
 

 

 

Environmental Health and 
Justice: Practicum and 

Documentary 

 

Jacqueline Allegra Curnick 

 

A Field Practicum Report submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a 
 Master of Sustainable Development Practice Degree at the University of Florida, 

in Gainesville, FL USA 
 

May 2018 

Supervisory Committee: 

 Dr. Tara Sabo-Attwood, Chair 

 Houston Wells, Member 

 

 

 



 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract 1 

Introduction 2 

Description of Host Organization 4 

Thematic Literature Review 6 

Environmental Communication 6 

Environmental Health and Justice 9 

Global Contamination 10 

St. Lawrence Island 13 

Contextual/Conceptual Framework 16 

Methodology Utilized 16 

Interviews 16 

Video Production 17 

Stakeholder Analysis 22 

Portrait of the Project 22 

Pulling Teeth from a Polar Bear - The Film! 24 

Observation and Analyses 25 

St. Lawrence Island Trip and ATSDR Report 25 

Impact of ACAT on St. Lawrence Island 26 

Takeaways and Recommendations 28 

Contamination and Military Responsibility 28 

Pressing Issues for  St. Lawrence Island Community 28 

Action and Opportunities 29 

Acknowledgements 31 

Bibliography 32 

APPENDIX 1: Documentary Interview Questions 34 

 

 



 

1 

Abstract 

This paper is a report on a MDP practicum project covering the topics of environmental health 

and justice and environmental communication, with regards to a specific case study in St. Lawrence 

Island, Alaska. The project was completed alongside a community organization, Alaska Community 

Action on Toxics, and the main deliverable is an 18 minute documentary film. In this document you will 

find information about the emerging field of environmental communication, perspectives on 

environmental justice, and contextual information about Arctic contamination.  The methodology of this 

project is primarily documentary film production. This document has insights into film production as a 

tool for advocacy and tips for getting started in the field. There is also a link to the documentary so that 

readers can watch the final product. 

St. Lawrence Island is located in the Bering Sea between Alaska and Russia. During the Cold War, 

it was used as a United States military site for communication and observation. In the years after the 

military left, some community members noticed rising rates of disease and cancers that had been 

previously unknown in the community. Over the past decades, the St. Lawrence Island community and 

the group Alaska Community Action on Toxics has been fighting to prove environmental contamination 

and advocating for remediation of their land. Unfortunately there are many other challenges and 

concerns for the Yupik people  such as adequate health access, climate change, and generational 

emotional trauma.  
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Introduction 

I consider this project a non-traditional MDP Field Practicum for several reasons; first, it is the 

first practicum to be carried out in the United States. Second, it is among the first to incorporate a 

documentary film as the main deliverable. I find this to be an exciting addition to the collection of 

projects, as it represents an important shift for development in the 21st century. 

We must understand that development is a necessary, continuous process for all nations and 

cultures. In order to sustain our world, the United States must change many aspects of our consumption 

habits and industrial/environmental practices. Furthermore, the U.S. needs to do better in respecting 

the land, rights, and health of all communities regardless of their ethnicity and social status. 

The focus on video production as a channel for activism shows how support for movements is 

growing in the age of technology and social media. Organizations and communities can utilize digital 

storytelling to educate, and bring attention and resources to an issue. Environmental communication 

and journalism are important niches that are growing within the development job market. 

The nature of this project is much more like a traditional internship than most other field 

practicums of the past. I worked mostly on my main deliverable of the documentary, but also 

collaborated with the Alaska Community Action on Toxics team and participated in other events and 

projects throughout the summer. In addition to ACAT, I was part of an internship program funded by the 

Alaska Conservation Foundation. This experience introduced me to others in the conservation 

community, and I learned about a wide variety of issues endemic to Alaska. 

Development challenges to be addressed: 

● Environmental health and justice, with attention to St. Lawrence Island 

● Environmental and scientific communication, using media as a means for advocacy  
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The objectives of this project are: 

1. Analyze how and to what degree people, specifically Alaska Natives, are impacted by toxic 

chemicals in their communities. 

2. Review how the conservation community and ACAT engages with different stakeholders to 

advocate for their cause. How do they collaborate and convey messages?  

3. Develop materials that can be used to engage with different stakeholders on behalf of the 

cause and the organization. 

4. Learn about the different issues pertaining to environmental advocacy and conservation in 

Alaska.  

This document serves as the final report for the field practicum and contains my observations 

and findings in relation to the above objectives. It also gives insight to the methodologies utilized and 

reviews the current discourse on the topics relating to environmental justice and health, environmental 

communication and science as a tool for activism, and the case of St. Lawrence Island as an example of 

environmental contamination.  
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Description of Host Organization 

Alaska Community Action on Toxics is an environmental justice organization that uses a diverse 

toolkit for advocacy and change-making. Though the staff is small (about 8-10 in Anchorage, AK offices), 

they engage with communities, other stakeholders, and part-time staff in other parts of the world. This 

connection of advocates has allowed ACAT do both local and international work.  

Pamela Miller, who originally came to Alaska as a member of Greenpeace, founded ACAT in 

1997 after meeting a Siberian Yupik woman named Annie Alowa, a community health aide from the 

island of Sivuqaq (St. Lawrence Island). Annie told Pam about the high rates of cancer and new diseases 

on her isolated island, and that she believed it was connected to the abandoned military sites, which 

had been used during the cold war. In the last 20 years, ACAT has focused much energy, money, and 

passion towards the St. Lawrence Island (SLI) project. They have received funding from organizations 

such as the NIEHS (National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences) to conduct research. ACAT even 

employs and trains  local community health aides as a bridge between the Anchorage office and the 

work on Sivuqaq. 

