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Eastern Aleutian Tribes is collaborating with the University of Illinois and ANTHC in a community-based research project focused on health promotion and disease prevention.  Dr. Gary Ferguson, Wellness Coordinator for EATs, hopes to share the knowledge of the value of traditional foods and their role in the prevention and optimization of chronic diseases to other communities. Lorraine Loyd and members of the Akutan Tribal Council will host research scientists in September as they travel to Alaska. 
COLLABORATIVE PROJECT SUMMARY
Impacts of Climate Change on Health Benefits of a Tribal Alaskan Resource: Integrating Traditional Ecological Knowledge with Risk Assessment through Local Monitoring

Funding Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, National Center for Environmental Research, Science to Achieve Results (STAR) Program.   2007-2010

Participants:  Drs. Mary Ann Lila and Courtney Flint (University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign), Dr. Ilya Raskin (Rutgers University), Jennifer Johnson (Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium), and the Villages of Akutan (contact -Dr. Gary Ferguson), Point Hope (contact - Charlie Kinneeveauk), and Seldovia (contact – Crystal Collier) in Alaska.
This project is designed to partner with local village residents in scientific research to:  1) evaluate the health properties of native berries and 2) assess community knowledge and risk perceptions regarding these valued local resources. We hope to involve youth groups in each community in both the plant/health science and the community interaction research. The ultimate goal of the project will be to highlight and validate the unique health-enhancing properties of indigenous berries, and to identify and streamline compatible ways for communities to best take advantage of the resource for local community health programs and for future economic opportunities. The very important first step of this project will be for us to meet with you in late September and early October 2007 to share information about the project design and to get your input on how this project can best meet your needs and expectations. We are looking forward to learning from you and working with you over the next three years. This document will summarize the project, give you a brief description of the project investigators, and provide a draft timeline for the project.

Project Summary:  Within Alaska Native communities, traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) has long held that wild indigenous berries are a health-promoting, life-sustaining resource. Modern science has recently highlighted specific health-protective properties of natural components within berry fruits. It is our hypothesis that there are predictable links between climatic stress factors and shifts in climatic regimes, berry fruit composition, and the preventative/therapeutic value of berries to combat diabetes and other complications of metabolic syndrome. Tribal community approaches to mitigating health risks through dietary berries is likely to be conditioned by community-held risk perceptions, local tribal knowledge, and uncertainties regarding global climate change impacts on these valued resources. The two types of berries at the focus of this project are blueberries and salmonberries. We will work directly with tribal village councils to assure that local needs and expectations are met in reporting the findings from this research.

This project engages with Akutan, Point Hope, and Seldovia in research to: 

1) Provide baseline assessment of the bioactivity (health risk mitigation properties) of berry resources as influenced by climatic stress factors relevant to global climate change, via cross-comparison of three Alaska tribal communities characterized by inherently different climatic regimes; and,

2) Assess local traditional knowledge and risk perceptions regarding community health, berries, and climate change, and integrate these with biophysical findings for informed local health related decision-making, and enhanced opportunity for community-based commercial enterprise. 

Project Approach:  Community members will have the opportunity to actively participate in the implementation of the research. Village representatives, including youth, will be trained using newly-developed field-deployable bioassay technology to assess health-protective attributes of berry fruits that relate to type II diabetes. Specifically, berries at each site will be screened to determine their ability to reduce absorption of carbohydrate after a meal (thus reducing blood sugar accumulation).  The ability of berry components to inhibit two relevant human enzymes (alpha-glucosidases, and alpha-amylases) will be rapidly assessed using simple screens-to-nature (STN) tests, so that important primary discoveries can be gauged and evaluated directly with the participating village members.

In addition, a community-based risk assessment using interviews with local residents will be used to record and synthesize local traditional knowledge and risk perceptions regarding berries, their health properties, and effects of climate change. Active cooperation between researchers and local stakeholders will build a foundation for future research on long-term effects of climate change on berry resources, their health properties, and mitigation strategies.

Expected Benefits:  The use of community-based participatory data acquisition and local involvement in scientific research is expected to inform tribal decision-making and local strategies to help mitigate health risks. The dialogue encouraged by the community participatory research is expected to contribute to local well-being and interaction between youth and other residents. Research findings will inform global scientific understanding about berry properties, impacts of climate change, and the importance of understanding community context. We bring biophysical and social science together to enhance our understanding of relationships between community lifestyles, diabetes and metabolic syndrome in tribal communities, mitigating bioactive berry components, and the influence of climate change on sustainability and potency of  these valued native resources.  

Project Timeline:

Sept-Oct 2007

Drs. Lila, Flint & Raskin to Alaska for initial project




meetings






Akutan – Sept 23-25, 2007






Seldovia – Sept 28-29, 2007






Point Hope – Sept 30-Oct 2, 2007

Winter-Spring 2008

Background data collection, project planning

Summer 2008

Interviews with community residents and in-field




berry analysis 

Fall 2008-Spr 2009 

Analysis of data

Summer 2009

Workshops with community residents and field





research on berries


Fall 2009-Spr 2010

Analysis of data and production of reports

Summer 2010

Multi-village workshop

Project Principal Investigators:
· Dr. Mary Ann Lila, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Dr. Lila heads a research team that is internationally-recognized for isolation, bioassay, and characterization of health-protective components from fruits and medicinal plants.  She has engaged in bioexploration research in Central Asia, Oceania, Egypt, Mexico, and subSaharan Africa, and is Associate Director of the Global Institute for BioExploration.  She specializes in recognizing the underappreciated ability of plants to contribute to human health and longevity, and loves to discover new plant resources throughout the world.

· Dr. Courtney G. Flint, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Dr. Flint is a rural sociologist who studies how communities respond to ecosystem disturbances and risk, hazards, and disasters. Her work in Colorado and on the Kenai Peninsula in Alaska assesses how communities are responding to large-scale forest disturbance by bark beetles. She is also interested in how local knowledge, perceptions, and community interactions influence natural resource management and landscape change. She is from Montana and loves to read, fish, ride horses, and explore new places.

Collaborating Investigators:

· Dr. Ilya Raskin, Rutgers University

Dr. Raskin, with over 25 years of expertise in plant biochemistry, pharmacological activity, and ethnobotany, is President of the Global Institute for BioExploration.  His focus is on natural products discovery, and successful introduction and commercialization of multi-component natural drugs and formulations.

· Jennifer Johnson,  Native Alaska Tribal Health

Ms. Johnson is an MPH RD LD who has worked as a public health nutritionist in Alaska for over 11 years, conducting research in rural tribal communities for the last five years.  She has particular expertise in subsistence food sources and health impacts including diabetes mitigation.

