
“We have a right to survive. For
the Gwich’in people, that is the
issue.”

— Faith Gemmill,
Gwich’in Steering
Committee and
member of the Board
of Directors, National
Wildlife Federation

The 7,000 member Gwich’in Nation is
among the most staunchly traditional Native
American tribes. Theirs is a subsistence
way of life. For the most part, they live in
about a dozen villages scattered along the
Porcupine caribou herd’s migration routes in
northeastern Alaska and Canada. To the
Gwich’in, or Caribou People, the Porcupine
caribou herd is what the great herds of buf-
falo once were to the Plains Indian Tribes.
Now these caribou are threatened by plans
for oil development along the coastal plain of
the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

“The Gwich’in have lived in
harmony with the caribou for
hundreds of generations,”
Faith Gemmill says. “They
are our chief source of food,
clothing, tools and orna-
ments, and the center of our
culture. Our stories, songs

and dances are about caribou. The
Porcupine herd’s calving grounds along the
coastal plain of what is today called the
Arctic Refuge have been sacred to us for
generations – so sacred that we do not enter
them in times of famine, even though hunt-
ing would be easy for us there.”

The Porcupine caribou herd today numbers
about 123,000. As spring approaches each
year, the herd begins a 400-mile migration
northward along three principal routes from
its boreal forest wintering ranges. Their des-
tination is the coastal plain of the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge. By mid-May, the
first pregnant cows arrive, followed soon by
the rest of the herd. Calving reaches a peak
in early June. The narrow coastal plain
between the Brooks Mountain Range to the
south and the Arctic Ocean to the north is
ideal for calving and the early nurturing of
the young. Thick fields of protein-rich cotton-
grass provide nourishment. Ocean breezes
hold back swarms of mosquitoes. Predators
in this season are few. The coastal plain is
so perfect for this purpose that, although it is

only one-fifth the size of the
calving area used by the
Central Arctic caribou herd,
six times as many Porcupine
caribou inhabit it. By early
September, the young calves
are sturdy enough to begin
the migration southward.
The cycle begins again.
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For more information, visit these web sites: www.nwf.org/arcticrefuge, www.alaska.net/~gwichin




