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ABSTRACT 

A survey was conducted by the Subsistence Section of the Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game of all permitholders who had obtained 1980 

Subsistence Fishery Permits in subunit Y6-C of the Tanana River. The 

goal of the survey was to develop a baseline of data in order to assess 

changes in user populations and the fishery over time, and to make 

recommendations to the Board of Fisheries at the appropriate time. Methods . 

and results of the mail-out survey questionnaire are presented, and issues 

for management and policy consideration are addressed. 

. . ,.. . 
_I’., .,. . . . . 

:I -- 
_. . ..-.- 

.‘ i.l 



-2- 

PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Growth in the number of permitholders and in the total harvest 

volume of subsistence-caught salmon in subunit Y6-C of the Tanana River 

has been evident over the past several years. The number of permits issued 

has nearly doubled from 1978 to 1980 (160 and 315 issued, respectively--see 

Table I). Total harvest volume reported for chum salmon, similarly, for 

subunit Y-6C has increased from 2,958 in 1974 to 6,744 in 1980, with the 

1979 catch reported as the high volume harvested (6,843) for the period 

1974 to 1980. 

At the same time that the number of permits issued and total harvest 

volumes were on the increase, more restrictive regulatory mechanisms were 

instituted in 1979 by the Board of Fisheries in the Copper River Basin to 

protect depleted stocks. Fairbanks area fishermen, it was believed, might 

be affected by such regulatory changes and potentially could increase 

pressure on the Tanana River subsistence salmon fishery by shifting their 

subsistence fishing activity from the Copper to the Tanana River. 

c 

Because of growth in the number of permitholders and harvest volumes, 

and because of a need to monitor potentially significant shifts in fishing 

patterns on the Tanana, Subsistence Section and Commercial Fisheries Division 

staff agreed that more detailed user trend data needed to be developed for 

subunit Y6-C on the Tanana River. Alaska's "Subsistence Law" (AS 16.65.251) 

mandates that subsistence use of both fish and game resources shall be the 

priority use, and requires the Subsistence Section of the Alaska Department 

of Fish and Game to compile existing data and conduct studies to determine 
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f the role of subsistence hunting and fishing in the lives of Alaska's resi- 

dents. 

Commercial Fisheries Division documents harvest volumes, the number 

of permits issued, and biological status of the resource for the permit area 

on a yearly basis. The goal of the Section's data-collection effort, 

focusing on the users of the resource, was to develop a baseline to assess 

changes in the fishery over time and to make recommendations to the Board 

of Fisheries at the appropriate time on protection of fishery resources and 

subsistence needs. The effort would also prov ide a mode 1 for assessments 

of other subsistence permit fisheries in Inter ior Alaska as the need arose. 

The data collection method chosen by the Subsistence Section was a 

survey questionnaire mailed to all 1980 permitholders. Mailed 

questionnaires provide a flexible tool for efficiently and systematically 

gathering data which would reach all permitholders and provide them an 

opportunity to participate in providing information to the Board of 

Fisheries and the Department for management and policy development. 

Queitions on the survey were geared toward developing data useful to the 

Board in profiling characteristics of the user population. Such a profile 

'would, it is hoped, be useful in assessing criteria established by Alaska 

statute (SLA chapter 151), including determinations as to the "customary 

and traditional" nature of the fishery. The intent was not to develop 

detailed mechanisms for prioritizing among users at this time but to 

improve data collection efforts should the Board require more detailed 

data at a future date. 
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( It is anticipated that a more intensive survey will be conducted, in 

1981, utilizing a "drop-card" technique of collecting data from all users 

as permits are issued; interviews with permitholders will also be used. 

Particular efforts will be made to identify potential subpopulations of 

users not thoroughly surveyed in this baseline data-gathering effort. 
---__ 

METHOD .-- 

Prior to the survey, consultations were held with Commercial Fisheries 

staff, Fairbanks Advisory Committee members, Tanana Chiefs Conference, and 

with Fairbanks area residents knowledgeable about the permit fishery. Field 

trips on the Tanana River during the time of most intense fishing activity 

provided additional information useful in designing an appropriate survey 

instrument. 

A Research Design and draft survey questionnaire were developed and 

modified based upon comments from Commercial Fisheries and Subsistence 

Section staff, knowledgeable Fairbanks area residents, and others. A final 

draf; questionnaire was developed in October 1980 (see Appendix I), 

consisting of 11 questions. Additional space was provided allowing 

permitholders to comment on their subjective perceptions of the fishery 

and/or the questionnaire. 

Survey questionnaires accompanied by a "business-reply" return envelope 

were mailed to the 315 households holding permits in 1980 on October 21 

by a Fishery Biologist I (permanent-seasonal) assisting with the survey. 

