Hammond detailed plan for ecosystem management
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Editor's note: Just weeks before his death on July 11, 2005, Gov. Jay Hammond, Republican governor of Alaska from 1974 to 1982, was interviewed near his Lake Clark home by Lance Holter and Jack Hession, journalists who were in Alaska to talk about the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, the Pebble project and environmental issues. In typical Hammond-like fashion, the governor took over the interview. Larry Smith of the Hammond Refuge Working Group provided Alaska Newspapers with the transcript taken from a DVD recording of the interview. Here are excerpts. 
Interviewer: How do you see the impacts of Pebble Mine as a long-term sustainable economic benefit?
Hammond: I think people come to Alaska not to look for open-pit mines but to experience some of the wild country that we still have in great abundance. And some of the parks and refuges provide that. Those who assert that the lands were locked up – I claim they were "locked open."
They're locked open for future generations to assure they have access to these wondrous that otherwise could be precluded if they were parceled out in private ownership. 
Interviewer: How do you see the impacts of the mine on subsistence and natural resources, such as that to the Native people and the residents of the area?
Hammond: I think there's going to be an inevitable impact. Not only impact on the resource itself, but the one thing about an impact that's intangible and unquantifiable and certainly you can't put a monetary value directly on it, is the quality of the experience.
That Koktuli country, for example, I brought the first boat up there 40 years ago, and it was an absolutely wonderful experience. Now that experience in large measure has been retained, and I'd like to see other people enjoy that.
I think the presence of an enormous mine with a thousand people cluttering about, is going to change that experience and alter it in such a manner as to be something that we'll lose forever.
Interviewer: Do you believe that an open-pit, hard rock mine can be developed responsibly?
Hammond: I am not one to say, or to judge whether they can do it. I assume it can be. But if it's developed responsibly and with the appropriate environmental controls, can it be done profitably? At this point I seriously doubt it. 
And to make it meet those criteria I mentioned, I suspect it cannot operate profitably, because it would entail an increase in the mining tax and contributions to the permanent fund that do not now exist. 
So theoretically, it could be done responsibly. Practically and economically? Very doubtful in my view.
Interviewer: I would think that bringing in this kind of a mine and the boom and bust economy that accompanies it would also bring a great amount of social dysfunction, such as alcoholism, drug abuse and addiction. Have you any experience with that as governor?
Hammond: I don't think there's any question about that. We've seen over the past 20 or 30 years a vast increase in many of the areas, including the villages, of that type of dysfunction, which would only be compounded with a monumental project of that nature.
I think a lot of the villages sense that and are apprehensive over it. And I've been to several meetings at which seemingly the majority of villages impacted seem to be in opposition to it, despite the proposed benefits that might accrue to them economically.
And so I think there's grave concern about that, and I think it's a realistic concern. That can be applied whether it be a Pebble mine in a remote area, or something in downtown Anchorage. The same problems will attend it, and all you can do, I guess, is assure that at the very least you extract from those activities enough revenue to offset the cost of such impact.
Interviewer: So the economic benefits of hard rock mining may not actually equal out the cost of social net. "
Hammond: It very well could not. And one of the things that I had proposed and tried to do when I was in office, was to get some sort of formula or an assessment process in place where we can look at proposed development activities to see if it met those four criteria. I unfortunately did not come up with anything that accomplished that clearly.
But I think now we have in place a vehicle and an appropriate agency to do precisely that. The Institute of Social and Economic Research at the University of Alaska seems to me exactly the sort of entity that should take on the process of evaluating all these elements to determine whether the benefits outweigh the costs.
Interviewer: Gov. Hammond, I'm beginning to see there's this new industry that's developing in the Alaskan wilderness, and this is people from all over the world having high-quality wilderness experiences. How do you see this into the future?
Hammond: I think it can only grow, and it's expanded enormously during my time in Alaska.
I was one of the first that had a hunting-fishing lodge in the entire Bristol Bay area. One of three, that's all there were. There are now over 200. And they're proliferating. 
When I first came up here in 1946, I worked for an old-time guide who had come up here in 1922. He was complaining about how everything was degenerating: "Too many cheechakos up here, fish and game's going downhill, I'm glad I'm getting old so I don't have to see it get worse."
Now here I find myself almost 60 years later saying the same sort of thing. And people that come up today will be saying it 50 years from now. So it's all relative, but thank heaven we at least have something that we can sustain if we do it right.
The establishment of parks and refuges was not my first preference. I wanted to create an ecosystem management concept, which would include within its boundaries cooperative management areas on state, federal, private, Native lands that all agreed to a plan that would determine the prime value that we wanted to protect – be it fish or caribou – and assured that we had in place protections that assured their health in perpetuity. But at the same time didn't preclude activities that could be conducted in compatibility with them.
I felt it would be far better to have over the whole ecosystem, say, and 80 percent protection, than to have 100 percent here with a park, adjacent to perhaps 20, 40, 50, dependent on the degree of desecration permitted by that particular landowner.
Caribou and salmon, of course, can't read boundary lines, so they cross over from one of these protected areas into one that's virtually unprotected. 
I bounced that off of every person in Congress at the time, and interestingly enough, Mo Udall and John Sieberling said that's a great idea, the ecosystem management concept, but can you sell it to the national conservation organizations? I couldn't.
"This has to be a park, and this has to be a refuge," and they were pretty locked into that. But if you strip off those names and ask people what is the prime value you are trying to protect, clearly in Bristol Bay it'd be salmon and other wildlife.
Then you have in place a system that adopts a plan that assures that protection, to which everybody adheres. With the threat that if they don't adhere to it, those park fences go way up to provide additional protection on what lands are in the federal domain, and it keeps everyone honest.
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As Alaskans we take great responsibility in balancing the management of our natural resources with the protection of our land and waters. Since statehood, Alaska's leaders have walked a fine line to determine how essential minerals can be extracted without sacrificing equally valuable fish and wildlife resources. In determining whether potential resource development would ensure healthy, sustainable economic growth for our state, former Governor Jay Hammond had four simple criteria a project should be evaluated by:

