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Introduction and summary

Days before leaving office in 2021, the Trump administration attempted to quietly
revoke protections for 28 million acres of public lands in Alaska,' an area roughly
37 times the size of Yosemite National Park.> These lands—mostly closed to
industrial development since the early 1970s and overseen by the U.S. Bureau of
Land Management (BLM)—include uniquely intact habitat and miles of water-
ways that support abundant wildlife populations and provide a stronghold for
at-risk species.

Critically, these productive lands support numerous Alaska Native communities
reliant on subsistence harvesting—the use of wild resources—as an important cul-
tural cornerstone and a key source of nutrition. In fact, approximately 8o percent
of Alaska Native villages are within 50 miles of these 28 million acres of threat-
ened BLM lands, and, additionally, 74 percent of the lands are federally designated

as areas where rural communities have priority to hunt and fish for subsistence.?

The incoming Biden administration immediately hit the brakes on the effort to
strip protections from these lands, and Interior Secretary Deb Haaland will soon
decide whether to fully maintain protections and finish the job of unwinding the
damage wrought by the previous administration. With so much at stake for com-
munities and wildlife across the state, this decision represents an unmatched
opportunity for Secretary Haaland to fulfill President Joe Biden’s conservation
commitments and respond to the calls of Alaska Native Tribes, who have over-
whelmingly called for fully maintaining protections. A strong decision today would
also lay the groundwork for future progress toward co-management or co-steward-
ship of key lands between the BLM and Alaska Native Tribes, restoring a historic

connection for the long-term benefit of communities and natural resources.
In this report, the Center for American Progress assesses what’s at risk, high-

lighting three regions and communities and further opportunities that could be
unlocked by a strong decision.
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Background

Today, the BLM manages close to 55 million acres of lands in Alaska that were
“withdrawn” by the secretary of the interior in the early 1970s, placing them
mostly off-limits to industrial extractive development or transfer to state own-
ership.* Because the withdrawals were authorized under Section 17(d) (1) of the
Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), these lands are often referred to
as “D-1lands” and the protections as “D-1 protections.” For half a century, these
relatively intact and undeveloped lands, as well as the subsistence resources they

support, have remained legally protected from extractive industrial development.

In January 2021, the Trump administration attempted to lift D-1 protections on 28
million acres of BLM lands across five of the agency’s planning areas: Bay, Bering
Sea-Western Interior, East Alaska, Kobuk-Seward Peninsula, and the Ring of Fire.
These areas are distributed throughout the state, stretching from just above
Glacier Bay National Park in the southeast to Bristol Bay in the Southwest and
north to the Chukchi Sea.s

80% 74%

of Alaska Native villages of BLM lands under review
are within 50 miles of the are federally designated as
BLM lands under evaluation. priority subsistence lands.

—Wild Salmon Center, “Key Stats on Alaska D1 Lands.”

Shortly after taking office, the Biden administration took a hard look at the
rushed public land orders, determined they were legally flawed, and put them

on pause. Among other legal deficiencies, the Department of the Interior cited
the “failure to adequately analyze potential impacts on subsistence hunting and
fishing.”® The BLM initiated a full environmental review in 2022 to inform a final
decision by the secretary of the interior on whether to retain some—or all—of
the protections for these 28 million acres of public lands,” and a decision is
expected by this summer.?
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What'’s at risk

A decision to lift protection for these lands—opening them to industrial miner-
als development or transfer—would have major impacts on Alaska Native com-
munities and culture, world-class fisheries, at-risk wildlife, and overall ecosystem
health. One letter to Secretary Haaland from dozens of Tribal governments called
BLM lands the “breadbasket” for thousands of Alaska Native peoples.® Overall,
more than half of the federally recognized Tribes in Alaska have formally called on
Secretary Haaland to retain protections for the full 28 million acres of land.*

Wildlife habitat and climate change

These public lands encompass about 6,700 miles of rivers and streams acces-
sible to fish migrating from the ocean—including five varieties of Pacific salmon,
among other species supported by these waters.” Nearly 15 million acres of the
lands under review also fall within the range of the Western Arctic caribou herd,”
one of the largest caribou herds on the planet.* Abundant moose populations
and a vast number of migratory birds and other species also utilize these diverse
habitats.

