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The Ninglick River has been steadily consuming the bank that Newtok sits along at an average rate of

21 meters per year. The riverbank is now 55.5 meters from the nearest home.

Hllustration by Mark Garrison (based on the Arctic Slope Consulting Groups Newtok Erosion Shoreline Map)

For 20 years, the residents of Newtok have struggled to find a way to move the entire
community to safer ground. Newtok perches precariously in a space where two
cultures collide. The old tradition of moving with land and seasons has faltered under
the weight of permanent architecture and infrastructure forced upon the Yup'ik by
modern society. To be permanent and stationary requires a community to stand its
ground against the will of nature. But that’s always been a difficult prospect in a place
ruled by tumultuous cycles of storms and ice. Now a warming climate is making it
impossible.

For the people of Newtok, relocating means turning back to traditions while still
bowing to the demands of modern life. It requires raising millions of dollars;
navigating complicated bureaucratic processes; and negotiating with evervone from
the regional school district to the Alaska State Legislature and the US Congress. And
even after all of these hurdles are passed, the bad-tempered tundra weather can foil the
best-laid plans, stranding boats and grounding planes, tlooding, howling, and raging.

That makes the move a grand experiment and the people here less like refugees and
more like pioneers trying to chart a new path across the thawing landscape. To be a
nomad is to move when the earth changes. Few people know how to do this skillfully.
But the Yup'ik can remember.

om steers the boat along the Kealivik (or Kayalivik) River, a tributary of a larger,
Tmc:re powerful river called the Ninglick. Tawny grasses and shrubby, yellow-leaved
willows stretch from the banks to the horizon as far as the eye can see. In the distance
behind us, Nelson Island appears in a shroud of low clouds, its rocky ridgeline faint
and blue in the haze.

The water is glassy, and the river is bloated from swallowing both rain and tundra soil.
Bernice points at a muddy bank ripped open by the river. “See where it’s eroded?” she
shouts above the din. “It only stops when we're frozen.”

Water, ice, and soil form this landscape—part swamp and part permafrost. The
community started reporting erosion problems to officials in the 1970s. In the early
1980s, the Alaska legislature gave Newtok money to hire engineering consultants to
study the problem. The engineers noted that relatively warm temperatures were
melting the bits of ice that bind the soil together, making it possible for the Ninglick
River to tear apart the ground. Climate change will likely stir more intense waves and
storm surges here. As the unfrozen season lengthens, the land is weaker, the river
stronger and more destructive. Between 1954 and 2003, the Ninglick ate about nine
American football fields worth of the land separating the village trom the water.

When it became clear that the swollen river’s appetite couldn’t be sated, Newtok
leaders began planning in 1994 to relocate. A site about 15 kilometers south of Newtok
called Mertarvik, meaning “place to get water” in Yup'ik, on the volcanic blufts of
Nelson Island, looked like one of the best options. More than 35 times the size of
Manhattan, Nelson Island is home to about 1,200 people in four communities with
long-standing cultural and familial ties to Newtok. The people of Newtok camped all
summer on Nelson Island at a place called Nilikluguk, until a landslide buried it in the
1960s. The villagers still hunt on the island and stop at Mertarvik to gather water from
a spring. But moving there permanently is more complicated. Y-K villages exist as
islands of private land within publicly owned territory—the Yukon Delta National
Wildlite Refuge, designated in 1980, encompasses most of the delta. Any exchange of
land from the refuge requires federal government approval. In 2003, after years of
negotiations, Congress finally authorized the transfer of Mertarvik land to the people
of Newtok.

Even after they got the land, the Newtok residents still needed to raise vast sums of
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the wind rushes. In these dreams, modern life and tradition become seamless and
sustainable; and people adjust, even as the earth thaws, hanging on to the things that
matter most: family, home, community, and culture.

Last yvear, the Newtok Village Council asked CCHRC and Cooke to oversee a second
project, an eco-house that would combine the mobility of the past with the technology
of the present. The council was inspired by an eco-house CCHRC had built in the
village of Atmautluak, 129 kilometers east of Newtok, so energy-efficient that it
burned less than a third as much heating oil as the region’s average home. The
community asked the federal government for money to build more than 60 homes of a
similar design.

CCHRC's approach is to draw up designs and then teach locals how to build the
homes themselves. The organization has worked with local foremen and crews in
about a dozen remote communities across Alaska to build houses tailored to harsh
environments. A rural housing authority called Tagiugmiullu Nunamiullu is doing
similar work with communities on Alaska’s north coast.

“T can’'t wait to see what the houses are really like,” one woman in Newtok village tells
me. “T hope if'll be a lot better than this housing that we have.”

The homes are destined for Mertarvik, but the community wanted the first house built
in Newtok and moved later so everyone could share in the hopeful experience of
learning about it and putting it together. Cooke was supposed to meet me in the
village, where I would watch him lead construction. The design featured lightweight
wooden trusses that would allow the house to be assembled quickly before freeze-up,
thick energy-efficient insulation, an in-house water treatment system, and a self-
contained sanitation system to separate and desiccate human waste, which could then
be burned as fuel. The house would sit on a metal frame, an adjustable foundation
resembling a giant double-bladed ice skate, which could be dragged across the frozen
tundra or shipped by boat to Mertarvik when the community was ready. But less than
two weeks before my trip, Cooke reported that weather and transportation had
thwarted his plan. When I arrived, there was nothing at the house site but the building
pad—a set of heavy-duty plastic mats laid across the mud and grass beside the school.
Weeks after the barge carrying the supplies for the house left Seattle, it caught fire,
delaying the shipment. Then storms blocked the vessel's route through the Y-K Delta.
The barge sailed past Newtok to Nome, roughly 470 kilometers north along the coast.

n the face of such setbacks, the community pushes forward with relentless optimism.
IMGre than a month after my visit, the barge returns. Frightened by the prospect of
navigating the silt-choked route along Newtok's eroded shoreline, the boat operators
drop the materials for the house at Mertarvik instead of Newtok. In January, the
federal government turns down Newtok’s plea for money for new houses. The
planning group then receives some tfunding under a federal disaster program to move
a dozen houses that are in good enough condition to make the journey to Nelson
Island, though this will only allow the community to stage another incremental
migration. Cooke plans to return imminently, now that the ice has dissipated, to build
the eco-house in Mertarvik and clean up the evacuation center’s foundation, so the
community can contract builders to finish it. He seems unfazed. “To work in rural
Alaska, you have to have thick skin and loose ideas of what deadlines are,” he says.

It would be easy to see all of these mishaps as evidence of either an impossible
conundrum or an outrageous fiasco. You could dismiss Newtok as an irredeemable
place, a community and culture too outmoded to manage the demands of the 21st
century. Perhaps because they have always lived at the extreme edge of the world, at
the icy and squalling brink of impossibility, the people of Newtok seem relatively
undaunted. Though they have already weathered cultural change so rapid it would give
most others a kind of existential whiplash, they have held a tenacious grasp on their
language and most of their cultural traditions. Yet society asks them to adapt again and
again: to technological, economic, and legal demands that are a mismatch with the
fury and volatility of the Alaskan wilderness, and to an ever-angrier atmosphere,
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