Return envelopes were coded with the permit number to facilitate mailing 
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of a follow-up letter and additional questionnaire to those who did not 

respond initially; coded envelopes, however, were not retained with the 

questionnare and care was taken to ensure confidentiality of data. 

Permitholders were asked not to sign their questionnaires. 

A follow-up letter accompanied by an additional questionnaire was sent 

to all permitholders who had not responded as of November 12, 1980. While 

confidentiality of the data was maintained, care was taken to ensure that 

only one questionnaire would be coded for each permit number. Approximately 

36% (77) of the 'questionnaires returned were received after the follow-up 

letter had been mailed. 

All questionnaires received as of November 21 were coded by Subsistence 

Section staff in Fairbanks. A data entry format was developed for digitizing 

and entering data in the Section's computer files. The total response 

period from the initial mailing to final coding was 31 days. 

Analysis of the baseline data consisted of developing frequency distri- 
v 

butions for each of 38 variables examined in the survey, focusing on: 1) 

past participation in the fishery (including number of years fished in the 

permit area, and number of years both at current location and in Alaska); 

2) household characteristics (income, employment, household size and compo- 

sition, possession of a limited entry permit or sport fishing license, and 

utilization and amount of fish and/or meat derived from subsistence); and 

3) location of residency. Cross-tabulation and breakdowns of variables were 

then undertaken in a second level of analysis to attempt to profile discrete 

subpopulations within the larger sample population. 
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RESULTS 

The sample population of coded responses totaled 217 cases out of a 

total possible response of 315. The coded sample represents 69% of all 

1980 permitholders. An additional 19 responses (6% of total possible 

responses) were received too late to be included in the analysis. Eight 

questionnaires (3% of total possible responses) were returned undeliv- 

erable as addressed. 

1. Years Involved in the Fishery 

Frequency distributions were developed profiling the number of years 

involved in the fishery and the number of years the permitholders resided 

both at their current location and in Alaska. Questions about residency 

were included, primarily to determine whether recent participants in the 

fishery were new to Alaska and/or the local area, and particularly whether 

there had been a significant shift of rural residents to an urban location. 

Analysis of the data (see Table II) indicates that, while on the average 

many permitholders have lived both in Alaska and at their current locations 

for some time, their involvement in the Tanana River subsistence permit 

fishery is on the average considerably shorter in duration. 

Respondents were asked to specify their location of residency. 

Greater Fairbanks area residents (including Chena Hot Springs Road, Fox, 

and Goldstream Valley) comprised 76.9% of all respondents. North Pole and 

Eielson AFB residents comprised 11.5%, while Ester residents made up 5% 

of the respondents. The Richardson Highway-Salcha area contributed 4.1% 

to the total; other or no response comprised 1%. 
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Table II. Years Involved in Fishery and Residency 

All Coded 
Responses 

(n=217) 

t Years # Years 
Involved in at Present 

Tanana Fishery Location 
(mean # years) (mean # years) 

2.1 9.2 

X Years 
in Alaska 

(mean # years) 

13.8 

Table III shows the percent of past participation of 1980 permitholders 

in the permit fishery from 1974 to 1980. The data indicate that there is a 

high turnover rate of participants in the Y6-C subsistence fishery; 66% of 

those who obtained permits in 1979, for example, did not obtain permits in 

1980. This would indicate a relatively high degree of discontinuity among 

permitholders in obtaining permits year after year. 

Table III. Past participation of 1980 Permitholders 
1974-1980. 

in Y6-C Permit Fishery, 

Permit # Permits # 1980 Respondents % 1980 Respondents 
Year Issued Who Fished, by Year Who Fished, by Year 

1986 315 195 62% 
1979 249 84 34% 
1978 160 48 30% 
1977 27% 
1976 1:; :9" 17% 
1975 * 36 14 39% 
1974 70 9 13% 

2. Household Characteristics 

Household size and composition --including the number of persons in 

the household greater than 55 years and less than 18 years old--income, 
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ables were examined. Table IV profiles means for 

the number of persons in the household over 55 years and 

under 18 years. 

Table IV. Household Size and Age Composition of Surveyed Househo ds 

Household % Having % Having % Having 
Size l-2 Members l-3 Members 4-6 Members 

(mean) >55 Yrs. (18 Yrs. -Cl8 Yrs. 

All Coded 
Responses 

(n=217) 3.03 8.7 47.5 5.5 

The data indicate that a relatively small percentage (8.7%) of house- 

holds surveyed contain members who are greater than 55 years of age. Fifty- ' 

three percent of households surveyed had members under the age of 18, and 

the mean household size was 3.03 persons. 

