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Sponsor Statement 

SJR 25, FLOODING AND EROSION CONTROL ASSISTANCE

SJR 25 is a resolution requesting the Army Corp o f Engineers ease their cost and benefit 

analysis for projects in rural Alaska.

I have proposed this resolution in response to many concerns voiced by my constituents 

with regards to the erosion and flooding problems that plague western Alaska. Currently 

many o f the villages in western Alaska are not receiving the assistance needed for the

damage to Unalakleet. Shishmaref, and some o f Nome’s surrounding areas. While the
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declarations. A more comprehensive, coordinated effort is required by the Arm y Corps 

o f Engineers and other federal and state agencies.

I respectfully urge your support for this resolution to focus attention on this serious 

problem.
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Several bills have been introduced to authorize triba l governments also to 
bundle federal funding fo r economic development programs and fo r 
alcohol and substance abuse programs. For example, in the 106th, 10711', and 
108th sessions o f Congress.,, bills were introduced to authorize the 
integration arid coordination o f federal funding fo r community, business, 
and economic development o f Native American communities.24 Under 
these bills, triba l governments or the ir agencies may iden tify federal 
assistance programs to be integrated fo r the purpose o f supporting 
economic development projects. Similarly, in the 107th and 108th 
Congresses, S. 210 and S. 285 were introduced to authorize, respectively, 
the integration and consolidation o f alcohol and substance abuse programs 
and services provided by tribal governments.

Alaska Native villages that are not making plans to relocate, but are 
severely affected by flooding and erosion, must find ways to respond to 
these problems. However, many o f these villages have d ifficu lty find ing 
assistance under several federal programs, largely because the economic 
costs o f the proposed pro jec t to control flooding and erosion exceed the 
expected economic benefits. As a result, many private homes and other 
infrastructure continue to be threatened and are in danger from flooding 
and erosion. In addition, many Alaska Native villages that are small, 
remote, and have a subsistence lifestyle, lack the resources to help them 
respond to flooding and erosion. Given the unique circumstances o f Alaska 
Native villages, special measures may be required to ensure that these 
communities receive assistance in responding to flooding and erosion.

Alaska Native villages that cannot be protected from flooding and erosion 
through engineering structures and must relocate face a particu la rly 
daunting challenge. These villages are working w ith federal and state 
agencies to find ways to address this challenge. Any potentia l solution, 
however, whether a single erosion protection pro ject or fu ll relocation, 
goes through stages o f planning and execution that can take years to 
complete. In the interim , investment decisions musr.be made regarding 
delivery o f services such as building new structures or renovating and 
upgrading existing structures. Such decisions fo r villages should be made 
in light o f the status o f the ir efforts to address flooding and erosion. We 
identified a number o f instances where projects were approved and

24The bills introduced in t he 106"', 107th, and 108"' Congresses were S. 2052, S. 343, ;md 
S. 152S, respectively.
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designed w ithou t considering a village’s re location plans. Investing in 
infrastructure that cannot be easily moved o r may be costly to move m 
not be the best use o f lim ited federal funds. I t is encouraging that the 
Denali Commission is working on a po licy to ensure that investments a 
made in a conscientious and sustainable manner fo r villages threatenec 
flooding and erosion. Successful implementation o f such a po licy w ill 
depend in part on its adoption by ind ividua l federal agencies that also f 
infrastructure development in Alaska Native villages.

In order to ensure that federal funds are expended in the most effective 
e ffic ien t manner possible, we recommend tha t the federal cochaupcrso: 
the Denali Commission, in conjunction w ith the state o f Alaska 
cochairperson, adopt a policy to guide future investment decisions and 
pro ject designs in Alaska Native villages affected by flooding and erosk 
The policy should ensure that (1) the Commission is aware o f villages’ 
efforts to address flooding and erosion and (2) projects are designed 
appropriate ly in light of a village’s plans to address its flooding and eros 
problems.

