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BACKGROUND: Barrow is the largest Eskimo community on the North Slope, and has been subject to very rapid and intense changes in its physical and socioeconomic setting since the development of Prudhoe Bay and associated industrial areas in the early 1970's.  The town is located between the Chukchi Sea and the Beaufort Sea Planning Areas.  These areas are proposed for oil and gas development.

The community has undergone a rapid increase in non-Native populations, a substantial rise in income levels, and the introduction of modern facilities and infrastructure unequalled by any other community in a leasing area.  Potential impacts of the community and its subsistence practices, particularly the harvest of bowhead whales, from oil and gas development has been an issue of concern.

This study was begun in 1985 to assess the current socioeconomic and sociocultural conditions of the community.  Intensive fieldwork was carried out for one season.  Any changes in community social and economic organization due to oil and gas development were also to be assessed.

OBJECTIVES:  (1) To identify, collect, and analyze ethnographic information on socioeconomic and sociocultural systems in Barrow, including (a) Social history of the community; (b) Cultural, social, economic, and institutional organization and structure of the community; (c) Inter-group dynamics in the community; and (d) Responses to change; and (2) To develop an understanding of current socioeconomic and sociocultural conditions and trends of change, with particular attention focused on those areas which are more sensitive to increased economic activities associated with oil and gas exploration, development and production.

DESCRIPTION:  Seven researchers took part in the fieldwork in Barrow during July and August.  Research methods included the collection of archival data from organizations and groups, participant-observation of everyday happenings as well as of community meetings and special events, and extended discussions with key informants on selected issues and topics.  Members of 36 institutions and organizations were interviewed, and secondary data was obtained from 29 agencies and businesses.

Three types of extended discussions were carried out including detailed studies of extended family households, biographical sketches, and exploration of special issues with key informants.  The household and biographical interviews were tape recorded.  Other recorded data included extensive notes taken during participant-observation and numerous shorter discussions with community residents.

Information recorded during household interviews included extent of relationships with members of other households, adoptions, naming relationships, sources of Native foods, destinations of gifts of food, monthly expenses, income sources, contributions to subsistence activities, and historical migratory patterns.  25 households in eight families were interviewed or observed on repeated occasions during the fieldwork.

Information was compiled from housing and employment surveys from 1978, 1980, and 1985 to provide longitudinal data on household size, race, employment, age and sex of household head, and migration during the recent period.  The 1985 data was analyzed further  to provide more detailed social and economic descriptions of current conditions.

SIGNIFICANT CONCLUSIONS:  The Native population in Barrow has declined to 61 percent of the total.  The unemployment rate is 38 percent, of which 80 percent is Native.  The long term beneficiaries of the recent boom have been the non-Native residents (in terms of present employment, new housing, and business ownership).  The largest employer is the North Slope Borough.  The local private sector businesses, which grew as a result of local government spending, will decline as the level of spending decreases.  The extent of local business and employment participation in economic opportunities derived from oil and gas development is negligible.  Subsistence use of coastal and inland areas is extensive.  Traditional Inupiat social organization is strongest in those families with the highest participation in subsistence hunting and fishing.

STUDY RESULTS:  The most immediate changes in Barrow, constructed throughout the last decade, are the new housing, numerous new public facilities, and gravel roads.  Busses, trucks, taxis, and three-wheelers are the dominant mode of transportation in the town.  The borough housing projects did not promote private home ownership; instead the borough became the largest landlord.

The recent increase in Barrow's population id due primarily to the immigration of non-Natives.  In the age group between 30 and 50, non-Natives outnumber Natives, which is due to the larger number of non-Native males in this age group.  Another trend is the increasing number of non-Native families who have established permanent residence in Barrow.  Although the non-Native population is primarily white, the remainder is markedly multi-racial which has introduced a new element into the local population.  The quality of inter-ethnic relationships has improved since 1978.

The movement of Native households in and out of Barrow has been much higher than expected.  Though non-Native families predominate among those who migrated to Barrow, Native families are emigrating out of Barrow at nearly an equal rate as non-Natives.  This appears to be an intensification of a traditional pattern of population movement.

Significant income differentiation is evident among Barrow households, which is a direct result of the new employment opportunities.  More Inupiat women are employed than Inupiat men; most of these jobs are in administrative and clerical positions in the borough.

The social organization of the community became increasingly complex over the last 15 years with the proliferation of new formal institutions and organizations.  A complex regional government was developed in the community over the same period.  Both Inupiat the non-Inupiat participate in these organizations, which has contributed to the improved inter-ethnic relations.  At the same time, traditional Inupiat kinship organization, the extended family, continues to function in a large sector of the community.  This form of organization, through which many households are interrelated in regular and recurring patterns of interaction, also serves to integrate the community.  Barrow continues to be a very dynamic, but highly integrated, community.
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