Particularly as Alaska is warming two to three times faster than the global
average,’ these intact and well-connected BLM public lands represent a vital
buffer against the impacts of climate change. Several Alaskan wildlife populations
have seen major declines in recent years, and remaining populations rely heavily
on intact, protected lands.* Resilient populations of chinook and sockeye salmon
in the Bristol Bay watershed depend on the interconnected “habitat mosaics” that
characterize their spawning and rearing grounds, utilizing different parts of the
watershed at different times and allowing them to adapt to shifting conditions.”
Likewise, three of North America’s largest caribou herds depend on the BLM
lands under review, which support intact migration corridors necessary to support
robust populations.® Revoking protections for these lands and waters and allow-
ing industrial development would fragment habitat needed to protect vulnerable
fish and wildlife populations from the effects of climate change.
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In addition to their climate resilience values, these lands also hold important
reservoirs of natural carbon important for managing the climate crisis. The public
lands under review have been estimated to store 164 million tons of “irrecoverable
carbon,” which is carbon that would not recover by midcentury if released now by
human activity.” That equates to more than 600 million tons of carbon dioxide, or
the emissions from burning roughly 8 million tanker trucks worth of gasoline.>

Alaska Native subsistence resources

Approximately 8o percent of Alaska Native villages (183 total) and more than half
a million people live within 50 miles of the BLM lands under evaluation.” Of the
lands under review, 74 percent are designated by the federal government as areas
where rural community residents have priority to hunt and fish for subsistence.*

Subsistence harvesting is a foundational element of Alaska Native traditions, as
well as an important source of food, economic stability, and other needs.” The
overwhelming majority of rural Alaskans rely on food harvested from the sur-
rounding lands and waters, with 86 percent of rural households consuming wild
game and 95 percent consuming wild fish.» More than a method of obtaining
nutrition, subsistence is a pillar of Alaska Native culture and a process of commu-
nal sharing and generational bonding.*s

Under the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act, federal agencies are
required to consider and minimize adverse impacts to subsistence uses in public
land use decisions.* In passing the law in 1980, Congress found that “the continu-
ation of the opportunity for subsistence uses ... is essential to Native physical,
economic, traditional, and cultural existence.””

Revoking D-1 protections would open those public lands to industrial minerals
development, resulting in likely impacts to fish and wildlife populations and dis-
placement of subsistence activities.?® Additionally, lifting D-1 protections and sub-
sequent conveyance of some of those lands to the state of Alaska would result in
Alaska Native communities and other rural residents losing priority for subsistence
use of fish and wildlife resources offered by the federal government on federal
lands.” This subsistence priority enables subsistence activities locally, with benefi-
cial harvest limits and hunting seasons and according to traditional customs.*
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Regional examples

The three different areas explored below illustrate, at regional and community
levels, the value of existing conservation protections and what’s at stake in the
upcoming decision.

FIGURE 1
At-risk public lands in Alaska
Bureau of Land Management D-1lands currently under review, with 3 villages highlighted

Buckland
(Northwest Arctic)

Holy Cross
(Yukon River)

lgiugig
(Bristol Bay)

© OpenStreetMap contributors

Notes: For a full definition of D-1lands, see https://www.americanprogress.org/article/a-below-the-radar-public-lands-
decision-with-big-implications-for-alaska-native-communities/.

Source: Bureau of Land Management, "BLM Alaska: D1 Withdrawal EIS," available at https://www.arcgis.com/home/
item.html?id=fbOede6d531643e4a9179605d6ab5cbe (last accessed June 2024).
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Bristol Bay

In southwestern Alaska, the Bristol Bay watershed is home to the world’s largest
sockeye salmon run. With approximately 46 percent of the global population of
wild sockeye, this fishery contributes significantly to the Alaskan economy and sus-
tains a subsistence way of life dating back thousands of years.?' Bristol Bay’s healthy
fisheries stand in stark contrast to the situation outside Alaska, where sockeye have
experienced precipitous declines in population.?* Bristol Bay also made headlines

in recent years for another environmental battle, as the proposed Pebble Mine met

with massive opposition because of the dangers it posed to the iconic watershed.®

Commercial fishing dock in
Naknek, Alaska, a central hub
for the sockeye salmon industry
in Bristol Bay. Photo: Getty/
Luis Sinco/Los Angeles Times

The productivity of Bristol Bay’s sockeye salmon fishery, and of other wild popula-
tions, is due in large part to the watershed’s diverse, well-connected, and rela-
tively pristine aquatic habitat.>* The region’s salmon also serve as a backbone for
the food web, providing food and nutrients for bears and other mammals, birds,
and many other members of this ecosystem.* The withdrawn BLM lands—which
would have been opened to industrial minerals development by the Trump admin-
istration’s orders—include large portions of this watershed along the Nushagak,
Kvichak, and Alagnak rivers at the very heart of this world-class ecosystem.
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In addition to fueling a $2.2 billion commercial fishery,* the Bristol Bay watershed
supports essential subsistence harvests and cultural connection for Alaska Native
residents.” On average, 80 percent of the protein in the diet of Bristol Bay resi-
dents comes from subsistence harvests, with salmon accounting for more than
half of those harvests.?®

