
Premier Alaska Tours Miscellaneous Information Alaska   

 

 

ANWR – Arctic National Wildlife Refuge 
 

What is ANWR and where is the Coastal Plain? 
 

The 19 million acre Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) lies in the northeast corner of 

Alaska. The entire refuge lies north of the Arctic Circle and 1,300 miles south of the North Pole. 

The Coastal Plain area, comprising 1.5 million acres on the northern edge of ANWR, is bordered 

on the north by the Beaufort Sea, on the east by the Canadian border, and on the west by the 

Canning River. The Kaktovik Inupiat Corporation and Arctic Slope Regional Corporation (both 

Alaska Native corporations) own 94,000 acres in the Coastal Plain surrounding the village of 

Kaktovik. 
 

 

At its widest points, the Coastal Plain is about 100 miles across and about 30 miles deep and 

covers an area slightly larger than the state of Delaware. Along the coastal area, the plain is an 

almost featureless expanse, barren and dotted with thousands of unconnected small ponds; the 

area to the south becomes gently rolling, treeless hills which merge into foothills and then into 

the northern edges of the Brooks Range. 
 

 

There is a Native population of about 220 residents at Kaktovik, a village on Native owned lands 

at Barter Island, adjacent to the Coastal Plain and within the boundaries of ANWR. 
 

 

 

If ANWR was a state, it would be larger than 10 other states: 

Size of ANWR relative to U.S. states 

1. ANWR 19.0 million acres 

Portion of ANWR permanently closed to 

development (Wilderness & Refuge) 
17.5 million

 

2. West Virginia 15.5 

3. Maryland 6.6 

4. Vermont 6.1 

5. New Hampshire 5.9 

6. Massachusetts 5.3 

7. New Jersey 4.9 

8. Hawaii 4.1 

9. Connecticut 3.2 

Area proposed for exploration 1.5 million 

10. Delaware 1.3 

11. Rhode Island .7 
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The Issue: 
 

Less than 100 miles west of ANWR lies Prudhoe Bay, North America’s largest oil field, located 

along similar geologic trends. Prudhoe, together with Kuparuk, Lisburne and Endicott, accounts 

for about 25 percent of U.S. domestic oil production. 
 

 

The consensus of the geologic community is that the Coastal Plain of ANWR represents a high 

potential for petroleum in an onshore area. How much oil is beneath the refuge’s Coastal Plain is 

uncertain because only one exploratory well has been drilled and its results have not been made 

public. The Interior Department estimates that the plain could have anywhere from 5.7 billion 

barrels to 16 billion barrels. The United States uses about 20 million barrels a day. Should 

leasing be permitted and subsequent commercial discoveries be made, it will be an estimated 15 

years or more before oil and gas production from ANWR reaches market. Nevertheless, in 

issuing its decision with regard to future management of the Coastal Plain of the Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge, Congress will be faced with the challenge of reconciling diverse goals, national 

needs for additional domestic energy supplies, the national need and interest in preservation of 

wilderness or nearly wild lands, and the promise (in ANCSA and ANILCA) to Alaska Natives 

regarding continued availability of subsistence fish and wildlife resources. 
 

 

Where does the decision stand now? 
 

 

In March of 2003, the Senate narrowly rejected oil drilling in ANWR. Development of the 

millions of barrels of oil beneath the 100-mile coastal plain of the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge in northeastern Alaska has been a key part of President Bush’s energy plan. 

Environmentalists contended drilling there would jeopardize a pristine area valued for its 

wildlife. 
 

Drilling supporters contend that with government-imposed restrictions and the use of modern 

technology, the oil could be pumped without harming the coastal plain’s wildlife, not to mention 

the area where the drilling would take place is rather small. Environmentalists counter that the 

‘small area’ would be scattered over 1.5 million acres of coastal tundra, disturbing polar bears, 

affecting calving grounds for caribou and interfering with millions of migratory birds that swoop 

down on the plain each summer. 