exam
Determ ining the appropriate level o f service fo r Alaska Native villages i 
policy decision that rests w ith Congress. We present four alternatives tl 
Congress may wish to consider as it deliberates over how, and to what 
extent, federal programs could better respond to flooding and erosion f  
Alaska Native villages. In any such decision, two factors that would be 
im portant to consider are the cost and the national policy implications < 
implementing any alternative or combination o f alternatives. I f Congres 
would like to provide additional federal assistance to Alaska Native 
villages, it. may wish to consider directing relevant executive agencies a 
the Denali Commission to assess the cost and policy implications o f 
implementing the alternatives that we have identified or others that may 
appropriate.

g.»m» area r.**s.n »»«/•**<* ̂  a  “  "

A ° 'e n C V  C o m iY lG l l t S  a r i d  Pr °w ded  copies of our dra ft report to the Departments o f Agricultur 
_ & . Defense, Health and Human Sendees, Housing and Urban Development.
O l i r  h v a l u a a o n  the Interior, and Transportation; the Denali Commission; and the state o

Alaska The Departments o f Defense, Housing and Urban Development, 
and the Interior, as well as the Denali Commission and the slate o f Alasl 
provided o ffic ia l written comments. (See appendixes IV through VIII,
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respectively, fo r the fu ll text o f the comments received from these agencies 
and our responses.) The comments were generally technical in nature w ith 
few comments on the report’s overall findings, recommendation, and 
alternatives. The Departments o f Health and Human Services and 
Transportation provided informal technical comments, and the Department 
o f Agriculture had no comments on the report. We made changes to the 
dra ft report;, where appropriate, based on the technical comments provided 
by the seven entities that commented on the draft report.

The Denali Commission was the only entity to comment on our 
recommendation that, the commission adopt an investment policy. The 
commission agreed with the recommendation and noted that such a policy 
should help avoid flawed decision making in the future. Furthermore, the 
commission commented that, it was not suffic ient fo r it alone t.o have an 
investment policy, but. believed that all funding agencies should use ,x 
sim ila r policy to guide investments. We acknowledge the commission’s 
concerns that other funding agencies should also make sound investment 
decisions. As noted in our report, the Denali Commission has signed a 
memorandum o f understanding w ith 31 federal and state agencies w ith the 
goal o f systematic planning and coordination fo r investments in 
infrast ructure, economic development, and training, and we believe tha t 
this memorandum could serve as a vehicle by which other federal agencies 
would follow' the lead of the commission regarding decisions to invest in 
communities.

O f the four alternatives presented in the report, the alternative to funnel 
funding fo r flooding and erosion projects through the Denali Commission 
received the most comments. The Denali Commission, the U.S. Arm y 
(commenting on behalf o f the Department o f Defense), mid the Department 
o f Housing and Urban Development all raised some concerns about this 
alternative. The Denali Commission commented that it is not convinced 
that expanding its role to include responsibilities fo r managing a Hooding 
and erosion program is the appropriate response. The Army commented 
that the alternat ive to expand the role o f the Denali Commission t o mange a 
flooding and erosion program m ight exceed the capabilities o f the 
organization. Lastly, the Department o f Housing mid Urban Development 
commented that the Denali Commission, as an independent agency, does 
not have the capacity to be fu lly int egrated w ith the efforts o f federal 
agencies to address this issue. Moreover, while each o f these entities 
recognized the need fo r improved coordination o f federal efforts t.o address 
flooding and erosion in Alaska Native villages, none o f them provided any 
specific suggestions on how or by whom t his should be accomplished. As
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discussed in our report, the Denali Commission currently docs no t have th 
authority to manage a flooding and erosion program, and should Congres; 
choose this alternative, the conunission would need to develop such a 
program. Consequently, we still believe that expanding the ro le o f the 
commission continues to be a possible option fc r helping to m itigate the 
barriers that villages face in obtaining federal services.

We are sending copies o f this report to the Secretaries o f Agriculture , the 
Army, Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban Development, the 
Interior, and Transportation, as well as to the federal and state cochairs o 
the Denali Conunission, the Governor o f the state o f Alaska, appropriate 
congressional committees, and other interested Members o f Congress. Wi 
w ill also make copies available to others upon request. In addition, the 
report w ill be available at no charge on the GAO Web site at 
http://www. gao.gov.

