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FEATURE
WHERE WE REALLY STAND ON PEBBLE MINE
Written by Chris Hunt

Greed is an incredible motivator, 

says one of the country’s leading 

conservationists, and that’s why 

the proposed Pebble Mine is still a 

threat to one of the most productive 

native salmon and trout fisheries on 

the planet.  

 

“More than 10 years ago, I was 

sure that the people proposing 

the Pebble Mine were using it as 

some kind of smokescreen, that this 

horrible idea was conceived to grab 

the attention of the conservation 

community, while something bad 

was in the works somewhere else,” 

says Chris Wood, the president and 

CEO of Trout Unlimited. “It was 

just inconceivable that someone 

—anyone— would be this greedy 

… that they would put the most 

important salmon rivers on earth in 

such peril.  

 

“I was wrong.” 

 

Indeed, it might seem as if we’ve 

gone “back to the future” where 

Pebble Mine is concerned. A decade 

ago, the fly-fishing industry was 

actively working with the commercial 

fishing industry, native communities, 

TU and other conservation groups to 

beat back the idea of siting perhaps 

the globe’s largest open-pit mine 

in the headwaters of the Bristol Bay 

drainage in southwest Alaska. And, 

even the most cynical among the 

broad coalition of anti-mine partners 

would have conceded that progress 

in preventing Pebble from becoming 

a reality was being made in steady 

increments. 

 

During the Obama administration, 

the proposed mine was dealt what 

many considered a death knell—

the Pebble Partnership, despite 

being cajoled and pressured—

never submitted an actual permit 

application to construct the mine.  

 

The Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) took a proactive 

approach, using science to 

determine that industrial-scale 

mining in the Bristol Bay watershed 

was too risky to the intact 

ecosystem—as well as a thriving 

fisheries economy and a traditional 

subsistence culture. Investors bailed 

on the mine’s foreign conglomerate, 

leaving it cash-starved. Corporations 

like Tiffany and Co. vowed not to 

use the metals sourced from the 

proposed mine in its products, 

should Pebble ever be built. 

Alaskans, particularly those who 

lived in the watershed, adamantly 

and overwhelmingly opposed 

the mine. Throughout America, 

everyday citizens chimed in to stand 

against Pebble. But EPA never 

completed the task, never twisted 

the dagger, and a subsequent 

lawsuit by the Pebble Partnership 

pushed the proactive approach even 

further off the table. 

 

Bristol Bay Alaska is home to the most prolific salmon fishery in the world.



67

An
gl

in
gT

ra
de

.c
om

 | 
Fa

ll 
20

19
 Is

su
e

continued on next page...

Then, there was an election. And 

everything changed.  

 
This was the moment the Pebble 
Partnership was waiting for. A 
friendlier political environment in 
Washington, despite the continued 
opposition from the majority of 
Alaskans, spurred Pebble into 
finally filing for its permit. The 
administration change has resulted 
in a change atop the EPA, where 
science is now taking a back seat 
to politics on this issue. New life 
has been breathed into perhaps 
the worst possible proposal for wild 
salmon and native rainbow trout the 
world has ever seen.  
 
“Pebble sat on its hands for over a 
decade in a cynical attempt to wear 
down the fishing industry, sportsmen 

and the tribes,” Wood says. “They 
waited, and waited. Then the politics 
changed. And here we are.” 
 
But Wood cautions against “being 
afraid of politics.” 
 
“That’s how we’ll win this,” he says. 
“It would be political suicide for any 
elected official to go against the will 
of the people of Alaska and allow 
Pebble to become a reality.” 
 
Sportsmen and women, a notoriously 
slow-to-anger, slow-to-engage—
yet quite potent (and largely 
conservative) — constituency, have 
made it clear that Pebble puts in 
peril too much, Wood says, and they 
need to remain engaged. There can’t 
be fatigue when it comes to this 
issue, he says. 
 

“Every significant environmental win 
in memory has taken time,” he says. 
“The Wilderness Act took 20 years. 
The Clean Water Act took 20 years. 
This could take 20 years, too.” 
 
It may seem like the effort to beat 
back Pebble is spinning its wheels, 
but Wood promises that TU won’t 
give up.  
 
“We (TU) don’t use the threat of 
litigation loosely,” he says, noting 
that going to court is actually a rarity 
for the conservation group. “But this 
is the one place where we would use 
every tool at our disposal to protect.”  
 
The Bristol Bay watershed provides 
half of the world’s harvested sockeye 
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salmon, and it’s also home to the 
most robust chinook salmon fishery 
in Alaska.  
 
“It’s also the place where someone 
can catch a 30-inch rainbow trout—
the fish of a lifetime,” Wood noted.  
 
In 2018, a record 60 million sockeye 
salmon returned to the waters of 
Bristol Bay. This season’s return was 
almost as good, falling just short 
of that record. In all, the fishery 
provides some 14,000 American jobs 
and contributes $1.6 billion to the 
regional economy every single year.   
 
Why put that in peril for some finite 
heavy metals mine that will produce 
so much waste that an earthen dam 
will be needed to hold back millions 
of gallons of toxic mine tailings in 
perpetuity? 
 
“Greed,” Wood says. “This mine 
would be the most irresponsible and 
selfish act imaginable when it comes 
to the health of Alaska’s salmon. But 
greed is powerful. Very powerful.” 
 
TU isn’t the only organization 
battling the proposal. The 
Sportsmen’s Alliance for Alaska has 
long pushed alongside TU and other 
conservation groups and commercial 
fishing interests to protect Bristol 
Bay from Pebble Mine. The newly 
minted Bristol Bay Defense Fund is 
seeking money to up the heat on 
the Pebble Partnership and, in its 
words, assemble “a team of lawyers, 
scientists, government affairs 
specialist and experts in the federal 
permitting process” in order to help 
stop Pebble from becoming a reality. 
 

