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Interviewer, Male Speaker #1, John, Chris Merculief

Chris Merculief:
My name is Chris Merculief.  I live here in St. George.  I was born in Anchorage and moved back here in 1975.  I’m the president of the St. George traditional council, the tribal government of St. George, and I work as president.  It’s a job in itself.  
Interviewer:
You fish?
Chris Merculief:
I fish, yeah, I commercial fish.  I’ve been in commercial fishing since 1983.  I don’t know how many years that is.  Twenty?
Interviewer:
Halibut?  Commercial feed off that?
Chris Merculief:
Commercial for halibut, yeah.
Interviewer:
And can you run around and get the fridge, Jeff?  Okay, so Chris, what we were talking about yesterday in terms of the community and the health of the community right now, and what the potential is for it.  If you could just talk a little bit about that, and reference the St. George community, because they won’t hear me saying this on the film, and so when I opened it up to you yesterday, you just talked about it, and started into some ideas, and plans, and what needed to really happen in order to bring this community back to life, and what your perception is, as to what’s happened to the community in the time since you’ve been out here, since you’ve come back.
Chris Merculief:
You want me to just – you want me to elaborate a little bit on the start back in the fisheries, and come forward?
Interviewer:
Absolutely.

John:
Look at me when you – 

Interviewer:
And talk – be telling John.
Chris Merculief:
Well, basically St. George has always been in a position where everything’s gonna be diverse.  The fishery started basically in 1983.  It was just a pocket pond back then.  We ran it out of a small building, not any real big numbers, or anything like that, but then the fisheries were pretty healthy compared to now.  The fisheries are pretty flat lined, but quotas back then were pretty small.  Not a lot of people worked down there.  I think there was probably six or seven people at the time.  I think it was mainly run by the Tana Corporation.  It started it up in conjunction with a few other key people then that had run it through the years.  Flowed on through to the mid-80’s, and the late 80’s, and we eventually moved it to a new building, a used facility that we had to build infrastructure in, in order to make it work.  
The fisheries basically has steadily, in the last few years, has taken a nose dive in reference to halibut.  In the mid-80’s it was pretty – it was flourishing pretty well.  There was a lot of fish, and for the most part, the impacts of trawling and other things hadn’t been – fell into play at all.  Through the ‘90s, mid-90’s fisheries itself was – Americans and whoever participates in the fisheries, they all get better with technology, so technology’s been a key role, I think, in targeting how different species, and being able to work to get the fish and stuff.  They have governing agencies like North Pacific Fisheries Managing Council that has, throughout the years, done a fairly good job in managing this fisheries, but I think for the most part, the trawling damage and catcher processor damage that has occurred out here for fisheries, and not entirely specific fisheries, I mean all fisheries generally have gotten to a point now where St. George is in a crossroads with trying to get halibut and stuff.  I’m talking specific halibut fisheries.
Interviewer:
Do you think that’s affected the whole environment out here?  Have you noticed that, you go out and fish, have you noticed that there’s something that’s affecting the whole environment, the seal populations, the bird populations, the fish populations?
Chris Merculief:
Well, I don’t have any scientific information on it, and I’m not gonna act like I would know better than a person who’s doing any kind of research, but just from my own local capture of the whole thing, I think that it’s a number of factors.  There’s the climate change, and of course predation on populations too.  So concentrated fishing effort has always been a real key thing I think to being a detriment to any fishery.  
Interviewer:
Can an Aleut make a living out here fishing traditionally?  Can you go out with a small boat?  You’ve got a small boat.  I’ve seen it.  Can you go out and make a living fishing here with the way the system’s set up now?
Chris Merculief:
Well, I think if given the correct – the right amount of support with our local fisheries association as well as the regional fisheries association, I feel confident that you can make money to sustain throughout the winter, but you have to keep in mind that fishing for anybody is always a gamble.  You don’t know if you’re gonna go and do well one day, and not do so well the next.  It’s tough.  I don’t have a real good answer for that.
Interviewer:
What about on the quota system?  Do you think the allocations to St. George, or St. Paul, or just the Pribilof’s in general is fair compared to the quotas that are - 
Chris Merculief:
I think in this point in time, I think it’s fair.  We get fifteen percent of the total quota, which amounts to about 120,000 pounds.  I think it’s fair to say that it’s enough for St. George at this time.  Maybe a year or two from now it may be different.  It changes from time to time.  They have a process they go through.  I think they cycle every three years, and I believe in 2008, they’re gonna have a new cycle, so they’ll re-look at it, look at it again, and determine whether or nor we need to have more.
