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Beaufort Sea

‘ﬂat part of the Arctlc Ocean north of Alaska and Canada between Point

Barrow on the west and Banks Island and Prlnce Patrlck Island on the

east is de51gnated the Beaufort vSea.‘ While deep beyond ‘the relatlvely ; e
g . narrow Continéntal _Shelf » the Beaufort Sea is very Sha"llow near the :

| :-"’coas't. The ,1'0-fathom coutour is generally 20 to 40 miles offshore; . . - "

S it is about 25 miles offshore north .of Prudhoev Bay. Tidal changes areA'if;‘

' minor; less than a foot, although strong winds periodicaily may cause

mshore water levels to fluctuate several feet durmg ice free penods. . ‘

o , A current typlcally moves from east to west along the Alaska coast -

RS ﬂuoughout the year, although 1t may be temporanly Teversed close

: water sy_'stem, termed the Pacific ny_'al, that dominates the entire

. Beaufort Sea (Dunbar § Wittman 1962:91-95; Sater 1969:20). Ice floes

mshore in reSponse to westerly wmds during ice free periods (Kmney, L

‘f'f’ et, al., 1971: 34) Thls current is part of a large clockm.se surface

" caught in this gyral may remain in it for years. On a smaller scale,
~ a cyclonic circulation may periodically exist An the extreme southeast .
o portlon of the Beaufort Sea mth a movemem: of surface water eastward

'* ‘mto Anmndsen Gulf .

i

Surface water temperatures range frdm apprdxi:na;ely 2 degrees C. 1o, h




- }-'z- degrees C between summer and winter, Shallow coastal waters often
.‘ ‘;carry suspended detritus whlch ong:mates fmm thermal erosion of the
N ~ entire coast from Barrow to the Mackenzle River (Lewellen, 1970:4), -

“river effluent and scour of the substrate by mcvmg ice (Mohr and Tibbs, : e

se24n. T e

g 'Pack ice may totally cover the Beaufort Sea at any season, although an R

i ice free margm extend:mg from 3 to 30 mlles offshore typlcally exists

rbetween early July and late September. ~ Seasonal ice which forms in
“open water areas, part1cu1ar1y over shallow coastal areas will usually o |
'»A\achieve a thickness of about 60 inches before thawing commences in the‘

spr:mg Multl-year ice which consututes most of the ‘permanent pack

ice may be much thicker, often in excess of 20 feet. Ice islands, from : :

: ‘:calving of glacial shelves, may be more» than 100 feet thick. While ER—

these ice islands are of regular ocmrrence in the Beaufort Sea, they

'”;'are not abundant (Sater, 1969326~ 67)

-‘j'v_"rhe following characteristics of the Beaufort Sea -wduld'influence the S
. course of fate of 011 spills in generally predlctable WGYS‘ (1) currents :

T would move 011 along the coast,’ usually 1n a westerly dlrectlon, (2) low "{": 5: L

o "‘_'water‘ temperaturesewould retard bacterial degradatlon and cause certain
' frai:tions to congeal; (3) an ice edge would tend to trap and contain;

- Spllls and aid cleanup procedures, 4) 011 trapped in or under ice floes‘ : 5, E

"could remain in the Pac1f1c Gyral for year5° (5 bottom scour by ice h
: floes and 1ce 1slands would threaten the mtegrlty of plpelmes burled ‘ ?".; T
, A1n the sea floor. e Lo L '~':’ S S
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