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ICE SEAL COMMITTEE – BOARD MEETING 
FINAL AGENDA 

 

March 11-12, 2026 

9:00 am – 5:00 pm 

 

Embassy Suites Hotel 

600 East Benson Blvd, Anchorage, AK 99503 

 

1. Call to Order (9:00 am) Billy Adams – ISC Chair 
 

2. Invocation 
 

3. Roll Call Quorum1 for ISC Board Meeting = majority (6 members) 

 

Ice Seal Committee Present Absent 

Bristol Bay Native Association 
Jorjana Dray   

Sam Gosuk   

Association of Village Council Presidents 
Jennifer Hooper   

Isaac Rivers   

Kawerak, Inc. 
Charles Menadelook   

Albert Oquilluk5   

Maniilaq Association 
Timothy Smith   

Cyrus Harris   

North Slope Borough 
Billy Adams   

Joe Mello Leavitt   

 Total   

4. Introductions & Meeting Logistics 
• Meeting will be recorded, so please speak clearly & loudly, and always identify yourself before speaking. 

• Breaks at 10-ish and at 3-ish.  Lunch on your own at noon till 1:30 pm. 
 

5. Welcome remarks Billy Adams & Anne Marie Eich 

 

6. Approve agenda Ice Seal Committee 
 

7. Approve Minutes Ice Seal Committee 

A. Spring 2025 – ISC Board Meeting 

B. Fall 2025 – ISC Virtual Meeting 

                                                           
1 ISC By-Laws – Article IV, Section 4.5:  A majority of the members of this Working Group, when present at any 

meeting, shall constitute a quorum, and in case there is less than this number, the presiding officer may adjourn 

from time to time until a quorum is present. 
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8. Old Business 

A. NOAA Jenna Malek & Caroline Cummings 

1) Ringed & Bearded Seal recovery planning 

2) Stranding update 

 

B. ISC / NMFS monthly meetings Jenna Malek & Andy Von Duyke 

 

C. Legal matters Tyson Kade 

 

9. New Business 

A. ISC Reports 

1) ISC Chair Billy Adams 

2) ISC Manager Andy Von Duyke 

 

B. Reports – Regional 

1) Bristol Bay Native Association Jorjana Dray & Sam Gosuk 

2) Association of Village Council Presidents Jennifer Hooper & Isaac Rivers 

3) Kawerak, Inc.  Charles Menadelook & Albert Oquilluk 

4) Maniilaq Association Timothy Smith & Cyrus Harris  

5) North Slope Borough Billy Adams & Joe Mello Leavitt 

 

C. Updates – Research 

1) UAF 

a) AAOKH update Donna Hauser & Roberta Glenn-Borade 

b) Spotted Seal research Maeghan Connor & Donna Hauser 

2) Seal Nations Proposal  Nicholas Parlato & Vera Solovyeva 

3) UNH – Bearded seal acoustics Michelle Fournet & Rachel Lewis 

4) AOOS Sheyna Wisdom 

5) ADF&G – Arctic Marine Mammal Program Justin Olnes 

6) NOAA 

a) Office of Coast Survey Caroline Wilkinson 

b) 2025 Aerial survey for ice-associated seals Erin Moreland 

c) Habitat suitability ribbon & spotted seals Josh London 

7) NSB Wildlife Raphaela Stimmelmayr & Andy Von Duyke 

8) Others 

a) Narwhal Exploration / Boreal Services Shawn Gelsinger & Julie Lina 

b) Hilcorp Jen Dushane 

 

10. Next Meeting Dates 

A. 2026 Fall Meeting (virtual)2  Late September worked well in 2025. 

 

B. 2027 Spring Meeting Late-Jan to early-Feb strongly preferred 

 

Executive Session (as needed)  ISC members only 

 

                                                           
2 Short meeting (2-4 hrs) covers updates and timely topics that cannot wait until the 2027 in-person meeting. 
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11. Action Items 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12. Final Comments 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. Adjourn 
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Seal Nations Proposal 
 

Nicholas J. Parlato and Vera Solovyeva 

 

Introduction 

 

The polar research community has begun preparations for the Fifth International Polar Year, which is 

intended to advance knowledge towards actionable outcomes, grounded in community needs for 

adaptation and well-being. However, conventional social and natural sciences continue to dominate 

research agendas while Indigenous-led and transdisciplinary research remain methodologically and 

theoretically underdeveloped. The program proposed herein aspires to build a community of practice 

spanning both polar regions to document, theorize, and narrativize transforming relationships among 

people, ice, and seals. 

