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Apri l 17 , 1986 

Warren H. Lindner 
Secretary of the Commission 
1:!orld Commission on Environment and Development 
Palais lt ilson 
52 , rue des Paquis 
CH-1201 Geneva 
Switzerland 

Dear r{r . Lindner: 

I enjoyed mee t inG you :~ Edmonton yesterday and 
discussing the CODmiss:Jn ' s upcoming hearing s in 
Canada this r .. 1ay . I p I c 1 to be in otta wa for the 
hearings . 

As you requeste d, I am enclosing a brief concerning 
my involvement in the er vironment and development 
issues in the Pr ibilof I31 ~nds. : ~uld you kindly 
a ttach it to t he i nforma ~ i )n we submitted to you 
i n February? 

Thank you . I 1001-:: forwar d to seeing you and the 
Commission in ottawa . 

e • Swibold 
Producer/Director 

Enclosure 

BOX 910 CANMORE ALBER T A TOlOMO 403-678-5027 
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As an artist and a writer, we came to the Pribilof 

Islands in the Berini~ Sea in 1981 to produce a film on 

the birds of this rE':,'note island group. '!hat we fou.nd v;as 

a culture involved in a fur seal harvest as an industry. 

That industry has its roots in the early 18th centu~y 

when Russian fur traders colonized the I'ri bilofs v:i th 

Aleuts from the Aleutian Chain to harvest the northern fur 

seal. \11hen the Americans purchased 111aska in 1867, 

ruthless exploitation of the fur seal herds drove the species 

to near extinction. 3eals were slaughtered indiscriminately 

of age and sex on the hir;h seas durinr; their sprir:g rnic~r2.tio;. 

up the west coast 0:':' Cali:':'ornia and into the Bering S2a. 

3y 1911, four nations (':2.1:20a, the United ')tates, the 

U.S.S.~. and ~apan) realized they v.'ould all lose their 

market if the seal disappeared. As a result, the first 

international conservation tY'ea ty 0 -: a v:ild animal for 

industry was struck 2nd carries on to t:nis c1ay as the 

most successfully managed harvest for a sustainable yield 

of a wild animal. ~his treaty, v.'hieh allows an annual 

harvest as part of its management, has sustained the northern 

fur seal, as well as the last intact culture of Aleut veople 

le:t in the world today. 

The ;lleuts v'ere a captive lc:l.bor for2e of the Dni ted 

States' govern~ent in harvesting the seals until the 19508 

when public pre ssure fore ed the government to pay the [~leu ts 

wa[';es. 
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In the 1970s, environmental consciousness arose to 

question the wisest use of our environment. Out of the 

early environmental movement came extreme animal rights 

groups whose ethics mushroomed into a Euro-North American 

urban attitude that wild animals are not to be used for 

the fashion industry, or indeed, 'used' at all. This 

attitude, complex in its origins, has precipitated the 

collapse of the wild fur market. 

By 1983 the market for natural furs was so depleted 

that the United 3tates government vd. thdrew its subsidy of 

the Pribilof economy and left the Aleuts to a harvest that 

had no economic viability. Extreme animal rights groups 

tried to claim the animal was endangered because of a 

population decline related to the harvest. No scientific 

evidence has substantiated this claim. 

Unfortunately, through this kind of narrow perception 

of natural resource management of wild fur-bearing anim~ls, 

we have relinquished a balance of diverse materials for 

h~~an use. An emotional attitude that is not grounded in 

biological fact or an understanding of successful resource 

management, has ruined an industry as well as native cultures. 

Traditional communities dependent on sealing for cash 

income, food and cultural identity, have been severely 

affected in Canada's north, Alaska and Greenland, resulting 

in dissolution of some communi ties and a welfare econor!1Y in 

others. Alcohol, suicide and a welfare state have been the 

outcome for many natives who have been impacted by an ill

informed public. In the sweep of this Euro-l'iorth American 

attitude, scientific inquiry into biological diversity, habitat 
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and species research has been disregarded as irrelevant to 

the subject. Compounding the situation is the lack of 

interest in the educational process and and the unwilling

ness by the media to fully inform the public on the facts 

and complexity of this situation. A monopoly in the news 

media in North America has left a void in indepth, contextual 

reporting of native concerns for environment and development 

from their point of view. The urban public has no under

standing of a land-based culture and its renewable resource 

industry. The monopoly in newspapers and television in 

neutralizing the news to cater to advertising interests and 

politics distorts the facts; furs and native land-basec 

attitudes based on cyclical time and renewable resources 

do not contribute to the needs of urban populations dependent 

on a wage economy. Cultural differences are not treated 

equally nor are their resources for trade. 

This attitude created a crisis among the Aleuts, whose 

culture has been defined with the seal for over 200 years. 

'The facts ignored in this issue are that a scientific 

co~nunity, meeting annually, has determined the take of 

seals, ensuring sustainable yields in balance with the entire 

food chain of the habi tat. ~~'hat animal rights groups have 

failed to address is the effect of fisheries on the pop

ulation of seals and the Bering Sea food chain. 