In addition to the SLI Project, ACAT works on projects such as community events, educational 

meetings,  political organizing around chemical regulation, organic gardening partnerships, and much 

more. Though there are limited resources, ACAT works in whatever way they can to make real, tangible 

change on the issue of toxic contamination and health. The organization is made up of almost entirely 

women, and some would describe them as radical. Though many environmental and human rights 

groups are characterized as radical simply for standing up against industrial and government power. 

ACAT’s Mission Statement: 

“Our mission is to ensure justice by advocating for environmental and community health. We believe that 
everyone has the right to clean air, clean water, and toxic-free food. Driven by a core belief in 
environmental justice, ACAT empowers communities to eliminate exposure to toxics through 
collaborative research, shared science, education, organizing, and advocacy.” 
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Figure. 1: Conceptual model illustrating contamination by toxins in the Arctic environment 

I created this conceptual model to explain Arctic contamination and how ACAT engages with the 

issue. The toxics make their way to the Arctic, which consequently affects human, animal, and 

environmental health. The upper linear trajectory focuses on processes, climatic conditions, and 

contexts that explain why this region is at particular risk for this development problem. 

In the 21st century, we enjoy products and goods that are made through processes that 

transform raw materials. Factories, mining, and agriculture, as well as other environmental 

contaminants, make their way to the arctic through a process of global distillation/ the grasshopper 

effect (AMAP, 2015). In this process, chemicals are evaporated into the air at warmer latitudes, and 

moves through the atmosphere to condense at lower temperatures. The net effect is the transportation 

of chemicals from low latitudes and altitudes to high latitudes and altitudes. Because the pollutants end 

their journey in the arctic, it is known as a “sink” for toxics. The pollutants end up on land, trapped in ice, 

and in the bodies of animals that live there. Many of the toxins are fat-soluble so they accumulate in the 

fatty tissue of many endemic species such as whale and walrus. When Alaska Native peoples eat the 

animals, they in turn are ingesting the toxins that were stored in the fat (Hoover et al., 2012).  

The lower half of the conceptual model shows how ACAT takes action through specific projects, 

programs and organizing strategies. They work with scientists to publish research in various formats, and 
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they influence public policy through representation at conferences, such as the Stockholm Convention 

on Persistent Organic Pollutants .  They also help educate the public through lectures and events, social 

media, and conference calls. 

Overall, working at ACAT was a great experience because they gave me an opportunity to focus 

on the documentary production, but also contribute to their other activities. I learned about the day to 

day operations of the organization and they respected my ideas for the projects. 

 

(left) Pam and Sama pose for a picture at Gambell, St. Lawrence Island. (right) Vi, Holly, and some 

community members protest chemical production in toys in Anchorage.  

Thematic Literature Review 

In this section I will discuss some key thoughts and ideas on the topics related to the work 

carried out in the practicum such as environmental communication, environmental health and justice, 

global contamination, and St. Lawrence Island. 

Environmental Communication 

Environmental and scientific communication is an emerging field in the communication sciences, 

but it is a critical piece of the puzzle in mobilizing people towards action on climate change, 
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environmental health, and other issues that affect the security and stability of our lives. Scientists have 

long been raising the alarm about environmental issues, but the ship has been slow to turn. It is hard to 

communicate messages about perils that people cannot see every day, and it is especially difficult if the 

issue affects a marginalized community.  

Usha Harris describes environmental communication in conjunction with environmental 

movements that are sparked by ordinary people concerned for their habitat. 

 “Concerns about preserving the ecological balance, inequitable distribution of resources, social 
justice, and emancipation of marginalised and displaced peoples have mobilised grassroots 
action for social change. The deep discontent felt by individuals and communities in their 
everyday life progressively acquires broader ‘networks of solidarity’ as local direct action is 
supported by national and global acts of resistance….Effective communication and collaboration 
among actors are essential elements of achieving this transformation.” (Harris, 2017, pg 66). 

Having networks of solidarity is a major part of communication and engagement in the 21st 

century. How can we build networks by communicating information and experiences? Harris argues that 

alternative and participatory communication models can strengthen environmental networks for 

conversation and action. Participatory media emphasizes the role of lay people in the process of making 

media content that is about their communities, concerns, and their unique perspective. These forms of 

communication and storytelling can include songs, dance, art, podcasts, video, photography, theater, 

crafts, radio and social media (Harris, 2017).  

Film, and other forms of visual communication, allows audiences  to gain deeper empathy for 

situations that are unfamiliar to them. One challenge of communicating environmental issues is that the 

issues are  large and relatively slow moving. It is difficult to convey change over time if you don’t have a 

frame of reference for the past. Also, the seas, animals, ice, and earth cannot speak for themselves. 

Using human characters, instead of abstract ideas about nature, allows for the stories to be told.  

A study by Mohamad Saifudin and Mohamad Saleh analyzes the role that media and 

environmental organizations have  on sustainability communication. They assert that both media 

 



 

8 

organizations and non-profits have a common role of informing and educating the public. The distinction 

between these two actions is because information does not always lead to action or behavior change.  

“Informing refers to the attempt to spread environmental messages to the ill-informed public. In 
the meantime, environmental education is more intensive, as it involves teaching the public 
about the environmental function and how humans can manage the environment in sustainable 
ways...At the end of environmental education, society is expected to change their behaviors, 
and take their own action in protecting the Mother Nature from any kind of destruction, and live 
in sustainable ways.” (Saifudin & Saleh, 2017).  