 

For Indigenous and Western scientific communities in both the Arctic and Antarctic, seals are a cultural 

and ecological keystone species. Though most populations of ice-dependent seal are considered healthy, a 

range of climate- and human-driven threats are emerging that demand a thorough evaluation of past, 

present, and future relational changes. Identified knowledge gaps in the ecological and biological sciences 

include understandings of energetic thresholds, population interconnectivity, disease dynamics, and 

adaptation to climate change and sea ice loss. Of additional note, however, is the absence of 

comprehensive sociocultural and political economic research on ice seals, including questions of oral 

history, material culture, governance, and more-than-human kinship. In available studies, seals are 

frequently addressed as part of wider marine mammal complexes, but rarely centered in their own right as 

bearers of history, culture, and politics. This program, Seal Nations, aims to fill these gaps. 

 

Seal Nations is understood as a long-term program under which multiple interdependent projects will be 

funded from multiple sources. We are currently developing a 2-year project proposal for the NSF’s Arctic 

Social Sciences program in collaboration with Tribal leaders and hunters from the YK Delta and Norton 

Sound. As written, the proposal retains a broad and open remit, to be honed through more extended 

meetings with community members and leaders. It is structured through three frameworks to address 

these interdisciplinary and multiepistemic knowledge gaps: seals as relatives, seals as sentinels, and seals 

as nations. Indigenous and Traditional Knowledge run through each of these frameworks, not simply as 

information to be documented but as a systematic orientation towards scientific understanding. In other 

words, knowledge products arising from this research will not conform exclusively to Western academic 

standards of argument and evidence, but additionally and preferentially to the standards of Indigenous 

community partners, elders, and knowledge holders.  

 

Seals as Relatives 

Alaska Native Peoples have cultivated millennia-old relationships with ice seals, who have provided them 

with food, oil, skin, knowledge, and more. As with Indigenous Peoples elsewhere, hunting nonhuman 

animals is not considered wanton violence but an expression of mutual interdependence, grounded in an 

axiology of reciprocity. Contemporary research through Indigenous methodologies (rather than 

exclusively as documentation of Traditional Ecological Knowledge) regarding seals and the cryosphere is 

underdeveloped in Alaska. Coastal communities cultivate respectful relationalities with seals and other 
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marine mammals through many means that exceed the standards and output of natural science. This 

framework thus concerns three distinctly qualitative modes of relationality: story, material culture, and 

food sovereignty. 

 

Seals as Sentinels 

In the Arctic observing space, networks like SAON have advanced “shared Arctic variables” as an 

approach to unifying observing systems. This framework recognizes the importance of seals as 

“companion species” whose nonhuman knowledge of and adaptation to changing environments is vital 

for wider human approaches to knowledge production and climate adaptation. It aims to advance 

conventional Western ecological methods with a heightened emphasis on learning from rather than about 

seals. This framework forms the basis for holistic investigations of extended, more-than-human 

biogeoclimatic communities with the goal of establishing sustained relations of observation and 

adaptation among project participants. 

 

Seals as Nations 

In both poles, ice seals are the subjects of multiple legal regimes relating to conservation, harvest, 

fisheries, and commerce. These legal modes, however, were conceived with many Western constructs 

including rights and state territoriality. This framework establishes the basis for an examination of 

existing, nascent, and visionary legal regimes with an emphasis on Indigenous jurisprudence, rights of 

nature, and nonhuman normativity. It further aspires to theorize novel relations between localized, 

international, and planetary regimes in alignment with IPY’s two-pole scope. What systems of 

accountability, enforcement, and political organization will prove just, equitable, and adaptable for 

multiple species under conditions of climate change? 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

