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March 5, 2003

Governor Frank Murkowski 
Office of the Governor 
P.O. Box 110011 
Juneau, AK 99811-0001

Dear Governor Murkowski :

The Western Division of the American Fisheries Society (WDAFS) represents over 3,700 fisheries
scientists and biologists employed in government, academia, and the private sector throughout
Western North America.  The mission of the American Fisheries Society (AFS) is to improve the
conservation and sustainability of fishery resources and aquatic ecosystems by advancing fisheries
science and by promoting the development of fisheries professionals.  AFS is not an advocacy group,
but we occasionally bring important issues to the attention of policy leaders and the public.  As
implied in our mission statement, we only advocate for fisheries conservation and sustainability
when our position is firmly founded on quality, peer–reviewed science. 

WDAFS has learned of the recent Alaska state Executive Order (EO) No.107 that you filed on 12
February 2003 to transfer fish habitat protection and permitting authority from the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) Habitat Division to the Alaska Department of Natural
Resources (ADNR). WDAFS believes this action should be carefully reviewed and justified to
ensure that it will not compromise the long-term health and sustainability of Alaska’s fishery
resources and the numerous communities that depend on fisheries.  WDAFS is concerned that such
a transfer may compromise sustainability of fishery resources, especially anadromous fish, and may
not be in the public’s best interest.  

Salmon and other anadromous fish are essential to the people and economy in the State of Alaska.
Salmon are also considered "keystone species" because so many other fish, birds, wildlife and even
riparian vegetation depend on the flesh or nutrients provided by the eggs and rotting carcasses of
spawners.  In fact, increasing scientific evidence links the nutrients delivered upstream by carcasses
to the future production of subsequent salmon generations.  WDAFS is aware that fish and the 
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habitat they depend on have had a high measure of protection since Alaskan statehood, but the
responsibility for this protection will be transferred to a department where the primary mission is
developing other, non-fisheries resources.  Our members who have had experience in both Alaska
and in the Pacific Northwest suggest that this strategy for fish habitat protection has failed to protect
fishery resources in Washington, Oregon, California, Idaho, or British Columbia, Canada and we
urge you to not repeat these mistakes.

There is strong scientific evidence that links landscape changes, road building, culvert installations,
and water quality impairment (e.g., from logging, urbanization, mining, and agriculture) to many of
the dramatically diminished salmon populations in the Pacific Northwest.  In the state of Washington
for example, the Department of Fish and Wildlife manages the animals within their habitats, while
the Department of Natural Resources (WADNR) manages the uplands and has regulatory authority
over benthic habitats through an aquatic lands lease permitting process.  The WADNR is also the
agency responsible for administering the State Forest Practices Act in both state and private forests.
Under this arrangement, extensive fish and wildlife habitats were lost—one culvert and cutting unit
at a time.  Today thousands of road culverts block salmon use on these lands, and only recently have
concerted efforts been initiated to fix these problems.  Major improvements in the way the state of
Washington practices forestry have only come through years of oversight by environmental groups
and enforcement of native tribal rights. 

Besides extensive fisheries closures, losses of Pacific Northwest keystone anadromous fish runs have
had related impacts on resident fish, wildlife, and riparian vegetation; because these resources also
depend on the salmon and salmon carcasses for their nutrients.  The extremely degraded fish runs
have led to numerous legal actions and the listings of some runs under the Endangered Species Act.
Alaska is not immune to similar fisheries losses.  

Experience has demonstrated that it is extremely difficult and much more costly to restore damaged
aquatic habitat than it is to simply protect the habitat from damage in the first place.  In recognition
of this fact, salmon recovery efforts in the Pacific Northwest are now tiered towards first protecting
the viable habitat and runs that remain, before costly expenditures on restoration are exercised.  The
existing Alaskan system of checks and balances, where development is promoted by ADNR and
habitat is protected by ADF&G, has served well.  The mostly pristine Alaskan stream corridors and
healthy salmon runs are testimony to the effectiveness of the current arrangement.  We are concerned
that the proposed change will create a conflict of interest within ADNR, leading inevitably to less
rigorous protection and gradual loss of habitat integrity, so essential to healthy fisheries.