Current scientific investigation in the Bering Sea 

indicates a decline in popUlation of four species of birds 

and animals whose main diet is pollack. V,e are not sure 

if a cyclical process in the Bering Sea ecosystem is creating 

this problem; we do, however, know that the situation is 

being exacerbated by multinational fisheries removing more 



4. 

than 4~ million metric tonnesof pollack each yearf'nOOl1 

the Bering Sea. Unlike the fur seal harvest, which is a 

scientifically-managed harvest for sustainable yield, 

multinational fishing is not a regulated industry based 

on harvesting for maximum sustainable yield. Consequently, 

because of this lack of understanding and education about 

population declines, and of man as a high-profile predator 

in a shared food chain, urban people pave blamed the harvest 
and the natives for the se declules. 

For many native people, the traditional means of 

making a living is through trapping and harvesting of 

wild animals. If that industry is not respected along 

with appropriate development and technology, we too will 

suffer as our enviroThllents become ever more depleted through 

excessive consumption and the creation of a monoculture. 

Developers often don't see that native people regard 

the environment as their renewable source of livelihood 

and sustenance over and above m2.rket :;:luctuations. By 

removing their skills, knowledge and cultural identity 

wi th the land, to become wage ean'1ers in a "high tech" 

development, the native person loses his ability to relate 

and sustain himself to the land when the market place 

collapses or fluctuates. Because native peoples of the north 

live in remote areas, they do not have access to a wide 

range of wage jobs, other than those based on resource 

exploitation. This kind of boom and bust development 

brings in high-paying, short-term jobs v:hich dry up as 

soon as the resource or the market disappear. Developers 

rarely spend the time to understand the native communities, 

leading to high job turnover and tension between cultures. 

Through generations of accumulated wisdom of the 
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natural habitat, the native person has become a conservation

ist, naturalist and scientist in perceiving natural cycles 

of health in the environment. He is a watch dog on the 

health of his environment and a protector of that envir

onment because it has and does sustain life when and if 

economic trade fluctuates. The Aleuts, for instance, 

noticed a drop in seabird reproduction, thinner pelts on 

seals and a drop in the sea lion colonies on their islands. 

These concerns led them to hire a scientist to investigate 

the pollack biomass which they suspected was at the root 

of these problems. The scientific report, in turn, led 

to the Aleuts alerting the scientific community ~orking 

in the Bering Sea to a possible collapse of the pollack 

biomass. By taking an ecosystem approach to their habitat, 

the Aleuts have brought together scientists from diverse 

fields for the first Bering Sea workshop, scheduled by ~he 

~niversity of Alaska to take place in Juneau this fall. 

The Aleuts have welcomed the oil development and fishing 

industry, as long as developers respect the conditions under 

which development may take place. Such development must 

include a respect and a place for harvesting seals for 

furs, as an economic base and as cultural identi ty. -.'hen 

development is only seen as wanting to exploit the oil and 

minerals necessary for all the people of the v:orld, dis

regarding cultural diversity and appropriate technology, 

native cultures and whole habitats are affected and often 

destroyed in the process. 

To avoid this we must understand that different cultures 
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require different technologies and products. A monopoly 

on a resource for production is disrespectful of cultural 

diversity. If all people are to benefit from natural 

resources, and maintain a sustainable environment, monopoly 

industries are out of the question. Kith 65% of our clothing 

today made of synthetic fabrics, with more distribution of 

plastic materials on a global level, the monopoly resource 

is clearly oil, whether in products or fuel to create those 

products. This monopoly is creating serious problems in 

habitat management as well as a social menace in non-biodegradable 

"disposable" products. Oil is not renewable and plastics do 

not break dov.n to retuIT, compatibly wi th the earth. 

There are na ti ve cuI t'.1::res viho do not separate develop

ment from environment, which is a non-native fragmentation. 

There are native cultures who perceive through ce~turies of 

inheri ted knowledfe and wisdo;n. that destruction of any 

part o~~ the environment from overuse, v.'ill eventually result 

in human destruction. The pressures of advertising, prD1!lotior. 

and distribution of goods from highly industrialized nations 

to developing natior.s and native cultures wi thout regard to 

their appropriate needs and expressed desires has created 

in many native cultures, among the young people, a disdain 

for their culture, traditions and wisdom, no matter how well 

it has worked in sustainint?; the land and resources. As the 

young in these cultures increasinGly feel "left out" in 

identi fying wi th v:estern culture, the eventual collapse o:;-~ 

traditional communities will be imminent. In developing 

resources for global benefit, industrialized nations will 

have to come to terms with the excessiveness of our over

desiened goods, vo'i th functions far beyond human necessi ty. 
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In understanding cultural diversity we must under-

stand that many native people around the world already 

have an industry as an economic base. For the natives 

of Canada's north, the Pribilof Islands, and Greenland's 

Eskimo, the main industry is fur. 'vvhen animal protectionists 

target single species to be protected with disregard for 

the complexity of habitat and cultures living in a 

symbiotic relationship with that animal, serious conse

quences result. As we have already seen, communities 

are collapsing in the Canadian Arctic, Labrador and New

foundland, as well as the threatened destruction of the 

Aleut culture on the Pribilof Isla~ds. 

