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PhD Candidate, UNBC

A COMMUNITY-BASED APPROACH TO ASSESSING
THE RISK OF MERCURY TOXICITY IN BELUGA WHALES
FROM THE WESTERN CANADIAN ARCTIC

In 2008, four researchers traveled by boat to Hendrickson lIsland, NT, in the
Beaufort Sea, for a comprehensive beluga study. Beluga whales (Delphinapterus
leucas) are hunted by Inuvialuit for subsistence and continue to be a valued and
healthy part of the diet in the Arctic. The objective for this study was to assess the
neurotoxicological risk of mercury exposure for whales from the eastern Beaufort
Sea beluga population. Mercury reaches levels associated with neurotoxicity in this
population of beluga whales. Therefore, the forms of mercury present in brain
tissue were analyzed and a biomarker approach was used to study the relationship
between mercury concentration and potential neurochemical variation. Our results
suggest that mercury exposure was associated with neurochemical variation, but
not unusual behaviour, in the population studied. The community-based
participatory approach used by the team increased communication and dialogue,
which are integral aspects of respectful and empowering research relationships.
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