
Where the Heck is Donlin? the movie

   caption: The great expanse of the upper Kuskokwim River valley.                                    

‘Where the Heck is Donlin?’ is the name of an expedition, a soon-to-be documentary, and a 
question alluding to the remote location of a proposed open pit gold mine. We chose this title 
based on the general lack of awareness surrounding the project.  Situated on a tributary above 
the mighty Kuskokwim River, the Donlin Gold mine is smaller in scale, but very similar in nature 
to the Pebble Project. The footprint of this mine will span from Cook Inlet to the YK Delta, 
influencing the surrounding people and landscapes. Kim McNett and I traversed Southwest 
Alaska by human power, roughly 850 miles, to see the areas of potential impact for ourselves. 
We are now in the process of making a movie about our trip and what we learned from the people 
who will be most affected if this mine is built.

Open pit mines are on many Alaskans’ radars these days, as the Pepple project continues to fill 
the air and T.V. waves, but Pebble is not the only mine of this type and design that is being 
proposed. Ambler Mine on the Kobuk River, Wishbone Hills, Chuitna Coal, and Donlin Gold are a 
few examples of large scale mines that are escaping mainstream scrutiny.  Many of these mines 
are on public land and an informed public is very important when decisions of this magnitude are 
being made.

Our means of researching this project was “adventure journalism”. We traveled by human power 
to see the land, hear from the people, eat the food, breathe the air and attempt to capture a time 
capsule of this place now, before the industrial development occurs.

http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/MetalsMining/Donlin-Creek-gold-mine-prospect.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/MetalsMining/PebbleMine.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Journeys/Where-The-Heck-Is-Donlin-Movie.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/MetalsMining/AmblerProject.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/AlaskaCoal/WishboneHillCoalMine.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/AlaskaCoal/ChuitnaCoalMine.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Journeys/Donlin.html


                               caption: 500 river miles by packraft.

The mine will require a 160 mega watt power plant (roughly the demand of Fairbanks) and the 
plan at present is to build a natural gas pipeline from Cook Inlet over the Alaska range to the mine 
site. For much of the way the pipeline will follow and cross the historic Iditarod Trail. How will this 
affect our iconic trail? What about the residents, and wilderness lodge owners? From the saddle 
of our fatbikes we attempted to answer some of these questions in the snowy month of March.

Open pit mines crush, mill and process large amounts of ore to extract trace minerals. This 
process generates tremendous volumes of waste. Acid mine drainage ( AMD), and mercury are 
the primary pollution concerns facing the mine. Perpetual (in other words ‘forever’) storage  at 
present is what is being considered the adequate solution.

While paddling our packrafts down the Kuskokwim River, we engaged residents on these topics 
in an attempt to better understand the concerns, hopes and fears that the people have about this 
massive project.

Two things became clear on our journey. One was that Donlin Gold LLC has been very 
successful in their campaign to win hearts and minds. From paying for funerals, catering 
community events and distributing food and clothing, Donlin Gold has been busy in their attempt 
to communicate that they will be good neighbors for the 25 years that the mine is planned to be in 
operation. The other was the level of involvement within the communities most proximal to the 
mine. Both upriver and downriver residents were much less aware and involved in the project, 
even though they will be inheriting the same risks to river and environmental health.

We have been working on our documentary and have produced a trailer about our expedition. 
This is a grass roots project with very little funding and a tremendous amount of volunteer hours.
Please visit our website, watch out trailer and if you can, make a donation.

Thank you.

http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/MetalsMining/Powering-Large-Mines-In-Alaska.html
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Issues/MetalsMining/AcidMineDrainage.html
https://sites.google.com/site/donlincreekworkinggroup/mercury-overview
http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.groundtruthtrekking.org%2FIssues%2FOtherIssues%2FInPerpetuity.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFYxpMTHtVxz-PK6jBOObLnuXRKfA
http://www.groundtruthtrekking.org/Journeys/Where-The-Heck-Is-Donlin-Movie.html
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