Environmental health literacy (EHL) is an emerging sub-discipline that combines principles of 

environmental and risk communication, health literacy, and the environmental health sciences (Finn and 

O’Fallon, 2017). The National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) has been instrumental 

in in the evolution of this field since the early 1990s. The programs sponsored by the NIEHS have 

focused on building the capacity of researchers and community members to address the environmental 

health concerns and disparities of community residents (Finn and O’Fallon, 2017). The roots of this field 

are founded in the emergence of media technology and availability of information, as well as 

environmental justice movements and the recognition of the need for health risk communication with 

the general public. 

Finn and O’Fallon recognize that media, especially film and television, has created an awareness 

of environmental issues and catastrophes. Overall, these depictions of complex issues are dramatic and 

rarely portray optimism that science and human action can fix the problem. These films do not increase 

the true understanding of the problem, but are still powerful in increasing general public awareness. The 

authors argue that increasing environmental health literacy will allow for individuals to better navigate 

the mass amounts of information in the media (Finn and O’Fallon, 2017). The authors build on Bloom’s 

taxonomy on educational objectives to create a model of measuring an individual’s environmental 

health literacy. The stages are as follows (beginning with primary level of learning): recognize, 

understand, apply, analyze, evaluate and create. (Finn and O’Fallon, 2017).  
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“To be truly effective, efforts to promote EHL should be based on the types of awareness and 
knowledge needed, and they should be validated and culturally sensitive strategies to best 
promote the uptake of information by individuals, communities, public health officials, health 
care providers, or in regulatory policy settings.” (Finn and O’Fallon, 2017, pg 498).  

Environmental Health and Justice  

Environmental Justice is a relatively new concept that emerged in the 1980s from roots in the 

Civil Rights movement (1960s) and the Environmental Movement  of the 1960’s and 1970’s. It was 

sparked in response to toxic dumping and waste sites being built in poor communities of color. 

(http://www.avoiceonline.org/environmental/history.html )  

According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),  

“Environmental Justice is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless 
of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to development, implementation and 
enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies.  

EPA has this goal for all communities and persons across this nation.  It will be achieved when 
everyone enjoys the same degree of protection from environmental and health hazards, and has 
equal access to the decision making process to have a healthy environment in which to live, 
learn, and work.”  (https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice, accessed Dec. 5, 2017). 

Though the EPA has environmental justice programs, the military and various government 

agencies fail to achieve environmental justice in our communities. The EPA has a  Brownfield Program 

that provides assistance in research and cleanup of contaminated sites.  In Alaska, there are 700 

Formerly Used Defense sites (FUDS), two of which are on St. Lawrence Island.  (Miller et al., 2013) 

Within the Alaska context, environmental justice is focused specifically on indigenous communities, as 

they are often the victims of contamination.  

This contamination and the danger it poses to traditional ways of life has been characterized as 

environmental violence. Some of the unique challenges are outlined in a paper titled “Indigenous 

Women and Environmental Violence: A Rights-based Approach Addressing Impact of Environmental 

Contamination on Indigenous Women, Girls and Future Generations.” This paper focuses specifically on 

girls because of the gendered nature that is involved in many of the activities that cause exposure, such 

 

http://www.avoiceonline.org/environmental/history.html
https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice


 

10 

as food preparation, and the repercussions of fertility problems, cancers,  birth defects and caring for 

loved ones who are sick. (Carmen and Waghiyi, 2012).  

“Indigenous Peoples  live in some of the most remote areas on the world: the deserts, 
mountains, forests, and Arctic tundra. Indigenous families subsist off of the land and waters 
through farming, herding, hunting, fishing and gathering for their main food supplies. Many of 
these regions are heavily exposed to toxic contaminants as a result of mining and extracting 
industrials as well as industrial agriculture and ‘green revolution’ programs,” which rely heavily 
on toxic chemicals. 

“The Rights to Health and Culture for Indigenous Peoples are closely linked to the Right to Food 
and Subsistence. It is well documented that environmental toxins have serious impact on 
traditional foods, creating a false and forced choice for Indigenous Peoples, in particular, 
pregnant and nursing mothers. They are often forced to choose between the cultural and 
nutritional value of their traditional foods and subsistence way of life, and the health and 
development of their unborn children, as well as their ability to have children at all.” (Carmen 
and Waghiyi, 2012, pg. 6). 

Global Contamination 

As society progresses and we create new chemical compounds for various uses, we expose 

ourselves to risks that disrupt the natural processes of our bodies, including reproductive abilities. Many 

of these toxics are endocrine, or hormone, disruptors that can lead to birth defects, feminization, 

cancer, and psychological disorders (Kristof, 2017). To see why this is a critical issue for the development 

community, including environmental, human and animal health, we need to understand how the these 

contaminants impact our bodies. 

Hormones work in very low doses, so the body is sensitive to any excess of these chemicals, 

even in tiny quantities such as parts-per-billion. Toxicologists have found several common substances in 

everyday products that have estrogenic effects and create an endocrine imbalance. Bisphenol A, 

commonly known as BPA, is an element of many plastic products and has been cited as causing cancer 

and reproductive issues in tested animals (Gore, 2007). BPA has received a lot of public attention and 

the industry has made efforts to reduce the chemical, but similar chemicals are being introduced to the 

market without proper study. The United States has relatively lax policies towards industrial production 
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and works off a model of “safe until proven unsafe,” which is the opposite approach to other developed 

nations in areas such as Europe (Kristof, 2017). 

