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SCOTT HED ’90 IS FIGHTING
TO PROTECT THE LARGEST
WILD SALMON FISHERY IN THE
W O R L D , L O C AT E D I N O N E O F
A M E R I C A’ S L A S T F R O N T I E R S .
BY

GREG BREINING
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“ I F A P L ACE LIK E BRISTOL BAY C A N BE LOST, I T HIN K A LOT OF PEO P L E
F EEL EV ERYT HING IS ON T HE TA BLE . N OT HIN G IS OFF LIM ITS.”

S

cot t h ed seem ed to h av e
it all. Decent job. Good pay. Fun
coworkers. Great town to live
in — Sioux Falls, South Dakota.
And on the best days, he could
even claim that something he
helped ﬁnance, a piece of medical equipment perhaps, might have saved a life.
But he wasn’t feeling it. Back when he was
fresh out of St. Olaf with a degree in economics,
his job in the ﬁnance industry had been a great
ﬁt. But now, after several years of the nine-toﬁve grind, he was going to work because it was
what he’d done the day before, and the week

The site of the Pebble mine claim, one of the largest open-pit
mines ever proposed. If developed, “everything in this picture will be
turned into a pit 2,000 feet deep and over two miles across,” says
renowned conservation photographer Robert Glenn Ketchum.
P H OTO G R A P H © 2 0 1 2 R O B E R T G L E N N K E TC H U M
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before, and the month before, and because it was what he went
to college for. Was that reason enough?
Sometimes change takes an inducement. Sometimes it takes a
kick in the pants. With the announcement his ofﬁce was closing,
Scott Hed got one of each.
He had the chance to keep a job and move back to Minnesota,
or to stay in Sioux Falls and ﬁnd a new job. “I said to myself,
I’m thirty-two, this is a chance,” recalls Hed a dozen years later.
“What do I want to do with the rest of my life? So I asked:
What’s behind door number three?”
Door number three turned out to be a severance package,
and the opportunity to take a few months off and fall in love —
with Alaska, a place he visited years earlier. Soon, he was promoting the state to nature lovers and sportsmen and women in
the Lower Forty-Eight and enlisting their help in protecting
some of its treasured wild lands, including the famous Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge.

Most recently, the stakes have
risen. Hed has been criss-crossing
the country as director of the
Sportsman’s Alliance for Alaska in a
crucial bid to protect Bristol Bay
— one of the most spectacular wild
salmon ﬁsheries in the world —
from the threat of an open-pit copper and gold mine and tailings basin
that would cover twenty square
miles and be deep enough to swallow the Empire State Building. “If a
place like Bristol Bay can be lost, I
think a lot of people feel everything
is on the table,” says Hed. “Nothing
is off limits.”
Hed spends weeks away from his
wife and home every year. The work
is exhausting. But it is also challenging and rewarding. He feels a purpose every day. “I have never looked
back,” he says. His decision to head
off to Alaska and seek a new career
teaches the value of taking a chance
and cultivating a passion. It also
highlights the advantage of a liberal arts education.
“I always tell people, don’t let what you’re going to school
to get your degree in dictate what you do with the rest of
your life,” says Hed. “The world’s a big place. There’s a lot
of opportunity out there.”

H

· · ·

ed’s high school graduating class in Gaylord, Minnesota,
totaled ﬁfty-ﬁve. As class valedictorian, he applied to
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with the
thought of going into engineering. After ending up on the waiting list, he decided to look at smaller colleges in Minnesota.
He had played in his high school band and knew someone
who went to St. Olaf and participated in the college’s music
program. “So I learned a little bit about St. Olaf and came and
took a look,” says Hed. “I could see myself in this place.”
Enrollment in a liberal arts college gave Hed the opportunity
for a broader experience than he might have had as an engineering
major. He chose economics, with an accounting concentration.
“I thought the world of business seemed interesting. Seemed like
something you could make some money at.”
While Hed imagined someday working on Wall Street, his
ﬁrst job took him to Marshall, Minnesota, and, within a few
years, to Sioux Falls. But that suited him. He grew up hunting
ducks and pheasants, ﬁshing around southern Minnesota, and
canoeing each year with his family in the Boundary Waters Canoe
Area, near the Canadian border in northern Minnesota. “My
mom and dad were really good about instilling a love of the outdoors, wild places, big landscapes,” he says. They traveled to all
the grand North American landscapes: Yellowstone, the Grand
Tetons, the Maine Coast, the Black Hills. Hed found it ironic that
on the nation’s bicentennial, his family was vacationing in
Canada’s Banff National Park.

