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D epartm ent o f Law  
Exam ples o f  Federal O verreach Litigation

Topic Case Name Court Brief Description
ESA Listing of Polar 

Bear
In Re Polar Bear Endangered 

Species Act Listing D.C. Cir. State sought to overturn listing o f polar bear as threatened under 
ESA and trial court upheld the listing. The state appealed.

ESA Designation of 
Critical Habitat for 

Polar Bear
State o f  Alaska v. Salazar AK Dist. 

Ct.

State is challenging the final designation of critical habitat for 
the polar bear. The state recently received a favorable decision 
at the district court. There is likely to be an appeal.

ESA Biological 
Opinion re: Stellar 

Sea Lions
State o f  Alaska v. Lubchenko 9th Cir.

State is challenging National Marine Fisheries Service 
biological opinion finding that existing fishing regulations 
jeopardize the Western Distinct Population of Stellar Sea Lions. 
Oral argument was held on December 4, 2012.

Emission Control 
Area State o f  Alaska v. Clinton AK Dist. 

Ct.

State is challenging Secretary of State Clinton's extension of 
Emission Control Area to coastal areas of Alaska. The state 
filed a motion for preliminary injunction that is still pending.

Tongass Roadless 
Rule

State o f  Alaska v. U.S. Dept, 
o f  Agriculture

D.C. Dist. 
Ct.

State is challenging application of roadless rule in Tongass. 
The U.S. filed a motion to dismiss that is still pending.

Tongass Roadless 
Rule Exemption

Organized Village o f  Kake v. 
U.S. Dept, o f  Agriculture 9th Cir. State intervened to support the Alaska exemption to the roadless 

rule. Oral argument was held on August 30, 2012.
Title to Submerged 
Lands in Fortymile State o f  Alaska v. U.S. AK Dist. 

Ct.
State seeks to quiet title to submerged land underlying 
Mosquito Fork of the Fortymile River. The case is on-going.

Interference with 
State Navigable 

Waterways

Sturgeon v. Masica AK Dist. 
Ct.

Alaska intervened to challenge the U.S. Dept, of Interior's 
application of National Park Service regulations to state 
navigable waterways. Summary judgment briefing is underway.

Voting Rights Act State o f  Alaska v. Holder; 
Shelby County v. Holder

D.C. Dist. 
Ct.; U.S. 
Sup. Ct.

State is challenging federal preclearance requirement under the 
Voting Rights Act by bringing its own action and filing an 
amicus brief in Shelby County. Oral argument in Shelby County 
will be held on February 27.
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P a r t I

Introduction

S t a t e  of  A l a s k a
- La n d  Ba s e  & O w n e r s h i p -

Land Base

• 586,412 square miles—more than twice the size of Texas

• Is larger than all but 18 sovereign nations

• Has more coastline than all other U.S. states combined

• Has more than 3 million lakes and half of the word’s glaciers

• Has approximately 40% of the nation’s freshwater supply

• Is the least densely populated U.S. state

Land O wnership

• Federal Land: more than 200 million acres

• State Land: Approx. 100 million acres o f uplands,
60 million acres of tidelands, shore lands, and 
submerged lands, and 40,000 miles of coastline

• Native Corporation Land: 44 million acres

4



La w s  G o v e r n i n g  
F e d e r a l / S t a t e  R e l a t io n s

Num erous laws form  the unique legal 
framework for relations between the federal 
governm ent and Alaska as a sovereign state:

• The Alaska Statehood A ct

• Alaska N ational Interest Lands Conservation 
Act (ANILCA)

• Alaska Native Claims Settlem ent A ct
(ANCSA)

• N PR-A federal statutes

• O uter Continental Shelf (OCS) Lands A ct

National A rch ives and Records Adm in istra tion 
Records o f the  U.S. Governm ent 
www. a rch ives {gov

The F e d e r a l  G o v e r n m e n t
-  T r o u b l i n g  T r e n d s  i n  D e c i s i o n  M a k i n g -

O ne or m ore o f the following troub ling  elem ents has often been  
p resen t in  recen t m ajor federal decisions affecting Alaska:

Significant Overreach
Examples: Huge Endangered Species Act (ESA) 
critical habitat designations (i.e., polar bear), 
Arctic drilling moratorium ,Wild Lands initiative, 
National Petroleum Reserve — Alaska (NPR-A) 
land withdrawals, Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) Clean Water Act 404(c) pre­
emption, Office of Surface Mining (OSM) 
regulations

Lengthy Delays
Examples: CD-5 permitting, Point Thomson 
permitting, Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) Shell 
permits, Healy Clean Coal plant, Cook Inlet 
seismic operations, EPA Tanana River bridge 
delays

Lack o f State Consultation and Input
Examples: CD-5, Arctic drilling 
moratorium, NPR-A Wild Lands initiative 
planning process, Izembek National 
Wildlife Refuge land exchange, critical 
habitat designations

Som e o f these  actions have been  
taken  th ro u g h  Executive O rders 
or o ther executive au thorities, 
w ithou t an y  congressional or 
p u b lic  review



P a r t  II

State’s Efforts to Address 
Overreach

A p p r o a c h e s  to A d d r e s s  
F e d e r a l  O v e r r e a c h

“ Let us also come together to stop federal overreach. W hen a 
federal agency tramples on w hat is our right, we will n o t roll over; 
we will n o t he down. We will stand up for w hat is right.”
— Governor Parnell, 2013 State o f the State speech

In order to address certain federal agencies and certain  
outside groups’ attem pts to lock up our natural resources and 
econom ic future, the State has taken a variety o f  actions:

M onitor activities, decisions and litigation 
strategies that could infringe upon state 
sovereignty and the right o f  our citizens to 
create their own economic future

Advocate publicly through op-eds, speeches, 
and U.S. congressional testimony

Build alliances with other government entities 
to advocate for shared rights and interests

Assum e authority in regulatory areas where 
states programs can be granted primacy

Work cooperatively with regulatory agencies 
and environmental groups to reach a mutual 
agreeable resolutions

Research legal options, build an evidentiary and 
administrative record, and prepare a legal 
strategy to protect Alaska’s interests and, when 
appropriate as a last resort, initiate litigation



A d d r e s s i n g  O v e r r e a c h
- M o n i t o r i n g  -

A key elem ent o f  addressing overreach is being aware o f 
w hat possible federal actions are being contem plated. 
T hen the State can preemptively engage on  issues before 
they build m om entum  and take shape w ithout State input.

o For example: In 2010, there was discussion 
in Washington, D.C. about designating 
ANWR as a national monument, despite the 
“no more” clauses o f ANILCA. The 
Governor was able to quickly respond to 
this issue and the federal government has 
not taken further action on this front.

MEMORANDUM

7ht Aktki X*Ka»l tawsu Co on Aot (ANBjCA) omul) bn

12/3/10 - Governor Parnell to President Obama :
7  understand tha t yo u  recently received a letter from  a group o f  United 
States senators requesting tha t you  declare the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge [ANWR] a national monument... The State o f Alaska D epartm ent o f  
Law has reviewed this m atter and determined tha t such action would violate 

federal law unless ratified by both houses o f  Congress."

A d d r e s s i n g  O v e r r e a c h
- P u b l i c  A d v o c a c y / T e s t i m o n y  -

Governor Parnell in WSJ op-ed. Tune 2. 2010:
“Although familiar with ANW R, most Americans are less 
likely to know about N PR-A and how vital it is to our 
energy security... Alaska stands ready to help move the 
nation closer to energy independence, and it’s a shame that 
the federal government is standing in the way.”

R ecen t U.S. Congressional Testim ony by D N R  officials:

• 8 /2 /1 2  U.S. House o f  Representatives Subcommittee on 
Energy and Power, American E/ierpv Initiative

• 6 /2 /1 1  U.S. House Subcommittee on Energy & Mineral 
Resources, A laska's drilling innovations

• 6 /2 /1 1  U.S. House Subcommittee on Energy & Mineral 
Resources, A laska's strategic minerals

• 5 /10 /11  U.S. Senate Committee on Energy & Natural 
Resources, New developments in upstream oil and kis 
technologies

• 4 /13 /11  U.S. House Subcommittee on Energy & Power,
A laska's hydrocarbon resources

My state’s A N W R  region could produce one million 
barrels of oilper day if  only Washington would let us. ” 

— Governor Parnell, WSJ, 2-9-12



A d d r e s s in g  O v e r r e a c h : 
B u il d in g  A l l i a n c e s

W ashington, O regon, and Alaska subm itted two 
petitions to NO A A  in Septem ber 2010 asking that 
the eastern Steller sea lion population be removed 
from  threatened status under the ESA. In April 
2012, NO A A  proposed removing the eastern Steller 
sea lion from  the threatened list.

T he State o f Alaska partnered with the N orth  Slope 
Borough to challenge the critical habitat designation 
for the polar bear, urge the Army Corps o f 
Engineers to prom ptly process permits for the Point 
T hom son project, and engage with federal officials in 
other areas o f  shared interest.

G overnor Parnell is currently chairm an o f the O uter 
Continental Shelf (OCS) G overnors’ Coalition. This 
organization facilitates com m unication between 
States and the federal governm ent in support o f 
responsible off-shore development.

Madi 13.3022

President Baraci Obama

DtK Mr Prrwdrat

On beialf of *11 cf Ibt Goveti
si r« i of far ctanx cf <m coalman m i to tx

iJf (OCS) Govnxav CoaJiataL

lA 3 /1 2 —

1 commumrat'°  Je„ w « noffsh°veresoorc« e„ „ „ d
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A d d r e s s in g  O v e r r e a c h : 
A s s u m in g  P e r m i t t i n g  A u t h o r i t y

Some federal environm ental statutes 
include sections that allow state program s 
to receive approval from  federal agencies 
to administer their provisions:
* Earlier this year, the D epartm ent o f 

Environm ental Conservation (DEC) 
assumed full responsibility for 
wastewater discharge perm itting in 
Alaska.

• A t the beginning o f  this legislative 
session, G overnor Parnell introduced a 
bill that would allow state agencies to 
take initial steps needed to assume 
wetlands dredge and fill perm itting 
responsibilities from  the Arm y Corps 
o f Engineers.

Press Release

S t a t e  o f  A l a s k a  
D EPA R TM EN T S

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION

COMMISSIONER'S OFFICE

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
Nov. 1,21)12
CONTACT: Wrote .Stiickland, Prajn.ro Manages. 007) 249 758©

(JUNEAU. AKI-2

Protection Agency (EPA). 
authority to issue wastewater discharge 
authority. DEC assumet full authority •

In 2008, lbe Stale vS Alaska uppbvi la hspksnmai lilt National PvBuutnl Jhuiiuagc 
EliroinflTjor Sysiem 0STOE5I TV.,from EPA npprovri  the nppkrmino Bed aj.iecd to 
transfer program authority la the State ovtr Sour phases The State's program is called 
the Alaska PoButenl Discharge Eiiminetioo Sysiem lATDESl Proy?nm The initial 
phase transferred in 2008 and inchided domestic discharges. log s i in p  and transdry 
facilities, seafood processing factories and hatcheries Phase Z3 was completed m 2009 

1 ’ '  ’ersj faniities. stcrmwater. wasvevatej pretraatmemt gro}pamt. and
. completed m2010«>diu U nd ^ro^^

and included ledeyal sactiities, stornrwatey. wastewater pretraaxment programt. and 
non-domestic discharges. Phase 121 was completed m 2010 and included
ectmties. November 1 marks the cotujiruoo ci r

I the DEC, upo it f in e  from  the
discharge p e r ^ onAgency; . 