At this stage, Seal Nations has engaged with Indigenous and Western researchers and museum specialists 

in Alaska. We also presented the project to the WCRP’s CliC community in Wellington, New Zealand 

last month. As two early career scholars, Vera and I are seeking partnerships, feedback, and support at 

this meeting of the Ice Seal Committee. We wish to expand our team and capacity to complete a 

competitive grant proposal for a July 15 submission to NSF. We recognize the current political difficulties 

in exploring transformative, community-centered research that both advances and challenges dominant 

knowledge systems and the political economies they emerge from. Yet we are undeterred as the stakes of 

inaction and political compliance are too high. Similar to Greenlandic researcher Naja Graugaard (2020, 

13), we are interested in seals as a “prism to examine (some of) the complex processes that are involved 

in the unfolding of Greenland as an Indigenous homeland, colonized territory, and self-governing nation” 

while simultaneously holding space open for future-oriented inquiries into collaborations among multiple 

knowledge systems. 

 

 

Nicholas J. Parlato, PhD    Vera Solovyeva, PhD 

UiT Center for Sami Studies    American Museum of Natural History 

The Arctic University of Norway   vsolovye@gmu.edu 

njparlato@alaska.edu 

mailto:vsolovye@gmu.edu
mailto:njparlato@alaska.edu
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Listening for bearded seals (urgruk/maklak) near Togiak and Utqiaġvik, Alaska 

for the annual meeting of the Ice Seal Committee (ISC), March 10-12, 2026 
 

Michelle Fournet, PhD & Rachel Lewis, MS Student, University of New Hampshire (UNH) 

-in collaboration with- 

Andrew VonDuyke, North Slope Borough (NSB)  

Sam Gosuk, Bristol Bay Native Association (BBNA) 

 

TAKE HOME MESSAGES:  
 

Utqiaġvik: Acoustic data from 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2024 have been analyzed for bearded seal 

chorusing. Chorus onset dates were April 29 (2010), April 27 (2011), and May 11 (2012), and 

March 20 (2024). Initial modeling indicates a consistent 5-day lag between ice breakup in spring 

and an increase in bearded seal calling. It is possible that the chorus is starting earlier with sea ice 

breakup. Data from 1985, 1993, and possibly 2026 have yet to be analyzed. 
 

Togiak: Acoustic deployments are ongoing and have expanded from two listening sites to four with 

support from instruments provided by the North Slope Borough. Acoustic data from hydrophones 

deployed near Hagemeister and Summit Island in spring 2025 indicates a lack of bearded seal 

chorusing. In ongoing analysis, phocid roars are present at Hagemeister in late June and July. The 

acoustic characteristics and seasonality of these vocalizations indicate possible harbor seal 

breeding. No roars have been heard yet at Summit due to vessel noise. Walrus calls have been found 

at the Summit site in April so far. 
 

OVERVIEW:  Bearded seals (ugruk, maklak; Erignathus barbatus) are a vital subsistence species in 

the Bering, Chukchi, and Beaufort Seas. As an ice dependent species, the effects of decreasing and 

variable sea ice conditions during the spring breeding season have been identified as a research 

priority to support ongoing subsistence activities. Starting at the 2019 annual ISC meeting, hunter 

representatives from the communities of Togiak in sub-Arctic Bristol Bay and Utqiaġvik in the 

Arctic expressed interest in using acoustics to study residency, timing, and breeding behavior of ice 

seals, and specifically of bearded seals. 
 

Historical ice conditions supported breeding in both the sub-Arctic and Arctic range of bearded 

seals, but contemporary ice conditions now differ between these regions. In the sub-Arctic near 

Togiak, spring sea ice is increasingly variable. Hunters have reported noticing a decline in bearded 

seals since the 1970s, and are unsure if seals are present and undetected, or not using the area as 

breeding habitat in spring. Note that young-of-year bearded seals are still seen in the fall (Sam 

Gosuk, pers. comm.).  In the Arctic off the coast of Utqiaġvik, the breeding bearded seal population 

is still consistently present, but may be displaying shifting breeding behaviors in response to earlier 

sea ice breakup.  
 