Employment data indicate that two-thirds (66.8%) of all households 

have at least one person employed full-time, and 47.9% have at least one 

person employed part-time or seasonally. The relatively large percentage 

of households having at least one member employed full-time and the median 

income range indicate that the average sample household is actively involved 

in the wage economy, a not surprising fact given the availability of wage- 

producing opportunities in the Fairbanks area. The median income category 

determined through this survey coincides with median income figures obtained 

from nonlocal residents in the Copper River Survey of 1979, many of whom 

were Fairbanks residents. 
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Table V. Income and Employment of Surveyed Households 

Median 
Income 

% with 
% with No Members % with 

No Members Employed No Members 
Employed Part-time/ Retired/ 
Full-time Seasonal Unemployed 

All 
Respondents 

(n=217) $15-20,000 33.2 52.1 77.0 

Data indicate that 36% of all surveyed households obtain "all" or 

"most" of the meat or fish from subsistence activities. A total of 

58.5% obtain "half" or "some" of their household meat or fish from subsist- 

ence. The larger percentage obtaining "half" or "some" of their meat or 

fish from subsistence might be attributed to the variety of foodstuffs 

available to households in the Fairbanks area; relatively few households 

(7.8%) obtain all of their meat and fish from subsistence activities. 

Table VI. Amount of Household Fish/Meat Obtained through Subsistence 
(X of households reporting) 

s 

All 
Respondents 

(n=217) 

All Most 

7.8 29.0 

Half 

23.0 

Some 

35.5 

None 

2.8 

Data on utilization of subsistence-caught salmon indicate household 

consumption is clearly the most prevalent use. Fully 83% of all households 

surveyed utilize "all" or "most" of their salmon for household consumption. 

Only 3.2% utilize "all" or "most" of their salmon for dog food and 78.8% 



utilize "none" of their salmon for that purpose. Sharing "all," "most," 

or "half ' of their salmon with friends is practiced by only 6% of all 

househol ds surveyed, while 45.6% said they shared "some" and 45.2% shared 

"none." Only 9.7% used salmon for trade or barter, and 7.4% utilized 
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salmon for other purposes, including its use for 

Table VII. Utilization of Subsistence-Caught Sal 
(% of households utilizing) 

trapping bait. 

mon 

. 

All 
Not 

Most Half Some None Applicable 

Household 
consumption 39.2 43.8 5.5 6.5 1.8 3.2 

Dog food 0.9 2.3 3.2 11.5 78.8 3.2 

Share with 
friends 0.5 0.9 4.6 45.6 45.2 3.2 

Trade/ 
barter 0.0 0.0 0.5 6.0 90.3 3.2 

Other/incl. 
trapping 
bait 0.0 0.0 0.0 8.3 92.6 3.2 

Table VIII indicates that the largest percentage (31%) of all house- 

holds utilize an average of 26 to 50 salmon per year; 28.1% utilize 51 to 

80 salmon per year; 24.0% use 11 to 25 salmon in an average year; and 

10.6% use 1 to 10 salmon. The question of whether additional salmon could 

be utilized or were desired was not asked in this survey, although six 

respondents mentioned a desire for additional fish in their subjective 

comments. Current permit harvest limits in subunit Y6-C allow 75 chum 

salmon and 5 king salmon to be taken. 
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Table VIII. Number of Salmon Used per Household/Year 
(% of households using) 

Number of Salmon 

l-10 11-25 26-50 51-80 Not applicable 

10.6 24.0 31.8 28.1 5.5 

Indicators of the availability of alternative resources include income, 

employment, and possession of a limited entry permit or sport fishing 

license. Table V provides a profile of income and employment variables. 

The number of households possessing a limited entry permit or sport fishing 

license is included in Table IX. 

Table IX. Possession of Limited Entry or Sport Fishing License 
(% of households possessing) 

Limited Sport Fishing 
Entry License 

Yes 3.2 89.4 
No 94.0 9.7 
Not applicable 2.8 0.9 

c 

3. Patterns of Fishing Activity 

One focus of the survey was to determine whether or not 1980 permit- 

holders had moved from other fishing locations and, if so, why they had 

moved. 
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Table X. Households Having Fished on Other Rivers for Subsistence 
(% of households) 

Fished Other Rivers 
for Subsistence 

Yes 

33.6 

No - 

66.4 

The data show that approximately one-third of all households responding 

had fished for subsistence on rivers other than the Tanana. Of those 

that had fished elsewhere, 71.2% (52 households) had primarily fished on 

the Copper River, 13.7% had primarily fished on the Yukon River, and the 

remaining 16.4X'on eight other rivers. 

