
Research by Raft
The vast distances, tough climate and daunting wildlife of Alaska’s North Slope make it a rough place to 
do research. But that didn’t deter Jiake Zhou.
Zhou, a biology master’s student at the University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF), spent three weeks in 
summer 2014 rafting down the Nigu, Etivluk and Colville Rivers on the North Slope. The purpose of the 
380-mile trip was to study the characteristics of shrubs along the route, which have been expanding 
northward due to climate change. 
“The focus of my thesis is the interactions between shrubs and herbivores,” said Zhou. “Because of 
the shrub expansion, there are changes like creating new habitat for certain species, while we’re losing 
habitat for other species.”

Zhou and his travelling companions stopped nearly 
60 times to measure local characteristics of alder 
and willow shrubs, which have been migrating north 
along river corridors. They noted the ground compo-
sition of shore area, then made 50-meter transects, 
stopping every 10 meters to measure shrub cover 
and height, along with browsing intensity by moose, 
snowshoe hare and ptarmigan. 
Zhou’s goal is to determine how this expansion 
correlates to increased moose and snowshoe hare 
distribution along the river corridors, and how these 
changes could affect North Slope subsistence hunt-
ers. He plans to combine his data with decades of 
moose surveys to calculate the threshold at which 
shrub cover can support moose populations. The 
findings could be the basis for a predictive model of 
moose populations on the North Slope in the future, 
which would be of use to researchers as well as lo-
cal residents and subsistence hunters. Zhou is also 
conducting extensive interviews with Nuiqsut moose 
hunters to better understand how climate-induced 
changes to shrubs and moose are impacting local 
subsistence.
Zhou got the idea for the project from Ken Tape, a 
UAF assistant professor who studies North Slope 
shrub expansion and who saw the significance of 
including mammals in the equation. Tape said Zhou’s 
research has the potential to address numerous 
questions, including the relation between shrub 
expansion and moose abundance; the relations be-
tween moose, snowshoe hare and ptarmigan brows-
ing; the relative effects of changing winter length 
and changing habitat on moose; and the ways shrubs 
and floodplain changes interact with each other. 
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