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Statehood Entitlement

—

Submerged Lands

Alaska became a state in 1959 and under the Equal Footing Doctrine and the Submerged Lands Act
inherited title to almost 60+ million acres of submerged lands. Unfortunately, since statehood, less
than 20 rivers have been determined to be navigable by the federal courts. Although BLM has made
numerous navigability determinations and the Department of the Interior is presently working
positively with the state to identify and issue a “Recordable Disclaimer of Interest” for navigable
waterways, the process is still painfully slow. Considering the fact that Alaska contains 20, 000+
potentially navigable rivers and well over 1,000,000 lakes that could qualify as navigable, it could take
several life-times and billions of litigation dollars before Alaska realizes its entitlement, if at all. In
addition, the passage of time weakens the state’s ability to provide the factual determinations necessary
to prove in a federal court that a waterbody was navigable at the time of statehood.

Issues of State Ownership of Submerged Lands
Alaska faces two types of legal hurdles in establishing its entitlement to submerged lands. Its most
critical problem is to establish, in an efficient and timely manner, which of the state’s rivers and lakes
are navigable. Alaska’s second hurdle is to determine which submerged lands the United States legally
withdrew prior to statehood. The state’s attempts to resolve these issues are thwarted by the extremely
narrow interpretation the United States gives to the federal Quiet Title Act and by the lack of a nonjudicial process to determine title.
The Basis of the State’s Claim of Title to Submerged Lands
Alaska owns the submerged lands underlying navigable waters and marine waters seaward three miles
by virtue of the Equal Footing Doctrine and the Submerged Lands Act of 1953. The Equal Footing
Doctrine dictates that new states enter the Union with all of the powers of sovereignty and jurisdiction
that pertain to the original states. When a state enters the Union, it takes title to the lands underlying
navigable waters and between mean high and mean low tide as a matter of constitutional right, subject
only to the paramount federal power to control the waters for navigation in interstate and foreign
commerce. The Submerged Lands Act conveys lands under marine waters and also includes lands
underlying inland navigable waters to confirm their automatic passage under the equal footing
doctrine.

