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JUNEAU on dec 22 the state
supreme court presented alaskansalaskasAlaskans an
early christmas present few of us
wanted a resumption of the
sometimes bitter conflict over
subsistence

dvir0vir
in a split decision the court upset

a notion to which a majority of
alaskansalaskasAlaskans have subscribed for more
than a decade when fish and game are
scarce those most dependent on them
should have first crack

the decision has refueled a long-
standing debate over an issue that
alaskansalaskasAla skans have visited several times
since 1987 in essence the question is
this at a time when there is not enough
fish and game for all alaskansalaskasAla skans who
want them how do we decide which
alaskansalaskasAlaskans have a priority in the harvest

theres only one good solution an
amendment to the state constitution
to permit the legislature to give rural
alaskansalaskasAlaskans priority access to fish and
game for subsistence purposes earlier
this month I1 proposed such a constitu-
tional amendment to the legislaturue

if passed by two thirds of both the
house and senate the proposed
amendment would appear on the
november general election ballot
where all alaskansalaskasAla skans will be asked to
vote OH it if approved by voters the
proposal would become a part of the
alaska constitution and I1 hope
resolve this issue once and for all

alaskansalaskasAlaskans have consistently sup-
ported givingthosegiving those who depend on
fish and wildlife resources a priority
when they are scarce we showed our

support for this policy when the
legislature passed the first subsistence
law in 1978 we showed our support
during the congressional debate over
the alaska national interest lands
conservation act in the late 1970s

we showed our support in 1982
when alaskan voters decisively re-
jected a referendum to overturn the
rural subsistence preference and we
showed our support in 1986 when the
legislature approved our current sub-
sistencesistence law

to the surprise and frustration of
many alaskansalaskasAla skans the state supreme
court four months ago said that long-
standing policy doesnt square with the
states constitution the court said giv-
ing rural alaskansalaskasAla skans a preference
violates the constitution at the same
time the federal government says
alaska must give such a preference to
rural alaskansalaskasAlaskans

the ruling makes it virtually im-
possible to ensure that alaskansalaskasAla skans who
depend on fish and game the most
have the opportunity to take those
resources equally important the deci-
sion jeopardizes the states authority

to me and to most
alaskansalaskasAlaskans the pros-
pect of the federal
government manag-
ing alaskasalanskas fish and
game is unaccept-
able

to manage fish and wildlife on federal
lands and perhaps throughout the state

when it mandated a rural sub-
sistencesistence priority in ANILCA con-
gress also said the federal government
must take over the management of fish
and game resourcesresources for subsistence
users on federal lands in alaska if the
state did not pass similar legislation

to me and to most alaskansalaskasAla skans the
prospect of the federal government
managing alaskasalanskas fish and game is
unacceptable one of the main reasons
alaskansalaskasAla skans fought for statehood was so
that we not federal bureaucrats
5000 miles from here could make
decisions about our own lives

alaskansalaskasAla skans know whats best for
alaska we know that subsistence is
part of the culture tradition and
economy of many families and com-
munitiesmunities in alaska we know that in
general rural alaskansalaskasAlaskans depend more
on the subsistence use of fish and game
than alaskansalaskasAla skans living in our cities

certainly there are exceptions one
of my first reactions to the courts rul-
ing was to consider creating an in-
dividualized permitting system under

which the state could determine which
alaskansalaskasAla skans should qualify for sub-
sistencesi stence regardless of where they live

but it didnt take long to realize that
such a system would require a huge
and expensive state bureaucracy
would intrude into the lives of
alaskansalaskasAlaskans and because of a lengthy ap-
peals process would be a legal
nightmare

some have suggested that we return
to the days before alaska had a sub-
sistencesi stence priority law when the boards
of fisheries and game used seasons
and bag limits to favor rural residents

unfortunately any direct attempt by
the boards to do that is subject to the
same constitutional challenge as the
rural preference struck down in
december and since state law would
still be inconsistent with federal law
wed still be running the risk of a
federal takeover

I1 also thought long and hard about
trying to fix the problem by attempt-
ing to change federal law but the
problem at least according to our
supreme court is with our state con-
stitutionstitution opening up ANILCA to
possible amendment makes us
vulnerable to other changes that could
affect our ability to manage our own
affairs

without the support of alaskasalanskas
congressional delegation and the
alaska native community congress
would be unwilling to change federal
law anyway

amending the state constitution is
not something we should do lightly
that carefully crafted document pro-
vides us basic guidelines for how we
run our government and our state
thats why all alaskansalaskasAla skans should have
a say in this important decision thats
why preserving this essential alaska
tradition belongs in the constitution