By campaigning to stop the harvesting of v.ild animals, 

animal protectionists ignore the fact that we too are hir,h

profile predators, who manaee and balance habitats. In 

their unwillingness to address this complexity, the animal 

rights [,roups may unwittinr,ly be threatening the balance 

and survi vabili ty of \','hole habi ta ts. In shutting do\vr1 the 

harvest of wildlife that is not endangered, you open the 

(door by default to more synthetics and fur farming, 

which in themselves destroy whole habitats. 

v\'hen the Aleuts, and indeed many native people, ask 

for thorough research and built-in environmental controls 

in accepting resource development, corporations do not 

want to consider such requests because they are "too 

expensive". For many native people, the loss of land and 

its renewable resources is itself too expensive. The 

imbalance between developers and natives interested in 

controlling development is often met with resistance to 
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accept the natives' request for slow, carefully-planned 

development. Last summer, the natives of st. Lawrence 

Island, Alaska successfully halted oil exploration in the 

Navarin Basin of the Bering Sea, winning a court injunction 

based on the developers' disregard of the migration routes 

of the bowhead whale. The people of this island depend on 

the whale for subsistence. The exploring oil companies had 

disregarded the controls set by the native people through 

a federal EIS study. The court injuntion was the first 

successful example of native development controls closing 

do\'.'n oil exploration until these guidelines are respected. 

3uch a move is hardly "economic". The short-circuitir>~ 

of the initial costs for sound development to the benefit of 

all concerned has resulted in enormous wasted expenditures to 

the oil industry and in court costs to settle the case. Over 

and over ae:ain \,:8 see the sophi stica ted, industrializ ec1 na tior. 2 

trying to "hoodwink" the "unsophisticated" native. 

It is interesting that this is the first such case in 

Alaska, for developers usually have far more money and 

political clout than natives to carry out their schemes. 

Our headlong rush to develop our resources is bringing dO~TI 

both environment and culture. '.1Ji thout cultural and bioloc2.cal 

diversity in consideration of industry and economics, none of 

us, ultimately, has much chance of survival on this earth. 

In producing four films on these islands and their 

people, we have tried to use film not as a weapon but as a 

facilitator for communication; a tool to bridge the uneasy 

tensions between cultures; and as a proven instrument of 

trust between our cultures in communication of values. 

Throuch film, we have been able to communica to and colla'oora te 



with each other, trusting each other's expertise. 

In addressing development for native cultures and 

their relationship to the land, appropriate technology 

must be considered in the context of the environment. st. 

Paul Island, for example, in the middle of the Bering Sea, 

is a windswept environment. An oil-based energy is 

extremely expensive. \nJind generators are an appropriate 

technology for killowat hours and have been introduced as 

a prototype model for household use at the Aleuts' request. 

In developing an honest, true picture of the Pribilof 

Aleut culture and their desire for controlled development, 

we as film-makers, through the use of our own appropriate 

technolocy, were able to spend five years recording Aleut 

life in transition. The appropriate technology was Super 8 

movie C8.J.11eraS, v:i th their low cost and upkeep, accessi bili t:/, 

portability and low shooting ratio with film cartridges. 

The unobtrusiveness of Super 8 among people and wildlife 

allowed the natural flow of life to continue in front of 

the cameras. The result of this technology is a professional, 

broadcast quality, archival record (not appropriate to video) 

of a people and a place. 

~'Je were able to spend the time documenting the islands 

because we used technology that was not excessive for the 

job. The Aleuts trusted our expertise in our industry (fil:n) 

and v!e trusted their expertise, wisdom of environment and 

renewable resources, in developing the script and narration 

to our edited picture. Because of this cooperation between 

two cultures, they have a product that they are using to 

inform developers about how they relate to the land; and ·I'.'e 
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have a product we can use to educate international audiences 

about sustainable, natural resources related from the native 

point of view. 

We must remember that all our plastics, microchips and 

"high tech" conveniences of the developed industrial world 

are not necessarily the things that native people covet. As 

the Pribilof Aleut leader says in our second film, Amig, 

"If you lose your feet off the land, you're in the Aleut 

version of hell." ~·Je must understar.d that cultural diversity 

means a variety of ways in which peoples perceive and utilize 

natural resources. 

Sustainability in the cultural and biological worlds 

lS based on a viorking knowledr;e and the wisdom of limitations 

and appropriateness. These values have been built ir.to native 

cultures for hundreds and hundreds of years. ;:'8 \':ill all 

benefit from honoring and participating in cultural and 

biological diversity. 
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