TU remains a workhorse in the 
fight against the mine, both on the 
ground in Bristol Bay, and in the 
halls of government, both in Juneau 
and in D.C.  
 
Steve Moyer, vice president in 
charge of government affairs for 
TU (he’s been with TU since 1992), 
is one of the country’s most astute 
conservationists when it comes to 
politics and how it plays out in real 
life, on the ground.  
 
“We will be relentless and use all of 
the options available to us to stop the 
mine. We made incredible progress 
with the 404(c) designation (the pre-
emptive EPA designation that would 
have banned industrial-scale mining 
in the region during the Obama 
administration), but we all knew that it 
was a major challenge to complete.” 
 
Many in the GOP, Moyer notes, 
opposed the idea of the 404(c) 
designation, not because of 
the impact it had on the Pebble 
proposal, but because of the 
precedent it sent for other industries 
that Republican lawmakers 
support.  “It was a tough shot, but 
everything that has happened since 

then— especially the wasteful, pell 
mell Draft Environmental Impact 
Statement process run by the Corps 
of Engineers that has been sharply 
criticized by TU, fishermen and every 
agency (including the EPA, ironically) 
— has proven how right the early 
404(c) was.“ 
 
“So now it’s a wide open brawl,” 
Moyer says. “It’s time to ‘cowboy 
up’ and stand together as the Band 
of Brothers and Sisters we’ve all 
become.” 
 
In order to move forward, Pebble 
will have to overcome significant 
hurdles, and not just the regulatory 
challenges a mine of such scope 
faces. There is a sophisticated and 
highly organized network of unlikely 
partners—interests that are often at 
odds — that stand it the mine’s way.  
 
First, there are the native tribes 
and the communities of Bristol 
Bay that stand in opposition to 
the mine. Then, there’s TU and its 
conservation partners. TU has been 
on the front lines of this battle for 
the better part of 15 years. Finally, 
both commercial and sport-fishing 
interests—two constituencies that 

Greed is an incredible motivator, says one of 
the country’s leading conservationists, and 
that’s why the proposed Pebble Mine is still 
a threat to one of the most productive native 
salmon and trout fisheries on the planet.
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often stand opposed to one another 
— have planted a collective flag in 
opposition to the mine.  
 
There’s too much at stake, Moyer 
says, and it’s not just the salmon 
and trout he’s talking about. It’s 
about the people … the partners 
TU has forged into a tight alliance 
standing against the mine. 
 
“When I get grumpy about the state 
of affairs on Pebble, I think about 
I think about Brian Kraft’s family 
(owners and operators of Alaska 
Sportsmen’s Lodge) and the dozens 
and dozens of families that own or 
operate businesses in Bristol Bay,“ 
Moyer continued. “The mine hangs 
over their heads every single day.  
 
“When they call for help, what are 
we going to say?” Moyer asks. 
“No, sorry, I have an important hair 
appointment? We’re with the lodges 
and the tribes, until the end of this 
fight. Every single day.” 
 
And, the partners in the fight aren’t 
just from Alaska.  
 
“The more you fish around the 
world, the more you realize just 
how special that part of Alaska is,” 
says Pat Vermillion, part-owner 
of Sweetwater Travel based in 
Livingston, Mont. His company 
sends about 400 anglers to Alaska 
every year, and, in the process, 
about $2.5 million to the region. 
Additionally, Sweetwater raises 
between $40,000 and $60,000 every 
year for work done by TU’s Alaska 
Program to keep Pebble at bay. 
“We can’t stop fighting. This is one 

of the last stands for wild salmon.” 
 
But Vermillion admits to being 
frustrated by the continued threat, 
and acknowledges that there is 
some skepticism in the industry. But, 
as he notes, his work is almost 100 
percent centered around sending 
anglers to three lodges in the Bristol 
Bay region, and while it may seem 
like an uphill battle all over again, 
he and Sweetwater aren’t about to 
quit. 
 
“It may seem like we’re back to the 
drawing board,” says Nelli Williams, 
director of TU’s Alaska Program. 
“But that’s just not the case. If we 
hadn’t been here at the beginning, 
years ago, and if we hadn’t worked 
with the tribes, the fishing industry, 
the lodges, chefs and anglers who 
come here to fish, we’d be looking 
at a hole in the ground right now 
in the heart of America’s salmon 
country.” 
 
There’s actually a lot to celebrate, 
Williams notes. 
 
“Together we’ve taken Pebble from 
being a sure thing to a project 
that faces massive opposition and 
significant hurdles. Science isn’t on 
their side; neither is public opinion. 
Even most investors see this mine 
as extremely risky. Every time we 
have a public comment period, the 
opposition is overwhelming, and it 
just pushes them closer to the cliff. 
Honestly, there’s not much life left  
in them. 
 
“We just need to stay the course 
and double down.” 
 

Efforts to contact the Pebble 
Partnership for comments were 
unsuccessful.  
 
With sound science, a passionate 
opposition and the understanding 
that so much is at stake in this fight, 
Williams believes staying the course 
will result in a win for all opposed to 
the mine. 
 
Among the biggest challenges? 
 
“There’s a lot of gold out there,” 
Moyer admits. “That’s the reason that 
Pebble is still there, still breathing. But 
we know what’s at stake, and we’re 
in it for the long haul. It’s a colossal 
battle. But we’re going to win.”  
 
Wood went a step further. 
 
“We’ll be the ones,” he said, 
“standing in front of the bulldozers 
if, Heaven help us, it ever comes to 
that.” 
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