Among the Alaska Native Tribes that rely on abundant salmon and other species is
Igiugig Village. Igiugig is located along Lake Iliamna and the Kvichak River, home
to one of the largest sockeye salmon runs in Bristol Bay.? The BLM public lands
under consideration overlap substantially with lands traditionally used for subsis-
tence by Igiugig Village.*

Beyond salmon, a decision to lift protections for these BLM lands could affect
other species of importance for Igiugig: caribou and moose. At-risk lands include
critical calving areas and seasonal ranges for moose and the Mulchatna caribou
herd,* whose population has already shrunk dramatically. The herd’s 2021 popula-
tion was estimated at 12,850 caribou, fewer than half of the minimum population
goal set by wildlife managers to sustain population levels.* As a result of these
declines, Igiugig subsistence users have not been able to hunt this herd for the past
three years.® Removing protections for vital habitat could further jeopardize recov-
ery of the herd, as well as other wildlife populations important for subsistence.

Fifteen Tribes from the Bristol Bay region, including Igiugig Village, have called

on Secretary Haaland to maintain full protections across the BLM D-1 lands.* In
their formal comments, the Igiugig Village Council and Igiugig Native Corporation
explained that retaining D-1 protections is critical to the “ecological, cultural, and
economic well-being” of the region and its communities, while also noting the
importance of conservation that honors Indigenous rights, knowledge, and stew-
ardship of the lands.#

Yukon River

Stretching from western Alaska into Canada, the Yukon River is one of the longest
in North America, running more than 2,000 miles from the mountains in British
Columbia to the Bering Sea.* The river and its tributaries host multiple Indigenous
and non-Indigenous communities and have been used by Alaska Native and First
Nations people, settlers, visitors, and industry for transportation, drinking water,
and hunting and fishing access and resources for thousands of years.¥
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Like Bristol Bay, the intact Yukon River watershed provides quality habitat for
multiple species, including important salmon runs.®® In fact, a treaty between the
United States and Canada, finalized in 2002, recognizes the international impor-
tance and uniqueness of the Yukon River and its salmon fishery;® however, the
river’s salmon populations have recently experienced severe population crashes,
connected in part to the effects of climate change.® This region’s boreal forests,
shrubs, and open meadows also provide important habitat for moose, caribou,
black and brown bears, wolves, lynx, breeding waterfowl, and other wildlife.

Living along a section of the Yukon River surrounded by BLM lands, the Holy
Cross Tribe is calling on Secretary Haaland to retain full protections “to preserve
... ancestral lands and the resources that support Indigenous ways of life.”s> Holy
Cross has joined with 37 other Tribes—through the Bering Sea-Interior Tribal
Commission—to advocate collectively on this and other BLM lands issues.?

i

Yukon River in interior
Alaska. Photo: Getty/
Patrick J. Endres

In addition to being a cultural tradition, subsistence harvesting is a necessity

for residents in Holy Cross. BLM considers Holy Cross a “low-income popula-
tion of concern” and has identified 49 percent of its population as low income.
Many residents rely on the land for most of their food—ranging from moose,
bird hunting, and fishing. As Eugene John Paul, chief of the Village of Holy Cross,
explained, “We don’t have access to what they call it—Safeway or Costco or Fred
Meyers—in our village. So most of our stuff just comes off our land, and that’s
what we choose to do.”s
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Loss of protections would threaten these species and the ability of Holy Cross

and other communities to practice subsistence harvesting. In a final management
plan for this area published in 2021, which considered the impacts of lifting the D-1
protections, the BLM acknowledged that “locatable mineral decisions may cause a
large reduction in the abundance of fish, moose, and caribou harvesting and a major
redistribution of fish, caribou, and moose” for Holy Cross and other communities.*®

Northwest Arctic

Above the Arctic Circle, along the Chukchi Sea, the Northwest Arctic supports
one of the world’s largest caribou herds.” Making one of the longest migrations of
any land mammal on the planet, this massive herd’s range extends from Alaska’s
North Slope down to the southern edge of the Seward Peninsula, a largely intact,
undisturbed landscape covering massive amounts of federal lands.*® More than 14
million acres, or more than half, of the BLM D-1 lands under review are within the
Western Arctic caribou herd range.® The BLM estimates that approximately 40
villages utilize this one caribou herd for subsistence.®

Subsistence fishing on the
Kobuk River in Alaska’s
Northwest Arctic region.
Photo: Jayme Dittmar/
SalmonState