Environmental P npIishmentfor
■■This is an imPort« "g trans/er of this

wastewateriss^
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A d d r e s s i n g  O v e r r e a c h
- C o o p e r a t i o n  -

/  «« W M M
DEPARTMENT OF NATCRAL RESOURCES /  I

I I  "ALASKA D'p‘rn”"' *
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"ALASKA
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N atural Resources
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2 / 2 / 1 2  — C o m m issio n er Sullivan to  D O I D ep uty  
S e cretary  H a y e s :

“T hank you for the time you have taken on  several 
occasions to m eet m e and other sta ff from  the State o f  
Alaska regarding the Interagency W orking G roup on 
C oordination o f  D om estic Energy D evelopm ent and 
Perm itting in Alaska.”

8 /1 1 /1 2  -  D ep u ty  C o m m issio n er F o g e ls  to D O I  
D ep u ty  S ecre tary  H a y e s :

“T hank you for your letter o f  O cto b er 18, 20 1 2  asking for 
State o f  Alaska input to the report you are preparing for 
President O bam a on  an integrated m anagem ent approach 
for the A rctic. We believe that such an approach m ust be 
founded on a collaborative federal-State relationship.”

8 / 2 7 / 1 2  -  C o m m issio n er Sullivan an d  M ayor 
C h arlo tte  B row er to  A rm y C orp s R eg u lato ry  Staff:

“G iven our concern  over continued delayed federal 
perm it decisions, we are encouraged to learn the Corps 
has recently expressed dedication to issuing the R O D  
on the original Septem ber 2 1 st target date. We hope this 
remains the case. 13

P a r t  III

Litigation -  Striking a Balance



S t r i k i n g  t h e  B a l a n c e
-  S t a t e  S u p p o r t i n g  F e d e r a l  D e c i s i o n s  t h r o u g h  L i t i g a t i o n -

• Defending challenges to Chukchi and Beaufort Sea exploration plans

• Defending OCS lease sale 193 and related seismic activity

• Defending challenges to 2007-2012 OCS five-year Lease Plan

• Fighting to keep the ribbon seal unlisted

• Supporting favorable mining regulations

• Opposing last-ditch efforts by environmental groups to block a federally 
authorized timber sale

• Supporting the “Tongass Exemption” to the USFS “Roadless Rule”

S t r i k i n g  t h e  B a l a n c e
-  S t a t e  O p p o s i n g  F e d e r a l  D e c i s i o n s  t h r o u g h  L i t i g a t i o n -

• Challenging the EPA’s “endangerment finding.”

• Challenging NPS regulation that infringes upon state sovereignty.

• Appealing an overbroad federal assertion of federal water rights in 
Alaska’s rivers.

• Opposing the federal offshore drilling moratorium.

• Challenging the polar bear listing and opposing the broad critical habitat 
designation for the polar bear.

• Challenging the beluga listing and opposing the broad critical habitat 
designation for the belugas in Cook Inlet.

16



P a r t  IV

Positive Outcomes

17

P o s it iv e  O u t c o m e s :
W hat is Su c c ess?

Success is not w in/lose on a lawsuit -  success is responsible development moving 
forward, Alaskan’s rights preserved, and economic opportunities being available to all 
o f Alaska’s citizens. All o f our efforts, including lawsuits, have this focus. Examples 
o f success include:

• Point T hom son  perm itting

• Polar bear critical habitat ruling

• Tanana River bridge project approval

• Arctic drilling m oratorium  reversal

• CD -5 perm itting

• K ensington m ine ruling

• Diesel tim ber sale

• N o  executive branch A N W R  m onum ent designation

7 18



P a r t  V

Ongoing Concerns

11

O n g o in g  C o n c e r n s
- E x a m p l e s  o f  U n r e s o l v e d  I s s u e s  -

• Shell permitting, including the D epartm ent o f Interior’s current 
“Expedited Assessment o f 2012 Arctic Operations”

• OSM response to complaints regarding W ishbone Hill permits

• ESA issues in Cook Inlet -  perm it delays for new companies that could 
support energy production in the Inlet

• NPR-A Final Environmental Impact Statement and upcoming Record 
o f Decision

• Jurisdictional/navigability issues for waterways
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luneau.AK 9981 I-0001 
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Governor Sean Parnell 
STATE OF ALASKA

January 18, 2013

The Honorable Ken Salazar 
Secretary
United States Department o f the Interior 
1849 C Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20240

Re: Expedited Assessment o f 2012 Arctic Operations

Dear Secretary Salazar,

Thank you for your continued emphasis on safely moving forward Alaska Outer Continental Shelf 
(OCS) development. Alaska’s economic future and the United States’ energy security and strategic 
global position will see vast benefit from this development.

Shell’s work in the Arctic has faced technical setbacks unrelated to drilling — the most recent o f 
which, the grounding o f the Kulluk rig, is still being resolved and is the subject of multiple 
investigations. This was preceded by difficulties receiving certification for the Arctic Challenger 
containment vessel and operational problems with the specially designed containment dome 
engineered for the project.

At your direction, an “Expedited Assessment of 2012 Arctic Operations,” led by Tommy Beaudreau 
at the Bureau o f Ocean Energy Management (BOEM), will identify lessons that can be learned from 
die past years’ challenges to improve operational security in the future. Given the importance o f  tins 
review to the future o f the State, and the world-renowned expertise o f Alaska’s marine and 
regulatory public servants, we request that officials from the State of Alaska be included on the 
panel undertaking this review. Alaskans also have die utmost respect for the Coast Guard’s 
unequalled experience in protecting Alaska’s mariners and marine environment, and we anticipate 
your panel will benefit from Coast Guard participation.

Hundreds of exploration and development wells have been safely and responsibly drilled in State 
and federal waters off Alaska’s coasts, including wells drilled in die Beaufort and Chukchi Seas. 
Aldiough we often emphasize die glamour of Alaska’s “ frontier” heritage, OCS development is a 
well-understood undertaking benefitting from our half century: o f experience in Arctic development.

We share your commitment to safe and responsible development of energy resources in the Arctic, 
and agree that these activities are essential to die nation’s energy: and economic security. We are



The Honorable Ken Salazar 
January 18, 2013 
Page 2

pleased that BO EM ’s review will be completed in a 60 day period. The recent events should be 
looked upon as valuable learning moments to further improve safety in future development.

Exploration and development projects cannot be rushed, and Alaska’s high environmental standards 
must be met or exceeded. From our vantage point, Shell leaders and front line staff operate under 
those guiding principles. I have witnessed first-hand the tremendous energy and passion that Shell 
employees are investing in OCS exploration and development work, and the manner in which they 
have responded to recent challenges. They continue to demonstrate to me that they are eager to 
devote more energy and to realize their passion o f producing OCS energy responsibly.

We look forward to participating in your review, learning from the recent challenges, and ultimately, 
allowing OCS energy to benefit Alaska and the nation.

Governor

cc: The Honorable Lisa Murkowski, United States Senate
The Honorable Mark Regich, United States Senate 
The Honorable Don Young, United States House o f Representatives 
The Honorable Dan Sullivan, Commissioner, Alaska Department o f Natural Resources 
Kip Knudson, Director o f State/Federal Relations, Office o f the Governor



STATE CAPITOL 
PO Box I 10 0 0 1 

luneau. Alaska 9981 I-0001 
907-465-3500 

fax: 907-465-3532

550 West 7th Avenue # 1700 
Anchorage, Alaska 99501 

907-269-7450 
fax 907-269-7463 

ivww.Gov.Alaska.Gov 
Governor@Alaska.GovGovernor Sean Parnell 

STATE OF ALASKA

December 3, 2010

The Honorable Barack Obama
President
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20500

Dear Mr. President,

I understand that you recently received a letter from a group of United States senators requesting 
that you declare the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) a national monument. The State of 
Alaska strongly opposes any measures that would further encumber job potential and domestic 
energy production on die coastal plain of ANWR, the most promising unexplored petroleum region 
in Nordi America.

Beyond this, compelling legal reasons weigh against a monument designation. The State o f  Alaska 
Department o f Law has reviewed this matter and determined diat such action would violate federal 
law unless ratified by both houses o f Congress, even though the lands involved were previously 
included widiin an established wildlife refuge. Provisions of the Alaska National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act (ANILCA) expressly limit executive branch withdrawal authority in die state, with 
additional restrictions related to ANWR. A copy of the Alaska Attorney General’s legal 
memorandum supporting die State’s conclusion is enclosed.

Thank you for considering our views. We would be pleased to discuss this issue further.

Sean Parnell 
Governor

cc: The Honorable Kenneth L. Salazar, Secretary, United States Department o f the Interior

mailto:Governor@Alaska.Gov


MEMORANDUM State of Alaska
Department of Law

t o : Governor Sean Pamell d a t e : December 1 , 2 0 1 0

f r o m : Attorney General Dan Sullivan s u b je c t : ANWR National Monument
Designation

On November 19, twenty-five United States Senators requested that President 
Obama take unilateral executive action and designate part of the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge (“the Refuge”) as a national monument. However, such a unilateral action by the 
President would violate federal law, unless it were ratified by both houses of Congress.

The Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA) expressly limits 
executive branch withdrawal authority in Alaska:

No future executive branch action which withdraws more 
than five thousand acres, in the aggregate, of public lands 
within the State of Alaska shall be effective except by 
compliance with this subsection. To the extent authorized by 
existing law, the President or Secretary [of the Department of 
the Interior] may withdraw public lands in the State of Alaska 
exceeding five thousand acres in the aggregate, which 
withdrawal shall not become effective until notice is provided 
in the Federal Register and to both Houses of Congress. Such 
withdrawal shall terminate unless Congress passes a joint 
resolution of approval within one year after the notice of such 
withdrawal has been submitted to Congress.1

This provision precludes any permanent, unilateral executive designation of the Refuge, 
including the coastal plain, as a national monument. Any further wilderness designations 
under the Wilderness Act of 1964 also would require Congressional action to be

ANILCA § 1326(a), 16 U.S.C. § 3213(a).



