Top 10 Distortions in the Arctic Refuge Debate 


And Some of the People who Spread Them

By Erica Heuer

After 20 years of trying, the U.S. has the representation it needs in both the Senate and House of Congress to approve oil and gas drilliing in Alaska's Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. The Bush administration and its oil industry backers swear this is the oil that will free America from its dependence on foreign oil. In reality, scientists estimate a 6-month supply that won't hit the markets for at least 10 years. The Refuge has become the symbol of a battle to access all America's protected wild lands. Unfortunately, the caribou, Gwich’in, Yukoners and Canadians will pay the price because this is precisely the strip of land that has been the calving grounds for the 120,000-member Porcupine Caribou Herd, for 27,000 years. This narrow strip provides the perfect balance of abundant food and protection from predators and insects, that creates the ideal place to calve. Will 2005 be the year this changes forever? 

Despite the Senate keeping language to open the Refuge in their Budget and the House of Representatives putting language to open the Refuge into the Energy Bill, the Refuge is still not open and the caribou are on their way to the calving grounds as we speak.

On March 30, in Whitehorse, people gathered to ask our politicians and visiting Alaskan politicians to do whatever was required to protect the Refuge. The participation of over 300 people got organizers a meeting with the Alaskans, here on a “friendship exchange”. During that one and a half hour discussion the Alaskan senators and representatives repeated many of the distortions addressed below.

DISTORTION #1    Senator Stevens: The 1002 area is not in the Refuge and provisions of ANILCA “allow us to explore and develop” that area.

The Coastal Plain of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is also known as the 1002 area – named after Section 1002 of the Alaska National Interests Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA) which makes clear in Sections 1002 and 1003 that the Coastal Plain is specifically closed to oil and gas production. The 1002 area has been part of the Arctic Refuge since its establishment in 1980, and has been set aside for its conservation values since 1959.

The Coastal Plain itself was “withdrawn from all forms of entry or appropriation under the mining laws, and from operation of the mineral leasing laws.” Importantly, Congress also provided in section 1003 of ANILCA that:

Production of oil and gas from the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is prohibited and no leasing or other development leading to production of oil and gas from the range shall be undertaken until authorized by an Act of Congress.

DISTORTION #2   Senator Murkowski: Exploration will occur on only 2,000 acres. 

The 2,000-acre provision is a scam. The entire 1.5 million-acre coastal plain would still be opened to leasing. Exploration could occur anywhere and to any extent on the coastal plain.

The 2,000-acre provision applies only to some development facilities, and there is no requirement that the 2,000 acres be concentrated in one spot. The 2,000 acres does not include all oil industry infrastructure, facilities, or operations. The 1002 area is only 100 miles long and 30 miles wide.

The U.S. Geological Survey said whatever oil and gas is under the coastal plain is in small deposits spread throughout the plain. This is why the bill includes the entire coastal plain and not a smaller portion of it. To produce oil from this vast area supporting infrastructure would have to stretch across the coastal plain.

DISTORTION #3   Senator Murkowski: Gwich’in are not in the 1002 area – implying that they have nothing at stake. 

This is a simple human rights issue. We have a right to continue our subsistence way of life. Oil drilling in the birthplace and nursing grounds of the Porcupine Caribou Herd would hurt the caribou and threaten the future of my people." - Sarah James, Arctic Village.

Gwich’in villages, located along the Porcupine Caribou Herd migration route, depend on the herd and the herd depends on the coastal plain.

About 8000 Gwich'in people live in 15 villages scattered across traditional lands in northeast Alaska and northwest Canada. Archeological evidence suggests Gwich’in caribou hunters have lived there for more than 20,000 years. The 120,000 strong Porcupine caribou herd are at the centre of Gwich'in culture and life, not unlike the Plains Indians and the great buffalo herds of the 1800's. In many villages, caribou, fish and other wild foods exceed 70% of the diet. 

DISTORTION #4   Senator Murkowski: Alaska’s oil industry is the cleanest and most tightly regulated in the world.

There is no getting around it. Oil development and production create industrial sprawl.

At present, the oil industry sprawls across more than 1,000 square miles of the North Slope. This huge industrial complex, which can be seen from space, includes production pads and facilities, gravel roads, airfields and pipelines, and emits huge amounts of pollution. 

