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The Bering Sea:  Current Status and Recent Events 
 

by Jeffrey Napp 
 
Current status of the Bering Sea ecosystem 
 
We are still waiting to learn if the signs of moderation in 
Bering Sea climate observed last year will result in a break 
in the string of cold years experienced from 2007 to 2011.  
So far all bets are off.  Winter temperatures in the southeastern 
Bering Sea were considered “near normal” or average as 
observed at the mooring M2 site (Fig. 1).  However, summer 
was unusually cold so that the water remained cold through 
the summer and fall, comparable to the recent string of cold 
years.  Thus, this winter started with cold water in the Bering 
Sea making it less difficult for the formation of sea ice. 

 
Fig. 1 Time series of water temperatures at the Bering Sea mooring M2 

site (56.87°N, 164.03°W).  Daily depth averaged water column 
temperatures.  Figure courtesy of P. Stabeno, NOAA. 

 
Coastal residents of Alaska also complained about the lack 
of a warm, calm summer season.  For example, small gold 
dredging platforms (comparable to a raft, Fig. 2) were not 
able to prospect off Nome until mid August due to stormy 
weather. 

 
Fig. 2 Small dredging vessels near Belmont Point, Nome, Alaska.  Photo 

courtesy of the Nome Nugget (http://www.nomenugget.net/ 
archives/2011/8.11.11%20nn.pdf). 

 
During the fall, the resupply of Nome with heating and 
transportation fuel was prevented by a large mid November 
storm.  The customary fall resupply by a barge (1.6 million 
gallons of gasoline and diesel) was not possible and, as this 
article is being written, an international effort between a 
Russian Federation ice-strengthened tanker and a U.S. 
Coast Guard ice breaker is unfolding in an attempt to 
resupply Nome before they run out of fuel.  Due to the 
presence of sea ice and the configuration of the harbour, 
the tanker may not be able to reach the harbour and will 

have to string its resupply hoses across the ice to the 
shoreline to make its delivery.  Note that one forecast of 
climate change is that the weather patterns will become less 
predictable with more extreme weather events.  Whether or 
not the fall storm experienced by the Bering Sea is just 
such an extreme event is open to debate.  However, the 
consequences of this event directly impact the people living 
around the margins of the Bering Sea.  Had the storm 
arrived earlier, it could also have seriously impacted those 
fishers engaged in the fall fishing season. 
 
In early January, the southerly ice extent in the eastern Bering 
Sea reached past Nunivak Island (60°N) and into Bristol 
Bay, but is well short of the Pribilof Islands (Fig. 3).  In the 
next 5 days the ice front is not expected to move very far. 

 
Fig. 3 Position and areal coverage of sea ice in the Bering Sea and 

western Arctic Ocean (4 January 2012).  Source:  U.S. National 
Weather Service (http://pafc.arh.noaa.gov/ice.php?img=fullice). 

 
On the equator 
 
Based on October/November 2011 events at the equator, 
NOAA is predicting that the present La Niña conditions 
will continue to at least early spring and have a 40% 
chance of continuing until 2012–2013 based on past events 
sometimes lasting 3 years (http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/psd/ 
enso/mei).  In the past, cold winters and extensive sea ice 
conditions in the eastern Being Sea have been associated 
with La Niña conditions at the equator. 
 
Other non-marine signs of a potentially cold winter include 
the irruption of arctic bird species in the Pacific Northwest 
corner of North America.  For instance, snowy owls (Bubo 
scandiacus) have been seen more frequently this winter, 
and the sighting of rare Ross’ gull (Rhodostethia rosea) 
was recently reported. 
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Fig. 4 (left) Ice edge extent for December 5, 2011 compared to median extent (orange line).  Source:  http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/. 
Fig. 5 (center) Ice edge extent for fall 2011 compared to average extent 1979 – 2000.  Source:  http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/. 
Fig. 6 (right) Monthly ice extent for November 1979 to 2011.  Source:  http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/. 
 
Arctic conditions 
 
In December, the sea ice in the western Arctic (Bering, 
Chukchi and Beaufort Seas) was at or beyond the median 
ice extent for 1979–2000, while the ice extent in the eastern 
Arctic (Labrador, Greenland, Barents and Kara Seas) was 
somewhat less than the recent median extent (Fig. 4).  The 
trajectory for the fall/winter of 2011/2012 was following 
that of 2007/2008 where the summer ice extent was well 
below the recent average, but the winter ice extent was just 
below the 95% confidence interval for the time series mean 
(Fig 5). 
 
The Arctic sea ice extent in November was the third lowest 
in the satellite record for the month, behind 2006 and 2010.  
If one fits a linear regression to the November data from 
1979 to the present, the areal sea ice extent for the month 
appears to be decreasing at a rate of 4.7% per decade  
(Fig. 6).  The Arctic Oscillation Index which was strongly 
negative last winter (–2.6 in December 2010, –1.68 in 
January 2011) was strongly positive through most of 
November and December 2011. 
 
2011/2012 Bering Sea field season 
 
The number of observation days in the eastern Bering Sea 
was dramatically reduced last year.  This was due, in part, 
to the end of the field component of the recent U.S. Bering 
Sea ecosystem programs BEST and BSIERP.  A NOAA 
spring cruise to survey larval pollock and cod was 

cancelled because of mechanical issues with the FSV 
Oscar Dyson.  The NOAA summer acoustics survey was 
situated in the Gulf of Alaska, and the T/S Oshoro Maru 
did not visit the eastern Bering Sea shelf.  The NOAA mid 
summer bottom trawl survey and the late summer BASIS 
surveys both occurred as planned.  Details of the 2012 
observation program for the Bering Sea are forthcoming. 
 
Science meetings and special journal issue 
 
Meetings in 2012 that may host sessions or talks of interest 
to scientists working in the Bering Sea include: 
 Alaska Marine Science Symposium, January 16–20, 

2012, Anchorage, Alaska, U.S.A.; 
 AGU/Ocean Sciences Meeting, February 20–24 2012, 

Salt Lake City, Utah, U.S.A.; 
 PICES/ICES Conference for Early Career Scientists, 

April 24–27, 2012, Majorca, Spain; 
 Second PICES/ICES/IOC Symposium on “Effects of 

climate change on the world’s oceans”, May 15–19, 
2012, Yeosu, Korea. 

 
A collection of Bering Sea papers will be published in a 
special issue of Deep-Sea Research II in mid 2012.  The 
issue is sponsored by the BEST and BSIERP programs. 
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