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During recent polar bear meetings under the
Inuvialuit-Inupiat Polar Bear Agreement in the
Southern Beaufort Sea, managers were made aware of
a new potential problem for polar bears. Recent work
(see poster to right) examining the stomachs from
polar bears harvested by hunters along the North
Slope of Alaska found a high incidence of non-food
items in their stomachs that included plastic bags and
a towel. Analyses indicated 25% of the bears (n=51)
had macroplastics in their stomachs and with the
narrow pyloric sphincter out of the stomach it is very
possible these large items would lead to gastric outlet
obstruction. Two of the bears with significant
amounts of non-food items were deemed aggressive
and deterrent actions were ineffective.
Based on this information the Inuvialuit-Inupiat
Commissioners made the following recommendation in
2019:
Recommend continuing a joint effort between the
Inuvialuit Game Council (IGC) and North Slope Borough
(NSB) and relevant government departments to further
educate communities on the impacts of plastic waste on
polar bears
Inuvialuit are working to heighten public awareness of the
problems with plastics and what individuals and
communities can do about it. The Hamlet of Tuktoyaktuk
had already banned the use of plastic grocery bags in their
community several years ago.

The Inuvialuit Game Council (IGC) and the Wildlife Management
Advisory Council (NWT) have also initiated a program in cooperation
with the hunters and the Government of the Northwest Territories,
Department of Environment and Natural Resources to document the
incidents of macroplastics in polar bear stomachs in the Canadian side
of the Beaufort Sea and microplastics in fecal matter (BEARWATCH).
The IGC and WMAC (NWT) are also raising the issue of properly
managed landfills that keep garbage in and wildlife out.
Increased documentation of the issue in a systematic way and work to
raise public awareness is critical in working to change public
perceptions and start real and meaningful change.

