Environmental Close-Up:  The Artic National Wildlife Refuge and Oil
The Artic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) has been a source of controversy for many years.  The major players are environmentalists who seek to preserve this region as wilderness; the state of Alaska, which funds a major portion of its activities with dividends from oil production; Alaska residents, who receive a dividend payment from oil revenues; oil companies that want to drill in the refuge; and members of Congress who see the oil reserves in the region as important economic and political issues.

In 1960, 3.6 million hectares (8.9 million acres) were set aside as the Artic National Wildlife Range.  Passage of the Alaskan National Interest Lands Conservation Act in 1980 expanded the range to 8 million hectares (19.8 million acres) and established 3.5 million hectares (8.6 million acres) as wilderness.  The act also renamed the area the Artic National Wildlife Refuge.  There are international implications to this act.  The refuge borders Canada’s Northern Yukon National Park.  Many animals, particularly members of the Porcupine caribou herd, travel across the border on a regular yearly migration.  The United States is obligated by treaty to protect these migration routes.


The act requires specific authorization from Congress before oil drilling or other development activities can take place on the coastal plan in the refuge.  The coastal plain has the greatest concentration of wildlife, is the calving ground for the Porcupine caribou, and has the greatest potential for oil production.  In each case, the potential authorization caused a collision of three forces: environmental protection, economic development, and political benefit.  Furthermore, great differences of opinion exist within each of the competing interest groups.  Some Alaskan citizens support drilling; others oppose it.  The Inupiat Eskimos who live along the north Alaskan coast mostly are in favor of drilling in ANWR.  The Inupiat believe oil revenues and land-rental fees from oil companies will raise their living standards.  The other Native American tribe in the region, the Gwich’in, who live on the southern fringe of the refuge, oppose drilling.  They argue that the drilling will impact the caribou migration through the area every fall and thus affect their ability to provide food for their families.  Members of Congress are similarly split.  Even members of the Department of the Interior have provided conflicting testimony about the risks and benefits of drilling for oil in the refuge.


In 1998, the secretary of the Interior, acting under the recommendation of President Bill Clinton, cleared the way for oil development on Alaska’s North Slope.  Under the plan, about a third of a 4.6-million-acre study area in the northeastern corner of the federal reserve would be off limits to drilling.  Oil leases would be sold on 4 million acres of the government’s National Petroleum Reserve west of the Prudhoe Bay oil fields.  Some of the leases would allow only slant drilling because the surface is to be protected.  In 2000, the Energy Information Administration (EIA) released a report on the potential oil production from the coastal plain of ANWR.  The coastal plain region, which comprises approximately 8 percent of the 7.7 million hectares (19 million acres) ANWR, is the largest unexplored, potentially productive geological onshore basin in the United States.  A decision on permitting the exploration and development is up to the U.S. Congress.  In 2002, President George W. Bush reconfirmed his support for drilling.  The EIA report estimated a 95 percent probability that at least 5.7 billion barrels of technically recoverable undiscovered oil are in the ANWR coastal plain.  There is a 5 percent probability that at least 16 billion barrels of oil are recoverable.  The report states that once oil has been discovered, more than 80 percent of the technically recoverable oil is commercially developable at a price of $25 per barrel (oil was $25 per barrel in July 2002).  The value of the oil in 2002 dollars could be between $125 and $350 billion.  Oil companies have repeatedly stated that the oil can be recovered without endangering wildlife or the fragile Arctic ecosystem.  Conservationists have argued that none of the reserve should be developed when improvements in energy could reduce demand.  They argue that drilling in the reserve will harm the habitat of millions of migratory birds, caribou, and polar bears.  Only time will tell which side, if either, is correct.
· What do you think of the question of drilling in ANWR?

· Is a compromise position between the two sides possible?

· If you had to make this decision, what would it be? Why?
