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Climate change is a prime suspect
in a mass die-off of Alaska’s snow
crabs, experts say, after the state

took the unprecedented step of cancel-
ing their harvest this season to save the
species. According to an annual survey
of the Bering Sea floor carried out by the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, estimates for the crus-
taceans’ total numbers fell to about 1.9
billion in 2022, down from 11.7 billion in
2018, or a reduction of about 84 percent.
For the first time ever, the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game
announced the Bering Sea snow crab
season will remain closed for 2022-23,
saying in a statement efforts must turn to
“conservation and rebuilding given the
condition of the stock.”

The species is also found in the more
northward Chukchi and Beaufort Seas,
but they do not grow to fishable sizes
there. Erin Fedewa, a marine biologist
with the Alaska Fisheries Science
Center, told AFP the shocking numbers
seen today were the result of heatwaves
in 2018 and 2019. The “cold water habi-
tat that they need was virtually absent,
which suggests that temperature is real-
ly the key culprit in this population
decline,” she said.

Historically an abundant resource in
the Bering Sea, their loss is considered
a bellwether of ecological disruption.
There are thought to be several ways

that warmer temperatures have depleted
the species. Studies have pointed
toward a higher prevalence of Bitter
Crab Disease as the temperature heats
up. The crustaceans, named for their
love of cold water, are also under
greater metabolic stress in warmer
waters, meaning they need more energy
to stay alive.

“A working hypothesis right now is
that the crabs starved, they couldn’t

keep up with metabolic demands,” said
Fedewa. Young snow crabs in particu-
lar need low temperatures to hide out
from their major predator, Pacific cod,
and temperatures in regions where
juveniles typically reside jumped from
1.5 degrees Celsius in 2017 to 3.5
Celsius in 2018 (35 degrees
Fahrenheit to 38 degrees Fahrenheit) -
with studies indicating 3C might be an
important threshold.

Overfishing not blamed 
More research is underway and find-

ings should be published soon, but in
the meantime, “everything really points
to climate change,” Fedewa said. “These
are truly unprecedented and troubling
times for Alaska’s iconic crab fisheries
and for the hard-working fishermen and
communities that depend on them,”
Jamie Goen, executive director of
Alaska Bering Sea Crabbers said in a
statement, lamenting that second and
third generation crab-fishing families “will
go out of business.”

The industry was also hit by the can-
cellation of Bristol Bay red king crab fish-
ing for the second year in a row. Fedewa
also noted that overfishing isn’t a big
factor in the population collapse of snow
crabs. Fishing removes only large adult
males, she said, “and we’ve seen these
declines across all sizes of snow crab,
which really suggest some bottom-up
environmental driver is at play.”

Male Alaska snow crabs can reach
six inches in shell width, but females sel-
dom grow larger than three inches,
according to NOAA. In some good news,
this year ’s survey saw significant
increases in the immature crabs com-
pared to last year - but it will take four or
five years before the males among them
grow to fishable size. Following the heat-
wave years, temperatures have returned
to normal, and “the hope is that leaving

crabs untouched will allow them to
reproduce, there’ll be no mortalities, and
we can just let the stock try to recover,”
said Fedewa. A hope that is pinned on
no further heatwaves.— AFP 

At the gateway 
to the Arctic, a 
world in turmoil

Sled dog breeder David Daley lives at
the gateway to the Canadian Arctic,
occupying a front-row seat to the

march of global warming, and he senses
calamity ahead. “For all the devastation
that we’re doing to her, she’s not going to
sit still, our planet Mother Earth will punish
us,” Daley says. Daley’s hometown of
Churchill is an isolated settlement at the
edge of the Hudson Bay where global
warming unfolds at triple the pace of
much of the rest of the world, causing the
Arctic ice to gradually disappear.

A member of the Metis people, one of
three Indigenous groups in Canada, the
59-year-old grandfather lives close to
nature, surrounded by his 46 dogs, at the
point where the tundra ends and the bore-
al forest begins. But every year, he fears
that the snow will arrive late, and the
impact that has on his sled dogs. “They’re
just waiting for winter like the rest of us
right now,” Daley said. “This is like a cul-
ture that’s dying.”

In summer and winter, Daley travels
through this region where rocky terrain,
moss, tall grasses and black spruce
forests prevail. At night, the displays of
light known as the aurora borealis often
flicker in the high-latitude skies. Daley has
been hunting here all his life and has seen
the wildlife change up close, some
species vanishing and others arriving.