For purposes of title to submerged lands, waters are navigable when they are used or susceptible of
being used in their natural and ordinary condition as highways for commerce over which trade and
travel may be conducted. Unfortunately, only a handful of waterways have been adjudged navigable
since Alaska’s statehood, because of the unwillingness of the United States to settle navigability issues
outside litigation, and because of the jurisdictional difficulties of litigating navigability against the
United States.
Despite the Equal Footing Doctrine and the Submerged Lands Act, the United States claims title to
most or all of the state’s submerged lands within the 25% of Alaska that the federal government had
reserved before statehood. This issue is governed by Utah Division ofLands v. United States, 482 U.s.
193 (1987). Commonly referred to as the “Utah Lake” case. In Utah Lake, the court held that in order
to establish that it retained title to submerged land within a reservation, the United States must
establish (1) that Congress clearly intended to include submerged lands in the withdrawal, and (2) that
Congress affirmatively intended to defeat the future state’s title to submerged lands. In Utah Lake, the
court found that the United States did not establish congress’ intent to include the lake-bed in the
reservation, despite the fact that the purpose of the reservation was to preserve the lake for a reservoir.
Navigable Waters Jurisdictional Issues
Some federal agencies have issued regulations governing activities on navigable waters flowing
through federal lands. The extent of their authority to do so is unclear. In some instances the agency
may have Commerce Clause authority (e.g. promulgating regulations to implement environmental
laws) but the more difficult question is the scope of an agency’s authority whose mandates are not
directly related to water, but are tied to land management, such as the National Forest Service,
National Park Service, National Fish and Wildlife Service and Bureau of Land Management. The
Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit has held that some agencies may regulate non-public lands
under the Property Clause if the activities could negatively affect the purpose of the federal
reservation. In Alaska, the more common scenario is an agency restricting public access on navigable
waters within a reservation, such as requiring restrictive permits to conduct commercial activities on a
waterway.
Navigability Criteria Conflicts
Where title to submerged lands is at stake, the dispositive issue is usually the navigability of the waters
that overlie them. The United States Bureau of Land Management (BLM) makes navigability
determinations infrequently, only for lakes less than 50 acres and rivers less than three chains (19$
feet) wide, and only when it is conveying the adjacent uplands. When waterways are larger than these
measurements BLM conveys the adjacent and non-submerged land without navigability
determinations. Even when BLM finds a smaller waterway non-navigable, however, it maintains that
the determination is relevant only to the amount of acreage it is conveying and does not reflect a
federal position on title.
The greatest hurdle to overcome in the State’s efforts to identify and manage navigable waters has
been the long-standing differences of opinion between the State of Alaska and the United States
regarding the application of the test for determining title navigability. Navigability is a question of
fact, not a simple legal formula. Variations in waterbody use that result from different physical
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characteristics and transportation methods and needs must be taken into account. There are many legal
precedents for determining navigability in other states based upon the particular facts presented in
those cases.
The physical characteristics and uses of a waterbody used by the State for asserting navigability
“criteria,” are based upon legal principles that have been established by the federal courts. These
criteria are applied to rivers, lakes, and streams throughout the State and take into account Alaska’s
geography, economy, customary modes of water-based transportation, and the particular physical
characteristics of the waterbody under consideration.
To resolve these navigability criteria disputes, the State has actively pursued a limited number of court
cases challenging particular findings of non-navigability by the federal government. Some of the
important cases are:
Gulkana River. In this case, both in the U.S. District Court and on appeal to the U.S. Court of
Appeals, the federal courts rejected the federal government’s restrictive interpretation of the
phrase “highway of commerce” in the title navigability test. The federal district court stated
that to demonstrate navigability, it is only necessary to show that the waterbody is physically
capable of “the most basic form of commercial use: the transportation of people or goods.”
Because the Gulkana River can be used for the transportation of people or goods, the Gulkana
River was found navigable. The court of appeals found that the modern use of the Gulkana
River for guided hunting, fishing, and sightseeing trips is a commercial use and, since the
physical characteristics of the river have not significantly changed since 1959, provides
conclusive evidence that the river was susceptible of commercial use at statehood. The court
also found that modern inflatable rafts can be used to establish navigability. In 1990, the U.S.
Supreme Court denied the request to review and overturn the decision and, thus, the Gulkana
River precedent is now binding on all future navigability determinations in Alaska.
Kandik, Nation and Black Rivers. In this case, the State and Doyon Limited successfully
established that the use or susceptibility of use of a river or stream by an 18-24 foot wooden
riverboat capable of carrying at least 1,000 pounds of gear or supplies is sufficient to establish
navigability. Based upon the use of these types of boats for the transportation of goods and
supplies by trappers, as well as extensive historic and contemporary canoe use, the federal
courts found the Kandik and Nation rivers navigable and, due to a technical interpretation of
the federal Quiet Title Act, failed to rule on the Black River. The Department of the Interior
issued a “Recordable Disclaimer of Interest” for the Black River, however, in 2003.
Alagnak River, Nonvianuk River, Kukaldek Lake and Nonvianuk Lake. In this federal
district court case, the Alagnak River, Nonvianuk River, Kukakiek Lake and Nonvianuk Lake
were all found navigable. Their primary transportation use is for commercially guided hunting,
fishing, and sightseeing and for government research and management. They also serve as a
means of access for local residents to their homes and to the surrounding areas for subsistence
hunting and fishing.
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From the standpoint of the public, the state and the federal governments both contribute to the
confusion over navigability determinations. The State Policy on Navigability adopted by the Alaska
Department of Natural Resources includes the following explanations:
“When information is lacking, and it must make a navigability determination, the state
is forced to rely solely upon the physical characteristics shown on maps and aerial
photographs. In these cases, the state identifies as navigable all streams depicted on the
U.S.G.S. maps with double lines (generally at least 70 feet wide) and having an average
gradient over the length of the stream of no more than 50 feet per mile.”
“Streams depicted with single lines, although narrower in width, may also be listed as
potentially navigable if they have gradients of substantially less than 50 feet per mile
and are at least 10 miles.”
“If a lake is totally isolated, it will be included on the state’s navigability maps if it is at
least 1 ½ miles long. That length insures that the lake can be used as a highway.”
“An isolated lake might need to be 2-3 miles long to be included on the state’s
navigability maps.”
those lakes which are shown on maps and aerial photographs as having a navigable
water connection with other navigable waters, or which are accessible by short overland
portages, are considered navigable regardless of the size of the lake.”
•

.