Although he would
rather be ﬂy ﬁshing
for trout and salmon
in southwestern
Alaska, Scott Hed
(above and far right)
more often ﬁnds
himself traveling to
Washington D.C. in
support of efforts to
protect the region
from development
and other environmental threats.

But for all that, he wasn’t quite prepared for his ﬁrst trip to
Alaska, a short jaunt on a bargain-price plane ticket. He rented
a car and drove to Denali National Park and down the Kenai
Peninsula. He was astounded by Alaska’s scale and remoteness,
by the sense that there were mountain ranges where humans
had never set foot. “You cannot believe there’s that much open
country,” he says. “It was just the wildest of the wild places I
had ever been in my life.”
So now, with his job ending and ten months pay coming,
Hed decided to return to Alaska and see it in an “epic” way.
He called an outﬁtter in Fairbanks and signed up to backpack
across the Brooks Range in northern Alaska and then raft down
the Kongakut River through the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.
“You seem pretty interested in this,” the outﬁtter said over
the phone. “I’m working with a conservation group that’s
bringing people to Washington, D.C. to speak to members of
Congress on behalf of Alaska. You interested?”
“It sounded kind of daunting,” Hed recalls. He hadn’t even
taken the trip yet. “Why would my lawmakers care what Scott
from Sioux Falls thinks about this place in remote Alaska?”
SPRING 2012
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But he went to D.C. And he found he enjoyed representing a
place he loved but barely knew. “What initially seemed very
daunting and intimidating turned out to be a chance where I met
some really great people,” he says. He discovered how easy it
was to talk to someone about something he cared deeply about.
He learned to “speak from the heart,” he says. “You don’t have
to be an expert on it.”
That summer, he backpacked and rafted in arctic Alaska.
Of many memorable experiences, one of the most spectacular
took place on the banks of the Kongakut as hundreds, if not
thousands, of caribou engulfed his camp in their migration from
the foothills to the coastal plain. That day, he watched the caribou plunge into the racing water, the calves entering timidly and
washing downstream before reaching the distant bank, where
they rejoined their mothers.
“An incredible experience,” recalls Hed. “It really kind of
locked in my passion about Alaska.”
He returned home to a message on his answering machine:
The Alaska Coalition needed a representative in the Midwest
to speak to groups on behalf of protecting Alaskan wild lands.
Did Hed know anyone? Hed returned the call. He recalls saying,
“Of course I know someone in the Midwest, and you’re talking to
him. So let’s do a phone interview and see what comes of this.”

H

· · ·

ed went to work as a representative for the Alaska
Coalition and later took a staff position with another
conservation group, the Alaska Conservation Foundation. He continued to live in Sioux Falls, talking to midwesterners
about the big Alaska issues, primarily protecting the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge from oil drilling, and preventing clearcutting in Tongass National Forest in the Alaskan panhandle.
Then, about six years ago, the foundation asked Hed to shift
his focus to an area of emerging concern. — Bristol Bay in
southwestern Alaska. Northern Dynasty Minerals, a mineral
exploration and development company based in Vancouver,
British Columbia, wanted to consolidate mineral claims in the
headwaters of Bristol Bay. If approved, it would lead to a mammoth open-pit copper and gold excavation known as Pebble
Mine. Would Hed, the foundation asked, be willing to talk to
hunters, anglers, and sporting-goods companies across the
United States about the danger the Pebble Mine posed to the
salmon runs in Bristol Bay?

