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A Brighter Future For Alaska’s Miners

Mining, like fishing and timber, is one of Alaska’s pioneer industries. Alaska was not settled by the lure of good-paying government jobs. When the first miners came to Alaska, there was no tax to meet them at the dock and no permit required before they could look for gold. Juneau, Fairbanks, Nome and even Anchorage owe their start to mining. Mining has been, and always will be, one of the pillars of our State’s economy.

Some tell us that mining is a burden on State government and that mining doesn’t pay its way. They say that mining costs the State money because it brings more people to Alaska. I disagree.

Mining provides good-paying, career-building jobs and can provide an economic foundation for some of our rural communities and our State. An active mining industry will support related jobs in sectors such as technology, engineering, law, education, logistics, construction, transportation and manufacturing. Mining jobs support families and give our young people the hope of careers at home in many diverse fields. 

The number of active mines in Alaska today compared to our mineral potential suggests that we have barely begun the industry here. In my view, three areas of improvement could open the door to a vibrant mining industry in Alaska.

First, we need to provide access to our mineral resources. The cost of access and battles that must be fought to achieve access is the largest single factor limiting the growth of our mining industry.

Second, we need reasonably priced energy to run mining operations.  Mining operations are energy intensive, and high power costs can make or break a development’s financially.  We must work to make affordable power available to mineral districts as a catalyst that can encourage development and create jobs.

Third, we must loosen the stranglehold that permitting has on our mining projects. We have developed a reputation as one of the most difficult places in the world to permit a mining project. We must immediately remedy this situation to attract the necessary investment to explore for and develop our mineral wealth.

As Governor, I will aggressively pursue every avenue possible to build a world-class mining industry in Alaska. As a start, I will direct my administration to:

1. Provide Access to Mineral Resources.  We will work with the federal government to permit, arrange financing for, and construct ports, airstrips, railroads and roads based on their potential to open up access to minerals and other natural resources. We will work with owners of existing mineral deposits to provide such access in exchange for agreements to hire locally. This way we will ensure that Alaska families, particularly those families in our rural communities close to the mineral resources, benefit from development. A railroad, for example, could be built through the Ambler District into Northwest Alaska. This would allow ore to be taken out and goods to be taken in within a controlled and structured environment. Rail access could cause less impact on the surrounding villages than a road. 

Roads could be beneficial in places like Southeast Alaska’s Stikine and Taku river districts and the Bradfield Canal, to provide access to Canada and at the same time open up known mining country to exploration and development. We could charge tolls on these roads to control access and pay a portion of the capital and operating costs. Other places that could be opened by road are the Pebble Copper deposit in Iliamna, and the Pogo and Donlin Creek deposits.

Pioneer roads between villages - and between villages and mineral deposits - could provide access for economic development, for expansion of education options and for improved health and public safety services.

2. Make Energy Supplies Available to Mining Projects

In conjunction with mine development, the State should promote development of mine mouth power projects where possible, using local coal and gas deposits. Once an Alaska Natural Gas Pipeline is built, spur lines could make gas available to local users, including mines. The mine owners could pay for the base power load. Through these projects, the State could pay for the power provided to local villages and assist with startup costs of a coal mine. The State could provide the coal mines low railroad haulage rates or low road toll charges for coal exports for an initial period after mine startup.
3. Create Mine Project Teams

In my first year in office, I will order the creation of Mine Project Teams within the Department of Natural Resources to focus on three to five mining projects with the maximum potential for long-term positive economic impacts for the State. These teams will be responsible for expediting state permits and facilitating federal permits. Team leaders will report directly to the Commissioner, and will have the authority to coordinate with all other agencies. Other agencies will have a duty to cooperate. Team leaders will have a direct line into the Governor’s office for assistance with federal agencies when necessary. This would remove permitting redundancies and inconsistencies. The Governor’s office will lead, and I will hold these teams accountable for timely performance.

In addition to providing access, power and Mine Project Teams, my Administration will adopt an Alaska Minerals Industry Program to promote the growth of our mining industry. This program will address:

1. State Lands.  The state will only agree to expand state parks, refuges, critical habitat areas, or transfer land to federal ownership, if an equal acreage of other lands with the same designation is released after evaluation for mineral potential. No state land will be sold, leased or otherwise transferred without a detailed mineral evaluation to ensure mineralized lands or key access corridors are not transferred as well. In addition, I will create a centralized, systematic navigability program within the Department of Natural Resources and direct the Department of Law to support any “quiet title” actions necessary to secure ownership of submerged lands.