This research is using historic acoustic data in the Arctic and contemporary acoustic data in both 

regions to assess 1) if and when bearded seals are breeding (via chorusing) and 2) how the timing 

of breeding behavior may be changing in response to sea ice loss. This project was developed in 
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collaboration with the Bristol Bay Native Association (BBNA) and the North Slope Borough (NSB) 

based on feedback expressed during ISC meetings.   
 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS UPDATE:  In the Arctic, acoustic data collected from Jan. – 

June in 2010, 2011, and 2012 has been shared by JASCO Applied Sciences. Data from Jan. – Mar. 

2024 was collected using a five-element hydrophone array by the NSB and UNH (see Fig. 1). Data 

for the 2026 breeding season collected for the bowhead whale census may be opportunistically 

analyzed in the future. Chorus onset dates have been identified as April 29 (2010), April 27 (2011), 

and May 11 (2012), and March 20 (2024). Data is only available through March for 2024, but 

chorus onset was still captured based on the ice breakup conditions. Initial modeling indicates a 

consistent 5-day lag between ice breakup in spring and an increase in bearded seal calling. 

Consistency in this pattern between years indicates that bearded seals are continuing to breed in 

their preferred sea ice habitat (pack ice). Combined with the shift earlier in chorus onset, this may 

indicate that bearded seals are breeding earlier under a climate change ice regime. However, data 

from 1985 and 1993 have not yet been analyzed and will help to assess this possible trend.  
 

Recordings from Bristol Bay have been collected in collaboration with Sam Gosuk and Togiak 

School students from Nov. 2024 – Aug. 2025, and are currently recording Jan. 2026 – present. 

Retrieval of these instruments will happen this spring (see Fig. 2). Analysis of the acoustic data 

from spring 2025 shows a lack of bearded seal chorusing. The absence of vocal advertisement 

suggests that there were not breeding bearded seals present in Togiak Bay during this year. 

Exploration of this data is ongoing, and no phocid vocalizations have been heard in spring so far. 

However, roars consistent with known harbor seal breeding behavior (Matthews et. al, 2017) have 

been heard in June and July 2025 at the Hagemeister site. No harbor roars have been heard at 

Summit yet due to vessel noise. Walrus calls have been heard at Summit in April so far. Analysis is 

ongoing. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1:  Hydrophones deployed 
overwinter 2024, Utqiaġvik, AK 

 
Figure 2:  Hydrophones currently deployed near Togiak, Bristol 
Bay, AK 

 

Literature Cited: 
 

Matthews, L. P., Parks, S. E., Fournet, M. E., Gabriele, C. M., Womble, J. N., & Klinck, H. (2017). Source levels and 

call parameters of harbor seal breeding vocalizations near a terrestrial haulout site in Glacier Bay 

National Park and Preserve. The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, 141(3), EL274-EL280. 
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Who is AOOS and how can we best serve co-management groups? 
 

Integrated Ocean Observing System (IOOS) 

o NOAA funded program under National Ocean Service (NOS), operating since 2003 
o 1 of 11 Regional Associations across U.S. 

AOOS organizational setup 

o Mission to increase observing & forecasting in all regions of Alaska 
o Board of federal and state agencies, academic institutions, research facilities, industry, non-profits, 

& Alaska Native Organizations (Mike Miller is co-management seat)  
o Non-profit organization with 9 staff members 

Providing Services and Products to Support our Partners  

o Partners are essential for successful ocean observing  
o Key partner needs: Improve safety of marine operations, coastal 

hazards, track climate & ecosystem trends, and monitor water 
quality 

AOOS Approach:  

o Sustained observations/assets  
o Fund/test new, innovative technologies 
o Collaborations and partnerships to find solutions 
o Collect, use, and house information in a meaningful way 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Learn more about our Collaboration Networks 
 

• Alaska Harmful Algal Bloom Network - https://ahab.aoos.org/ 

• Alaska Water Level Watch - https://awlw.aoos.org/ 

• Alaska Ocean Acidification Network - https://aoan.aoos.org/ 

• Alaska Marine Policy Forum - https://aoos.org/alaska-issues/alaska-marine-policy-forum/ 

• Sea Ice for Walrus Outlook - https://aoos.org/networks/sea-ice-for-walrus-outlook/  

 