The proposed site of the
Pebble mine is an area of
tundra wilderness in the
headwaters of the Kvichak
and Nushagak Rivers, two
of the eight major rivers
that feed Bristol Bay.

ALASKA
Pebble
site
Bristol
Bay
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The job seemed like perfect match — almost too perfect.
Says Hed, “I thought to myself, do I need to read the ﬁne print
here? Where is the catch? Am I still going to get paid?” He
would talk to sportsmen and women — his people in many
ways — about a place they all loved or dreamed of going to.
“So I said, sign me up.”
To carry out the lobbying effort, Hed started the Sportsman’s
Alliance for Alaska as a project of the Alaska Conservation
Foundation. So far, he has lined up the support of more than

500 hunting and ﬁshing organizations across the country,
including some 150 companies that cater to sportsmen and
women, such as Sturm, Ruger & Co., a ﬁrearms manufacturer,
and the Scott Fly Rod Company.
Says Hed, “I like to say I’ve got everyone from catch-andrelease ﬁshermen to big-game hunters. I have been able to work
the ﬁshing industry because [Bristol Bay] is honest-to-God one
of the premier ﬂy-ﬁshing destinations on this planet for trophy
rainbow trout as well as the salmon.”

Bristol Bay forms a huge notch in the coast of southwest
Alaska, cradled by the sweeping arm of the mountainous Alaska
Peninsula. Its watershed is a complex system of rivers, lakes,
streams, and wetlands that support the most productive wild
sockeye salmon ﬁshery in the world. Each year, up to 40 million
mature salmon — Chinook, Coho, sockeye, chum, and pink —
ascend the rivers of Bristol Bay to spawn. Most abundant are the
sockeye, green and red in their spawning colors. They swim and
thrash up the clear shallow tributaries in such numbers that they

Chikuminuk Lake, Wood-Tikchick State Park. The Bristol Bay basin
is a complex system of rivers, lakes, streams, and wetlands that
support the most productive wild salmon ﬁshery in the world.
M I C H A E L M E L F O R D/ N AT I O N A L G E O G R A P H I C S TO C K
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Salmon is the most valuable
commercial ﬁsh managed by the
state of Alaska, and Bristol Bay is
its richest commercial ﬁshery.
N I C K H A L L / G E T T Y I M AG E S

Each year, up to 40 million mature salmon
ascend the rivers and streams of Bristol Bay
to spawn. Most abundant are the sockeye,
green and red in their spawning colors.
MICHAEL MELFORD/NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC STOCK
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turn the streams themselves the color of blood.
The bay and its tributaries support a commercial wild salmon
ﬁshery worth $350 million a year, with some 8,000 ﬁshing jobs
and another 4,000 in processing and other ﬁshing-related positions. Anglers, especially ﬂy-ﬁshermen, ﬂock to the spawning
runs, paying as much as $1,000 a day to stay at lodges on the
best streams in hopes of landing the proverbial ﬁsh of a lifetime.

BR ISTO L B AY A N D ITS TRIBU TARIES
SUPPORT A COMMERCIAL WILD SALMON
FISHERY WO RTH $350 MILLION ANNUALLY,
W I T H 8 ,0 0 0 F ISHIN G J O BS AN D AN OTHER
4 ,00 0 I N P R O C ESSIN G AN D OTHER
FISHING-RELATED POSITIONS.

