Watt: I'll uphold oath to subsistence law

By LINDA LORD-JENKINS
Tundra Times

James Watl this week told a
group of reporters that he has a
“statutory  duty to enforce
(federal laws concerning subsis-
lence provisions in Alaska) and
of course will honor that”
if Initiative 7 passes in the
November election.

Initiative [, of approved,
would repeal the Alaska sub
sistence provision approved in
1978 which gives priority to
subsistence  fish and  game
U Sers

['he initiative would require
that no group of people, no
matter what their circumstan
ces, would have any priority

for fish and game use.

Another provision for sub
sistence priority is included in
the federal Alaska Natwonal In
terest Lands Conservation Act
which states that subsistence
shall be provided for on fed-
eral lands.

The Depariment of Interior
has had spokesmen in the

state sayng manmy times that i
the state repealed the Alaska
subsistence law, the federal
government would enforce sub
sistence on federal land
Monday's conference wilh
Watl was the first time thai
the man who is directly respon
sihle for that  enforcement
has spoken on the issue since

the itiative was placed on the
Movermber ballot.

His words spoke glowingly
b the abidity of the state of
Alaska 1o manage fish and
game bul Wall was conserva
tive i how far he would go

“If the Alaskan people adop
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Imitiative Sumber that will
grputre o e sel ool Ccum
stances and m osure that G
Flammond or Gos Bk and
I will sit down and discuss the
psstie and work oul & new ar
rangement and protect the
terests that must he protec
led under that statute and pro
tect the wildlife of the state.”
Watt, who said he discussed

the subsistence issue with Re-

publican  gubernatorial cand

date Tom Fink who is solidly
against  subsistence, saud  he
and Fink ddn™t discuss any
e ond ! drrangement

Watr dwd repeal, however
what he said  several weeks
age n Washington state when
he sad the Department ol
Interior has no  contimgency
plan to replace the subsis
tence law. “"We'll just have 1o
work 1t out when we have 1o
address them ™

Watt flatly refused to teli

]H‘Uiﬂr" how 1o vole on the sub

sistence ssue. Ol recommend
how  people vote on people
but not on ssues.”

He cautwned the press
against saying there wonld be
“immediate enforcement” of
the federal law

“That kind of words con
jure up m the minds of some
of you creative people mmages
of the militia marching
and the national guard up and
down the rnvers of Alaska
They'll bhe none of that
We'll work something  oul
We're not going 1o move in
with marshals and the national
guard and that type of thing
We'll work something out de-
pending on what the people
of Alaska express, then we'll
move accordingly.”

Watt said he has “never had
the luxury of focusing on the
merits of the federal sub-
sistence law but his oath of
office would see him enforce
it if need be

Willie Hensley . chairman of
Alaskans for Sensible Fish and
Game Management, the group
tighting the subsistence repeal
movement m the state sawd he
thought Watt “made a nus
take” ol coming  oul
stronger against the repeal.

“I don’t see how anybody
in Alaska could remotely wanl
the federal government 1o step
in to manage fish and game, ™

“I think he allowed his
strong  support  of  (Guber-
natorial candidate) Fink to
cloud his judgment on the
issue.”

Hensley said he would be
present in Kotzebue this week
when Watt attended a lunch-
eon there.

Watt also was asked about
the land exchange proposed by
the Cook Inlet Regional Corp.
for St. Mathers Island which
is now a federal wildlife
refuge.

CIRI has proposed exchang-
ing some of regional corpora-

Watt will discuss issue if initiative passes

tion land holdings for the St
Mathews Island in the maddie
of the Bering Sea. CIRI would
then use the island to lease out
i oil companies 10 use the
island as an il exploration
area staging hase.

Several environmental or-
ganizations have objected 1o
the trade hecause it would
expise the habpat 1o devel-
opment.

Watt  said that the ex-
change negotiations are moving
ahead well and will be com-
pleted when all parties agree
on what CIRI land will be
exchanged .

Watt said that his proposed
recrganization of the Bureau

of Indian Affairs is being held
up by Congress as is his plan
to combine two schools for
American Indians in  Albu-
querque, N.M.

He also said that the De-
partment is aggressively pur-
suing and prosecuting people
who defraud or steal from In-

dians who own oil land which
other companies have de-

veloped.

Wait said millions of dollars
are being stolen from Indian
Tribes in the Lower 48 by
theft, mismanagement  and
ponT accounting.

At the press conference.
Watt and Gov. Jay Hammond
signed papers transfernng L./
million acres of land from fed-
eral 1o state ownership. Much
of the land is in the Bristol
Bay area and was selected hy
the state in 1968,

(Mher parcels in the Lmme
Hills, Ambler, and Seward Pen-
insula area are rated highly
for hard rock minerals. Lands
other land conveyed near Lake
Lowse in the Talkeetna Moun
tains, and near Tok are cyed
for recreational and settlement
L5e
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