Sheyna Wisdom  
Executive Director 
wisdom@aoos.org, 907-748-5864 

https://ahab.aoos.org/
https://awlw.aoos.org/
https://aoan.aoos.org/
https://aoos.org/alaska-issues/alaska-marine-policy-forum/
https://aoos.org/networks/sea-ice-for-walrus-outlook/
mailto:wisdom@aoos.org
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Data Accessibility and Resources 
o Ocean Data Explorer (https://portal.aoos.org/) 

o Backyard Buoys Wave Buoy App - https://software.apl.uw.edu/proto/BackyardBuoys/app.php 

o Mariner’s Dashboard - https://aoos.org/portal-highlights-2/real-time-information-for-current-

maritime-conditions 

 

 
 

Examples of Alaska Native Partnerships 
 
• Backyard Buoys (https://backyardbuoys.org) partnering with AEWC for wave buoys in villages 

o App for wave information across the state – even those not funded by AOOS 

• Sea Ice for Walrus Outlook  (https://aoos.org/networks/sea-ice-for-walrus-outlook/)  took over for 

ARCUS when they lost funding 

• Arctic Watch Program (https://arcticwatch.org/) partnering with Marine Exchange of Alaska and 

Kawerak for real-time vessel management system in Bering Strait 

• Skipper Science (https://www.skipperscience.org/) partnering with Aleut Community of St. Paul 

Island/Alaska Conservation Foundation for oceanographic information by fisherman & observers 

• Alaskan Arctic Observatory & Knowledge Hub (https://arctic-aok.org/) partnering with UAF and 

Alaskan Arctic coastal community residents 

• Nalaquq LLC in Kuskokwim Bay 

o Salmon counts using drones: https://nalaquq.com/portfolio/salmon-fish-count/  

o Buoys/drifters: https://nalaquq.com/portfolio/sofar-buoy-project/  

• Community sampling and analysis with Sitka, Kodiak, and Alutiiq Pride Marine Institute 

o Ocean acidification (OA): 

https://aoan.aoos.org/monitoring/community-sampling/   

o Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs): https://ahab.aoos.org/how-we-monitor/  

• Bering Science publication: 

https://aoos.org/project/bering-sea-ocean-data-sharing-initiative/ 

• Workforce development using Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) funds 

• Education: Synthesizing scientific data with Indigenous Knowledge 

• Travel Support: Support for community members to attend 

meetings/workshops/conferences 

https://portal.aoos.org/
https://software.apl.uw.edu/proto/BackyardBuoys/app.php
https://aoos.org/portal-highlights-2/real-time-information-for-current-maritime-conditions
https://aoos.org/portal-highlights-2/real-time-information-for-current-maritime-conditions
https://backyardbuoys.org/
https://aoos.org/networks/sea-ice-for-walrus-outlook/)
https://arcticwatch.org/
https://www.skipperscience.org/
https://arctic-aok.org/
https://nalaquq.com/portfolio/salmon-fish-count/
https://nalaquq.com/portfolio/sofar-buoy-project/
https://aoan.aoos.org/monitoring/community-sampling/
https://ahab.aoos.org/how-we-monitor/
https://aoos.org/project/bering-sea-ocean-data-sharing-initiative/
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Habitat suitability of ribbon and spotted seals in the Bering and Chukchi Seas 
 
Elizabeth McHuron1,2, Josh London2, Kelly Kearney3, Wei Cheng1,4, Peter Boveng5 and Michael 
Cameron2 
 
1Cooperative Institute for Climate, Ocean, and Ecosystem Studies, University of Washington, Seattle, WA 
2Marine Mammal Laboratory, Alaska Fisheries Science Center, National Marine Fisheries Service, National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration, Seattle, WA 

3Alaska Fisheries Science Center, National Marine Fisheries Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, Seattle, WA 

4Pacific Marine Environmental Laboratory, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Seattle, WA 
5Marine Mammal Laboratory, Alaska Fisheries Science Center, National Marine Fisheries Service, National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration, Seattle, WA (Retired) 

 