“There was hardly any moose here
when I was a kid. Now there’s moose

everywhere,” said Daley, who uses his
Indigenous knowledge to earn money as
a tourist guide. “When I was a kid hunting,
fishing and trapping here, there were no
pine martens. “There’s sharptail grouse
moving in now where I’ve never... harvest-
ed one till last year.” His observations
echo scientific studies: Global warming is
endangering Arctic species, especially by
opening the doors to other animals from
further south. Both animals and vegeta-
tion are migrating north. For Daley,
humans have “no choice,” they must
“adapt” as animals are forced to do.

Prowling polar bears
Adaptation includes a newfound need

for closer coexistence with the emblemat-
ic predator of the Arctic region: the polar
bear. During the Cold War, a joint
Canadian-US military installation in
Churchill stood guard against a possible
Soviet attack coming over the North Pole.

The installation is now deserted, and local
concerns today concentrate more on
polar bears.

Due to global warming, ice no longer
covers the Hudson Bay for as long each
winter, forcing the polar bears to spend
more time on land and nearer to humans.
Often hungry and weak, the bears wander
closer to settlements. Venturing around
the town requires precautions: a gun,
bear repellent and the need to walk in
groups after dark or in poor visibility.

Everyone in Churchill has a story about
a run-in with a polar bear. “I don’t remem-
ber feeling unsafe during summertime.
No, no. I used to play on the rocks,” said
Danielle Daley, the 33-year-old daughter
of David Daley. “Today, it’s different. I
won’t let my kids play on the rocks.” The
slender young woman recounts her fright
at seeing a bear run past her house in
July, followed closely by the Manitoba
Natural Resources bureau patrol vehicle
with its sirens wailing.

It’s even more complicated in the fall,
when the bears are starving after months
of failing to find food on land, without a
seal in sight. “We’re at the beginning of
the busiest time of year for us when the
bears will be coming through Churchill on
their way north to the first ice on the
Hudson Bay,” said Ian Van Nest, a wildlife
officer. For Halloween night, October 31, a
special set-up is put in place, Van Nest
said. Clad in a bullet-proof vest, with a rifle
slung over his shoulder and a walkie-
talkie on his belt, the stern-faced Van Nest
and his fellow officers go on patrol.

They even deploy helicopters to spot
roaming bears and ensure they do not
come near children collecting candy.
“Otherwise we could use cracker shells.
It’s a loud bang and a flash that’ll haze the
bear away as well,” Van Nest said. The
town is also equipped with new radars
that can detect polar bears within two kilo-
meters of its most outlying homes, even

at night or thick fog. Around Churchill, the
polar bear population has been in decline
since the 1980s but still hovers around
800, about the same number as human
inhabitants of the town.

‘Opportunities are there’ 
Not everyone sees these climate-relat-

ed changes in a bad light. “You’ve got to
look for the wins in all of this,” said
Churchill Mayor Michael Spence, a mem-
ber of the Cree, the most populous
Indigenous group of the First Nations in
Canada. An increase in tourism, along
with development of the port, have gone
hand in hand with rising temperatures.
“The opportunities are there for local peo-
ple to have... economic growth,” said
Spence, who grew up locally. This remote
corner of Manitoba province is inaccessi-
ble by car from the rest of Canada, yet a
few thousand tourists find their way each
year, by air or rail, drawn by the increased
presence of the polar bears.

And the melting sea ice allows ships to
access the city’s port, the only deep-water
port in the Canadian Arctic, for more
months each year than before. The mayor
dreams of transitioning Churchill into a
bustling port for grain grown in increasing-
ly more northern areas, and eventually for
minerals, more easily extracted in the far
north due to thawing. A large part of
Canada’s mining potential is found in the
far north, including deposits of diamonds,
gold, tungsten, uranium, and rare earth
elements.

But the thawing of the soil can also
hamper mining prospects. Railways that
once delivered raw materials to port have
become less stable, and even at times
useless. In 2017, a major melt led to
flooding that damaged rail lines, and rail
transport was cut off for more than 18
months. Since then, the port has been
largely idle, handling only a few ships per
year. At the back of the gigantic silos, old
rail cars rust amid wild grass.

Poverty
For some residents of Churchill, grind-

ing poverty relegates concerns about
global warming to the background.
Dilapidated homes, some hastily patched
up, line the streets alongside prefabricat-
ed buildings on cinder blocks, seemingly
unsuited for winter temperatures that can
plunge below -40 degrees Celsius (-40
degrees Fahrenheit). Abandoned cars,
vans, snowmobiles and quads are a fre-
quent sight, often stripped for spare parts.

