Human Rights & Climate Change Case Study:
Yup’ik and Athabaskan People of the Yukon River, Alaska

The immense watershed of
the Yukon River in Alaska
Is inhabited by the Yup’ik
and Athabaskan people.
While diverse in culture,
language and traditions, the
people of the Yukon River
share a vital dependence on
the salmon which are
essential to their existence.
The Yukon River flows
over 1,900 miles from
British Columbia and
Yukon Territories, Canada
to its mouth at the Bering

Sea and is home to one of
the world’s longest migrating salmon runs. These salmon provide a primary
source of food for the people of the Yukon River. For many residents the
commercial salmon harvest also provides the only means of income for those who
live in the 49 remote villages, accessible only by air or water, of the Yukon River
in Alaska.

The Yukon River watershed encompasses over 330,000 square miles in Alaska and
Canada, and encompasses a wide range of habitats, from the broad delta at the
mouth to the canyons and flats further up river. In addition to its human
inhabitants, the watershed is home to a vast array of fish, wildlife and birds
including Chinook, chum and coho salmon; whitefish; sheefish; grayling;
blackfish; cisco; burbot; northern pike; moose; caribou; black and grizzly bears;
dall sheep; porcupines; beavers; muskrat; snowshoe hares; lynx; wolves; foxes;
wolverines; mink; marten; otters; weasels; many species of geese and ducks; rock
and willow ptarmigan; grouse; owls; golden eagles; red-throated loons; kingfishers
and ravens.



Impacts of Weather/Climate Change on Yukon River People

For thousands of years, the Yup’ik and
g Athabaskan people who live along the Yukon
* River have depended on the fish, wildlife and
fauna of the region. The plentiful salmon,
A berries, moose and other foods literally fill the
~ role of the “grocery store” for these
communities, and play a central role in culture
and identity. Based on years of observation,
traditional ecological knowledge provides
essential information about when the salmon are
coming, and many other events.

In recent years, weather patterns have changed,

and the methods people have traditionally relied
upon in predicting the weather can no longer be
trusted.

According to some studies, water temperatures on the Yukon River have also risen
steadily since 1975. Increasing water temperatures may be contributing to the
appearance of a fish parasite, Ichthyophonus, in Yukon River Chinook in recent
years. Warming water temperatures pose a clear threat to salmon, which require
temperatures of 55°F to protect spawning beds.

Additional impacts include:

Forest Fires: As temperatures warm,
forest fires have become both more
frequent and more severe. In addition
to threatening human life, forest fires
can cause severe damage to fish &
wildlife habitat. It can take hundreds
of years for burned areas to restore
themselves before supporting fish and 1596 ISBE  ISEE U958 (U5 0NN
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Bank erosion: Increased water volumes as warm temperatures melt snowpack
more quickly are causing bank erosion in parts of the river. Eroding banks change
stream channels and force riverside structures, including traditional fish camps, to
be relocated.

Future Impacts

The lives, cultures and economies
of the Yup’ik and Athabaskan
people of the Yukon River are
inextricably tied to the well-being
of the fish and wildlife
populations. Impacts to these
resources cause a direct effect on
Yukon River people, for without
these subsistence resources, living
in these remote locations would be
virtually impossible.
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