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Scallops…barnacles…fi shhooks…
wire….rusty railings…splintered 
decks. If this is where you work and 
play, then you need new Gage Deck 
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Heavy-duty 10,000mm three-ply 
waterproof nylon wears like iron, 
yet breathes to keep you cool.  It’s        
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While fish and game habitat is often sacrificed in the name 
of development, Alaska has never said no to a large mine  
permit application. 

Yet, the Alaska Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is 
attempting to gut the permitting process, the only process through 
which Alaskans can weigh in on permit decisions, by streamlining 
this critical public process via a piece of legislation called House 
Bill 77. 

The bill narrowly escaped being ratified by the Senate before the 
state Legislature called its recess last spring. 

If this bill becomes a law, the DNR commissioner will have  
singular power to approve general permits as long as he thinks that 
the development will not cause significant and irreparable harm. 

No definition: The bill does nothing to define what the  
commissioner views as “irreparable.” For instance, does the state 
think it can mitigate and repair the damage caused by an open pit 
mine at the headwaters of salmon-producing streams? Does the 

this is what’s at stake: the right to fish, like this skiff fishing bristol bay. 
shana rosen and alex snyder are crewing the boat, which is owned by 
lindsey aspelund, who shot the photo.

by MELANIE BROWN

HOUSE BIll 77  
will hurt — irreparably 
— Alaska fishermen
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state think that mining through 11 miles of 
salmon-bearing river can result in a river 
where salmon will continue to return after 
its coal seams are excavated? 

House Bill 77 not only gives the com-
missioner of DNR unprecedented power, 
but it eliminates several requirements for  
public notice and does away with public 
comment opportunities. 

The proposed law would also make it 
much more difficult for individuals and 
organizations to find legal ground to stand 
on if they were to attempt to appeal the 
granting of a permit. Currently, a person 
or entity has the right to appeal if they 
are aggrieved, or simply upset, about a  
permitting decision, but under HB 77 a case 
cannot be brought to court unless a person 
can prove that they would be “substantially 
and adversely affected.” 

A commercial fisherman has the abil-
ity to refer to catch records as a case for  
financial loss, but the case can’t really be 
brought forward until the damage has 
already been done. 

The bill language extinguishes the rights 
of individuals and non-governmental  
organizations to apply for in-stream flow 
reservations. Such in-stream water reserva-
tions ensure that there is enough water in 
rivers and streams to support fish habitat 
and aquatic life. A number of applications 
have received priority dates and are pend-
ing adjudication but would be nullified if 
this bill becomes a law because they were 
submitted by entities that are not recog-
nized as governments in the eyes of the 
state, including applications that were  
submitted by tribal governments. 

Value of fish: Last spring, I witnessed 
representatives of DNR’s Division of  
Mining Land and Water (DMLW) present 
a briefing paper to the Senate Finance  
Committee promoting House Bill 77. There 
was one statement that especially con-
cerned me when the deputy director of 
DMLW was pressed about appropriating 
water to a project or reserving it for fish. 
He affirmed, “If it is in the state’s best inter-
est, we can put another priority over the 
fish.” As the discussion continued, it was 
clear that the DNR officials had their own 
way of interpreting our state’s constitution 
and how it views our water resources by  
asserting, “The fish and wildlife are 
reserved in the constitution, not the water 
for the fish.” How can the fish be reserved if 
the water isn’t? 

The State of Alaska Department of  
Natural Resources claims that it is stream-
lining its permitting process to save money, 
human resources, and time, but it doesn’t 
take much digging to see that their stream-
lining is really a bulldozing over Alaskans’ 
rights and that they are prioritizing finite 
mineral resource development over our 
renewable fish resources. 

It is hard for me to trust that the commis-
sioner of DNR will foresee and measure 
impacts and harm in a manner that will 
be repairable. If an open pit mine were to 
be developed upstream from where my  

family commercial fishes, subsistence  
fishes, hunts, and picks berries, and irrepa-
rable harm came of it, I don’t know how I 
could possibly measure that loss.  

Melanie Brown’s family has fished commer-
cially in Bristol Bay for five generations and has 
relied on the salmon resource of Bristol Bay for 
thousands of years. If you too rely on the fish 
resources of Alaska, she urges you to reach out 
to Alaska’s state government to stop House 
Bill 77 from becoming a law. More informa-
tion on HB 77 can be found by visiting www. 
StandForSalmon.org.