In the early period of European colo-
nization, Churchill was an important out-
post of the fur trade. Today, both poverty
and the region’s Indigenous roots are
apparent. Fully 60 percent of the popula-
tion is Indigenous (Inuit, Metis and First
Nation groups like Cree and Dene), while
in Canada as a whole the number is only
five percent and in Manitoba 18 percent.
Unemployment, substandard housing and
discrimination prevail.

About 64 percent of children here live
below the poverty line. UN climate experts
already said in their March report that
these people’s intimate knowledge must
be taken into account in the fight against
climate change. At November’s COP27
climate summit in Egypt, some activists
will press for policies that take into account
Indigenous ancestral practices, since their
lands host 80 percent of the world’s biodi-
versity. David Daley dreams of an awak-
ening. “We must, as Indigenous people,
lead the reconciliation with our mother, the
Earth,” he says.— AFP 

This undated handout photo shows a mature male snow crab on the deck of a survey vessel in
Alaska. Climate change is a prime suspect in a mass die-off of Alaska’s snow crabs after the
state took the unprecedented step of canceling their harvest this season to save the iconic
species.— AFP photos

This undated handout photo shows Erin
Fedewa, a marine biologist with the Alaska
Fisheries Science Center, next to baskets of
snow crabs on the back deck of a survey ves-
sel in Alaska. 

Polar bear hell: 
An ice pack that 
keeps receding

Sprawled on rocky ground far from
sea ice, a lone Canadian polar bear
sits under a dazzling sun, his white

fur useless as camouflage. It’s midsum-
mer on the shores of the Hudson Bay and
life for the enormous male has been mov-
ing in slow motion, far from the prey that
keeps him alive: seals. Every year from
late June, when the bay ice disappears -
shrinking until it dots the blue vastness
like scattered confetti - the bears must
move onto shore to begin a period of
forced fasting.

But that period is lasting longer and
longer as temperatures rise. The whole
annual rhythm of the polar bear is in peril,
and birth rates are dropping as they scav-
enge for food. “There could be a beluga
whale carcass they might be able to find,
(or a) naive seal near shore, but generally
they’re just fasting. They lose nearly a
kilogram of body weight every day that
they’re on land,” said Geoff York, a biolo-
gist for Polar Bears International (PBI). An
AFP team joined him on an expedition.

In the Arctic, global warming is occur-
ring three or four times faster than else-
where in the world, recent studies indi-
cate. According to a 2020 report pub-
lished in the journal Nature Climate
Change, this means the near-extinction of
this iconic animal is approaching: From

1,200 individuals in the 1980s, the polar
bear population in western Hudson Bay
has dropped to about 800 today.

These days, this super predator of the
Arctic sometimes has to feed on sea-
weed, as a mother and her cub were
seen doing not far from the port of
Churchill, the Manitoba town and self-
declared “polar bear capital.” They are
also moving closer to the cities. In
Churchill, the bears a few years ago
began frequenting the waste disposal
site, a source of easy - but harmful - food
for them.

Since then, the town has taken pre-
cautions. The dump is now guarded by
cameras, fences and patrols. Across
Churchill, people leave cars and houses
unlocked in case someone needs to take
refuge quickly after a bad encounter with
this large carnivore. The emergency num-
ber for the wildlife protection unit is post-
ed on many walls. Some areas, like
schoolgrounds, are more closely moni-
tored. When they get an urgent call, Ian
Van Nest, the provincial officer of the unit,
and his colleagues jump into their pickup
truck armed with a rifle and a spray can of
repellent, wearing protective vests.

Sometimes the bears can be scared
off with just “the horn on your vehicle,”
Van Neste said. Other times the animals
need to be sedated, then kept in cages
until winter rolls around and they are
freed. The fate of the polar bear should
alarm everyone, said Flavio Lehner, a cli-
mate scientist at Cornell University, who
notes that the Arctic is a good barometer
of planetary health. And since the 1980s,
data show, the bay’s summer ice pack
has decreased by nearly half. — AFP 

An aerial view of the CCGS Amundsen, a Canadian research ice-breaker navigating near an ice
floe along Devon Island, in the canadian High Arctic.  —  AFP photos

A polar bear swims to catch a beluga whale along the coast of Hudson Bay near
Churchill. — AFP 

An aerial view of the CCGS Amundsen, a
Canadian research ice-breaker navigating
near an ice floe along Devon Island, in the
Canadian High Arctic. 

A female polar bear and her cub look for something to eat on the shoreline of the Hudson Bay
near Churchill. 