December 3, 2010 
Page 3

constitutional powers under the property clause to manage the coastal plain, and did not 
leave room for unilateral executive action that could permanently change its status.6

Other provisions in ANILCA also demonstrate that Congress intended to limit 
executive branch decisionmaking authority in the Refuge. In the same section that 
requires Congressional ratification of executive withdrawals in Alaska, ANILCA § 
1326(b) prohibits further study of federal lands in the state “for the single purpose of 
considering the establishment of a conservation system unit, national recreation area, 
national conservation area, or for related or similar purposes” without Congressional 
authorization.7 This limitation on executive power emphasizes Congressional intent to 
retain decisionmaking power over ANILCA land, including the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge. Unilateral executive branch action to increase the conservation protections in the 
Refuge would therefore be at best temporary, and most likely invalid.

Additionally, section 101(d) of ANILCA, one of the “no more” clauses, expresses 
congressional sentiment that ANILCA sufficiently addresses the competing resource 
development and conservation pressures on federal land in Alaska:

This Act provides sufficient protection for the national 
interest in the scenic, natural, cultural and environmental 
values on the public lands in Alaska, and at the same time 
provides adequate opportunity for satisfaction of the 
economic and social needs of the State of Alaska and its 
people; accordingly, the designation and disposition of the 
public lands in Alaska pursuant to this Act are found to 
represent a proper balance between the reservation of national 
conservation system units and those public lands necessary 
and appropriate for more intensive use and disposition, and 
thus Congress believes that the need for future legislation 
designating new conservation system units, new national 
conservation areas, or new national recreation areas, has beeno
obviated thereby.

Congress has clearly stated that ANILCA provides a comprehensive and permanent 
federal land management scheme in the state. Unilateral executive branch action is 
therefore not authorized.

U.S. Const, art. IV, § 3, cl. 2. 
16 U.S.C. § 3213(b).
16 U.S.C. § 3101(d).



USIBELLI COAL MINE, INC.
634 S Bailey St, #204, Palmer, AK 99645 

Telephone (907) 745-6028 • Facsimile (907) 745-6083

Tuesday, July 24, 2012

Federal Overreach Threatens State’s Rights, Alaska Jobs

PALMER -  “The Obama administration is trying to bully the State o f Alaska by second- 
guessing permitting decisions that were made 16 years ago,” stated Lorali Simon, Vice President 
o f External Affairs for Usibelli Coal Mine.

In a letter dated July 19, the federal Office o f Surface Mining (OSM) is challenging decisions 
made by the State of Alaska dating as far back as 1996 regarding the Wishbone Hill coal mine 
project near Sutton.

The State of Alaska has authority to issue permits and manage the Alaska Surface Coal Mining 
Control and Reclamation Act. Yet in response to complaints from extreme environmental 
organizations, the Obama Administration is disputing past decisions made by Alaska regulators. 
Some of the points of contention relate to permitting decisions that took place prior to Usibelli 
owning the leases and permits. Usibelli acquired the project in 1997.

“The fact that the Obama administration chose to communicate with environmental 
organizations before it communicated with the company that it is supposed to oversee 
demonstrates an insincere approach to regulation,” Simon said. “It is appalling that OSM 
continues its attack on state’s rights,” she added.

In January 2012, the State of Alaska Department o f Natural Resources sent a strongly worded 
letter to OSM defending the validity of the Wishbone Hill permits. “Usibelli is confident that 
Governor Pamell will continue to stand up to the federal government and oppose its attempts to 
stop development of Alaska’s natural resources and destroy jobs for Alaskans.” Simon stated.

Usibelli Coal Mine has operated in Healy, Alaska since 1943. This Alaskan owned and operated 
company also has active coal leases in the Sutton area called Wishbone Hill. The company 
launched a feasibility study to analyze further development o f the mine in 2010. UCM is 
undergoing final analysis to determine the best course o f action to further develop Wishbone 
Hill.

###

For questions regarding this issue, please call Lorali Simon, 745-6028 or 982-6744.



USIBELLI COAL MINE, INC.
634 S Bailey St, #204, Palmer, AK 99645 

Telephone (907) 745-6028 • Facsimile (907) 745-6083

Friday, August 3, 2012

State Declares Wishbone Hill Permits Valid

PALMER -  The State o f Alaska has once again affirmed that the Wishbone Hill coal mine project north of 
Palmer has valid mining permits under the Alaska Surface Coal Mining Control and Reclamation Act, and 
asserts that the federal government is exceeding its statutory authority.

In a letter dated August 2, the Alaska Department o f Natural Resources pushed back on the attempts by the 
federal Office o f Surface Mining (OSM) to interfere in the State’s permitting process. The State o f Alaska 
reminded the federal government that over the years OSM had “been fully informed o f the State’s decisions,” 
and had “inspected the mine site on several occasions,” and had “issued favorable reports related to the mine 
and the regulatory oversight of it.”

“Usibelli appreciates the fortitude of the Parnell administration to continue to fight for state’s rights, and for 
pointing out all o f OSM’s involvement in Wishbone Hill over the years, from inspections to annual reports 
praising the State’s process,” said Lorali Simon, spokeswoman for Usibelli Coal Mine.

The State’s letter also outlines how troubling and far-reaching the consequences would be by OSM’s 
intervention in the Wishbone Hill case because it would create uncertainty for any permit in any state because 
o f the never-ending opportunity to appeal and overturn state permitting decisions.

“From West Virginia to Alaska, the Obama administration is trying to abolish permits that already exist, which 
undermines the entire concept of a reliable permit; they seek to seize power from every state and local 
government on any project, public or private. This will shut down American businesses, and it will kill 
American jobs,” Simon stated.

Usibelli Coal Mine has operated in Healy, Alaska since 1943. This Alaskan owned and operated company also 
has active coal leases in the Sutton area called Wishbone Hill. The company launched a feasibility study to 
analyze further development of the mine in 2010. UCM is undergoing final analysis to determine the best 
course o f action to further develop Wishbone Hill.

###

For questions regarding this issue, please call Lorali Simon, 745-6028 or 982-6744.



Department of Natural Resources
Division of Mining, Land & Water

550 West 7tti Avenue, Suite 1070 
Anchorage, Alaska 99501-3579

Main: 907.269,8600 
TDD: 907.269.8411 
Fax: 907.269.8904

ig, Land & Water 
Director’s Office

August 2, 2012 

Ken Walker
Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement 
Western Region Office 
1999 Broadway, Suite 3320 
Denver, CO 80202-3050

RE: Ten-Day Notices (TDNs) numbered #X11-141-182-005 and #X11-141-182-006 regarding 
Usibelli Coal Mine, Inc.’s Wishbone Hill Mining Permits

Mr. Walker:

This letter serves as our response to your correspondence dated July 19, 2012. In that 
correspondence, you stated that you had completed an initial evaluation of the response by the 
Alaska Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to your Ten-Day Notices (TDNs) numbered 
#X11-141-182-005 and #X11-141-182-006. You requested that DNR conduct a permit file 
review and advise the federal Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement (OSM) if 
additional pertinent permitting information was available for OSM evaluation.

DNR has conducted a record search in response to your request. By doing so it does not concede 
that the OSM has the authority to conduct this TDN process to review alleged permit defects in 
the Wishbone Hill permits.

O ver view

OSM’s issuance of the two TDNs were a result of citizen’s complaints filed with OSM regarding 
surface coal mining operations and permits at the Wishbone Hill coal mine near Sutton, Alaska.1 
Advocacy groups and the Chickaloon Village Traditional Council (collectively “the 
complainants”) have asked OSM to invalidate permits approved for the mine 20 years ago.

1 Attachment A, Letter from K. Strong, B.Brisson to A.KIein dated December 14,2011; Letter from T.Waldo to 
A.Klein dated December 14,2011.



The regulatory issues involving the Wishbone Hill mine, which began surface coal mining 
operations in 2010 under operator Usibelli Coal Mine, Inc. (UCM), are complex. DNR has 
reviewed its permit files for months and consulted extensively with the Alaska Department of 
Law. W e have also reviewed similar permit challenges that have been made in the Lower 48.

The procedural issues are also complex. While OSM and DNR have been examining questions 
regarding the underlying validity of the Wishbone Hill permits, DNR has also been reviewing a 
2011 request from UCM to renew the permits. OSM’s intervention on a matter for which it has 
questionable oversight authority has added complications. Recently, the complainants and UCM 
filed lawsuits in both federal and state courts to block mining operations and preemptively 
declare the permits valid, respectively.

The Wishbone Hill permits have been renewed three times in the past two decades. OSM has 
been fully informed of the State’s decisions, has inspected the mine site on several occasions, 
and has issued favorable reports related to the mine and the regulatory oversight of it. This is the 
first time in over two decades that the underlying validity of the permits has been questioned, 
either by OSM or the advocacy groups seeking to block the mine. Indeed, the complainants— 
some of which provided public comments on the permit renewals—did not appeal DNR’s 
issuance of the three previous permit renewals. Their contention is not that the permits were not 
renewed properly in previous years, but that the procedure for requesting an extension of time to 
begin surface coal mining operations was not done properly.

This letter seeks to clarify these issues.

The public process over the past year for the 2011 Wishbone Hill mine permit renewal 
application has been open, transparent and conducted in accordance with state and federal law. 
During the public process, DNR heard from citizens and advocacy groups who were very 
supportive of the mine as well as those who had concerns about the mine. In particular, those 
concerned about the mine requested that the State undertake a study of the potential impacts to 
those near the mine through a formal Health Impact Assessment (HIA). These groups also 
requested that no further mining activity be allowed at Wishbone Hill until the environmental 
baseline data underlying the permits is fully updated.

DNR has taken these concerns seriously and has already taken steps to address them. As shown 
in the attached letter to UCM ,2 we are requesting additional information from the company— 
including updates to the permits’ baseline data and portions of the operation and reclamation 
plan—in order to assist DNR in determining whether to grant, condition, modify, or deny 
UCM’s applications for renewal.

2 Attachment B, August 2, 2012 Letter from B. Goodrum, DMLW, to R. Brown, re: Renewal Application for the 
Wishbone Hill Mine Permits (Permit Numbers 01-89-796 and 02-89-796).
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In addition, DNR requested that a HIA for the Wishbone Hill area be conducted, which resulted 
in the “Draft Health Impact Assessment for Proposed Coal Mine at Wishbone Hill, Matanuska- 
Susitna Borough, Alaska” being released by the Alaska Department of Health and Social 
Services, Health Impact Assessment Program on March 5, 2012. As stated in its introduction, the 
“HIA provides decision makers with a review of potential positive and negative human health 
impacts related to the proposed Wishbone Hill Mine.”3

On the matter of the validity of the permits, we conclude that the permits are valid. A  key issue is 
how extensions of time to begin surface coal mining must be documented in the permit file. This 
is an issue of first impression in Alaska. This letter explains the basis for DNR’s conclusion and 
includes additional supporting information.

A proper legal interpretation and common understanding of state and federal coal mining statutes 
by OSM and the states is critical. Examining other jurisdictions’ interpretation of this issue 
supports the conclusion that surface coal mining permit extensions can be implicit rather than 
explicit. Moreover, we believe OSM is exceeding its statutory authority to use the TDN process 
to invalidate long-standing coal permits issued by states. The State of Alaska is not the only state 
that holds this view. Indeed, our analysis and conclusions are informed by a recent, similar case 
between OSM and the state of West Virginia, where West Virginia forcefully argues that OSM 
does not have the authority to invalidate permits through the use of a TDN. As explained more 
thoroughly below, we agree.

