Shared Beringian Heritage Program Underway

By Dale Taylor

Editor's Note: This is the first of several articles
planned 1o cover results stemming from the
Shared Beringian Heritage Research Program.

Mysticismn surrounds the narrow strait
separating the continents of Asia and North
America. This region, which today is ice
covered much of the year giving risc to
gxiremely cold water during the short sum-
mer,isnearthe hcart of “Beringia.” Beringia,
the name used by botanist Hulten as early as
1937 (Matthews 1982), describes an area of
Alaska and Siberia that was, in part, inter-
mittently covered by seas (Fig. 1). Evidence
points to the Bering Land Bridge between
North America and Asia al numecrous times
beginning inthe early Tertiary and as recent-
ly as 13,0000 and possibly 11,000 years ago
(Hopkins 1967). This alternate formation
and latercovering of the land bridge by water
as the contncntal ice sheets waxed and
waned, provided opportunities for genetic
and cultural exchanges and isolation,

The cultural and biological hentage of
Beringia has been recognized formany years
(Hopkins, et at, 1982 and Hopkins 1967).
Prevailing political climate prevented pro-
posalsby Roberts (1981, 1984, and 1985) [or
an international research park in Beringia

fromreaching fruition. However,in 1986 the
Beringian Heritage International Park project
was established under the authority of the
1972 US-USSR Agreement on Cooperation
in the Field of Environmental Protection,
working group 02.04.20. Specific activities
were developed by the working group in
protocols of June and October 1987. The
Agreement was reauthorized in May 1992
and included working group 02.04.40-44
dealing with cstablishment, management,
policy, and research in the Beringian Heri-
tage Intcrmational Park.

In September 1989, American and Soviet
planning teams recommended an interna-
tional park in a report entitled the Beringian
HeritageReconnaissance Study (1989). Pres-
idents Bush and Gorbachev issued a summit
agreement in Junc 1990 calling for coopera-
tion in studying ecology, archacology, and
cultural heritage in the Bering Strait. Though
President Gorbachev stepped down from
power following the Sepiember 1991 coupin
the USSR, the process for establishing the
park continued. Presidents Bushand Yeltsen
issued a joint statement in June 1992 10
reaffirm their vision of the Beringia Interna-
uonal Park as [ormal recognition of the
shared natural and cultural heritage of the

Bering region, Legislation to establish the
park is in various stages in both countries.

In response o these agreements, yet ever
mindfulofthe political arena, wherechanges
could influence final establishment of the
park, thc NPS embarked on a Shared
Beringian Heritage research program. The
international,muludisciplinary research pro-
gram brings Russian and Amecrican scien-
tists, resource managers, and Native people
together in a long-term, integrated study of
traditional lifeways, biogeography, andland-
scape history on the Seward and Chukotka
Peninsulas (Schaaf 1992). Papers describing
theresearch will be presented in future issues
of Park Science. The purpose of this paperis
to present preliminary results from botanical
studies being conducted in Alaska and
Chukotka as part of the Shared Beringian
Heritage Program.

THE FLORA PROJECT
The Need

The intermittent emergence of the Bering
Land Bridge favored an cxchange between
the two continents, predominantly the dis-
persal of planis from Asia to America. Knowl-
edge of the flora, which will lead to under-
standing interchanges between two conti-
nents, although greater in Chukotka than in

Figure 1. The Russian Far East, Alaska, and portions of Canada outline the approximate area of “Beringia.” Drawing by Kate Solovjova.
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Peninsula. Approximately 1,000 collections
were made. To date, about 70 percent have
been identified. The preliminary checklist
includes about 230 species; three are new for
North America and five are new for Alaska.
Several rarc and otherwise interesting spe-
ciesfor the Seward Peninsula were foundand
new data on their distribution and ecology
were obtained,

Lichens (M.P. Andreev)

Time constraints have prevented identifi-
catton of approximately 1/2 the collection
made during 1992. Those identificd include
the most common species, mostly
macrolichens (fruiticose and foliose forms).
Much of the unidentified material is of diffi-
cult crustose lichens,

Atthistimethespecies listtotals 218, most
of which have been reported previously from
Alaska. Because the Seward Peninsula is
poorly known lichenologically, 30 species
otherwisc common in Alaska are reported
here as new o the Seward Peninsula. Iden-
tified material includes two species new Lo
North America, one species new to Alaska,
and nine rare Beringian species.

