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The lead article in UPDATE by Bryce Wrigley last month highlighted food security, a 
key issue for Alaskans because we live at the end of a long food chain.  Most people are 
aware that the average piece of food travels 1500 miles from producer to consumer in the 
U.S, but we calculated distances from 1600 to 3000 miles for vegetables coming to 
Anchorage or Fairbanks.  You can increase these distances for food going to outlying 
communities.   
 
Food prices in our remote state hinge to a large degree on fuel and transportation costs. In 
2006 Alaska Cooperative Extension Service estimated that 95% of food in Alaska is 
imported, despite our seemingly large number of avid gardeners, hunters, and fishers. 
 
Alaskans eat a variety of meat, including a diverse selection of domestic livestock and 
wild game and fish.   Our research involves production of game meat from wild systems 
(Paragi) and factors that affect vulnerability of supply and nutritional quality in food 
systems of urban and rural Alaska (Gerlach and Meadow).   
 
Recently we gathered data on the relative proportions of red meat that are imported, 
produced in our state, or harvested wild from the country.  We attempted to capture the 
main components common to both urban and rural Alaska. We did not estimate harvest 
of marine mammals by Alaska Natives, production of red meat for home use, or the 
domestic production or wild harvest of fowl.    
 
We found that an annual average of 85% of meat from hoofed animals in Alaska was 
imported during recent years (figure below).  Rising fuel costs and increasing population 
warrant consideration of how and where red meat will be produced and distributed in 
Alaska in the future.   
 
Many climate scientists forecast a warmer and drier scenario in the Interior with more 
frequent wildland fires.  Such conditions will likely shift forest composition from spruce 
more toward deciduous trees, or even produce a biome shift to grassland savanna with 
scattered trees.     
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In the long term, potential for livestock may improve if adequate precipitation allows 
forage and grain production.  Wood bison from Canada were recently imported as part of 
a restoration effort and to reestablish a wild grazing system, but it will be at least a 
decade before small numbers may be harvested. 
 
In the short term, in-state livestock production might expand to serve local markets 
(especially on the road system) as the cost of imported meat increases.  Ranching of elk 
and plains bison at low density may hold promise because of broader foraging ability, but 
fencing costs are a challenge. Some residents already raise goats and northern sheep 
breeds for home use on predominantly native forage, including shrubs. 
 
Game production occurs mostly on public lands and uses solar energy – meaning that 
game animals feed on plants that use the sun as energy; they don’t require other energy 
inputs, unlike most agricultural crops.  Moose habitat generally benefits from frequent 
fire disturbance or logging if willows or deciduous trees regenerate.  However, game 
production is less reliable than livestock--animals are often dispersed relative to 
settlements and there is limited control of production factors, which are controversial 
(e.g., predator control or prescribed fire). Currently one of every three moose harvested in 
Alaska comes from the region around Fairbanks and Delta.    
 
We expect it will remain difficult to engage the public on agricultural policy until the 
price of food becomes a substantially larger proportion of annual income for Alaskans.  
As population expands, residential development on lands with agricultural potential near 
urban centers may warrant discussion of zoning for food production. 
 

Red meat production in Alaska
(annual average 2001-05, % of total above bars)
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Data sources: 
Imported red meat (includes veal and lamb)--courtesy of Jerardo Alberto, USDA, 

Washington, DC; calculations by Dr. Jennifer Schmidt, UAF  
Game meat harvest--Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
Alaska beef and pork production-- USDA 
Alaska reindeer--Alaska Department of Natural Resources 