Finally, it is important to recognize the troubling and far-reaching consequences of OSM’s 
intervention in this case. OSM is seeking to invalidate permits decades after their approval by the 
State, which holds primacy over the coal regulatory program in Alaska, and two years after 
surface coal operations began— all with OSM’s prior knowledge. The result is to create 
uncertainty for any coal permit in Alaska and other states due to providing perpetual opportunity 
to appeal and overturn state permitting decisions. This puts companies, workers, and the public 
in the difficult position of never knowing that a decision on a coal mining permit is truly final. 
Neither Congress nor the Alaska Legislature intended for their federal and state coal mining 
statutes to operate in this maimer.

I. P r o c e d u r a l  H isto ry  of W ish bo n e  H il l  P erm its

A. State Primacy Over Surface Coal Mining and Permit Processing

The federal Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act of 1977 (SMCRA) was established to 
regulate surface coal mining and reclamation. The act provides that each state may assume and 
retain exclusive jurisdiction over regulation of the surface coal mining and reclamation

3 See HIA at http://www.epi.alaska.gov/hia/.
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operations in that state if the state’s program (statutes and regulations) provides for the regulation 
of surface coal mining and reclamation in accordance with the requirements of the federal 
statute.4 With the enactment of the Alaska Surface Coal Mining Control and Reclamation Act 
(ASCMCRA), the State of Alaska assumed exclusive jurisdiction over the regulation of Alaska 
surface coal mining and reclamation operations in 1983,5 while OSM maintains a limited 
oversight role.6 Alaska has maintained exclusive jurisdiction since that time and, as noted by 
OSM in 2009, “is effectively maintaining and administering the coal regulatory program in 
accordance with the Alaska Surface Coal Mining and Reclamation Act.”7

A correct understanding of how permits are processed for surface coal mining in Alaska helps 
inform the current situation. In order to conduct a surface coal mining and reclamation operation 
in the State of Alaska, a person must apply for and obtain a permit from the Commissioner.8 A 
permit must contain all the information required by AS 27.21 and associated regulations as well 
as any site specific requirements determined by the Commissioner. A permit is generally issued 
for five years, although the Commissioner may grant a permit for a longer term if the application 
is complete for that term and the applicant demonstrates the longer term is necessary to obtain 
financing for equipment or opening the operation.9 The decision concerning the completeness of 
the permit application and the final decision to issue the permit are noticed to the public.10

At the end of the permit term an operator may submit a request to renew the permit for an 
additional five year period. An ASCMCRA permit includes a “right of successive renewal upon 
expiration” pursuant to AS 27.21.080(a). An application for permit renewal must be received by 
the Commissioner at least 120 days before the expiration of the permit.11 If an application is 
timely received, and the bond requirements of AS 27.21.160 are fulfilled, then the permittee is 
able to continue surface coal mining operations under the permit even after that permit expires

17while an administrative decision on the renewal is made. The decision concerning the 
completeness of the permit application and the final decision to issue the permit are noticed to 
the public.13

In addition to renewals, under ASCMCRA, there is a requirement to begin surface mining 
operations within three years of permit issuance. Under AS 27.21.070(b):

4 30 U.S.C. § 1253(a).
5 AS 27.21; 30 C.F.R. § 902.10 (State Regulatory program approval) (stating that beginning on May 2,1983, “the 
Alaska Department of Natural Resources shall be deemed the regulatory authority in Alaska for all surface coal 
mining and reclamation operations and all exploration operations on non-Federal and non-Indian lands”).
6 See e.g., 30 U.S.C. § 1271.
7 Attachment C, OSM 2009 Annual Report for Alaska, Section IV at 13 found at,
http://www.wrcc.osmre.gov/programs/oversight/alaska/evaluation.shtm (containing most reports from 2008 through 
2010).
8 AS 27.21.060(a).
9 AS 27.21.070(a).
10 11 AAC 90.113; 11 AAC 90.117.
11 AS 27.21.080(d).
12 AS 27.21.080(e).
13 11 AAC 90.113; 11 AAC 90.117.
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A  permit terminates if a permittee does not begin surface coal mining operations under 
the permit within three years after the permit is issued.

There are exceptions to the requirement that surface coal mining begin within the first three 
years of a permit. AS 27.21.070(b) continues by stating:

The commissioner may grant reasonable extensions of time if  the permittee shows that 
the extensions are necessary (1) because of litigation that precludes the commencement 
of the operation or threatens substantial economic loss to the permittee; or (2) for reasons 
beyond the control and without the fault or negligence of the permittee. With respect to 
coal to be mined for use in a synthetic fuel facility or specific major electric generating 
facility, the permittee is considered to have begun surface mining operations at the time 
that the construction of the synthetic fuel or generating facility is begun.

The Alaska statutes and regulations do not contain more specific requirements regarding the 
request or grant of an extension.

B. Permit History

Issuance to Idemitsu

The Wishbone Hill surface coal mining permits (permits 01-89-796 and 02-89-796) were 
originally issued to Idemitsu Alaska Inc. on September 5, 1991.14 These permits were issued for 
a five-year permit term ending on September 4, 1996.15 The first request for an extension under 
AS 27.21.070(b) was submitted on August 24, 1994, by McKinley Mining Consultants on behalf 
of the permittee.16 This extension request included an explanation of ongoing litigation that had 
delayed the start of mining and requested that the deadline to begin surface coal mining 
operations be extended to September 4, 1996, which also coincided with the end of the first 
permit term .17 DNR granted the extension request, finding that the extension was warranted 
under AS 27.21.070(b) and that the time for the extension was reasonable.18

Transfer to NPMC and First Renewal and Related Extension

On September 19, 1995, DNR approved the transfer of the Wishbone Hill permits from Idemitsu 
Alaska Inc. to North Pacific Mining Corporation (“NPMC”) 19

Prior to the deadline of the first extension, on January 31, 1996, NPMC sent a letter to DNR 
stating that it would “like to extend the existing permits without any major revision.”20 A

14 Attachment D, permit cover letter.
15 Id.
16 Attachment E, 1994 Request for extension.
17 Id.
18 Attachment F, DNR grant of 1994 extension request.
19 Attachment G, Transfer Approval Cover Letter.
20 Attachment H, January 31, 1996 letter from NPMC to DNR.
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contemporaneous DNR memorandum to the Director of the Division of Mining and Water 
Management (now the Division of Mining, Land and Water) indicated that a second extension of 
time to begin coal mining would be required with renewal, but that the January 31, 1996 letter 
did not contain the information necessary to meet the requirements of AS 27.21.070(b) to extend 
the time required to start surface mining operations.21 Under AS 27.21.070(b), the permittee 
must make a showing that an extension is necessary. In a letter dated February 7,1996, DNR 
relayed this concern to NPMC.22 The concern was also noted in internal DNR memoranda dated 
May 13, 1996 and May 14, 1996.23 On July 9,1996, a draft copy of a renewal cover letter was 
faxed to DNR.24 The letter explained why operations had not yet begun at Wishbone Hill, noting 
a “depressed international steaming coal price” and the Mental Health Trust Lands litigation.25 
The letter also stated that both NPMC and operator UCM “recognize the importance of 
maintaining the existing SMCRA permits for the project,” and also that the author, Thomas 
Crafford, “hop[ed] this letter and the accompanying forms satisfy the remaining requirements for 
renewing the SMCRA permits.”26 The letter also explained that NPMC had signed a Letter of 
Intent with UCM to operate and develop the mine. Handwritten on the fax letter were the words 
“Looks ok to me, Jules, 7/10/96.”27 Mr. Jules Tileson was the Director of DNR’s Division of 
Mining and Water Management at the time.

The renewal application was submitted with a signed version of the cover letter dated July 11, 
1996.28 On October 23, 1996, DNR approved the permit renewal and stated in the cover letter to 
the renewal decision that, “should mining not commence within this renewal term, then due to 
the length of time since the original permit application work was completed no further renewals 
will be considered without an extensive review of the original applications and the baseline 
information they were based on.”29 The public notice for the 1996 renewal contained a statement 
that an extension request had been received to allow for “continued marketing efforts.”30 This 
statement was followed by a statement that the permits were renewed for an additional five-year 
term.31

Pursuant to the terms of 11 AAC 90.117(c), this decision was sent to OSM (Glenn Waugh, OSM, 
Olympia, WA).32

21 Attachment 1 ,1996 Contemporaneous Memorandum dated February 6,1996 from “Brian” to “Jules.”
22 Attachment J, Letter dated February 7,1996 from DNR to NPMC.
23 Attachment K, DNR Internal Memoranda.
24 Attachment L, Draft Letter faxed July 9, 1996 from T. Crafford, NPMC to B. Novinska, DNR.
25 Id.
26 Id.
27 Id.
28 Attachment M, Cover letter for permit renewal dated July 11, 1996.
29 Attachment N, 1996 Permit Renewal, Public Notice.
30 Id.
31 Id.
32 Id.
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Transfer to Usibelli Coal Mine. Inc.

A request to transfer the Wishbone Hill permits to UCM pursuant to 11 AAC 90.119 was 
received by DNR on July 2 2 ,1997.33 The transfer request was noticed to the public on August 
13, 1997.34 After review of the transfer request and posting of the required reclamation bond, 
DNR approved this transfer on December 1, 1997, stating in the transfer permit terms that, “due 
to the length of time since the original permit application work was completed, no further 
renewals will be considered without a review of the original applications and the baseline 
information they were based on.”35

Subsequent Renewals

Requests to renew the permits for additional five-year terms were submitted by UCM on April 
30, 2001 and April 14, 2006.36 Both renewals were public noticed and granted by DNR 
(background data was stated to be updated in the public notice for both renewal requests).37 
Both renewals were also sent to OSM pursuant to 11 AAC 90.117(c). Further, contemporaneous 
OSM annual reports indicate that OSM was aware of the renewal process.38

As stated in OSM’s annual reports, surface coal mining operations had not yet begun within the 
permit areas. The annual reports, as well as additional contemporaneous documentation, indicate 
that it was well known by UCM, OSM, DNR, and the public that coal mining had not begun 
because of market conditions.39

Based on a review of the Wishbone Hill file, the DNR Coal Program concluded that, extensions 
of time to begin coal mining operations for both permit renewals were implicit prior to the 
commencement of surface coal mining operations in 2010.

Renewal Processes

From a review of the records, each renewal of the Wishbone Hill permits under 11 AAC 90.129 
and transfer of permit under 11 AAC 90.119 met all requirements of ASCMCRA, including 
public notices, informal conferences, responses to agency and public comments, and the 
collection of an application fee.

