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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1ON THE GROUND IN THE ARCTIC

NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
by Senator Dick Durbin
The altimeter reads 8,500 feet, but the jagged mountain peaks still seemed much too close.  At a top speed of 100 knots, the 52 year-old single-engine Canadian Beaver aircraft labors its way over the Brooks Range in Arctic Alaska.  

Our Bush pilot, Dirk, has all the earmarks of a skillful, gutsy aviator.  A former crop-duster in North Dakota, Dirk came to Alaska searching for a different life.  He makes his living working long hours in the summer months ferrying hunters, hikers and canoeists into the distant reaches.  His landing strips away from his base in Coldfoot are invisible to the untrained eye from above, consisting of grassy, hard ground he had discovered over the years.  The entire fleet of his Coyote Air Service consists of the aging Beaver and a bright yellow two-seater Piper Cub.  Once landed on one of these strips, you find bright blue 15-gallon heavy plastic drums of aviation fuel – lifesavers in a region where permanent airstrips were often hundreds of miles away.

Dirk, thin with a bushy beard, scrambles up the foot-holds on the aging plane's struts to his pilot’s seat.  He faces an instrument panel on a plane built twenty years before he was born.  Prominent on the panel facing him are two color snapshots of his young son and daughter.  He shows us how to use the headphones and communication gear essential in the noisy cockpit.  As the Beaver lifts quickly from the Arctic Village gravel air strip, we hear a Dixie Chicks’ serenade over our headphones as we bank toward the vast plains and towering mountains of America’s Arctic.  

We climb over the Brooks Range and follow the Canning River on the North Slope toward the Arctic Ocean.  A few miles short of the ocean we bank sharply over endless,  tundra and land on a patch of grass on the banks of the Canning, the western boundary of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR).  Stepping down from the plane I am struck by the vast untouched expanse in every direction.  With nothing on your horizon but gentle rolling hills, your eyes are drawn above to the constantly changing tableau of clouds.

Weather barrels through this corner of the world like a fast-freight.  In a forty-five minute period, a dense morning fog rolls away and the bright sun in a cloudless sky gives us a clear view of the distant mountains.  On another morning, a biting wind blows horizontal rain against our billowing cook tent and in minutes turns to snow, then sleet, then sun.  Standing along a ridge one afternoon, we look north along the Canning as rain squalls march across an afternoon sky. 

Hiking across the spongy tundra, tramping down the mini-moguls, we find larkspur, patches of cotton grass, arctic ground squirrel warrens and tufts of grizzly bear hair.  There is no sign of human contact, save a rusted oil drum tossed on a sand bar in the river and a pair of leather sandals that must have fallen off the pack of a hiker long before we arrived.

The Canning River rolls to the ocean carrying snow melt in a hard-changing channel, then meanders off in lesser tendrils, finally merging again.  The rumble of the river is as constant as the day-long sunlight in the late summer sky.

Across the river we spot a dark object in the distance moving steadily along the banks.  We quickly mount a telescope and see it is a massive bull muskox.  We watch patiently as he makes his way in our direction.  When he reaches a spot directly across the river, we have our best view of this black shaggy throwback to an ancient time.  Then he spots us, wheels around and gallops away out of our sight.  

Curious birds eavesdrop on our campsite.  A plover drafts in the wind about ten feet above, watching every move as we fish from the river bank.  Ptarmigans scramble away as we hike toward their tundra nests.

President Bush believes that America’s energy appetite is so compelling that we must abandon a fifty-year commitment to preserve this untouched corner of our nation.  In 1960, President Eisenhower established the ANWR, declaring this area an important national treasure to be protected in perpetuity. But President Bush has proposed several decades of development and drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to deliver a six-month supply of our nation energy needs.

Standing on the banks of the Canning River one wonders whether our super-size, use-it-and-toss-it generation is not displaying a shortsightedness and selfishness that is a sad lesson for our children.

An amendment I offered to the Energy bill would have required automakers to build more fuel-efficient cars over the next ten years. According to the National Academy of Sciences, cars averaging 40 miles per gallon are attainable with current technology. My amendment for fuel efficient vehicles would have saved over 10 times the amount oil we could glean from ANWR.
The amendment was opposed by the White House, the oil companies, automakers, and their unions. The final vote fell short by a 32-64 margin.

The voices for conservation and responsible environmental stewardship were drowned out by the roar of special interests groups on Capitol Hill.

(Sen. Durbin camped out in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge during the August 2002 Congressional recess.)

