Over the last at least 10,000 years, Unangan 
thrived as a population of up to an estimated 30,000 
in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands.1 Prehistoric 
inhabitants of the Pribilof Islands were descendants 
from the Aleutian Islands who migrated across the 
Bering Land Bridge from Siberia, with a diet based 
almost entirely on marine resources, including 
hunting marine mammals, fishing the offshore and 
coastal waters, foraging for fish and shellfish on 
the rocky reefs, and hunting birds on land and at 
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The Pribilof Islands are among the most unique and important places in the world. These islands provide vital 
breeding and feeding habitat for more than half of the world’s population of laaqudan (as they are called in 
Unangam Tunuu, Native language of the community), or northern fur seals, as well as important habitat for 
qawan, or Steller sea lions, and isuĝin, or harbor seals. More than three million san, or seabirds, flock to the 
islands during the summer months. By virtue of their position straddling the continental shelf and deeper ocean 
waters of the Bering Sea, the islands play a central role in creating the productive ocean zone that supports 
some of the world’s largest and most profitable commercial fisheries. This irreplaceable region has experienced 
centuries of anthropogenic disturbances that have steadily shifted the ecosystem away from its natural stability. 
Today, the Aleut Community of St. Paul Island Tribal Government (ACSPI) is taking steps to restore and sustain 
Unangax̂ ways of life, mitigate the impacts of climate change in the region, and enact economic policies that 
eliminate waste and reduce the overuse of resources in the marine environment. Here we provide a case study of 
our efforts towards using existing US regulations to secure protections for our marine environment. 
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  Unangan man in a bentwood visor hunting from an iqyax. 
ALEUTIAN PRIBILOF ISLANDS ASSOCIATION

sea. Subsistence continues to be a cornerstone of 
Unangax̂ culture and livelihood, as is characteristic 
of Indigenous cultures across the Arctic. Unangax̂ 
embody a culture of interconnectedness with the 
seasonal rhythmic cycles and live sustainably with 
their environment.2–4 Unangax̂ oral tradition holds 
that the Pribilof Islands were visited and used during 
prehistoric times as hunting grounds, but were not 
permanently inhabited.1, 5
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been for centuries, our cultures, economies, and food 
security on St. Paul and St. George are inextricably 
tied to the health of the animals, birds, and fish—the 
overall ecosystem and everything within it.

A RAPIDLY CHANGING MARINE ECOSYSTEM
Unangax̂ (Aleut) communities on the Pribilof Islands 
of St. Paul and St. George are directly experiencing 
a rapidly transforming marine ecosystem, including 
alarming declines of fur seals, sea lions, seabirds, fish, 
and invertebrates, with real costs to wildlife, human 
and ecosystem health, local economies, and culture. 
Northern fur seals have declined to roughly a quarter 
of the peak historic population estimate of 2.1 million 
animals. Changing distributions and abundances of 
fish such as chagix̂, or Pacific halibut (Hippoglossus 
stenolepis), an important species for Unangax̂ subsis­
tence, economy, and culture, are making access 
increasingly difficult. Warmer water temperatures 

In 1741, Russian voyagers encountered the Aleutian 
Islands of Alaska and the ancestors of Pribilovian 
Unangan. Interactions between Russians and Unangan 
led to conflicts, decimation of Unangan from diseases, 
and the forced relocation of Unangan from Unalaska 
and Umnak Islands to the Pribilof Islands in order 
to harvest laaqudan for the export of lucrative seal 
fur pelts.1, 6-8 With contact with Western society came 
colonization that imposed systems of knowledge and 
perspectives that denounced the traditional Unangax̂ 
culture and way of life.1 Forced commercial harvests 
continued on the Pribilofs after the purchase of 
Alaska by the US, first under the Alaska Commercial 
Company, then the Northern Commercial Company, 
and finally under the US Department of Fisheries.9 
Commercial harvest ended in 1976 on St. George and 
in 1984 on St. Paul. Even though commercial sealing, 
and thus our original and primary cash economy, 
ended, our Unangax̂ communities remained. As it has 