Prudhoe Bay experiences an average of one oil spill per day.

DISTORTION #5   Senator Bennett: Oil activities will only occur in the winter.

What, do they pack up all the facilities and take them away in the summer? 

Oil development and production activities occur year-round. Once oil is discovered, efforts to recover it continue year-round. V\Vehicle traffic, production plant noise, helicopter and airplane traffic, air pollution, and other activities create inevitable conflicts with wildlife in every month and season. Oil companies have never ceased production activity in the summer months on the North Slope, caribou do not calve within 30 miles of any kind of development, and the 1002 lands are only 30 miles wide.

Winter exploration is anything but harmless to the environment. Winter exploration can disturb polar bears in their maternity dens and frighten sensitive muskoxen, year-round residents of the Coastal Plain. Exploration also impacts fish habitats in rivers and lakes by removing massive amounts of water to build ice roads and ice pads, and seismic trails damage plants and permafrost even through snow and ice.

DISTORTION #6   Senator Domenici: Alpine drilling is done from what looks like a “row of outhouses”

The original Alpine development site consists of two drilling pads, a runway for jet airplanes, three miles of in-field roads and other facilities that directly cover 100 acres of tundra and a 150-acre gravel mine. As with drilling in the calving grounds, promises of directional drilling, ice roads were cited as a reason this footprint could be so “small”. 

Now, industrial sprawl is being planned for Alpine. Federal agencies recently approved the industry’s plans to build five more drill sites connecting to the initial Alpine oil field. Once these are constructed, the Alpine Project will total 7 drill sites, 33 miles of permanent gravel roads; two airstrips; two gravel mines; and 72 miles of pipelines. And that is just the beginning; information from Interior’s Bureau of Land Management shows future oil and gas development for the Alpine Project is planned to include 24 more production drill sites, 122 more miles of roads, 7 more airports, 150 miles of pipeline, and 1262 more acres of tundra smothered by gravel. 

DISTORTION #7   Senator Domenici: No roads.

Every onshore oil field today on Alaska’s North Slope has permanent gravel roads.

Even the original Alpine field – promoted to this day as a “roadless development” – has a permanent road connecting its drill sites when it began pumping crude in 2000. Late last year, 33 new miles of Alpine roads were approved. 122 more miles are predicted for the next phase of Alpine expansion. 

Perpetuation of Alpine as a “roadless” development continues with BLM’s planning document approved earlier this year: “The ‘roadless’ concept…has not been abandoned… "Roadless never meant no roads, only that construction of permanent roads would be minimized.”

DISTORTION #8   Senator Domenici: One million barrels a day potential.

EIA’s March 2004 report, “Analysis of Oil and Gas Production in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, ” which optimistically used USGS estimates of technically recoverable oil, found: 

· If oil were discovered in commercial quantities, it would take 10 years before Refuge oil could first be produced. In 2015, it would only make up 0.3% of world oil production (300,000 barrels per day). 

· Even when production peaked (in 2025), Arctic Refuge oil would make up only 7/10 of 1 percent (876,000 barrels per day) of world oil production and only 3% of U.S. oil consumption. Production would diminish steadily after 2025. 

DISTORTION #9 and 10   Senator Stevens: Central Arctic Herd has a 300,000-member population. Oil activities do not harm wildlife.

The Central Arctic Herd has 32,000 members not 300,000. Oil development has had an impact on the Central arctic Herd. Concentrated caribou calving areas have shifted completely away from oil developments activity and facilities.

Wildlife impacts go farther than what they call the “footprint”. Industry focuses attention on the direct “footprint” where facilities will be built, but harmful effects of the industrial network on animals and vegetation extend well beyond the sites of constructed facilities. 

The National Academy of Sciences and other studies show widespread harm to wildlife. “Animals have been affected by industrial activities on the North Slope… It is unlikely most disturbed wildlife habitat on the North Slope will ever be restored… the effects of abandoned structures and unrestored landscapes could persist for centuries.” 

In 2002, a U.S Geological Survey report based on 12 years of studies said that the Porcupine Caribou herd is especially sensitive to development in the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. In 2002, the Porcupine Caribou Management Board’ summer ecology report said how important the refuge coastal plain is to caribou calving and post-calving and its vulnerability to disturbance.