Interviewer:
Okay, the community seems to be shrinking in size.  It’s going down.  What – why?  Why is that happening, and is that a trend that you think can be reversed, and if so, how?
Chris Merculief:
Boy, that’s a tough question.  St. George is a tough place to live, no matter how you put it.  Jobs are hard to find, unemployment kicks in, and it’s brutal in the winter months.  Trying to find solutions for employment out here is difficult because there’s not a lot going on with the exception of the few entities that provide jobs for locals in reference to – like with the St. George traditional council.  We manage with – in cooperation with another entity from outside of here to contract our health clinic.  We do a lot of work with them as well as other activities that we participate in.  
We’re primarily grant specific, and we work for the government.  We have a good co-management agreement with them, and as far as finding a solution for getting more jobs out here, we just write up more grants, and we brainstorm all the time.  We’re starting a strategic planning in August with the traditional council to try to strategize ways to providing more jobs here.  We’re gonna be doing some work with tribal courts.  I’m just talking about the council for now, but we’re gonna be doing some work with tribal courts and the juvenile court system to provide more information to the community as a whole, to make them more aware of what we’re capable of doing, and what we’d like to do.  With the city, and the other entities that are on the island, I think they’re doing the best they can to try to provide work that they can for the island, but as far as figuring in where we can find a solution to it all, it’s tough.  I don’t have a good answer for that at all.  I really don’t.
Interviewer:
You told me in some conversations that you’ve created – I don’t remember exactly, seven to eight new positions.  A lot of them seem to be focused on the environment, on the marine environment.  So the marine environment – I’d like you to say that, but the marine environment is a major - 
Chris Merculief:
Contributor to a number of things, yeah, fisheries as well as other things.  We work with different organizations.  We work with WWF, we work with a number of key people who participate in providing grant monies and stuff to our programs.  We have stellar sea lion monitoring, and stuff like that, so there’s jobs there, the jobs that I was talking about.  
It’s almost entirely environmental related in one way or another.  Do we feel that there’s a need for it?  Well, if there wasn’t so many things going on with the fur seals, if there wasn’t so much stuff going on with the fisheries, and the climate change, and stuff like that, I think that they wouldn’t be here, or that there wouldn’t be such a need for them, but there is a need for them, and the people – I think the local people here understand that there’s problems.  Not only employment problems, but there’s problems that we see in the environment.  
You can’t get a better rendition of what’s going on out here unless you have a local tell you about it.  It’s simple for a researcher or a scientist to come out here, “Well, the fur seals are disappearing.  They’re getting gobbled up by killer whales or something down in Amnuk Pass,” or whatever, but it doesn’t take too many native people that live here, or tribal members here on St. George to tell you that they’re depleting, and we’re noticing the change.  I can give you a little example.  In 1975, ’76, I remember walking out near the rookeries over at the place they call starutel, just a couple miles down the road here, and I remember looking at fur seals that were halfway up the bluff.  That’s a thousand foot bluff over there.  Now I think you’re lucky to see a few hundred animals there in the summer times, so there’s been a lot of significant changes here.
Interviewer:
So has the seal – I think I was asking you about what does the fur seal mean to the culture of the people in the Pribilof Islands.  Does it have any real value, or is it just fishing now?
Chris Merculief:
Well, I can give you a little example of myself.  Being raised here in St. George, I learned the – of participating in the fur seal harvest, and also using the subsistence for food.  With my kids – I have three children – they basically grew up in an environment where you have a clash of the two.  You have a little bit of outside meals and stuff coming in here, and being spoiled by that, but in the same respect, in my house, we try to instill in our children that this is where you’re from.  This is what we have, and this is we have to offer you in reference to what’s culturally tied with the community, and for the most part, they take it in.  They understand.  
We live off obvious subsistence stuff like halibut and fur seal, and I – it’s not, I guess, even with that in mind, it’s not – we don’t really participate in it as much as I’d like to.  We store seal meat throughout the winter months, and eat it from time to time.  I guess when I was a kid growing it, it seemed like I ate a lot more back then, but now, we still do what we have normally done since I’ve been married, and had children.  We do – I guess they call it fermented seal flipper.  We salted the seal flipper, so technically it’s not really fermented.  I do that every year.  We pack away, my guess, is probably a hundred to a hundred fifty pounds of seal meat, and a couple hundred pounds of halibut or whatever, but it’s there for my family.  We do it openly.  It’s an Aleut community.  Who’s to say, “Oh, you’re eating seal meat.”  It’s not like that.  
Interviewer:
Is there an Aleut name for that?