 Northern fur seal pups on a rookery (breeding area) on St. Paul Island, Alaska.  BJ KIBBE, ECOSYSTEM CONSERVATION OFFICE
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The Bering Sea is undergoing ecological transformations 
at an unrelenting pace.13–15 Given the region’s importance 
as an essential interconnected ecosystem amidst 
natural and anthropogenic climate change impacts, our 
organization, ACSPI, sought to pursue action that would 
support Tribal and resource­dependent businesses and 
ensure that Indigenous and local knowledge is used to 

result in a loss of the duration, quality, and extent of 
critically important sea ice. More frequent and violent 
storm conditions are causing new and major erosion 
issues.10 Studies also predict that by 2040–2050 con­
ditions may no longer support eastern Bering Sea 
(EBS) commercial fisheries, a major industry in the 
global economy.11, 12

  Sunset on St. Paul Island, Alaska.  VERONICA PADULA, ECOSYSTEM CONSERVATION OFFICE
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the region have indicated that a distinct ecosystem 
is present around the Pribilof Islands.2, 11, 13, 17–20 We 
have named this region the Pribilof Islands Marine 
Ecosystem (PRIME).

The PRIME boundary comprises two merged 
100­nautical­mile (nm) circles encompassing an 
area of 52,910 mi2 extending seaward around the 
two principal islands of St. Paul and St. George. 
Framing the Pribilof Islands are Zhemchug Canyon 
(8,530 ft; 2,600 m depth) to the northwest and 
Pribilof Canyon (6,000 ft; 1,829 m depth) to the 
south. These submarine canyons feed nutrient­
rich water (containing, e.g., chlorophyll, nitrates, 
silicates, ammonium, iron, and phosphates), from 
shelf­slope water mass exchange to the Bering shelf, 
and are some of the richest waters in the broader 
Bering Sea.18, 21 The Pribilof Canyon makes up 10% of 
the Bering shelf slope and is a hotspot of structure­
forming invertebrate habitat, containing over 50% 
of estimated high­quality gorgonian (or soft coral) 
habitat and 45% of sponge habitat at the Bering Sea 
shelf edge.22 These foundational species are the basis 
of benthic, or bottom, habitat that attracts higher­
trophic­level consumers ocean­wide.23, 24

PURSUING ACTION TO ENSURE SUSTAINABILITY OF THE ECOSYSTEM
Given the importance of the PRIME as a distinct 
marine ecosystem providing rich ecosystem services 
and supporting a wide­ranging food web, particularly 
for important subsistence species such as laaqudan 
and san, or seabirds, and expansive fisheries, the 
communities of St. Paul and St. George have pur­
sued recognition for the area in an effort to achieve 
conservation goals while preserving local and re­

gional economies. The pursuit of 
protections for the Pribilofs formally 
began in 2017, when the mayor of the 
city of St. George, Patrick Pletnikoff, 
successfully nominated an area of 30 
nm around the island of St. George, 
with 20 nm between St. Paul and St. 
George (a distance of only 40 nm), 
to the national marine sanctuary 
inventory. The Unangan Heritage 
National Marine Sanctuary (UHNMS) 
nomination has remained in inventory 
to the present date but has not moved 
forward into the later stages of desig­
nation. In 2019, Mayor Pletnikoff 
contacted the Aleut Community of 

make decisions about resource use and conservation. 
These goals are especially important because docu­
mented Western science currently dominates general 
understanding of the region.16 Current designations, 
including the Pribilof Islands Habitat Conservation 
Zone and buffer zones for Steller sea lions, have pro­
vided some protections to the Bering Sea ecosystem, but 
as the only measures in an increasingly changing and 
upredictable ecosystem their effectiveness is unknown. 
Decades of unmet environmental, social, and economic 
resilience goals of our communities have resulted in an 
ongoing and urgent need for innovative and adaptable 
local solutions.

DEFINING A FOCAL AREA
The Pribilofs are centrally situated in the EBS, 30 
miles north­northeast from the EBS shelf break, 
approximately 200 mi (322 km) north of Unalaska, 
Alaska; roughly 500 mi (805 km) southeast of the 
Siberian Coast, Russia; and about 750 mi (1207 km) 
west of Anchorage, Alaska. Their proximity to the 
EBS shelf creates a unique oceanography around the 
islands, creating a distinctly productive area called 
the Pribilof Domain.11, 13 This nutrient­ and plankton­
rich area features strong tidal currents, a unique 
clockwise circulation around the islands, and water 
exchange between the outer continental Bering Sea 
shelf domain and nearshore Pribilof Islands. These 
natural processes produce high biodiversity and 
attract densities of wildlife. Together, the extensive 
physical oceanography and ecosystem modeling of 

  Google Map adapted to show the Pribilof Islands of St. Paul and  
      St. George (inset) in the Bering Sea of Alaska.



