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Alaska Institute for Justice

• Climate Change Research & Policy Institute: a boundary 
organization that strives to increase the adaptive capacity of 
Alaska Native communities experiencing climate change.



POLAR AMPLIFICATION
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Feb. 2017
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ARCTIC ICE

Robin Bronen, JD, PhD                               Alaska 
Institute for Justice   robin.bronen@akijp.org 



Chukchi Sea: Ice extent



Bering Sea Ice Extent

At or near lowest all winter
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Combination of repeated and frequent extreme weather 
events and slow-ongoing environmental change:  decreased 
arctic sea ice, thawing permafrost and accelerated rates of 
erosion

TIPPING POINTS OF 
COMMUNITY    

HABITABILITY



All imminently threatened by flooding and erosion.  
Two made the decision to relocate



WHAT IS PLANNED COMMUNITY 
RELOCATION?

•Voluntary 

•Disaster Risk Reduction– prior to displacement of 
populations caused by extreme weather event

• Planned – long-term process

•Community

•Rebuild homes, infrastructure and livelihoods

•Maintain social and kinship connections



FOUR GOVERNANCE ISSUES
•NO government agency has the mandate or 
funding to relocate a community

• WHO makes the decision?

• WHEN: No institutional framework to determine 
the point in time when relocation needs to occur

• HOW can relocation occur prior to the occurrence 
of an extreme weather event that displaces people?
• HOW can human rights be protected?



ADAPTIVE RELOCATION GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK
HUMAN RIGHTS PROTECTIONS

http:/ Relocation
Indicators

Protection in 
Place

Community     
Relocation



Relocation Governance Design

Robin Bronen, JD, PhD                               
Alaska Institute for Justice   
robin.bronen@akijp.org 

Four Components
1. Federal Legislation
2. Good Governance
3. Social-Environmental Monitoring
4. Funding



Integration of Indigenous 
Knowledge with Atmospheric and 

Physical Science
• Storm Forecasting
• Documentation of flooding and erosion events
• Install erosion and shoreline change monitoring 

time lapse cameras in 5 communities

1985 Bank erosion protection
Kotlik: Victor Tonunchuk

Kwigillingok:  Erosion along barge landing site on 
Kuskokwim Bay in 2011. Yellow plastic poles are 
placed along the bank to measure rates of erosion. 



Research Methods for the Co-Production of Knowledge

Graph presented by Carolina Behe, Raychelle Daniel, & Julie Raymond Yakoubian



Alaska DGGS: Community-based 
erosion monitoring

Providing local individuals with scientific 
protocols and training for collecting data

Tide staff at installation and during flood 
event, surveyed to vertical reference 
frame.

Denise Pollock (AIJ), 
Lewis Amik III 

(Kwigillingok), and 
Emmett Matthias

(Kotlik) working to 
install and monitoring 
flooding and erosion.



AIJ Compiles Storm Narratives



Impacts: Multi-level understanding 
of  risk

Flooding below 20 unit housing – 11pm on Dec. 14 (Lewis Amik III)

Flooding near the south end of the village – 3pm on Dec. 15 (Lewis Amik III)

Flooding near the boardwalk leading to the school – 3pm Dec. 15(Lewis Amik III)



usteq: surface caves in, erodes
uste- to erode; to chip; to cave in

Usteq in Nunapitchuk, Alaska (Robin Bronen AIJ)

Usteq in Elson Lagoon – Utqiagvik (Ben Jones UAF)

Environmental Monitoring to Create Policy Change

• Usteq is specific to Arctic Alaska
• Stafford Act does not recognize

erosion as a hazard, nor is it 
eligible for funding
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Engage U.S. Federal 
Government:

WHITE HOUSE:
Explore Federal role in 
addressing climate change-
related displacement, needs of 
affected communities, and 
institutional barriers to 
community relocation.

US CONGRESS:
Bicameral Task Force on Climate 
Change

.



Relocation Legislation 
US Federal Disaster Relief and Hazard Mitigation
• Amend definition of a disaster 
– include erosion and sea level rise 

• Amend Hazard Mitigation Planning  Process:
– Foster community empowerment and capacity
– Implement on-going environmental monitoring
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Relocation Institutional Design
• Good Governance:  
– Identify governance design at each level of governance
– Which agencies need to be at the table to design the 

institutional framework
– Involve Affected Communities  in Design
– Identify steps Affected Communities need to take to 

determine relocation is best adaptation strategy

• Social-Environmental Monitoring 
– Identify Government and Non-governmental agencies 

doing environmental monitoring ; and
• Funding
– Identify programs that can provide technical assistance 

and funding  for planned relocation.
Robin Bronen, JD, PhD                               

Alaska Institute for Justice   
robin.bronen@akijp.org 



Future
• Documentation of Usteq
• Continue compiling storm narratives;

• Support and strengthen environmental monitoring;

• Identify Social and Environmental Relocation Indicators
• Multi-level understanding of risk

• Policy Changes to create governance framework
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