Clouded Titles Due to Erroneous NaviabiIity Determinations

The standard procedures for surveying and conveying federal land are found in the Manual of
Instructions for the Survey of the Public Lands of the United States. Under those procedures,
consistently used in every public land state except Alaska, only uplands are surveyed and conveyed in
fulfillment of acreage entitlements, not submerged lands. The survey rules require that all lakes 50
acres or larger, and rivers and streams three chains (198 feet) in width or wider, regardless of
navigability, be meandered rivers, lakes, and streams is not included in computing the amount of land
involved in the conveyance.
In Alaska, however, the federal government had not consistently followed these survey rules. Until
1983, the federal government treated submerged lands the same as uplands. All bodies of water that
were considered non-navigable by the federal government, regardless of size, were surveyed as though
they were uplands and the acreage of submerged lands were charged against the total acreage
entitlement.
Because of these conveyance procedures, the navigability of waterbodies in Alaska has been an issue
of contention since the enactment of the Alaska Statehood Act and ANCSA. In addition to the
problems caused by a lack of information about many waterbodies, the situation was exacerbated by
the narrow definition of navigabitity used by the federal government. Hundreds of rivers, lakes and
streams considered navigable by the state were determined non-navigable by the federal government.
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In 1983, the Department of the Interior agreed that the standard rules of survey should be followed for
land conveyances in Alaska. The recipients of conveyances from the federal government are charged
only for the amount of public land is calculated by the survey, which does not include the areas of
meandered rivers, lakes and streams. This decision by the Department of the Interior was legislatively
approved in 1988.
Despite the fact that the use of these survey procedures has eliminated many of the land conveyance
problems after 1983, a major problem concerning navigability decisions made by the federal
government under the old system remains unresolved. At issue are the hundreds of erroneous nonnavigability decisions and the resulting submerged land conveyances made to ANCSA corporations in
previous years. This issue becomes more critical as efforts are made by the federal government to
establish a deadline for completing land conveyances. ANCSA corporations may be unable to replace
erroneously conveyed submerged lands if the selection process had been terminated.
Difficulties Ouietin Title to Submerged Lands
The State must file a Quiet Title Action in federal court to definitively resolve a dispute with the
federal government regarding ownership of a navigable water body. The federal government has made
it very difficult to quiet title. The Quiet Title Act provides that the United States may be named as a
party defendant in a civil action “to adjudicate a disputed title to real property in which the United
States claims an interest.” 28 U.S. C. § 2409a(a). The United States has adopted a very narrow view
of the term “claims and interest,” asserting that the federal court has no jurisdiction to hear quiet title
actions against it unless the federal government actively and expressly asserts an interest in the lands.
In the context of the submerged lands, this will occur only in rare circumstances.
While the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals has decided that a federal non-navigability decision is a
sufficient federal claim of interest to give the court jurisdiction under the Quiet Title Act, for these few
waterways the State still may be unable to get a judgment, for the following reason. The State receives
notice of a non-navigability determination when BLM issues a conveyance decision. Both because the
State must give 180 days notice under the Quiet Title Act before filing a complaint, and because a
preliminary injunction to prevent the conveyance is unavailable under the Quiet Title Act, the United
States will likely convey the lands to a third party before the State can do anything to prevent it, and
the State could arguably lose its cause of action against the United States.
Therefore, the State rarely has a viable cause of action to quiet title to submerged lands. The United
States is in virtually the same position it was before the Quiet Title Act was passed: it controls when
and how a court resolves title disputes. The exception to this general rule will be title disputes based
on the issue of whether the United States defeated the State’s right to submerged lands before
statehood, where the United States has expressly taken a position.
The final legal determination of whether a water-body is navigable is a complex process requiring
factual determinations that a waterway had been effectively used for commerce prior to statehood. In
the States’ litigation to quiet title to the Black, Kandik, and Nation Rivers in northeast Alaska, a panel
for the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals noted in January, 2000:
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“There is also a serious policy concern in favor of allowing resolution of disputes based on the
United States’ inchoate claim to everything in Alaska but what it has disclaimed. Eventually,
all the witnesses will be dead, reducing the reliability of litigation. Someone who used one of
these rivers in 1959 at age 20 is now 60. The population in the area was so sparse at all
relevant times probably no more than a couple of hundred people who might have used the
three rivers during the relevant time, most too young to have relevant knowledge or too old to
have survived the forty years since statehood that a few deaths by old age can remove most or
all the knowledgeable witnesses. Also, a state entitled as of 1959 to all the incidents of
ownership in its rivers, yet still deprived of clear title forty years later, is effectively deprived of
what it is entitled to under the equal footing doctrine.”
—

—

In addition, the process has become incomprehensibly complicated and expensive. A case in point is
the quiet title action by the State to resolve submerged lands ownership under the Black, Kandik and
Nation rivers in northeast Alaska. These three rivers clearly meet the criteria established by the federal
courts for determining navigability in Alaska. Despite the fact that no one contested the State’s claim
that these three rivers met the federal courts criteria for determining navigability, this case took nine
years and upwards of a million of state and federal dollars to litigate, eventually resulting in the State
winning two of the three cases and achieving no solution on the third.
Solutions Through Administrative Action

—

Recordable Disclaimer of Interest

Following meetings with the Legislative leadership in 2002, the Department of the Interior offered to
examine the possibility of using a “Recordable Disclaimer of Interest” as a means of resolving
submerged lands title disputes between the state and the federal government. In 2003, the Department
of the Interior issued a “Recordable Disclaimer of Interest” in the Black River located in Northeast
Alaska. This River was one of three rivers in that region that the ownership of the submerged lands
was not resolved through litigation.
The legislature, through Legislative Budget and Audit, has funded a special project for the Alaska
Departments of Natural Resources and Fish and Game to expedite the petition process to the
Department of the Interior for issuing “Recordable Disclaimers of Interest” for navigable waters and
RS 2477 Rights-of-way. The major emphasis of the project has been directed at navigable waters.
Some petitions are pending and others are due to be submitted early in 2004.
Solutions Through Federal Legislation