The Pebble Mine, if developed, would sit on the streams that
drain into the Nushagak River and the Kvichak River (by way of
Iliamna Lake). These two river systems produce about 40 percent of Bristol Bay’s sockeye salmon. No ordinary mine, Pebble
would be one of the largest for copper, gold, and molybdenum
in the world, a combination of underground shafts and an open
pit that all together would measure up to 3 miles across and
1,700 feet deep.
One of the most troubling aspects of the Pebble Mine is the
tremendous volume of low-grade ore that would be pulverized
to get at scattered ﬂecks and tiny veins of metal. Compared to
the ore of the historic Kennecott Mine in the Copper River
drainage, which averaged 13 percent copper over its life, the ore
of the Pebble Mine is expected to yield only 0.34 percent copper,
0.023 percent molybdenum, and 0.01 ounces gold per ton.
The result? More than 99 percent of the estimated 10.78
billion tons of ore in the Pebble Mine would be pulverized and
stored on site behind earthen dams up to 740 feet high. The
metallic sulﬁde waste rock from these dams has the potential
to produce acid drainage that could enter the salmon streams,
poisoning the ﬁsh. To make matters dicier, that area of the
Alaskan coast is riven with faults that frequently shift to produce
some of the world’s largest earthquakes, such as the magnitude
9.2 quake that shook Prince William Sound in 1964. Large
earthquakes might lead to tailings dam failures that could wipe
out entire watersheds.
In response to these very real concerns, the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), under the Clean Water Act, has undertaken a scientiﬁc analysis of the Bristol Bay watershed to better
understand how large-scale development might affect water
quality and the salmon. Hed calls this project “the biggest book
report ever put together for Bristol Bay.” The assessment, scheduled to be completed by late 2012, will inform the EPA’s policies
on protecting the area’s water quality and the salmon ﬁshery.
As the mining proposal continues to go ahead, developers
will have to apply for dozens of permits from the state of Alaska
and the federal government. One key permit would allow the
creation of the massive dams to contain the mining waste.

Hed and other campaign leaders are hoping that the ﬁndings of
the EPA’s watershed assessment and other investigations lead the
federal government to step in to stop the mine.
According to Hed, a lot rides on whether the Pebble project
goes forward. “I think people view this as: If Pebble goes, a lot
more is going to end up happening,” he says. “Outside of the
Pebble claim, there are 1,000 square miles of mining claims that
exist and are simply lying in wait. If Pebble were permitted, the
infrastructure would be in place that doesn’t exist today.” In
other words, roads would provide access to other claims.
In an unusual showing of solidarity, native communities
around Bristol Bay have joined with sportsmen and women, and
commercial ﬁshermen in Alaska and elsewhere. Chefs, restaurant
owners, and food markets have opposed the mine. Even jewelry
companies, including Tiffany & Co, Helzberg Diamonds, and
Jostens have vowed to get their gold elsewhere.
“There are all these diverse interest groups that asked the
EPA to get involved — all of whom have come out and said this
is not an anti-mining initiative,” says Hed. “This is simply the
wrong idea in the wrong place, in an area that is extremely valuable in its current state.
“It’s an incredibly unique set of circumstances that gives me
cautious optimism that the good guys have a ﬁghting chance,”
says Hed. “It is simply one of those iconic places that are far too
few in this world, in this time.”

H

· · ·

ed says he has no regrets about his midlife career
change. On the other hand, he has no second thoughts
about his original decision to get an economics degree
at St. Olaf and work in the ﬁnancial ﬁeld.
“It gave me a lot of great experience. I made great friends that
I’m still friends with to this day,” he says. Still, he recommends
the beneﬁts of soul searching. “I think more people should take a
bit of time to honestly look in the mirror when they get ready to
go to work in the morning. Ask yourself a really hard question:
Do I love, do I have a passion, do I really care about what I’m
going to go and do for the next eight to ten hours today?
“Just keep your eyes and ears open, because you never know
what’s going to present itself.”
For the last three years, Hed has returned to St. Olaf to speak
to students about his career and Alaska. It’s an opportunity to
talk about conservation and also a chance, he says, to give
“broad guidance to kids that are here today.”
During Hed’s most recent visit to St. Olaf last spring, President
David R. Anderson asked him what he’d do next in his career if
conservation groups such as the Alaska Conservation Foundation
and Sportsman’s Alliance for Alaska prevailed in stopping the
Pebble Mine.
“I’ve had other people ask me that question,” Hed recalls
answering. “I said, you know what? If this turns out right, I will
have worked myself out of a job.”
“But that means I will have done my job.”
GR EG B R EINING is a Twin Cities author and journalist whose
articles and essays have appeared in the New York Times, Audubon,
National Geographic Traveler, and many other publications.

Learn more at sportsmansalliance4ak.org and savebristolbay.org.

SPRING 2012

25