Another frequently used endocrine disruptor is DDT, an agricultural pesticide widely used to 

ward off malaria-carrying mosquitoes. The harmful effects of DDT were first published in Rachel Carson’s 

book Silent Spring. The book, published in 1962, showed that DDT bio-accumulated and thinned the 

eggshells of birds. Carson deemed the widespread use of the chemical responsible for the decline in 

avian populations (Carson, 1962). DDT has since been connected to lower reproductive health in both 

male and female rates (Hallegue et al., 2003). The Stockholm Convention banned it for agriculture use 

and was also banned by the United States in the 1970s. DDT is still used in some developing nations for 

controlling malaria-carrying mosquitoes, and in 2016 there was debate about using DDT in the USA to 

combat Zika mosquitoes (Worland, 2016). 

There are numerous other endocrine disruptors that are released all over the world and act as 

estrogen or testosterone in the body, creating physical and behavioral changes that lead to reproductive 

challenges. This is a global issue with research mounting in countries from France to China (Kristof, 

2017), but it is especially relevant in the Arctic region. This is because of a process called global 

distillation/the grasshopper effect where pollutants evaporate out of the soil in warmer climates and 

travel upwards in the atmosphere and then condensing in colder temperatures. This process continues 

until the chemicals and heavy metals settle in the Arctic, creating a sink area (AMAP, 2015).  
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Figure 2: Description of Global Distillation Effect. Courtesy of Pearson Education, Inc. 

Many of the Toxics that make their way to the Arctic are fat soluble, which mean that they 

accumulate in the fatty tissue of animals and humans. The indigenous Arctic diet consists of blubber and 

fat from local wildlife, which means they are ingesting high levels of toxics and heavy metals, such as 

mercury. Over the past decades, some Alaskans have had to change their diet to reduce the 

contaminant levels in their blood. These efforts have been successful in reducing the exposure but have 

had cultural implications (AMAP, 2015). This issue in relation to St. Lawrence Island will be discussed in 

the next section. 

Another aspect of this problem is climate change, and how the melting of sea ice and 

permafrost will release past chemicals back into the atmosphere. Scientists have been researching this 

topic for several years and use models to predict how the persistent organic pollutants (POPS) will 

remobilize in various climate scenarios (Ma et al., 2011). Overall, researchers are seeing a resurgence of 

previously-trapped toxics and we can expect to see the problem worsen in the future as more ice melts. 
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St. Lawrence Island 

St. Lawrence Island is located in the Bering Sea about 240 miles south of the Arctic Circle. 1,400 

people live in two communities: Gambell and Savoonga. The US Military had abandoned work and waste 

sites at Gambell and NE Cape. Gambell was a US Air Force aircraft control and warning station from 

1948-1956. In 1952, they moved the operations to the NE cape where a larger military installation was 

built and operated until 1972. As described elsewhere in this document, people noticed higher rates of 

cancer and other illnesses (Miller et al. 2013) and associated the increase in the maladies to the 

presence of these toxic sites. These observations were confirmed through research conducted by 

academics and scientists as part of the Alaska Community Action on Toxics project.  

Concept Map Surrounding Negative Health Outcomes on St. Lawrence Island 

 

Figure 3: Concept map illustrating factors, stakeholders, and concerns surrounding negative health 

outcomes in the St. Lawrence Island  community. 
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The above concept map shows various elements of the situation on St. Lawrence Island. All of 

these factors, stakeholders, and issues came up in the interviews, documentary, and research I did on 

the topic. Much of the research done about St. Lawrence Island has been supported by the outlined 

stakeholders, with various agendas.  A particularly important factor is contaminant exposure through 

subsistence food. There are many causes of contamination in the Arctic, but the prime exposure 

pathway is consumption of foods that contain PCBs, heavy metals, and pesticides. 

ACAT worked with researchers to publish a paper that explored contamination in the traditional 

foods on St. Lawrence Island (Welfinger-Smith et al., 2011). The Yupik people traditionally eat marine 

mammals, such as a variety of whale, seal, and walrus. The community participated in the collection of 

samples and collected more than 500 samples.  The researchers tested many parts of the animals, 

including the meat, blubber, rendered oil, and organs.  The results show alarming rates of PCBs in the 

blubber and rendered oils. Below is a table from the report showing PCB levels in blubber. For reference, 

The EPA’s limit in fish is 1.5 ppb of PCBs to avoid cancer risk.  

Figure 4. Levels of PCBS in food samples collected in traditional foods study (Welbinger-Smith et al., 

2011). 

*These results are presented as an average, standard 

deviation, and range. a= Munglak is the Yupik term for 

blubber and skin of a bowhead whale.  

In the discussion of these findings, the authors note 

that the elevated levels of contaminants in blubber 

compared to meat is to be expected because PCBs 

are known to concentrate in fat.  
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“Because consumption of marine mammal blubber in various forms is a vital component of the 
diet of the residents of St. Lawrence Island, our observations provide strong evidence that this is 
the primary source of the elevated blood levels of PCB and pesticides reported in this population 
(Carpenter et al. 2005). Bjerregaard et al. (2001) also showed a direct correlation in between 
marine diets an OC exposure in various Inuit populations in Greenland.” (Welfinger-Smith et al., 
2011).  

To understand the factors related to PCB levels in these animals, the authors presented a variety 

of factors that included where and what they ate on the food chain, age, and gender of the animal 

Welfinger-Smith et al., 2011).  Based on the discussion, it is unclear to what extent the military site on 

St. Lawrence Island directly impacts the elevated toxins in marine mammals, who swim and live their 

lives throughout different parts of the ocean. 