• Is it environmentally sound?

• Do most Alaskans want it?

• Can it pay its own way?

• Does it meet our constitution's mandate to manage resources for the maximum benefit of all Alaskans?

While many of Alaska's mining projects have met Hammond's basic standards, the proposed Pebble Mine has not. With a thriving commercial fishing industry and a vital subsistence way of life at stake, mineral development in Bristol Bay must be carefully scrutinized and permitted with only the highest of precautionary environmental standards.

Low-grade sulfide rock formations in the Bristol Bay watershed have attracted the interest of mining developers from around the world. They are now pursuing projects on a scale larger than anything the state of Alaska has ever seen, let alone permitted. Such projects may pose substantial long-term risks to the water quality and quantity and biological health of the Nushagak Mulchatna and Iliamna/Kvichak systems. Thus, we remain concerned that Bristol Bay cannot be adequately protected through Alaska's present day permitting system.

While project backers claim there is no set plan for the Pebble prospect, State documents tell us streams will be diverted, dewatered and impounded in the vicinity of the proposed mine site. There will also be massive disturbances of both the surface and subsurface water systems in the area, likely leading to significant changes in the movement of ground water into salmon streams. All of this will be occurring in the headwaters of major river systems that make up a large portion of Bristol Bay's salmon production. In addition, reaching Pebble's minerals will require the removal of billions of tons of waste rock and other material, some of which will create sulfuric acid when it is placed on the surface of the land and reacts with air and water. This waste would have to be safely contained forever.

The EPA is now poised to release a draft of its Bristol Bay Watershed Assessment. Undertaken in response to countless requests made by Southwest Alaskans -- including tribal governments, the Bristol Bay Native Corporation, commercial and sport fishermen, and other concerned stakeholders -- this scientific review is an antidote to the "wait and see" scenario. The agency's review of the Bristol Bay region provides state and federal decision-makers with science-based information on how to best protect the watershed and its world-class salmon fishery.

While Sen. Lisa Murkowski and Alaska Attorney General Michael Geraghty seem to have ignored the concerns of constituents and called the agency's involvement overreaching, we find their actions to be warranted and necessary. With thousands of fishing jobs and hundreds of millions of dollars in annual revenue on the line, an independent assessment from EPA officials is absolutely the right thing at the right time.

With this in mind we support the EPA's decision to conduct a thorough review of the Bristol Bay watershed and fully support any future decision by the agency to invoke their authority under the Clean Water Act and protect the region from harmful mining development. After a thorough public and peer review process, it would be appropriate for the EPA to move forward with proactive and protective actions related to this sacred Alaska resource. Such a decision would provide certainty to industry seeking to develop and invest in Bristol Bay.

The facts, we believe, will call for it, and the people of Southwest Alaska are demanding it.

Robin Samuelsen is both a life-long resident of Southwest Alaska and commercial fisherman who has held many leadership positions in the Bristol Bay region. Republican Gary Stevens is president of the Alaska Senate, where has served since 2003.