33 Attachment O, 1997 Request for Transfer; 1997 Request for Transfer Public Notice
34 W.
35 Id.
36 Attachment P, 2001, 2006 Permit Renewal Requests and Public Notices.
31 Id.
38 See, e.g., Attachment C, 2004 OSM Oversight Report (stating that “UCM has not yet initiated any activity at the 
Wishbone Hill location”); 2005 OSM Oversight Report (same); 2009 Oversight Report (same).
39 See, e.g., Attachment Q, UCM Submission, Letter from UCM to DNR dated January 3,2012; Friends ofMat-Su 
Fall 2006 Newsletter (stating that at a meeting UCM “explained their intent for renewing the permit and why they 
have not developed the coal to date”); Attachment C, 2010 Oversight Report (containing a one-page analysis of the 
Wishbone Hill project and stating that “UCM had planned since 1997 to develop this area when the economics and 
coal market were right” and that the area “remained idle until mid-2009, when UCM became more active in 
attempting to find a market for its coal”).
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Public Outreach for 2001 and 2006 Renewals

Participation in the public process and informal conferences included some of the same groups as 
those who filed citizens’ complaints. The concern that UCM did not have a valid permit was not 
raised during these two previous renewal proceedings.

2011 Renewal Application and Public Outreach and Input

UCM filed a request to renew the permits for an additional five years on May 9, 2011, pursuant 
to AS 27.21.080(d) and 11 AAC 90.129(b).

Public notice of this permit renewal application was given for the period starting on August 24, 
2011 and ending on October 14, 2011. Legal ads were placed in the Anchorage Daily News on 
August 24,2011, and were noticed for four consecutive weeks. On August 24, 2011, the notice 
was mailed directly to the DNR, Division of Mining, Land and Water mailing list of affected 
persons and agencies. An extension of the public comment period was publically noticed and 
given for the period beginning September 29, 2011 and ending November 15, 2011. An informal 
conference was held on November 15, 2011 in Sutton, Alaska, which was attended by 300 
members of the public, as well as Mr. Ken Walker (manager of the Denver Field Division for 
OSM), a representative from the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, the Director of DNR’s 
Division of Mining, Land and Water, the Mining Section Chief for the Division of Mining, Land 
and Water, and the Manager of Alaska’s Coal Regulatory Program. DNR received a total of 
1,588 comment submittals (letters, comment forms, e-mails and other transcripts) containing 
numerous individual comments.

In addition to the outreach listed above, on March 14, 2011, DNR Commissioner Dan Sullivan as 
well as DNR permitting staff traveled to Sutton, Alaska, at the invitation of the Chickaloon 
Village Traditional Council and members of the Sutton Community Council to discuss views and 
opinions of coal mining at Wishbone Hill.

Members of the Sutton Community Council spoke about the benefits that a coal mining 
operation at Wishbone Hill would bring to the area, including the creation of good jobs that 
would enable families to spend more time together and less time commuting, economic benefits 
for the region, and strengthening community connectivity.

In juxtaposition, members of the Chickaloon Village Traditional Council and Castle Mountain 
Coalition shared their concerns that a coal mining operation in the Wishbone Hill area would 
negatively impact anadromous salmon, stream water quality, well water quality, trails and 
recreation, moose habitat, health of area residents, property values, traditional activities, families, 
and the sense of community.

While members of the Sutton Community Council urged DNR to support coal mining at 
Wishbone Hill, members of the Chickaloon Village Traditional Council and Castle Mountain
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Coalition requested that baseline water and air quality data be updated, tribal and archaeological 
studies be integrated into the permitting process, and that a health impact assessment, public 
interest determination and new best interest finding be completed before coal mining at 
Wishbone Hill be considered.

C. Activities Conducted Under the Permits and DNR Inspections

Usibelli Coal Mine. Inc. Activities

UCM has conducted activities and collected baseline data required by DNR in order to maintain 
its permits over the years. It has maintained a ground water monitoring network, collected 
surface water quality data, studied and maintained vegetation and reclamation test plots, 
conducted wetland studies, and conducted fish and wildlife studies within the project area.

For example, during 1999 through 2001, and again in 2008 and 2009, quarterly water quality 
samples were collected on Moose Creek. During 1998 through 2001, and again in 2007 through
2009, quarterly discharge/flow measurements were also collected on Moose Creek.
Additionally, discharge/flow and stream morphology assessments were collected on Buffalo 
Creek during 2008. Water quality assessments for groundwater as well as piezometer readings 
were collected between 2008 and 2009. Aquatic biologic resource studies were conducted for 
Moose Creek and Buffalo Creek in 2008. UCM also completed an updated wetlands jurisdiction 
report in 2009.

2010 Road Construction

As OSM is aware, with the knowledge and approval of DNR, and pursuant to UCM’s approved 
operation and reclamation plan, UCM initiated construction under the Surface Coal Mining 
Permit of a pioneer road into the mine area in June of 2010. Since then, UCM has completed one 
condemnation hole (summer 2010), constructed a gravel pad to be used for staging equipment 
(summer 2010), constructed and paved the initial 200 feet of the haul road (summer-fall, 2010) 
and has completed clearing trees and vegetation along the entire length of the haul road (fall
2011 and winter 2012). DNR considers this road construction to be the initiation of surface coal 
mining operations under the approved permit.

Inspections

As part of the requirements of 11 AAC 90.601, DNR has conducted numerous inspections of the 
permit site and active surface mining operations. Between 1993 and 2011, DNR conducted over 
70 inspections of the permitted areas with monthly inspection continuing in 2012. These 
included inspections of monitoring wells status, review of reclamation test plots, and review of 
baseline data collection activities. Further, DNR was fully aware of the road construction in
2010, and has documented inspections of the ongoing work. After initiation of surface coal 
mining operations in 2010 DNR conducted site visits to the Wishbone Hill coal project with
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OSM  in June of 2010 and July of 2011. This included site visits to the staging area along the 
Glenn Highway and the pioneer road. The most recent inspection was conducted on July 18, 
2012.

n .  P r o c ed u r a l  H ist o r y  of  R ecent  Ch a ll en g e s  to  th e  V a lid ity  of  
th e  W ish b o n e  H il l  P erm its

On November 28, 2011,13 days after the public comment period for the renewal application 
period closed, Trustees for Alaska, on behalf of Friends ofMat-Su, Castle Mountain Coalition, 
Alaska Center for the Environment, Cook Inlet Keeper, Alaska Community Action on Toxics, 
Pacific Environment, the Chickaloon Village Traditional Council, and the Alaska Chapter of the 
Sierra Club (complainants) submitted a letter to the DNR Commissioner entitled “Citizen 
Complaint and request for inspection under 11 AAC 90.607.”40 The complainants alleged that 
surface coal mining operations at Wishbone Hill were being conducted by UCM without a valid 
permit in violation of the ASCMCRA. As noted above, in the decades of permit renewals 
involving this project and the associated public comment periods relating to such renewals, no 
group has challenged the underlying validity of the UCM permits.41 But last November, the 
complainants argued that the Wishbone Hill permits had terminated in 1996 due to a failure to 
begin surface coal mining operations or to gain an extension of time to do so under AS 
27.21.070(b) and asked for the department to issue UCM a cessation order until permits were 
obtained.

DNR responded to this letter on December 13, 2011, finding that the permits were valid and 
denying the complainants’ demand for a state inspection of the mine.42 The December 13, 2011 
response concluded by saying that if the requestors did not agree with the findings in the letter 
that they could request an informal review by the DNR Commissioner under 11 AAC 90.611. At 
the same time, a copy of DNRs response was forwarded to the Regional Director of the Western 
Region OSM and the Chief of the Denver Field Division of OSM.

Trustees for Alaska did not follow this administrative remedy and instead, along with 
Earthjustice,43 submitted “citizen complaints” to OSM on December 14, 2011, making the same 
allegations raised in the Trustee’s November 28,2011 letter to DNR. These complaints 
requested that OSM take action under 30 CFR § 842.11 (Federal Inspections and Monitoring).
In response to these complaints, OSM did not inform the complainants that there is an

40 Attachment A, November 28, 2011 letter.
41 Indeed, as noted in Attachment C, OSM’s 2002 Annual Evaluation Summary Report for Alaska Regulatory
Program at page 9, although “DMLW has actively sought to increase public awareness and involvement,” 
particularly in the Wishbone Hill area, “the public did not show much interest in the permitting process” in 2002. 
2 Attachment A, DNR response to November 28, 2011 letter.

43 Representing the Chickaloon Village Traditional Council; Attachment A.
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established State administrative procedure that they needed to follow, but instead issued two 
Ten-Day Notices (TDNs) (X I1-141-182-005 and X I1-141-182-006) to the State of Alaska.44

The TDNs informed the State that OSM had reason to believe that there was a violation of the 
federal Surface Coal Mining Act and that if the State regulatory authority failed within ten days 
of receipt of the notice to take appropriate action to correct the violation or show cause for 
failure to correct, then a federal inspection of the surface coal mine where the alleged violation 
occurred would be conducted and appropriate federal enforcement action as required by section 
521(a)(1) of the federal act would be taken.

Prior to both the December 13, 2011 letter from DNR to the complainants denying their request 
for a State inspection, and DNR’s response to the TDNs, UCM submitted a letter to DNR which 
contained information and documentation in support of the validity of its permits, including 
additional information about historical market conditions as well as information already 
contained in the administrative record.45

In its January 6, 2012 response to OSM’s TDNs, the DNR Coal Program concluded, based on a 
review of the Wishbone Hill file, that extensions of time to begin coal mining were implicit in 
the successive renewals granted previous to the commencement of surface coal mining 
operations in 2010, and that therefore, they considered the Wishbone Hill permits to be valid.

Since DNR’s January 6, 2012 response to OSM, several of the complainants have filed a federal 
court lawsuit alleging that UCM is operating without a valid permit.46 Additionally, UCM has 
filed a lawsuit in state court requesting declaratory judgment on the validity of the permit.47

On July 20, 2012, DNR received OSM’s letter explaining that it had completed an initial 
evaluation of DNR’s response to the TDNs and concluded that:

“Based on OSM’s analysis of documents submitted to date by DNR in response to the 
TDNs, OSM cannot make the determination that the standards for appropriate action or 
good cause for failure to take action have been met because information is missing from 
the record that may be available from your office. Because the record that OSM reviewed 
has significant gaps in permitting information, we are requesting your office to conduct a

44 A ten-day notice is issued pursuant to 30 U.S.C. § 1271(a)(1), which states that:
“[if] the State regulatory authority fails within ten days after notification to take appropriate action to cause 
said violation to be corrected or to show good cause for such failure and transmit notification of its action 
to the Secretary, the Secretary shall immediately order Federal inspection of the surface coal mining 
operation

45 Attachment Q, UCM Submissions (January 3,2012 letter to DNR).
46 See, e.g., Attachment R, Friends ofMat-Su et al. v. Usibelli Coal Mine, Inc., Case No. 3:12-cv-00093-JWS, 
United States District Court for the District of Alaska, Complaint for Declaratory and Injunctive Relief (30 U.S.C. 
§§ 1256,1270; AS 27.21.060), filed on May 1,2012.
47 See e.g., Attachment S, Usibelli Coal Mine Inc. v. State of Alaska, Case No. 3AN-12-07324 Cl in Superior Court 
for the State of Alaska, Third Judicial District, Complaint (AS 22.10.030(g)) (requesting declaratory relief) filed 
May 18,2012.
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permit file review and to advise OSM if additional pertinent information is available for 
our evaluation. This supporting information, if available for these renewal actions and the 
related decision for the extension of time to commence mining in the required time frame 
is necessary to provide clarity with regard to the validity of the Wishbone Hill permits.”