The contamination of the oceans, marine animals, and people who consume those animals is 

incredibly important. As discussed previously, it is difficult to hold anyone accountable because our 

contamination of these entities is a result of activities carried out across the globe. This is a critical 

element of the St. Lawrence Island case as the communities have to choose between their traditional 

foods/cultural identity and the risk of contamination in these sources of nourishment.  It also highlights 

the uncertainty in who is responsible for the negative health outcomes that the community is 

experiencing, and the need to work on a global level to solve these complex issues. 

In addition to the food, some of the other issues that affect St. Lawrence Island, such as lack of 

access to medical care, high cost of living, and emotional trauma, are discussed as themes in the final 

documentary and outlined below in Contextual/ Conceptual Framework . The framework also includes 

other aspects and activities of the practicum.  
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Contextual/Conceptual Framework 

 

Figure 5: Contextual/Conceptual Framework explaining the field practicum project. 

Methodology Utilized 

Interviews 

Throughout the summer I conducted a total of 17 interviews for various purposes. One of the 

main deliverables of the project was creating a documentary about St. Lawrence Island and how the 

military contamination has impacted health. I conducted five  interviews in the Anchorage area with 

people who have knowledge or first- hand experience with the issue. During the field work on SLI, I 
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conducted eight interviews with residents about the issue and other concerns. Not all interviews will be 

used in the short film, but the recordings can be utilized by the organization in other ways. Copies of all 

video and audio were left with ACAT so that it can be used in other advocacy efforts. 

These interviews varied in length and covered various aspects of the issues facing St. Lawrence 

Island in regards to environmental health and contamination. You can find a list of questions that were 

asked across various interviews in Appendix 1.  

Another set of interviews were done for the purpose of learning about communication and 

conservation in the larger environmental movement. Four interviews were conducted with experts in 

the Anchorage environmental community and were audio recorded. These people were identified 

through a connection with the Alaska Conservation  Foundation and I had met them during intern 

training. 

Video Production 

The primary method utilized in my practicum is video production. This method is relatively new 

for development practitioners, but it is vital to environmental communication and advocacy. The goal of 

this project was to use multimedia to tell a story that is reflective of the struggle that the St. Lawrence 

Island community is facing and can be used inspire advocacy and action. Video production is a dynamic 

endeavor because it requires the use of many skill sets, including administrative, creative, social, and 

business skills. Most films are created by a team of professionals to handle the different aspects of 

production. However, many non-profit and documentary groups have limited funding and the 

filmmakers wear many hats. In this section, I will describe the general process of implementing this 

method, and some insights I have for others who wish to create videos.  

The first stage of the process is called pre-production. This is the planning phase of the project 

and it began in conjunction with planning of the field practicum in Spring 2017. It began with talking to 
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Sama about our hopes for the practicum, and I mentioned that I was interested in documentary 

production. Sama and the team had previously been talking about their hopes for a film about St 

Lawrence Island, so she excitedly shared that as a possible film topic. As an outsider, one may not know 

where the story lies, and so early communication with the community and representatives is key for 

planning.  

Another early and critical step is acquiring funding and equipment for the film. My funding came 

from three sources: The Alaska Conservation Foundation internship program, and the Mary M. James 

scholarship fund through the Harn Museum, and the UF Masters of Sustainable Development Practice 

Program. This funding was crucial to purchasing new equipment and paying for my plane ticket to St. 

Lawrence Island, plus living expenses during my practicum.  

The video/audio kit that I used for this project was put together over several years, but 

significant purchases were made in Spring 2017 to make sure I was prepared for a field shoot. The kit 

includes: 

● DSLR camera and lenses ( 18-55mm lens was most versatile) 

● 2 back-up cameras capable of video 

● Rode shotgun microphone 

● Zoom H1 sound recorder 

● 2 Lapel microphones 

● Tri-pod 

● Shoulder rig 

● 6 memory cards 

● 2 external hard drives 

● Computer with Final Cut Pro X editing program 

● Extra  batteries for each camera and microphone 
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Figure 6: The essentials of the video/audio kit as described above.  

Once I arrived in Alaska, I spent several weeks in pre-production activities before I shot any new 

interviews or material. These activities included talking with ACAT staff and community members about 

the central issues and struggles, reviewing and logging existing footage, and mapping out ideas for the 

story arc and scope. I worked closely with the SLI Program Manager, Vi Waghiyi. This was extremely 

helpful because Vi is a member of the SLI community and knows people in the area to contact for 

interviews. I first had to gain the trust and confidence of Vi, and then her credibility within the group 

allowed for the interviewees to be vulnerable and trust me with their stories. 

Some of the footage in this the film is from previous filming done in 2007 when ACAT hired a 

videographer to visit SLI with them. This archival footage, along with pictures, was instrumental in the 

film and allowed for change over time and a greater depth to the project. I also filmed new interviews 

and b-roll in Anchorage and on St. Lawrence Island.  The interviews in Anchorage were usually filmed in 

ACAT’s office, and so I conducted the interview, recorded audio, and managed the videos. This resulted 

in a couple mistakes in capturing audio as I was not able to listen to the audio as I was doing other 
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things. When we visited SLI, another intern, Maddy, recorded the audio, which made the experience 

much easier. I would recommend having at least two people for every video shoot. 

 In this project, the phases of production and post-production happened simultaneously. 

Production includes preparing and filming interviews, audio recording, and filming extra footage to use 

in the film (b-roll). I learned that  the production process is immensely easier if there is a clear 

understanding of the story and what information/emotions/scenes need to be captured. However, it is 

difficult because you learn more about the story as you go along. Therefore, the story is likely to change 

and you may find yourself going in a new direction. To ground you, it is important to be in contact with 

the stakeholders and community to see how they feel about developments.  