I f you or your sta ff have questions about this report, please contact me at 
(202) 512-38-11. Key contributors to this report are listed in appendix IX.

Anu M itta l
Director, Natural Resources 
and Environment
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SENATE AND I [OUSE JOINT JOURNAL SUPPLEMENT^ 
No. 14 February 16, 2004
First among these challenges is coastal erosion. Flooding and erosion 
affects 184 Alaska Native villages. At my request, the Government 
Accounting Office studied this problem and recently issued a report 
that discussed their findings. 1 have brought a copy o f that report for 
each o f you. The GAO reviewed nine o f our villages and found four to 
he in imminent danger from flooding and erosion.

I plan to hold hearings in Alaska on this report to explore how this 
crisis can be resolved while meeting the needs o f  all Alaskans. The 
cost o f moving entire villages is enormous, and our stale and federal 
agencies must listen to those affected and determine what can be done 
to help.

State and local advice is needed to develop solutions so I propose that 
a commission be formed w ith federal, state, and local representatives. 
Such a commission could identify solutions and make 
recommendations for how best to respond to the effects o f coastal 
erosion.

I am currently drafting legislation to form such a commission. I f  this 
Legislature agrees to appoint commissioners, I w ill submit that 
legislation for consideration by the Congress. It w ill be similar to the 
Land Use Planning Commission created in the Alaska Native Claims 

j? Settlement Act.
T "

Another issue deeply connected to the future o f our slate is the effort 
to reach an Alaskan consensus about law enforcement in rural 
communities. My relationship with the Alaska Native community 
began when I was Solicitor o f  the Department o f the interior in 1960. 
Throughout my tenure in the Senate, I have remained focused on their 
concerns.

Late last year, when I addressed the Alaska Federation o f Natives 
conference, I discussed the sustainability o f tribal justice funding.

To try to resolve the issues i raised in that speech and meet the needs 
o f rural communities, Congress established the new Alaska Rural 
Justice and Law Enforcement Commission in January. 1 know there’s 
some concern about this approach, but this panel was not developed 
with the intention o f taking sides on (lie question o f sovereignty for

a  UNA I E AND H O U S E  J O I N T  J O U R N A L  S U P P L E M E N T
February 16, 2004 No. 14
tribes in Alaska. It w ill take years to settle the legal issue o f tribal 
sovereignly. The panel’s primary objectives w ill be stronger law 
enforcement and a swift, fair system o f justice for all. It is my hope 
that all Alaskans w ill let the panel do its work and try to achieve 
practical solutions.

I In the last several years, an onslaught o f lawsuits and the preparation
5 o f uneconomic timber sales devastated our timber industry. The

Tongass once helped support 4,000 timber jobs. Today, nearly two- 
thirds o f those jobs have disappeared. In the last ten years, all o f our 
pulp mills have closed, taking some o f southeast Alaska’s highest 
paying jobs with them.

Last year, new steps were taken to revitalize our limber industry. The 
Congress created deadlines for the filing o f lawsuits and allowed the 
Forest Service to mutually cancel uneconomic timber sales. The 
judicial review provision w ill ensure stability in our timber supply by 
quickly resolving timber disputes. Already there have been benefits 
from contract termination; the Forest Service, working w ith our timber 
producers, recently cancelled 20 uneconomic timber sales. These sales 
w ill he reconfigured and reoffered as economically viable sales.

On the fisheries front, Americans are looking for alternative sources o f 
protein .in the wake o f the mad cow scare and fear over PCI3 levels in 
farmed salmon. The Alaska Fisheries Marketing Board is currently 
developing a national advertising campaign that w ill promote wild 
Alaska salmon to fill that void.

In January, our national government acted to rationalize the Bering 
Sea/Aleutian Islands crab fisheries. Our efforts protected the resource, 
made the crab fisheries safer, and ensured that vital seafood industry 

| jobs remained in Alaska’s coastal communities.

Some opponents criticized this plan; they argued that it was agreed to 
without public input and violated industry practices and anti-trust 
laws. They were wrong.

This action was based on a report from the North Pacific Fisheries 
Management Council. Their plan was (he product o f an open process 
that spanned five years -  three years o f meetings and discussion

7
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