
 
 

 

 

August 4, 2025 
 

The Honorable Nick Begich 

153 Cannon House Office Building 

Washington, DC 20515 
  

RE: Opposition to Proposed Amendments to the Marine Mammal Protection Act 
  

Dear Congressman Begich, 
  

Kawerak, Inc., the regional tribal nonprofit organization serving the Bering Strait 

region, represents the leadership of 20 federally recognized tribes and provides 

services to 16 communities. Our Subsistence Resources Program advocates for the 

protection of Alaska Native subsistence rights and the sustainable stewardship of 

our marine environment. We write to strongly oppose the amendments to the 

Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) and urge the House Natural Resources 

Committee to reconsider this course of action. 
  

Since time immemorial, the Inupiaq, Yupik, and St. Lawrence Island Yupik peoples 

have depended on marine mammals, not only for physical sustenance, but also for 

cultural identity, spiritual connection, and community integrity. The MMPA has 

been a cornerstone in protecting these vital resources for over 50 years. Weakening 

its provisions now would undo decades of progress and risk irreparable harm. 
  

Core Concerns with the Proposed Amendments: 
  

1. Undermining Ecological Protections and Interconnected Systems 

The amendments take away protections for the very things that make Alaska unique 

and beautiful—its wildlife, ecosystems, and interdependent marine life. Marine 

mammals cannot be managed in isolation. The ecosystem includes fish, migratory 

birds, and countless other species. A species-specific approach fails to recognize 

the complexity of Alaska’s fragile ecosystems, and risks tipping the balance in ways 

that affect entire food chains. 
  

2. Threat to Alaska Native Traditional Economies 

Alaska Native communities depend on healthy marine mammal populations as 

part of traditional subsistence economies. Economic development must be 

balanced with ecological and cultural sustainability. The proposed amendments, 

however, would minimize protective mechanisms in favor of industry expansion. 
  

3. Disregard for Original MMPA Intent 

The MMPA was created to curb unregulated industrial harm to marine mammals. 

The current proposals move in the opposite direction—reducing permit review 



 
 

requirements, weakening injury reporting standards, and prioritizing permit 

expediency over careful scientific analysis. This violates the original legislative 

intent and opens the door to long-term harm. 
  

4. Redefined “Optimum Sustainable Population” Sets Dangerous Standard 

The codified definition of “optimum sustainable population” focuses on long-term 

population health and ecological integrity. The proposed revision reduces the 

standard from “maximum productivity” to merely “necessary to support 

continued survival.” This alarming shift could justify leaving only a handful of 

breeding pairs—even in captivity—to satisfy legal population standards. 
  

5. Reckless Permit Timelines and Automatic Approvals 

Imposing a 165-day deadline, and automatically approving permits if timelines 

are missed, is reckless. These deadlines are unrealistic given the complexity of 

environmental assessments and agency staffing, and could allow potentially 

harmful activities to proceed without sufficient review – while this may maximize 

short term benefit to industry, it could have devastating, generational 

consequences on marine mammal populations and those who rely on them. 
 

6. Loss of Regulatory Oversight and Scientific Standards 

Federal agencies like U.S. Fish and Wildlife must retain the authority to manage 

species under their jurisdiction. The amendments hamstring their ability to 

maintain that oversight. Moreover, requirements like needing “visible physical 

injury” for harm to be counted discounts the importance of peer-reviewed models 

and estimates. This renders responsible management nearly impossible. 
  

For more than five decades, the MMPA has protected not only marine mammals 

but the peoples, cultures, and ecological heritages of those that depend on them. 

Now is not the time to weaken it. We therefore respectfully request that Congress 

halt movement on these amendments and ensure any revisions to the MMPA 

include robust Tribal consultation and the free, prior, and informed consent of 

Alaska Native Tribes. 
  

We welcome further collaboration with you and your staff and anticipate following 

up with more detailed information on how the proposed amendments may affect 

those Kawerak, Inc., serves. For further discussion, please contact Charles 

Menadelook, Subsistence Resources Program Director, at 

cbmenadelook@kawerak.org or 907-443-4265. 

  

Sincerely, 
 

 

Melanie Bahnke, President 

Kawerak, Inc. 
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