The post-production aspects of the project include media management and organization, 

note-taking/ transcribing, and editing. Media management involves importing video and audio files to an 

external hard drive, naming and sorting the files into categorical folders. Similar to interviews and other 

qualitative research, the interviews are analyzed for themes and meaningful information. You should be 

familiar with the footage you have and think about how you can construct this information into a story 

that makes sense for the audience. 

 In the video editing process, I imported the video/audio file and watched the interview while 

marking parts of the clip into keyword folders. These folders were helpful for locating sound bites during 

editing, but it also served to gather what all interviewees said about a particular issue. The editing 

process can be tedious, often getting caught up in finding a specific sound setting or cutting at a 

particular millisecond. Other times the endeavor is incredibly broad, having to construct scenes and 

storylines from raw clips of “data”. 

 I think editing is the most daunting part of the process and the most stressful for a first-time 

filmmaker. Depending on the project, paying for the services of an editor or editing advisor could be 

worth the money. Especially in documentary films, the story is constructed in the editing room, so there 

 



 

21 

needs to be strong communication between the editor and the director. However, because of the 

creative importance of this step, editing a film yourself can be deeply rewarding. Once you understand 

the basics of the program, it is not as difficult as it may originally seem. And there are youtube tutorials 

for almost every issue! 

Ideally, the video will go through several phases, called “cuts.” A rough cut is the initial stage 

and is basically blocking a story, themes, and characters. At several stages of the project, I sought 

feedback from members of ACAT, local filmmakers, my advisors, professors and even my friends. 

Through their help, I understood which interviews were most impactful to audiences. As the cut became 

more polished, the feedback and notes became more precise, such as how I crop an image or fix an 

audio blip. This cut is called the fine cut. After final adjustments, the finished product is the final cut. In 

my experience, it is hard to know when the film is finished. There are always little things that you wish 

you could improve. I would say that a deadline (such as a screening or submission deadline) is one useful 

way to tell yourself it is finished.  

Finally, after the video is finished, one must think about distribution of the film.  The distribution 

plan is a vital part  of the film process, because film festivals only accept films made within certain time 

constraints. For most videos that are promotional or meant for mass consumption, youtube or facebook 

is a great way to share the project. For this project, the film has been/will be distributed in a variety of 

ways including screened at academic conferences, exhibited at the UF Harn Museum, screened in the 

Anchorage community, hosted online, and submitted to a few film festivals.  

The various hours spent working on the documentary about St. Lawrence Island accounted for 

much of my practicum activities. In addition to this project, I created a short social media video about 

tips for reducing toxic exposure. This video was much easier to do because it was essentially a moving 

slideshow giving the audience helpful information. Overall it fulfilled the objective of the method, which 

is to produce a piece that engages the viewer.  
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Stakeholder Analysis 

Stakeholder analysis was used as a way to understand and organize the different perspectives of the 

story of St. Lawrence Island. Alaska Community Action on Toxics is one of the major stakeholders in this 

project, but others include individual people living on SLI, The Tribe of Savoonga, the Tribe of Gambell, 

The U.S. Military/Army Corps of Engineers,and the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium. I have 

gathered information about various stakeholders through the review of various documents, conducting 

interviews, and attending community meetings. The findings will be discussed in the analysis portion of 

this report. 

Portrait of the Project 

In addition to the main methodologies of the project, the objectives were met through a variety of 

activities, events, and projects. Below is an overview of such: 

1. Created a documentary about St. Lawrence Island and the environmental health problems in 

the community. (Objectives 1,2, 3) 

See above for a detailed description of the video production and methodology. Insights and 

analysis of this project and the specific issues with St. Lawrence Island are discussed throughout 

this report.  

2. Interned at an environmental justice organization and participated in community conservation 

events in the Anchorage area.  (Objectives 1, 2, 4) 

Attended a training provided by Alaska Conservation Foundation focusing on a variety of issues 

including the history of mining, the fiscal crisis in Alaska and economic dependence on oil, 

fisheries and the politics of salmon, renewable energy, and the history of the conservation 

movement in the state.  
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Participated in the day to day operations of Alaska Community Action on Toxics and attended 

their program meetings and events. I observed the office dynamics and how they engage with 

other groups and the community to convey their messages. Attended monthly webinar calls 

(CHE calls) to discuss relevant issues about toxic chemicals and health, especially on women and 

children.  

Participated in community events such as public protests, talks, salmon day festival, activism art 

night, Collaborative on Health and the Environment webinar calls.  

3. Interviewed members of the conservation community about public engagement, messaging, 

and communication strategies. (Objective 2) 

The organizations that participated are The Alaska Center, ACAT, Alaska Marine Conservation 

Council and Alaska Conservation Foundation. Interviews were semi-structured consisting of 

about 45 minutes and were audio recorded. 

4. Managed grant funding from various stakeholders. (Objective 4) 

Used various forms of monetary support to fund the production of the documentary and the 

practicum activities. These various funders (UF MDP, The Harn, ACAT, and Alaska Conservation 

Foundation) had different methods of book keeping and reporting. 

5. Created informational slide video about toxic exposure in daily life and how to protect 

yourself. (Objective 3) 

View here: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1grHlXkwx5veSWkiztSbMC8SlRn2EH_5j/view?usp=sharing  

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1grHlXkwx5veSWkiztSbMC8SlRn2EH_5j/view?usp=sharing
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Pulling Teeth from a Polar Bear - The Film! 