Comparison of Alaskan And Chukotka
Vascular Flora (B A. Yurtsev)

The vascular plant {loras of Chukotka and
western Alaska are very similar. Of the 480
taxa at the rank of species and subspecies in
our preliminary list, fewer than 40 are not
found in Chukotka as well. The similarity is
especially strong on calcarcous habitats such
as the Eldorado Creek uplands. The Asiatic
component of the Alaskan flora was better
defined by 1992 ficld work that has added
about 25 Asiatic 1axa to the flora of Alaska.

Research has focused on hypoarctic and
arctic-boreal complexes of continental, not
oceanic, affinities. A notableexceptionisthe
occurrence of halophytic species like
Chenopodium glaucum (var.salinum) and
Puccinellia hauptiana at Serpentine Hot
Spring, but these were confined tothe imme-
diate vicinity of the hot spring where various
salts had precinitated on the surface of the
otherwise bare soil. This pattern is repeated
athot springs on Chukotka. The importance
of the continental species decreased with
elevation, which was evidentin the distribu-
don and local importance of Rhododendron
camischaticum subsp. glandulosum, Saxi-
[frage nudicaulis, and Luzula beringensis on
the slopes of Mt. Boyan at Kuzitrin Lake,

There is a larger voreal element (Populus
balsamifera, P. tremuloides, Betula cf
kenaica, Picea glauca) on the Seward Pen-
insula than on Chukotka, which is a reflec-
tion of the majorzonationrepresenied ateach
locality. The Seward Peninsula is mainly in
the southern hypoarctic subzone, whereas

Chukotka is primarily in the middle
hypoarctic subzone of the tundra. There also
was an underrepresentation of arctic and
arctic-alpinc species(e.g.of the genus Draba)
even on calcareous substrates.

Traveling by air from south tonorth on the
Peninsula revealed a shift from shrublands
and thickets in the south to rolling hills and
high temraces covered, for the most part, by
tussock tundra, Eriophorum vaginatum. In
the shrub zones the willow thickets on car-
bonatc landscapes have a parallel in the
Chegitun River drainage on the Chukotka
Peninsula, and the mixed thickets of willow,
shrub birch, and alder on non calcareous
areas are similar to those on the coast of the
Anadyr estuary and in the Amguema
internmontaine depression.

Generally, the shrub birch thickets, which
are so prominent in Alaska, play insignifi-
cantroles inadjacent, casternmost Chukotka.
The tussock tundra associations have a less
diverscherbaceouselementin Alaskathanin
Chukotka; that is, the vascular plant species
richness is higher in Chukoika. Extensive
surveysnear the village of Yanrakynnothave
yielded 450 taxa. While the very short
surveys in Alaska arcnot strictly comparable
o Yanrakynnot results, nevertheless it is
instructive 1o note the following talleys:
Eldorado Uplands (1 day) 140 taxa, Trail
Creck (1 day) 170 taxa, Lost Jim Lava Flow
(2,000 years old) (1/2 day) 50 taxa, Quartz
Creek (3 days) 220 taxa, Serpentine Hot
Spring (4 days) 200 taxa.

1993 Fieldwork has just concluded with
results similar to 1992, but with fewer “‘new”
findings. One species thought to be rare was
found more commonly than expected. Addi-
tional material was collected for describing
new species. Within a few months, the
herbarium at Bering Land Bridge Preserve
willbe expanded several fold. Listsof species
collected by site, and for the park as a whole,
willbe available. These lists will become part
of a larger circumpotar project and will be
incorporated into an international database
(Allen 1993). New keysare needed immedi-
ately to replace the one rendered obsolete
with the new data.

There are still areas needing botanical
work within Bering Land Bridge National
Preserve, and as this work occurs, more
species will be found and more range exten-
sions will be noted. For now, we¢ have
“finished” a plant inventory in one park unit
in Alaska, leaving only 53 million acres
more to contemplate!

Taylor is Special Projects Leaders, Alaska

Regional Office, NPS, 2525 Gambell St., An-
chorage, AK 99503.
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