Chris Merculief:
Well, they call it – the seals are called holostock.  That’s what they called them, and the smaller seal pups are called waukuna, but they – as far as the community goes, there’s a number of people that participate in the fur seal harvest, a number of people who subsist on seal meat, but there again, you’re running into the same thing that I was talking about earlier, where you have outside influence.  You have prepared meals, and TV dinners, and stuff like that, and I always make a joke of TV dinners where you don’t entirely subsist, so you go down to the store, and get your TV dinner.  
Anyway, it’s not lost here.  It’s not gone, but the traditional values I think that St. George has had twenty, thirty years ago is completely different from now.  Sealing was obviously a lot more stronger back then primarily I think because of the government influence out here, where they would be producing the pelts, and stuff like that.  I’m talking the early 1980’s and before then, but I think the community as a whole is really still trying to keep – grasp that.  Keep the subsistence going, and the traditional council, we provide freezer space for seal meat, and during the harvest, we take that seal meat, we wrap it up, and we keep it set aside for people, families during the wintertime so that it’s there for them if they want it.  This year we’re going to subsist for halibut, and keep it there so that it’s provided for people through the winter months as well, that are unfortunate to get any halibut and stuff.  So there – to answer that, I guess the community is still working with subsistence, and they generally – most people here I believe are still very much involved in that.
Interviewer:
So if the seal goes, does the Aleut – St. George Aleut culture go you think?
Chris Merculief:
No, I don’t think so.  
Interviewer:
Can you say that I’m a believer in the fact that if the seal goes, the Aleut culture goes, and then elaborate a little bit.
Chris Merculief:
Well, they’re gonna take a lot away from – the seal culture, if the seals were to leave, I think it would be – it would have a big impact on the way of life out here.  I guess the main tone here would be to say that you remove your subsistence from any community, rural community for that matter, and the community’s gonna take a hit one way or another.  Some people are more enthralled in wanting to get seals and stuff like that for their subsistence usage and stuff, and other people are not so much, so I don’t know.  That’s a hard question to ask.
Male Speaker #1:
Let me pause for a second, and pick up when he comes back.
Interviewer:
Okay, so if you can give us your opinion about if the seal were to disappear, if the environment changed enough, and the population kept going down, would that simultaneously cause the Aleut culture to disappear?
Chris Merculief:
On St. George?
Interviewer:
On St. George.
Chris Merculief:
No.  _______________________________.
Interviewer:
You’re at the salon.
Chris Merculief:
You want me to start off with staying it, and not saying mulch?
Interviewer:
Right, don’t say no.
Male Speaker #1:
Yeah, because nobody knows what you’re saying no to.

Interviewer:
So if the seals were to – if the population kept going down because of environmental reasons or whatever, we don’t know for sure, but whatever it is that’s causing that to happen.  If it went down to a critical point, do you think that the Aleut culture here on St. George would follow it into demise, and just rephrase my question, and then give me your opinion on it.
Chris Merculief:
I don’t believe that with the seal populations, if they were to diminish completely would greatly affect the cultural way of life out here.  I think it would have a big impact.  It would change a lot of things, but I think the fact that in reference to traditional council, they – we’re trying to start up some Aleut language programs.  We would like to have the Aleut dancers start back up again.  We would also like to have more elderly people involved in things, in talks and interviews so that we make people here more aware of what your cultural history is like.  So maybe the best way to say it would be it probably would.  It would have a big impact here.  I don’t think that anyone is necessarily gonna leave because of it.  The community as a whole will lose part of their subsistence on the food ability with seals, but there’s – I think there’s a lot more here to keep yourself culturally bound, if that’s the best way to put it.  
Interviewer:
And so back to my question earlier, population in St. George is diminishing.  Do you feel like you need to find a way to stop that in order to keep the health in the community, and if so, do you have any ideas about how to stop it?  What can you do to stop it, and if you don’t, what do you foresee would ultimately happen here in St. George?
Chris Merculief:
Well, there’s so many problems in the world that are very much related to what – to how populations move around.  I think with people and small communities in general, the fuel shortage we have, fuel prices are through the roof, four dollars a gallon for gas.  Four dollars, four something for diesel.  People see lower prices in Anchorage and other places in Alaska that – where it makes it a little bit easier to live.  I don’t think it’s any easier in Anchorage, to live there, but – I’ve lived there off and on here and there, and it’s not any cheaper there.  You drive five or ten miles here, you drive twenty or thirty miles there, so you burn the same amount of fuel.  