Numbering almost half a million animals two decades ago, the herd’s population

was estimated at only 152,000 in 2023, down more than 100,000 animals in six
years and more than 300,000 in 20 years.®* As the herd numbers drop, Northwest
community leaders and a Western Arctic Caribou Herd Working Group have come
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together to make recommendations to state Board of Game decision-makers
about how many animals hunters can harvest to protect the herd for future gen-
erations.® As individual hunters sacrifice how much food they can bring home to
their communities, they also rely on the lands staying intact and undeveloped to
support the survival rates of the caribou. Buckland—a community surrounded by
D-1lands and located at the core of the Western Arctic herd winter range®—for-
mally joined Tribes across the state to call for the continued protection of D-1
lands.* Caribou contribute more than any other resource to the subsistence diet
of Buckland residents.® Experienced hunters, such as those in Buckland, travel
freely across a large search area to hunt caribou, making the availability of these
public lands for subsistence activities particularly important.®

Traditional Ifiupiaq values are passed on to new generations in Buckland because
of subsistence traditions and the diversity of resources to which the village has
access. Intact landscapes that support diverse species are vital to maintaining
those traditions and resources. From Eschscholtz Bay, up the Buckland River, to
the village site, smelt charge upriver in incredible abundance, with trout, salmon,
pike, and burbot also harvested seasonally.”” Eschscholtz Bay is also where tradi-
tional societies had their marine mammal hunting camps and where seal hunting
continues today.®®

The Native Village of Buckland may take up only a few miles of dirt roads,*® but the
people of the Northwest Arctic region’s relationship to the land extends to where
the seal, the caribou, the fish, and the moose are in any given season, to where tra-
ditional camps sustained ancestors before the introductions of permanent villages.
For Buckland and the 10 other Northwest Arctic villages, that relationship extends
across the roughly 10 million acres of BLM D-1 land in the region.”
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Tribal co-stewardship and
co-management opportunities

In addition to protecting ongoing subsistence activities, retaining full protections
for the 28 million acres of BLM lands would allow the Department of the Interior
to engage with federally recognized Alaska Native Tribes on potential co-steward-
ship or co-management of the lands and resources vital to the cultural, traditional,
and customary use of these communities. While specific definitions vary, the
broad term “co-stewardship” generally refers to sovereign-to-sovereign coopera-
tive or collaborative arrangements between Tribes and the federal government for
the conservation or management of lands, waters, or related resources.” The term
“co-management” is typically used to describe a version of co-stewardship that
more clearly involves shared, or delegated, decision-making.”

BLM lands under review for this pending decision include Tribal ancestral home-
lands that, as discussed above, continue to provide access and resources neces-
sary for sustaining Alaska Native communities and subsistence practices. Alaska
Native people have fished, hunted, and harvested wildlife, fish, birds, and flora
since time immemorial.” Incorporating this traditional and local knowledge into
co-stewardship with Alaska Native Tribes would result in more effective, equi-
table, and informed management of BLM lands and the fish, wildlife, and habitat
those lands encompass.

A number of Tribes have made formal proposals for co-stewardship or co-man-
agement of specific BLM lands under evaluation, including some proposals made
during the ongoing environmental review process for the D-1 protections. Many
of the potential and pending agreements between the federal government, Tribal
governments, and Alaska Native organizations are centered around subsistence

resources and access.”

Among the Tribes seeking co-management is the Village of Holy Cross, which
has proposed a new concept of creating a Tribal Conservation District that
would include co-management of millions of acres of BLM-managed lands cur-
rently protected under the D-1 withdrawals.” In fact, Holy Cross was recently
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awarded an America the Beautiful Challenge grant of $1.2 million over three
years to fund the Bering Sea-Interior Tribal Commission’s exploration of this

innovative concept.”

Lifting the D-1 protections would compromise lands and resources currently
under active consideration for co-stewardship or co-management, as well as
jeopardize future opportunities and innovation. On the flip side, a strong decision
would enable the Department of the Interior to fully pursue these opportunities
to honor Tribal traditions and knowledge, while improving land management and

conservation outcomes.
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Conclusion

With her impending decision, Secretary Haaland has a chance to secure protec-
tions for 28 million acres of public lands that are essential for traditional subsis-
tence; rural economic viability; and the long-term health of lands, waters, and
wildlife already facing the brunt of a changing climate. She would be responding
to the calls of Tribes across Alaska, particularly villages whose subsistence tradi-
tions were put in the crosshairs by the Trump administration’s decisions for these
lands, as well as the many allies who have echoed those calls.”

Beyond repairing harm left by the previous administration, retaining long-stand-
ing protections for these lands could also be a proactive step forward. A soon-to-
be-finalized environmental review would be a strong starting point for the Interior
Department to consider the growing number of Alaska Native Tribes that have
requested co-stewardship and co-management agreements. With a strong deci-
sion, Secretary Haaland could not only protect traditional practices today but
could also open the door to restoring traditional care of lands and resources to

their original stewards on behalf of those communities and the lands themselves.
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