Furthermore, OSM stated that it would proceed with its final determination if DNR does not 
submit any additional pertinent permitting information within ten days from receipt of the July 
19, 2012 letter.

DNR has conducted a review of its files in response to OSM’s request, but by doing so it does 
not concede that OSM has the authority to conduct this TDN process to review alleged defects in 
the Wishbone Hill permits. DNR also reviewed OSM’s annual reports that address mining 
activities on the Wishbone Hill permits (permit numbers 01-89-796 and 02-89-796), that are the 
subject of the TDNs.48

DNR is continuing to search archived information. Additional updates to this response will be 
made if appropriate upon review of archived information. DNR has also requested that UCM, the 
permit-holder, provide any additional pertinent information it might have in its files. UCM 
submitted several documents, which have been added to the administrative record.49

i n .  T h e  W ish bo n e  H il l  P erm its a re  V a lid  U nder  A l a sk a  State  L aw

A. ASCMCRA Requirements for Renewal

The process for a permit renewal is interrelated but different from a request for an extension of 
the time to begin surface coal mining operations. Permits are issued for five-year periods of 
time. Successful coal mining operations often continue for more than five years. Thus, a permit 
issued under ASCMCRA includes the right of successive renewal:

A permit issued under this chapter includes the right of successive renewal upon 
expiration, for areas within the boundaries of the permit area. An opponent of renewal of 
a permit has the burden of proving that the permit should not be renewed.50

Similarly, under 11 AAC 90.129(b)(1), a “valid, existing permit issued under AS 27.21.180 
carries with it the right of successive renewal upon expiration.” Permits may be renewed for 
additional five-year terms.51 The successive renewal process is outlined in AS 27.21.080 and 
related regulations. This process is accompanied by certain rights and responsibilities.

48 Available at http://www.wrcc.osmre.gOv/programs/oversight/alaska/evaluation/AlaskaEvaluation.shtm#2001.
49 Attachment Q, UCM Submission.
50 AS 27.21.080(a).
51 AS 27.21.080(d).
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An application for permit renewal must be received by the commissioner at least 120 days before 
the expiration of the permit.52 If an application is timely received, and the bond requirements of 
AS 27.21.160 are fulfilled, then the permittee is able to continue surface coal mining operations 
under the permit even after that permit expires while an administrative decision on the renewal is 
pending.53

Once a renewal application is deemed complete, it is opened for public comment for 51 days.54 
After the close of the public comment period and the conclusion of any informal conference, the 
commissioner has 60 days to make written findings and a decision.55 The procedures for permit 
renewals outlined in 11 AAC 90.117 include the requirement to adjust the performance bond as 
needed to comply with 11 AAC 90.201.56

Substantively, under AS 27.21.080(a), the Commissioner “shall” renew a permit unless he finds 
in writing that:

(1) the terms and conditions of the permit have not been satisfactorily met, and the 
permittee has not demonstrated to the satisfaction of the commissioner that the permittee 
is meeting and will continue to meet a schedule set by the commissioner under AS 
27.21.240(a) or (b) for correcting a permit violation;

(2) the surface coal mining and reclamation operation of the permittee is not in 
compliance with the environmental protection standards of this chapter and regulations 
adopted under it;

(3) the requested renewal substantially jeopardizes the permittee's continuing 
responsibility on existing permit areas;

(4) the permittee has not either

(A) provided sufficient evidence that the performance bond under AS 27.21.160 
in effect for the operation will continue for the renewal period requested in the 
application, and that any additional bond required by the commissioner under AS 
27.21.160 will be obtained; or

(B) when seeking to use the statewide bonding pool for mining operations 
established under AS 27.19.040 (b), complied with all requirements of the 
bonding pool; or

52 AS 27.21.080(d).
53 AS 27.21.080(e).
54 11 AAC 90.113.
55 AS 27.21.140(c); 11 AAC 90.907(h).
5611 AAC 90.117(b).
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(5) information required by the commissioner in accordance with this chapter has not 
been provided by the permitee.57

In sum, unless the commissioner makes a finding as set out in AS 27.21.080(a)(1) through (5), a 
permit shall be renewed for an additional five-year permit term.

Thus, a permit renewal extends the term of a permit another five years. Successive renewal is a 
right which accompanies a valid permit, as long as the conditions discussed in AS 27.21.080 are 
met. In contrast, the extension process addresses only the timeframe in which a permittee must 
begin surface mining operations or be subject to termination of the permit.

In the present case, the complainants are raising challenges that relate to the validity of the 
permits based on the argument that the time to begin mining has not been properly extended in 
the past, although after surface coal mining operations actually began two years ago. This is the 
first time in the long history of this project (or any Alaska coal project) that such an argument 
has been made. More specifically, the Wishbone Hill permits are being challenged for UCM’s 
failure to meet the requirement to begin surface coal mining operations within three years or to 
obtain a valid extension of time to fulfill this requirement. There has been no challenge to the 
validity or propriety of the successive renewals of the Wishbone Hill permits, except to the 
extent that it is argued that there cannot be a renewal if there is no valid underlying permit to 
renew. As mentioned earlier, the concern that UCM did not have a valid permit was not raised 
during the previous renewal and transfer proceedings—by either the requestors or OSM—even 
though participation in the public process and informal conferences for the previous three permit 
renewals included some of those represented by the requestors.

B. Extensions of Time to Fulfill the Requirements to Begin Surface Coal Mining 
Operations Within Three Years

There are exceptions to the requirement that surface coal mining begin within the first three 
years of a permit. Under AS 27.21.070(b):

The commissioner may grant reasonable extensions of time if the permittee shows that 
the extensions are necessary (1) because of litigation that precludes the commencement 
of the operation or threatens substantial economic loss to the permittee; or (2) for reasons 
beyond the control and without the fault or negligence of the permittee. With respect to 
coal to be mined for use in a synthetic fuel facility or specific major electric generating 
facility, the permittee is considered to have begun surface mining operations at the time 
that the construction of the synthetic fuel or generating facility is begun.

C. Analysis of the Extension Issue

The complainants assert that the permits terminated in 1996 because, “no additional extensions

57 AS 27.21.080(a).
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of time [to commence mining operations] were requested or granted by the September 4,1996 
deadline.”58 OSM’s letter to DNR points to procedural ambiguities and omissions in 
documentation dating as far back as 16 years ago. The July 19, 2012 letter indicates that OSM 
finds that the permit expired even before UCM obtained them in 1997.

First, a consideration of the permit file shows that there is documentation that an extension was 
granted to UCM’s predecessor, NPMC, in connection with the 1996 permit renewal. The permit 
holder, NPMC, submitted a request for renewal letter dated July 11,1996, which listed reasons 
that “show[ed] that the extensions are necessary.”59 Reasons listed included litigation and the 
coal market (“steaming coal prices”).60 This letter was previously approved by the DMLW 
Director in the record as “okay.”61

Second, the public notice for the 1996 permit renewal contains a statement that there was a 
request for an extension of the AS 27.21.070(b) requirement.62 To read this language in the 
public notice, in conjunction with other documents from 1996 discussing the extension 
provision, as anything other than an acknowledgement, albeit indirect, that an extension was 
requested and granted would be illogical. If an extension were denied, a renewal could not have 
been granted.63 The 1996 renewal document does not indicate a definitive extension end date. 
Instead, the accompanying cover letter stated that in light of the fact that surface coal mining  

operations had not yet begun, DNR would conduct an extensive review of any further renewal 
requests. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that the extension was meant to extend at least 
until the end of the five-year permit renewal term. DNR has concluded that an explicit extension 
was requested and granted in 1996.

Furthermore, there are no explicit requirements in the Alaska Statute that the reasons for an 
extension must set forth in writing or that the grant of an extension be in writing.64 While the 
renewal decisions of 2002 and 2006 did not contain a discussion of extensions of the AS 
27.21.070(b) requirements, DNR considers that by granting a renewal of the permit with full 
knowledge of the status of UCM’s operations (i.e., that coal mining operations had not begun) 
and the status of the spot coal market,65 DNR was implicitly granting an extension when it

58 Attachment A.
59 AS 27.21.070(b).
60 Attachment M.
61 Attachment L.
62 Attachment M.
63 AS 27.21.070(b).
64 There is however, a requirement in the Alaska regulations at 11 AAC 90.117(c) that extensions should be 
documented in permit renewal public notices. However, the failure by DNR to include a reference to extensions of 
time to begin mining in a renewal public notice does not invalidate a permit.
65 This lack of a market for coal is also documented in OSM’s annual oversight reports concerning Wishbone Hill. 
For example, from, the 2002 oversight evaluation:

“UCM plans to develop this area when the coal market improves. The permits are located in an area known 
as Wishbone Hill, about 1 hour northeast of Anchorage, near the town of Sutton. Considering that 
transportation concerns and costs often make Alaska coal economically unfeasible, the location of UCM’s 
Wishbone Hill permits could trigger increased mining activity in the State. Although UCM has not actively
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granted renewals in 2002 and 2006.

The record and documentation submitted by UCM supports the idea that DNR, UCM, OSM, and 
the public were aware that mining operations were on hold due to market conditions, and that 
DNR still considered the permits to be valid. Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, 
fluctuations and low prices in the Alaskan coal market adversely affected other coal projects in 
the State.66 This was a well known issue to both the industry and State of Alaska. Alaska is 
distant from most large markets for coal. These market issues are documented in OSM’s annual 
oversight reports concerning Wishbone Hill:

UCM plans to develop this area when the coal market improves. The permits are located 
in an area known as Wishbone Hill, about 1 hour northeast of Anchorage, near the town 
of Sutton. Considering that transportation concerns and costs often make Alaska coal 
economically unfeasible, the location of UCM’s Wishbone Hill permits could trigger 
increased mining activity in the State. Although UCM has not actively pursued 
production at the Wishbone Hill Mine, they renewed both permits associated with that

fCIarea during this evaluation year.

Additionally, the record regarding inspections, the activities conducted under the permit, and the 
revisions made over time to the permit all evidence a clear understanding by DNR, UCM, and 
OSM that the Wishbone Hill permits were valid, even if UCM had not yet commenced coal 
mining operations due to market conditions. DNR has been aware of activities conducted 
pursuant to the permit and has monitored and inspected these activities on an ongoing basis.68 
This indicates that with each renewal subsequent to 1996, DNR was implicitly extending the 
deadline to begin coal mining operations.