The documentary serves as the “data and findings” portion of the report, as it shows the 

situation on St. Lawrence Island. It is recommended that you watch the film before continuing with the 

rest of the report. As of 4/17/18 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LFyGH-JvtcLGBeBVbQM_Xc7HWojRtQZ8/view?usp=sharing  

Description:     

              In this short documentary, the community of St. Lawrence Island shares their struggle with 

environmental contamination. The Alaskan island, located 30 miles off the coast of Siberia, has faced 

contamination associated with the military site, used during the cold war. One group, Alaska Community 

Action on Toxics, has been working with the community for 20 years to achieve environmental justice 

for the land, animals, and people in the area. 

 

Figure 7: Film poster of documentary 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LFyGH-JvtcLGBeBVbQM_Xc7HWojRtQZ8/view?usp=sharing
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Observation and Analyses 

St. Lawrence Island Trip and ATSDR Report 

The trip to St. Lawrence Island consisted of five days and two villages, Savoonga and Gambell. 

The trip was planned in conjunction with the Agency of Toxic Substances and Disease Registry visiting to 

deliver the report that they completed on the community health. This report included a cancer study, as 

well as a scientific description of the environmental contamination. In Savoonga, the public meeting was 

relatively well publicized in that there was a flyer on the door of the tribal office. Me, another ACAT 

intern, and Vi (the project manager for ACAT who is from SLI) went around the village the night before 

the meeting to advertise and get people to attend. The report had not been delivered ahead of time so 

the community had not read the report. In Gambell, the situation was worse because the tribal 

president was out of town during the visit and had not organized a community meeting. They scrambled 

to bring together the tribal board members who had a meeting and discussed the findings. These 

miscommunications are common when trying to coordinate between many stakeholders with various 

agendas.  

This report was originally started in 2011 and it has taken this long (July 2017)  to complete. 

ACAT had several issues with the report, most significantly that it did not include the data that they have 

gathered over the years to build the case for military sourced contamination. The report, written by the 

CDC in Atlanta and then sent to the ATSDR office, includes mostly data collected by the Army Corps of 

Engineers. The community expressed that they witnessed the Army Corps of Engineers sample the land, 

but that they did not sample in the right locations. The community mentioned a radar tower that ATSDR 

was not even aware existed and was hence not included in the report. 

Another issue is that the St. Lawrence Island people view their connection with nature and the 

environment differently than is quantified by ATSDR. Toxicologists use “exposure pathways” to prove 
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contamination exposure. So you would have to prove that contaminated fish were eaten by other fish 

and were then eaten by humans.  However, indigenous groups view their relationship to the land as 

inherently interconnected. Even if they don’t eat the small fish that are contaminated, the fact that 

there is any contamination means that it must be inside them because they are so closely tied to the 

land and all creatures that live there. The report issued by ATSDR is currently in the public comments 

phase and cannot be cited or quoted until it is officially released.  

The cancer study shows that 40% of the cancers from St. Lawrence Island are lung cancer, which 

gives the ATSDR reason to say that the majority of their cancers are caused by smoking. The smoking 

rate is very high (53%), but it would be unwise to dismiss all of the other cancers in the community. 

Another concern  is that the cancer registry only started in the 1990s, while the contamination took 

place from the 1950s to the 1970s. There cancers caused by the direct contamination might not be 

captured in the registry because they happened before that.  

Besides the issue of contamination, St. Lawrence Island faces other challenges. The cost of living 

is very high as goods are taken by a small plane from the mainland, and there are few jobs. It was good 

to visit with Vi because she has family and friends in the community. She introduced us to many people 

and were invited into their homes and allowed us to interview them for the documentary. Overall, they 

were very kind.  

Impact of ACAT on St. Lawrence Island  

A critical element of this story is the impact of ACAT’s long term involvement with St. Lawrence 

Island. There is no doubt that ACAT has brought attention and money to the community concerns of 

contamination and health maladies. I am not sure if the military already had St. Lawrence Island on its 

contaminated site list before ACAT’s involvement, or if ACAT’s advocacy work contributed to the military 
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clean up. Nevertheless, $100 million was spent on a clean up. This is significant, and a win for ACAT and 

the St. Lawrence Island Community.  

Another positive impact of ACAT’s work is the capacity building and job creation they have 

provided. The organization has hosted several community based research workshops for  tribal 

members that were taught by university professors. ACAT employs a handful of local health aids and 

canvassers that assess community needs, these employees are paid a good hourly wage. ACAT sponsors 

SLI representatives to attend events and conferences, such as the Stockholm Convention on Persistent 

Organic Pollutants, to represent indigenous voices from the Arctic.  

Further, ACAT has received grants from organizations such as from the National Institute 

Environmental Health Sciences,  and funded research about the health and contamination on St. 

Lawrence Island. The body of scientific and academic research on toxic chemicals and environmental 

justice is growing, and it will become increasingly relevant as the chemical production industry grows. 

This research is also useful for the community and and their own environmental health literacy and self 

advocacy. People deserve to know why they are sick. Currently, ACAT is aiding the community in 

developing their own cancer registry to compare against the registry that the government has created.  

However, the continued involvement of ACAT on St. Lawrence Island does pose some questions. 

While on St Lawrence Island, I stayed at the same accommodation as the representatives of ATSDR. We 

had several frank conversations about their views on St. Lawrence Island’s  situation, ACAT, and the 

other government agencies. Based on these conversations, it seemed as though the military was done 

spending money on the project. Especially with current politics, I doubt there will be much more 

government clean up. So if there is no more possibility of a clean up, the conversation may need to shift 

about realistic goals for the project. According to an ATSDR representative, the Alaska Public Health 

Department showed interest in expanding services and programs on St. Lawrence Island.  