PSF  38/2  |  2022        231

areas in the Bering Sea, determine the extent of 
the PRIME, and document Indigenous, Traditional 
and local knowledge; and produced a joint marine 
conservation strategy for the Pribilof Islands.

In December 2021, shortly after the unfortunate 
passing of Mayor Pletnikoff in August 2021, the 
ACSPI used the massive amount of literature and 
knowledge gathered to compose and submit a for­
mal nomination to the NOAA Office of National 
Marine Sanctuaries (ONMS). The nomination 
details an area that fully encompasses the existing 

St. Paul Island (ACSPI) seeking support for moving 
the UHNMS nomination into the scoping phase 
of designation. Through the ACSPI’s Ecosystem 
Conservation Office (ECO), and with funding support 
from private foundations, the city of St. George and 
ACSPI began working together towards a broader, 
shared vision for marine conservation and economic 
resilience. A dedicated full­time position was created 
in 2020 between the city of St. George and ACSPI 
to work on these goals. During 2019–2021, our team 
completed a literature review for the marine area; 
produced numerous map layers to evaluate important 

 The town of St. Paul taken from Gorbatch Bay, on the southern tip of the island.  L. DIVINE, ECOSYSTEM CONSERVATION OFFICE



PSF  38/2  |  2022        232

to Tribal co­management directly enhances Tribal 
sovereignty, maintains economic opportunities and 
growth, and conserves resources that have been 
stewarded by our Indigenous Peoples since time 
immemorial.

The Biden–Harris Administration recognizes “Indi­
genous Traditional Ecological Knowledge as one of the 
important bodies of knowledge that contributes to the 
scientific, technical, social, and economic ad vancements 
of our nation.” Further, President Biden has repeatedly 
committed to elevating the voices of Indigenous Peoples 
in all federal government man agement decisions 
that directly impact our Tribal Nations.25 Thus, the 
designation proposed by the Aleut Community of 
St. Paul Island provides a clear opportunity for the 
administration to make substantial progress towards 
fulfilling important national commitments.

The nomination of Alaĝux̂ Kanuux̂ is a huge forward 
step toward ensuring the continued sustainability and 
thriving culture of our community and the ability to 
adapt to climate changes. The ACSPI is taking this 
step in the spirit of partnership, collaboration, and 
economic resilience. We have committed to pursuing 
inclusive management policies, including maintaining 
our world­leading fishery management process. 
Through pursuing designation of an NMS with co­
management at its core, we will ensure not just a seat 
at the table, we will have built the table.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Lauren Divine, lmdivine@aleut.com

St. George Unangan Heritage National Marine Sanc­
tuary (UHNMS) nomination and seeks to expand 
the region to en compass the larger PRIME based 
on the extensive Western science and Indigenous, 
Traditional and local knowledge of the area. The 
UHNMS nomination proposed a boundary area 
extending seaward around St. George 30 nm (3,406 
mi2), except due north, where the boundary extends 
20 nm (essentially half the distance between St. 
George and St. Paul). The new nomination, formally 
named Alaĝux̂ Kanuux̂, has strong support to 
become accepted into the NOAA ONMS inventory 
of successful nominations and move through the 
designation process to become a national marine 
sanctuary.

Perhaps most importantly, the designation of Alaĝux̂ 
Kanuux̂ will create and implement an effective co­
management structure between the St. Paul and St. 
George federally recognized Tribes and the state and 
federal governments for this vital marine ecosystem. 
This nomination is the first of its kind to utilize 
a co­management framework for an ecosystem, 
although it follows in the footsteps of similar efforts 
in Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument 
in Hawai‘i and Chumash Heritage NMS in the central 
coast of California. This truly is a new model for 
Tribal co­management, Indigenous­led research, 
and economic development. By designating a co­
management area—an area managed cooperatively 
by the federal government, state government and our 
Tribal governments—we will be able to incorporate 
Indigenous, Traditional, and local knowledge with 
Western science to conserve our islands and enable 
sustainable economic development. The proposed 
governance structure will ensure effective co­
management and restore Indigenous connections 
to the PRIME. The ACSPI’s approach with regard 

By designating a co-management area—an area 
managed cooperatively by the federal government, 
state government and our Tribal governments—we 
will be able to incorporate Indigenous, Traditional, and 
local knowledge with Western science to conserve our 
islands and enable sustainable economic development. 

mailto:lmdivine@aleut.com
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