Populations are gonna move because of that.  I don’t foresee a lot of people leaving St. George in the next three or four years, but after that, I don’t really know, and we’re actually really working to try to keep employment going.  The council is working really hard, and there’s a number of people that are doing that too, involved in council that are trying to keep employment going here, and I think as long as we’re able to accomplish that, I think we can keep people from leaving here.  A lot of tough decisions, if you have a large family, or even if you have a small family, you have to figure in when the wintertime comes along that – are you gonna make it?  Are you gonna make it barely, or are you gonna make it through the winter?  I don’t have any real quick solutions for that.  That’s a really hard thing to deal with right now.  Hopefully people will stick it out and try to do what they can for employment.  
Interviewer:
Got any more?
Male Speaker #1:
No, I mean I have more, but I think that’s a good start.  If there was something that you could say if you were gonna say something to – for instance, right now, anything that gets cut out of this and put in the film, you’re speaking to a much, much bigger audience, not just John Lindsey and the three people here.  Not even just this village.  You’re talking to a much bigger audience.  If Alaska One puts this on the air, you’re talking to  - 
Chris Merculief:
Alaska at least.
Interviewer:
Hmm?
Chris Merculief:
Alaska at least.
Interviewer:
Yeah, all of Alaska, and there are native communities to somebody.  
Chris Merculief:
Well, I have a couple of different topics I’d like to talk about.  The traditional council right now is working with – or has gotten approved to an Alaska marketplace grant.  We got a grant award from them just recently where - 
Interviewer:
Just let it go.  We’ve gotta keep going.  I’ve got this mike going, okay?
Chris Merculief:
Just recently we were able to obtain funding through them to do a culturally and heritage project to build up that cultural and heritage base that we need to structure a little better here, and then there’s also ecotourism.  Ecotourism here, just a few years ago, we brought in a number of entities, ATI brought in a number of entities where we could try to strategize and figure how St. George could play a tourism role with the industry, and I think that given the time and the money needed to accomplish that, I think within the next couple of years, we could have a nice tourism program going here.  
As far as the island itself, the attraction of St. George itself is the fact that there’s so many sea birds and sea mammals here, whales, killer whales, and just a number of things.  It would entice a wide range of people that haven’t necessarily gone to places like this, and summertime is a key time for tourism anywhere, and we know that St. George is definitely one of them.  I don’t see a whole lot of activity going on this year, with the exception of maybe tour boats, but at least within the next couple of years, there should be a lot of activity drawing in people.  
We have a tourism coordinator right now on the island who’s going to set up a toll free number for people to call in, is gonna go into some trading, so we’re in the beginning stages of doing all this, and it takes time to get that information together, and to try to draw in clients to come to the island, but there’s a lot of problems.  The plane tickets out here, they cost a thousand dollars for a round trip.  It’s not cheap coming here, so it’s – you’ve gotta try to work to where it makes it enticing to maybe offer a lower hotel rate, maybe offer free tours or something, and still be able to draw them in.
Interviewer:
So are you thinking of – you didn’t mention this interestingly, thinking of just drawing on the unique history of the islands relative to the fur sealing operations, and telling that as a draw to tourists.  This is pretty unique.  This is the only wash house in the world.  
Chris Merculief:
Right.  The wash house that we have, we don’t call this a wash house actually, a seal plant from back in the days when they used to have operations here.  We would very much like to use that facility as a tourist attraction.  We’re also working to rebuild some new bidars, which were the skin bolts that they used for hauling freight off the cargo ships here, and also to bring the children in that we have here, let them get versed in how to build those.  Maybe not the actual work itself, but to be a part of the process, and then building their own arts and artifacts to sell to tourists and stuff.  

That’s one of the things that we’re lacking here right now, is the fact that we don’t have a lot of arts and art crafts – artifacts for people to look at or purchase, and so then it’s the kids.  You wanna be able to have that upbringing where you raise them in the livelihood of being in tourism, but then you look at it from a different standpoint, and it becomes like every other tourist shop that you see in the United States, or even in Alaska.  There’s a bunch of hoky arts and crafts that really don’t have anything that’s culturally bound to the community.  

I would like to see things that are made specifically for what Aleuts uses would be, like a little qayaq or something like that, where a kid would – you would teach the kid – your child that this is how we got seals, and seal pups, and we were able to utilize them for our own subsistence purposes.  I would like to see a lot more history come back to St. George, where we talked about living in broad rows way back when.  I don’t know exactly when, but there was a livelihood back then where it’s not that it’s lost, it just hasn’t been talked about.  We need to go back in our history somewhat, and dig that out.
Interviewer:
Okay.  Good.  Just so - 
[End of Audio]
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