 



 

28 

There is an emotional-trauma piece to this contamination, as the military occupied their land 

and brought contact from the outside world in a way that transformed the St. Lawrence Island culture 

and way of life. ACAT refers to this as generational- emotional trauma, and it is experienced by 

marginalized cultures all over the world who have been impacted by imperialism. Many people have had 

their family members die of cancer, regardless of the source. For this reason, I feel there should be a 

significant focus on healing from this event.  

Takeaways and Recommendations  

Based on the activities carried out in the field practicum, review of research, and reflection on 

this project, the following key points and ideas for action regarding the St. Lawrence Project.  

Contamination and Military Responsibility 

●   It is very difficult to prove exposure and health effects for environmental contamination, 

especially if the contamination took place in the past. 

●  The ATSDR/CDC report-writers often rely on sampling from Army Corps of Engineers. This data 

sampling has been reported to be not done correctly or done at incorrect testing sites. 

● Community Elders feel as though their ecological, scientific, and historical knowledge is not 

properly acknowledged or utilized in the government report. 

●  The military does not intend to spend any more money on the clean-up and restoration of the 

St. Lawrence Island sites. 

Pressing Issues for  St. Lawrence Island Community 

● St. Lawrence Island residents, and other native Alaskan communities, are experiencing high 

rates of cancer and disease but lack medical infrastructure. Individuals must call a doctor from 
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mainland Alaska to assess their health before being flown off SLI for treatment. Families and 

communities, especially women,  are left to care for the sick.  

● Climate change will be a big issue for the livelihood of this community because of 

re-volatilization of chemicals, melting ice and availability of food, and worsening storms. 

● Food sovereignty and culture are being impacted by climate change and chemical contamination 

(from various sources). The increase of non-native and  processed food in community diets has 

contributed to negative health outcomes. 

● Chemical contamination is likely coming from sources in addition to the military sites, such as 

chemical distillation and global transport. It is difficult to hold polluters accountable as they are 

located across the world. 

Action and Opportunities 

● Alaska Community Action on Toxics  already uses a variety of tactics for environmental justice 

advocacy such as: scientific studies, citizen science and participatory research, capacity building, 

information requests, media coverage, and conference participation. 

● Public Health organizations are showing new interest in St. Lawrence island. This can be an 

opportunity for new partnerships and a continuation of the project through another lens. Some 

ideas for Public Health interventions are: 

○ Full time doctors or nurses on the St. Lawrence Island with adequate equipment to do 

cancer screenings. 

○ Consistent smoking cessation programs with free patches, gum, etc. and emphasis on 

youth.  

○ More resources should be put into education and testing for special needs. 
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○ Mental health professionals  to help process emotional trauma of a community being 

occupied by the US military and tough trauma such as poverty, eating trash, boarding 

school, etc. “Generational emotional trauma”  

○ Nutritional counseling and education. Processed foods are relatively new in the 

community and there has been a huge influx of junk food in the village store (at 

exorbitant prices). Now that native food is no longer safe, contamination and perceived 

contamination, families are relying more on imported, processed foods. Obesity and 

diabetes are health problems on the rise. 

● Through the work of community action, ACAT, and other environmental justice organizations, 

some opportunities for further action on this issue are:  

○ Provide support for class-action lawsuit against polluters for contaminating the Arctic 

people without their consent. (Mentioned in documentary by Delbert, Savoonga Tribal 

President) 

○ Advocate for increased use of participatory data collection and community science 

initiatives in government projects and reports, such as ATSDR report. 

○ Develop a plan for climate change mitigation and possibility of refugee and resettlement 

initiatives . 

● The documentary video can be used in conjunction with other efforts to raise awareness about 

this topic and educate stakeholders when meeting to discuss action opportunities. 
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APPENDIX 1: Documentary Interview Questions  
 

Annie Alowa  

Can you talk about how you first got involved with Saint Lawrence Island, and a bit about how 

you met Annie? 

What was Annie like and can you describe her advocacy work? 

Military 

What was the role of the military on Saint Lawrence Island? Briefly describe what they did and 

how long they were there and the waste they left behind. 

How the the relocation of the NE Cape come about?  

What effects did the relocation/contamination have on the community? 

Please describe the campaign to get the military to clean up the site. What kinds of advocacy 

did ACAT and the community engage in? 

Pops/global distillation 

What are persistent organic pollutants? 

Can you describe global distillation and how alaska acts as an arctic sink? 

How does bioaccumulation work in reference to subsistence food? 

How is climate change impacting this problem?  

How was this problem first realized in the arctic?  

Cancer/ Health 

Can you describe the cancer crisis that’s happening on the island? 

Can you describe the cancer survey ACAT is working on now? And describe why it is 

happening ahead of the ATSDR meeting. 

What are some challenges with the healthcare system on the island? 
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Stockholm Convention 

What are the chemicals of the biggest concern now to the Arctic? 

Can you describe how the Stockholm convention came about? What are some victories and 

struggles of the most recent Stockholm convention? 

Advocacy Efforts 

Was there a big victory in the fight on SLI that stands out to you?  

Any defeats? 

Other 

What have you learned from the people of SLI?  

After your long involvement with the community, What is your favorite cultural tradition or trait 

about the St. Lawrence Island Yupik people? 

Pam, you’ve been described as one of the biggest champions of the Arctic indigenous people, 

what motivates you and why do you feel you’re so dedicated to this work? 

 