As indicated by numerous annual reports that OSM completed, OSM received all copies of the 
permit renewal documents and was well aware of the fact that mining had not yet commenced

pursued production at the Wishbone Hill Mine, they renewed both permits associated with that area during 
this evaluation year.” Attachment C.

66 See e.g., Attachment R UCM Document Submission, including contemporaneous news articles discussing coal 
prices, chart of global coal prices; submitted to DNR on July 31, 2012; letter from UCM to DNR dated January 3, 
2012; Friends ofMat-Su Fall 2006 Newsletter (stating that at a meeting UCM “explained their intent for renewing 
the permit and why they have not developed the coal to date”); Internal UCM Memo dated November 27, 2001 
(discussing the 2001 permit renewal and stating that UCM told Bruce Buzby, DNR employee, that the Wishbone 
Hill project “will not be developed until a market is secured”); correspondence between UCM and DMLW 
regarding request for permit extension on water permits due to litigation (Mental Health Lands Trust litigation) and 
market for coal; Attachment P, Transcript of Wishbone Hill Public Meeting at 2 (“[w]e don’t have a market”).
These documents show that UCM, DNR, and interested members of the public were aware that coal mining had not 
yet begun due to market conditions.
67 Attachment C, OSM’s 2002 Annual Evaluation Summary Report for Alaska Regulatory Program.
68 Therefore, contrary to assertions made in the Request for Inspection which triggered the TDN process, there is not 
the same danger of “significant, imminent environmental harm to land, air, or water resources” which may exist 
where an operator is conducting coal mining operations without the knowledge and full oversight of the regulatory 
authority. Here, any coal mining operations were conducted with the express approval and awareness of DNR.
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due to coal prices.69 OSM was aware as early as 1998 that mining had not begun under the 
permit and made no indication that it found this to be a problem.70 Further, OSM explicitly 
stated in 2000 that, “based upon OSM’s findings,” the State “properly processed the [1997] 
transfer application,” including making “the appropriate written findings in accordance with the 
Alaska statute and regulations.”71 OSM also noted in its report that “DMLW also notified the 
new permittee, that due to the lack of mining activity at this site, the transferred permits would 
not be renewed beyond the current expiration date of September 4, 2001, without a complete 
technical reevaluation.”72 OSM noted in the same report that “[t]he DMLW is effectively 
administering the Alaska Surface Coal Mining and Reclamation Act.”73

D. Implicit versus Explicit Extensions

In its July 19, 2012 letter, OSM indicates that an implicit extension is per se invalid under the 
Alaska statute, and that is it arbitrary and capricious to find otherwise. But as noted above, there 
are no explicit requirements in the Alaska Statute that the reasons for an extension must be set 
forth in writing or that the grant of an extension be in writing.74 And no Alaska court has 
considered or ruled on the issue of the distinction between an explicit and implicit extension. 
However, Alaska is not alone in finding that implicit extensions are allowed under the extension 
provision. At least one other state court where the state has primacy over their coal program—as 
allowed under the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act of 1977 (see Section I (A))—has 
addressed this question in interpreting state primacy programs that are implementing extension 
statutes similar to Alaska’s extension statute, AS 27.21.070(b). That court found that that 
implicit extensions granted by an agency with a transfer of a permit were valid.75 Somewhat

69 See, e.g., Attachment C, OSM’s 2004 Annual Evaluation Summary Report for Alaska Regulatory Program 
(stating that “UCM has not yet initiated any activity at the Wishbone Hill location”); 2005 Annual Evaluation 
Summary Report for Alaska Regulatory Program (same); 2009 Annual Evaluation Summary Report for Alaska 
Regulatory Program (same); 2010 Annual Evaluation Summary Report for Alaska Regulatory Program (containing 
a one-page analysis of the Wishbone Hill project and stating that “UCM had planned since 1997 to develop this area 
when the economics and coal market were right” and that the area “remained idle until mid-2009, when UCM 
became more active in attempting to find a market for its coal”). See also Attachment T, Railroad Comm’n of Texas 
v. Coppock, 215 S.W. 3d 559,556-71 (Tex. Ct. App. 2007) (finding it appropriate to extend the time to begin 
surface coal mining due to unfavorable market conditions).
70 Attachment C. Alaska 1998 Oversight Report, and Supporting Data, Office of Surface Mining (noting that UCM 
had recently assumed the Wishbone Hill permits and that “the location of UCM's recent acquisitions might trigger 
increased interest in Alaska coal, especially for export markets” even though “no coal removal has occurred at the 
Sutton location”).
71 Attachment C. Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement, Annual Evaluation Summary Report for 
the Regulatory Program Administered by the State of Alaska, Evaluation Year 2000, at AK-11.
72 Id.
73 Id. At AK-7.
74 There is however, a requirement in the Alaska regulations at 11 AAC 90.117(c) that extensions should be 
documented in permit renewal public notices. However, the failure by DNR to include a reference to extensions of 
time to begin mining in a renewal public notice does not invalidate a permit.
75 Attachment U, C& T Evangelinos v. Div. of Mineral Res. Mgm’t, 2004 W.L. 2980346 at *1 (Ohio App. 7 Dist. 
2004) (finding that three year extensions were automatic for new permit transferees); but see Montco v. Simonich 
947 P.2d 1047,1051 (Mont. 1997) (interpreting different language present in the Montana Strip and Underground 
Mine Reclamation Act to indicate that a permit may be “reasonably extended for up to two years”).
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similarly, West Virginia has a policy (recently also questioned by OSM) of allowing extensions
7to be retroactively granted. How can a decision to allow implicit extensions be determined 

arbitrary and capricious, meaning “[w]ithout a rational basis” and “[inconsistent with applicable 
law,” where two states (including one state court) that considered this issue have allowed 
implicit extensions?77 It is OSM’s conclusion that deviates in its interpretation from other 
regulating entities.

It appears instead that here, OSM is failing to apply the deferential “arbitrary and capricious” 
legal standard mandated by OSM’s own regulations and Directives System INE-35 (INE-35),78 
and is instead is using a standard that relies upon what OSM “would have done in the 
circumstances.”79 While OSM might itself not come to the same conclusion as DNR, it does not 
follow that implicit extensions are per se invalid.

E. Fairness. Equity, and the Legality of the Ten-Dav Notices

A Perpetual Right to Appeal or Challenge State Permitting Decisions Undermines Regulatory 
Certainty

As described above in Section I, the State of Alaska has exclusive jurisdiction over surface coal 
mining and reclamation operations in the State.80 Use of the TDN process to overturn State 
permitting decisions, especially where there is a pending renewal decision, is improper.
Concerns about the issuance of renewals to UCM were not raised contemporaneously with the 
1996, 2001, or 2006 renewal decisions. Further, those challenging the validity of this permit 
through the TDN process began, but never exhausted, their administrative remedies with the 
State of Alaska—a state that has primacy over the surface coal regulatory program—when they 
submitted “citizen complaints” to OSM on December 14, 2011.

The absence of appeals of these previous decisions should exhibit that there was no public 
concern over the validity of the permits, the renewal procedure, or the State’s actions 
implementing ASCMCRA. For OSM to interject at this stage to question the validity of permits 
issued by DNR 20 years ago, where the permit holder has operated pursuant to the permits, with 
express knowledge and consent of the State regulator, sets a troubling precedent that would

76 Attachment V, June 18, 2012, West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection letter Re: Ten Day Notice 
NO. XI2-111-391-002, Marfork Coal Company Inc. ’s Eagle No. 2 Permit Extension
77 Attachment W, Directives System INE-35, January 31,2011, re: Ten-Day Notices, at 2.
78 30 C.F.R. § 842.1 l(b)(l)(ii)(B)(l);Attachment W, INE-35. As described in INE-35, the “arbitrary and 
capricious” standard applied looks to whether the state regulatory authority (RA) acted:

(1) Irrationally in that the RA’s interpretation of its program is inconsistent with the terms of the approved 
program or any prior RA interpretation recognized by the Secretary of the Interior (Secretary);

(2) Without adhering to correct procedures;
(3) Inconsistent with applicable law; or
(4) Without a rational basis after proper evaluation of relevant criteria.

79 Attachment X, Danny Crump, 163 DBLA 351, 358 (2004).
80 AS 27.21.030(14).
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invalidate the notion of exclusive jurisdiction that primacy states are supposed to have under 
SMCRA.

There is also the important issue of providing certainty to permittees seeking to make investment 
decisions based on final permit decisions. If such decisions by state government entities can be 
reopened by federal authorities five, ten or fifteen years after they have been made by state 
permitting agencies with primacy authority, then the certainty and finality of state permitting 
approvals can be perpetually called into question. Such an outcome would likely have a negative 
impact on the investment climate in states with primacy over their coal programs. Further, it 
appears contrary to the spirit of the federally approved ASCMCRA program, which provides that 
a permit may only be revoked for failure to comply with an order of the commissioner to take 
action required by the statute or its regulations “after opportunity for a due process hearing.”81

OSM is Using the TDN in a Manner That Exceeds its Oversight Authority

Through its issuance of the TDNs in response to the December 14, 2011 citizen complaint, OSM 
is using the TDN process in a manner that exceeds its oversight authority. Use of the TDN in this 
matter allowed the complainants a perpetual alternative administrative appeal of a state 
permitting decision, essentially enabling them to bypass the administrative procedures and 
remedies provided to them through the State’s regulatory program. This is an overreach of 
OSM’s authorities in regard to the State’s primacy over coal regulatory program.