A. Changes to the Quiet Title Act. The precise issue in dispute between the state and the United
States is what should require the United States to “claim an interest” so as to trigger jurisdiction
under the Quiet Title Act. A provision in the Quiet Title Act that defines this phrase broadly
enough to permit the state to quiet title to its submerged lands would resolve the issue. This
would require a definition that makes the existence of a legal cloud on title sufficient to
constitute a federal claim of interest, so that the United States’ refusal to take a position as to
navigability for title purposes of waters on federal lands would give the state a cause of action
in federal court.

6

B. Joint State/Federal Navigable Waters Commission. In 1971, Congress and the State of
Alaska respectively created a Joint Federal/State Land Use Planning Commission for Alaska to
assist in the massive land-use planning process following passage of the Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act. The State Legislature passed a bill in 2002 to create a similar State/Federal
Commission for the purpose of expediting navigability determinations and providing
recommendations for ways to improve the process of making water use and navigability
decisions in Alaska. Similar legislation was introduced in Congress by the Alaska delegation
to create the federal portion of the Commission. Unfortunately, this legislation did not pass as
the federal and state administrations looked for other ways to accelerate title dispute
resolutions.
Examples of Navigability Complexities & Additional Information

Appendix A is a copy of the State of Alaska’s August 27, 1992 notice to Secretary of the Interior,
Manuel Lujan, Jr. of its intent to quiet title to submerged lands described under 194 specific water
bodies in Alaska. Similarly, Appendix B contains a copy of the official notice to Secretary of the
Interior Bruce Babbitt of the State’s intent to quiet title to submerged lands described under an
additional 9 water-bodies. Most of the water-bodies listed in Appendix A and Appendix B have been
recognized by the Bureau of Land Management as being navigable for land conveyance purposes but
have maintained that this assertion is not for title purposes.
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Manuel Lujan, Jr., Secretary
Department of the Interior
1849 C Street NW
Washington, D.C. 20240

Dear Mr.

Lujan:

The State of Alaska intends to file real property quiet title
actions as to the submerged lands described on the list attached as
appendix A, and is providing you this notice pursuant to 28 U.S.C.
Title to these lands passed to Alaska at statehood
S2409a(m) .
based on the equal footing doctrine, the Submerged Land Act of May
and
22, 1953, P.L. 83—31, 67 Stat. 29, 43 U.S.C. SS13O1
the Alaska Statehood Act of July 7, 1958, P.L. 85-508, 72 Stat.
339, 48 U.S.C. note preceding 521.

Sincerely,
CHARLES E. COLE
ATTORNEY GENERAL

By:

‘

,,

/%1oanne M. Grace

7 Assistant

cc:

&417

Attorney

General

V

JMG/sh
Attachment

I. T. Tangen, Regional Solicitor, Department of Interior
Edward F. Spang, State Director, Bureau of Land Management
Niles Cesar, 1rea Director, Bureau of Indian Affairs
Walter Stieglitz, Regional Director, Fish and Wildlife Service
John Morehead, Regional Director, National Park Service
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(907)495-6 735

CERTIXD M.II -.RETUR2I RECEITREQUESTED
Bruce Babbitt
Department of the Interior
1849 C Street NW
Washington, D.C. 20240
Dear Mr.

Babbitt:

The State of A1aka intends to file real propLty quiet title
actions as to the submerged lands described on te list attached as
appendix A, and is providing you this notice pursuant to 28 U.s.C.
Title to these lands passed to Alasica at stateiood
S 2409a(m).
based on the equal footing doctrine, the SubmergedLand Act of May
22, 1953, P.L. 83—31, 67 Stat. 29, 43 U.S.c. 55 1301 et seq., and
the Alaska Statehood Act of .u1y 7, 1958, P.L. 85—508, 72 Stat.
339, 48 U.S.C. note preceding §21.

Sincerely,
BRUCE N. BOTELHO
ATTORNEY GENERAL
t:-

ie N. Grace
istant Attorney General
Attachment
cc:

03-C5Lfl

Laurie Adams, Regional Solicitor, Departmntot Interior
Tom Allen, State Director, Bureau of Land Management
Niles Cesar, Area Director, Bureau of IndianAff airs
David B. Allen, Regional Director, Fish and Wildlife Service
Robert Earbee, Regional Director, National P4rk Service
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APPENIDIX A

ppr River Region
Copper River

—

MQtern Region
Kuic River
Meade River
Kuicpowruk River

Eri5tol Bay Region
Aro1k River
Kane1tok River

Kisar1ik River
Goodnews River
Togiaic River
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