2. Evaluation of State Land Selections. We will review and complete a new ranking of state-selected lands for transfer by the Bureau of Land Management. We will give special emphasis to high-value resource lands and lands required for access. We will aggressively pursue expedited transfer of State-selected lands along the Denali Highway.

3. Public Interest Litigant Status. I will ask the Legislature to amend existing laws so a party seeking judicial review of State agency decisions is not awarded public interest litigant status and further, that the prevailing party in such actions shall be entitled to attorney fees and costs as in other civil actions.

4. Lingering Federal Withdrawals. The State will pursue the removal of old federal withdrawals (where the purpose for the withdrawal has expired) which are blocking land transfers to the State.

5. Coastal Zone Management. The State of Alaska should hold in abeyance its current plan to adopt coastal zone regulations before the current administration leaves office. These regulations are being adopted in haste and do nothing but create more uncertainty regarding any development project within the coastal zone. The current inland and upland boundaries of the coastal zone are unrealistic and must be addressed.

6. State Agency Accountability. Currently, the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, the Department of Environmental Conservation and the Department of Natural Resource have divergent development philosophies that lead to agency in-fighting. We have people within our resource agencies pushing private agendas. Commissioners and directors are often unaware of permitting actions. Under Alaska’s current permitting regime:

· Overly lengthy, unpredictable and redundant permitting processes create an uncertain business environment. Poor investment decisions are made because of time pressure. State policy and agency actions destroy company value. Instead of two to three years, permitting can take five to 10 years, resulting in a more expensive project, not necessarily a better project.

· Agencies are involved in permitting in areas outside their expertise or authority.

· Voluntary conditions that are included in some permits evolve into mandatory conditions in future permits.

· Permit processes act as disincentives to improvements because the process starts anew if engineering improvements are made during permitting.

· Air monitoring permits are redundant. Some states are into second-round permitting of Title V permits while Alaska is still struggling in the first round.

· Agencies hire permitting staff for areas where they have no expertise, and the industry must then provide them expensive and time-consuming on-the-job training.

· Permit writers ask for more information in order to delay the process because they don’t want to make decisions.

· Agency enforcement policies are geared to finding as many problems as possible, even if they are minor issues that do not impact the environment.

Some are calling for a task force to review State permitting processes. I want action, not studies. My Cabinet will be my task force. My Attorney General will work with the Legislature and the resource departments to change the law where necessary. My commissioners will be active managers of their departments. We will provide needed leadership throughout state government and we will be accountable to Alaskans. If my appointees don’t do the job, they will be replaced.

7. Education. I will continue support for the UAF School of Mineral Engineering and the geosciences programs throughout the University of Alaska, as well as the Delta Mine Training Center, the Mining and Petroleum Training Service, and the Alaska Mineral & Energy Resources Education Fund. Alaska needs skilled managers and workers who are educated and trained to operate in Alaska’s unique environment.

8. Mapping. The State should continue its geophysical mapping and baseline water quality mapping program. The State should also consider other mapping options to ensure we are using the latest technology and getting the best return for our investment.

9. RS-2477 Rights-of-Way. I will aggressively pursue State’s rights regarding RS-2477 rights-of-way. Without these rights-of-way across federal land, much of our public lands will never be accessible overland.

10. Water Quality. We will ensure that water quality standards are scientifically and technically supportable, and are developed using Alaska-specific criteria. We will work with the Legislature and the mining community to develop a plan for assuming administration of the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System program in Alaska.

Some may say my plan for a brighter future for Alaska’s mining industry is overly optimistic. But I believe that by implementing a plan that allows us to work with the industry, not against it, we can realize the tremendous natural wealth promised to us at statehood, build a stronger economy and provide Alaskans more opportunities for rewarding careers at home, while protecting the natural beauty that defines our state.

PAGE  
Paid for by Murkowski for Governor ( PO Box 101299 ( Anchorage, AK  99510 ( (907) 222-3600 Tel ( (907) 222-3601 Fax