The statutory basis for TDN notice procedures is found in Section 521(a) of SMCRA, which 
states:

Whenever, on the basis of any information available to him, including receipt of 
information from any person, the Secretary has reason to believe that an person is in 
violation of any requirement of this chapter or any permit condition required by this 
chapter, the Secretary shall notify the State regulatory authority, if one exists, in the State 
in which such violation exists. If no such State authority exists of the State regulatory 
fails within ten days after notification to take appropriate action to cause said violation to 
be corrected or to show good cause for such failure and transmit notification of its action 
to the Secretary, the Secretary shall immediately order Federal inspection of the surface 
coal mining operation at which the alleged violation is occurring.. .  ,82

The issue of whether or not a permit is valid if no explicit extension for surface coal mining 
operations has commenced within a three-year period is not the type of issue that a TDN is

81 AS 27.21.030(6). A company could have no certainty about the validity of its permit under OSM’s interpretation, 
unless OSM has put a stamp of approval on the permit. Instead, as has occurred here, a company operating under a 
permit issued by the state would be operating at the risk that its permit could be declared invalid sixteen years after 
transfer of the permit to the company, meaning that its operations, conducted under a permit issued by the state, 
would be considered operations without a permit (a potentially serious offense under ASCMCRA).
82 30 U.S.C. § 1271(a).
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designed for. TDNs are intended to notify states of potential violations occurring on the site of 
mining operations, such as those relating to environmental violations, not procedural issues. 
Nevertheless, OSM has begun a national campaign to dramatically expand the reach of its TDN 
authority, by, among other things, applying its TDN process to the review of state permitting 
procedures and decisions.83 In a recent challenge to a state’s interpretation of an extension to 
begin mining statute, OSM issued a TDN to the State of West Virginia declaring that its 
retroactive extension of time to begin mining under a state coal permit was arbitrary and 
capricious, and that therefore the West Virginia permit was invalid. West Virginia responded to 
OSM and argued that OSM does not have the authority to use a TDN process for such purposes, 
stating that “TDNs may be issued only when a person, as that term is used in the applicable 
provisions of SMCRA, is currently in violation of performance standards or permit 
requirements,” and that the “allegation contained in the TDN is not the type of allegation that 
Congress intended to be addressed by the TDN process.”84

The State of Alaska has an established mechanism to allow affected parties to timely appeal state 
permitting decisions, both through the executive and judicial branches. The TDN in this case is 
tantamount to a back-door appeal o f a permit decision made 16 years ago and an attempt to 
circumvent the State’s statutorily established process and authority. If this use of a TDN is 
allowed to stand, it would invalidate the notion of exclusive jurisdiction that primacy states rely 
upon under SMCRA and essentially deem that permits are really only valid when OSM explicitly 
says they are. It would allow groups opposed to mining activities the right to ignore the State’s 
primacy and permit authorization procedures and have a perpetual right of appeal by ignoring 
State authorities and going to the federal government whenever they desired, as has happened in 
this case.

The problematic nature of OSM’s current use of the TDN process has significant consequences 
that are of growing concern to a number of states. Here, primacy over the coal program, 
particularly the issuance of permits, was granted to the State of Alaska in 1983. While other 
programs regulated by both state and federal entities provide for federal veto power over state

O f

permitting decisions, SMCRA is not such a statute. Thus, a permit holder need only obtain a 
permit from the state authority. “Administrative and judicial appeals of permit decision are 
matters of state jurisdiction in which the Secretary plays no role.”86 OSM has exceeded its TDN 
authority to conduct a post hoc review of DNR permitting decisions made 6 to 20 years ago. In 
order for a permit holder to be able to rely on a permit in this scenario, it would need OSM to

83 See, e.g., Attachment V, June 18,2012, West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection letter Re: Ten 
Day Notice NO. XI2-111-391-002, Marfork Coal Company Inc. ’s Eagle No. 2 Permit Extension; Attachment Y, 
Farrell-Cooper Mining Company v. Department of Interior et al., Case No. 6:1 l-cv-00428-FHS, Complaint filed on 
November 29, 2011, Answer and and Cross-claim of Defendant Oklahoma Department of Mines, filed January 31, 
2012; Notice of Appeal (to Tenth Circuit) filed on July 5, 2012.
84 Attachment V, June 18,2012, West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection letter Re: Ten Day Notice 
NO. XI2-111-391-002, Marfork Coal Company Inc. ’s Eagle No. 2 Permit Extension, pgs 2-3 (emphasis added).
85 See, e.g.. Clean Water Act 33 U.S.C. §1251 et seq., 33 U.S.C. §1344(c) (federal veto power).
86 Attachment Z, In re: Permanent Surface Mining Litigation, 653, F.2d 514,519 (D.C. Cir. 1981) (en banc).
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approve each permit after the State approved a permit in order to ensure that OSM would not 
invalidate a permit years later after operations had begun.

In its June 18, 2012 letter to OSM, the State of West Virginia essentially makes the same point:

An extension of the concept of granting exclusive regulatory jurisdiction to primacy 
states is Congress’ decision in SMCRA to also provide exclusive adjudicatory 
jurisdiction to the states as well. As the District of Columbia observed: ‘ [administrative 
and judicial appeals of permit decisions are matters of state jurisdiction in which the 
Secretary plays no role.’... INE 35 and the use of the TDN process in this case subverts 
the exclusive judicial appeal process established in Section 526 of SMCRA. The 
allegation in the citizen complaint amounts to nothing more than the citizen’s 
dissatisfaction with WVDEP’s handling o f  the citizen inspection and approval o f the 
permit extension. Essentially, the TDN is being used as an alternate means o f appealing 
the WVDEP’s permitting decision. SMCRA simply does not provide fo r  alternate avenues 
to seek relief from  a permit decision outside o f the framework fo r  the appeal process. The 
provisions of SMCRA mandate that:

Action of the State regulator authority pursuant to an approved State program 
shall be subject to judicial review by a court of competent jurisdiction in 
accordance with State law[.]87

Here, use of the TDN process allows parties to bypass State administrative and judicial remedies 
entirely. The havoc that can result is clearly demonstrated in this matter. In addition to the 
request for inspection, there is also a federal court case pending regarding the validity of the 
Wishbone Hill permits, a state court case Filed by the company alleging there is uncertainty 
regarding its permit, as well as a pending renewal decision which contains its own state court 
right of appeal. Surely Congress did not intend for there to be a state court renewal proceeding

D O

at the same time as two concurrent federal processes regarding the permit.

87 Attachment Y, June 18,2012, West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection letter Re: Ten Day Notice 
NO. X12-111-391-002, Marfork Coal Company Inc. ’s Eagle No. 2 Permit Extension, at 3 (citing 30 U.S.C. § 
1276(e)) (emphasis added).
88 Indeed, even OSM’s own TDN guidance indicates that use of the TDN in this instance is improper. Attachment 
W, INE-35 states that:

OSM will not review pending RA permitting decisions and will not issue a TDN for an alleged violation 
involving a permit defect until the RA has approved the relevant permitting action (e.g., permit issuance, permit 
revision, permit renewal, or transfer, assignment, or sale of permit rights), and the permittee has the RA’s 
approval to mine under the permit.

Even pursuant to OSM’s policy, use of the TDN here is at best premature as there is still a decision on the renewal 
of the permit pending, and no final approval to mine has been granted.
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Here, instead of addressing on-the-ground violations,89 the TDN is being misused. This is not an 
instance where mining is occurring without knowledge or oversight of the State. The permit 
holder is not operating without a permit. Instead, it is operating with a valid Alaska State permit 
which is being enforced and inspected regularly. Accordingly, the State of Alaska does not 
believe that OSM has the statutory authority to challenge the validity of State permits through 
the use of the TDN procedure.

IV . O th e r  Issu es  R aised  D u r in g  th e  R en e w a l  P ro c ess  R eg a r d in g  th e  
W ish bo n e  H il l  Perm its

In addition to their request to invalidate the permits, the parties who requested inspection, as well 
as others who commented during the public process, raised concerns and made requests 
regarding the baseline permit data and made requests for a Health Impact Assessment to be 
completed for the permit area. As indicated herein and in a letter sent today to UCM 
(Attachment A), the State has already taken steps to address many of these concerns.

A. State of Alaska Conducted a Health Impact Assessment

In response to concerns raised about potential health impacts from coal mining at Wishbone Hill, 
DNR requested in 2011 that a HIA for the Wishbone Hill area be conducted. The “Draft Health 
Impact Assessment for Proposed Coal Mine at Wishbone Hill, Matanuska-Susitna Borough, 
Alaska” was released by the Alaska Department of Health and Social Services, Health Impact 
Assessment Program, on March 5, 2012. As stated in its introduction, the “HIA provides 
decision makers with a review of potential positive and negative human health impacts related to 
the proposed Wishbone Hill Mine.”

We believe Alaska’s Health Impact Assessment Program is the most comprehensive and 
innovative HIA program in the country. The program evaluates the potential human health 
effects of proposed major development projects in Alaska through the use of existing public 
health surveillance data, medical literature reviews, and field studies.

HIAs are not required by state law but are seen as one aspect of a "best practices" approach to 
responsible development in Alaska. The public comment period for the HIA ended on April 30, 
2012, and it is being fmalized.

B. Updates to Background Data Have Been Requested of the Permit Holder in 
Conjunction with the Renewal Process

As mentioned in Section I, UCM has updated its data numerous times since the Wishbone Hill 
permits were first issued in 1991. It has maintained a ground water monitoring network,

89 Id. at 2-3.
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collected surface water quality data, studied and maintained vegetation and reclamation test 
plots, conducted wetland studies, and conducted fish and wildlife studies within the project area. 
DNR has enforced these permits as valid for many years and continues to uphold the validity of 
the Wishbone Hill permits.

However, pursuant to AS 27.21.180(b), DNR may request additional information from a renewal 
applicant if “the requirement is based on good cause and on a written finding that the additional 
information is necessary for the commissioner to determine whether the proposed operation will 
meet the requirements of ASCMCRA and the regulations adopted under it.”

After careful review of the permit renewal application and the approved operations and 
reclamation plan (including existing baseline environmental monitoring data), DNR has 
concluded that additional baseline information and revisions to the approved operation and 
reclamation plan is required in order to determine whether the proposed operation will meet the 
requirements of this chapter and the regulations adopted under it and therefore whether to grant, 
condition, modify, or deny UCM’s applications for renewal (see Attachment A for detailed 
information regarding the type of information to be required).

V. C o n c lu s io n :  OSM S h o u ld  R e t r a c t  t h e  T D N s a n d  D o e s  N o t  N eed  
t o  T a k e  F u r t h e r  A c t io n

OSM indicated in its letter to DNR dated July 19, 2012 that despite all evidence to the contrary, 
the Wishbone Hill permits likely expired in 1996. OSM asserts that procedural inadequacies in a 
20-year-old record are sufficient cause to show that the Wishbone Hill permits automatically 
terminated. In doing so, OSM ignores 16 years of DNR permit renewal decisions, inspections, 
and recent operations conducted under the permit. OSM also ignores that OSM itself has 
previously this permit and knew that operations did not begin until 2010. Even though 
operations have now begun, OSM asserts that it has the authority to reassess inadequacies in 
DNR’s documentation of compliance with AS 27.21.070(b) and to invalidate the Alaska-issued 
permit.

OSM does not have the authority to use a TDN process here. Additionally, even assuming it did 
have the authority, OSM should retract its TDNs pursuant to OSM’s own TDN policy, which 
states “OSM will not review pending Regulatory Authority (RA) permitting decisions and will 
not issue a TDN for an alleged violation involving a permit defect until the RA has approved the 
relevant permitting action.”90 Here, there is a pending permitting decision (the 2011 renewal) 
with the RA (Alaska DNR) and a TDN process is inappropriate under INE-35.

Although UCM has the ability to continue operations and maintain a valid permit until a final

90 Attachment W, INE-35 at 5.
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decision is made (AS 28.21.080(e)), that final decision has not yet occurred, and therefore this 
TDN is premature. Further, OSM does not need to take further action here because no 
operations besides reclamation and ongoing monitoring are occurring until UCM updates 
environmental monitoring data, including a detailed comparison to historic data and updates to 
the operation and reclamation plan, and addresses the concerns regarding outdated permit 
information (see Attachment A).

Brent Goodrum
Director, Division Mining, Land and Water
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