Abstract 
Ice-associated seals are integral top predators in Alaska’s marine ecosystems and important 
subsistence resources for coastal Alaska Native communities. Long-term declines in sea ice 
extent and thickness are of particular concern for these species given their reliance on ice as a 
resting and reproductive platform. In this study, we investigated habitat suitability for ribbon 
(Histriophoca fasciata) and spotted (Phoca largha) seals—two of the four ice seal species in 
Alaskan waters—using biologging data collected during the past two decades, and a newly 
developed regional ocean model for the Northeast Pacific (MOM6-NEP). We used random 
forest classification to identify associations with static and dynamic variables in three seasons 
(spring, winter, and summer-fall). Habitat model and MOM6-NEP outputs were used to generate 
retrospective/hindcast habitat suitability maps across the years in each model as well as during 
the recent warm period (2014–2019) that had several years of record-low sea ice extent in the 
Bering Sea. Habitat models revealed the importance of environmental features in driving the 
distribution of both species, particularly variables related to sea ice concentration. Model 
performance and the importance of covariates varied among seasons and species, with winter 
models having the best performance of all the seasons. Winter habitat suitability hindcasts 
during 2014–2019 suggest northwesterly shifts and reductions in the total area of suitable 
habitat occurred compared with earlier and cooler years (2006–2012). Reductions in the total 
area of suitable habitat tended to be of a greater magnitude for ribbon compared with spotted 
seals, with up to 38% less area in 2014–2019 than 2006–2012. As these warm years were 
largely missing from the analyzed dataset, future biologging efforts are needed during low sea-
ice years to verify and refine model predictions. Modeled habitat associations and distributions 
were broadly consistent with previous descriptions, highlighting the utility of the MOM6-NEP 
output for modeling and predicting distributions of ice seals in Alaskan waters. This study 
provides the first quantitative assessment of ribbon seal habitat, moving beyond qualitative 
descriptions and offering a valuable framework for incorporating environmental change into 
resource management strategies for these wide-ranging species and the remote ecosystems 
they inhabit.    
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Ice Seal Committee 
March 2026 
 
Narwhal Exploration, LLC is an Alaska corporation holding a lease position in the near-
shore waters of Harrison Bay to the west of the Colville River. Narwhal is led by an 
experienced oil and gas executive team who brings combined decades of North Slope 
Alaska experience. The lease position has been built by Narwhal since 2016, with last 
lease acquisition from the State of Alaska in 2024. The lease position is shown in Figure 
1 below. 
 
Narwhal is currently engaging in detailed planning and permitting activities for an 
upcoming winter 2026/2026 exploration program. This program will occur on ice, with 
the vast majority of the operation area to be grounded sea ice. Narwhal expects to drill 
2-4 wells from Ice pads in the near-shore waters of Harrison Bay. The ice pads are 
expected to be connected with ice roads, and the entire operating area connected back 
to Oliktok Point via a sea-ice trail designed for ATV travel. Due to the shallow water 
depth of the near-shore waters, stable grounded sea ice is prevalent from late 
November through freezeup. 
 

 
 
Figure 1:  Narwhal Exploration, LLC Lease position 
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Narwhal is focused on execution of safe and environmentally responsible Exploration 
Operations in West Harrison Bay. Potential impact to the area and species of the area is 
considered in Federal, State, and local permitting which must be in place prior to 
commencement of operations. 
 
Specifically regarding seals, the authorization obtained from National Marine Fisheries 
Services dictates the required observations for seals through various seasons, the 
required standoff distances for observed seals or lairs, as well as required monitoring 
and reporting. Seals and other species are also noted in authorizations from the Bureau 
of Land Management and North Slope Borough Wildlife Department as well as in 
internal Wildlife interaction plans. 
 
Exploration drilling on ice is executed nearly every year on the North Slope, and has 
been executed on sea ice since the 1960s. The technology and tactics for operations 
are established and expertise sits with contractors currently active on the North Slope. 
Narwhal intends to use the same technology, tactics, and contractors who have 
previously supported winter on-ice exploration as well as inject best practices from other 
regions to realize safer and more efficient operations. 
 
During the session, Narwhal intends to walk through a brief company background, 
discuss winter exploration operations and subsistence conflict mitigation, and discuss 
upcoming operations planned for summer 2026 and winter 2026/2027. 
 
 
 

Narwhal Exploration, LLC 
310 K Street, Suite 400 
Anchorage, AK 99501 
 
Info@NarwhalExploration.com 
NarwhalExploration.com 

 
 
  

mailto:Info@NarwhalExploration.com
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