Reasons given for changing locati 

regulation changes (33.3%); moved resi 

and other (25.9%). 

on by those who had changed included: 

dence (29.6%); poor harvest (11.1%); 

Of those who had moved from the Copper River (71.2% of those who had 

changed locations), 34.6% noted regulation changes as the primary reason 

for changing, 7.7% noted poor harvests as the primary factor, 13.5% 

reported other (unspecified) reasons, and 36.5% either had no response 

or answered "not applicable." 

DISCUSSION 

The data presented provide a limited profile of the households 

surveyed in 1980. As noted above,.the intent of the survey was to provide 

a current profile of users in the fishery, to serve as a baseline for 

measuring trends in user populations, and to provide the 6oard with an 
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analysis of variables useful in management of the subsistence permit 

fishery. The survey was not designed to develop a mechanism for priori- 

tizing among users, nor does it address a particular regulatory proposal. 

Analytical efforts were geared toward understanding correlations 

between variables which would shed light upon the "customary and traditional" 

characteristics of the fishery and the user group. While the data provided 

a valuable profile of the sampled population, it proved difficult to 

develop significant correlations outlining the "customary and traditional" 

nature of the fishery for the users at this time. Additional research 

planned for 1981 should provide a more complete analysis useful for manage- 

ment decision-making. 

Indicators of past participation show relatively recent involvement 

in the fishery for the average household (mean = 2.1 years), although 

residency variables show considerably longer presence in both current 

location and in the state. This would indicate that recent increases in 

the number of permits issued is caused less by an immigration of new 

resi,dents to the state or local area than by entry into the fishery of 

those already established. 

Analysis also shows a high turnover rate in the fishery, a factor 

which possibly can be attributed to the transient characteristics of an 

urban area, and the availability of alternative food sources and employment 

opportunities. 
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Indicators such as household size, percentage of households with 

elderly dependents, employment, and income confirm what one might suspect 

in such an urban area; household size tends to be relatively small, few 

elderly persons are found in the average household, most households are 

involved in full-time employment, and incomes tend to be moderate to 

high. 

The data show that most households utilize between 26 and 50 salmon 

per year. Nearly as many (28%) utilize between 51 to 80 salmon. Several 

factors may affect total harvest figures; clearly, harvest limits now in 

place already include legal take of additional salmon. According to know- 

ledgeable informants, such limits have already caused some users to shift 

away from the permit area to the Yukon River or to other Tanana River 

locations. 

Harvest by more recent entrants into the fishery, it is believed, 

has also been affected by the limited number of available eddies and net 

sites, particularly near road access points. This factor, plus lack of 

fishjng experience, possibly serves to reduce overall harvest in the 

permit area. 

Few households derive "al 1" of their household meat and fish from 

subsistence, although more than a third of all households obtain "all" 

or "most" of their meat/fish from wild foods. Nearly two-thirds obtain 

"half" or "some" of their meat/fish in this manner. The widespread 

availability of commercial foodstuffs in an urban area, plus employment and 

income components, are probable explanations for this finding. 
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Consultations with knowledgeable area residents and comments included 

on a number of questionnaires indicate that, while few households rely 

solely on wild foods for their meat and fish, many households value 

highly the addition of wild foods including salmon to their diet. Ever- 

increasing food prices coupled with inflation mean that cash available 

for purchasing foodstuffs is stretched thin; the availability of locally 

caught salmon is therefore prized for its economic value. While attitudinal 

data were not collected in the survey, knowledgeable informants have 

also commented on the sense of self-reliance and satisfaction derived 

from obtaining a portion of one's own food from the local environment. 

The most prevalent use of subsistence-caught salmon is for household 

consumption (83% utilize "all" or "most" for such use). Little is used 

for dog food, although several respondents noted that they would catch 

more fish for their dogs were the harvest limit increased. Dog mushing 

is actively pursued in the local area; the limit of 75 chum salmon per 

household, however, effectively precludes feeding a team with salmon 

caught under permit. Sharing some of the fish with friends is reported 

by over half the households, although most noted that only "some" of 

their fish was used in this manner. The high degree of personal use of 

salmon harvested and the limited amount of salmon contrasts with charac- 

teristics found in Copper River and Cook Inlet surveys where more extensive 

use and sharing of salmon was found. 

Data on fishing activity patterns show that there has been a 

significant shift of household activity from other locations, particularly 

the Copper River, to the permit area. Those who had fished on the Copper 
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River in the past make up nearly one-fourth of all households fishing in 

the Tanana permit area in 1980. At least part of this phenomenon can be 

attributed to more stringent regulatory mechanisms in place there. 

Additional trend data to be collected in 1981 should provide a clearer 

picture of the magnitude and duration of this trend. Should regulations 

affecting the Copper River fishery become less stringent (coupled, for 

example, with an improved resource base), it would be interesting to note 

if some of the fishing activity shifts back once again. Some fishermen 

may in fact be fishing in both Copper River and Tanana River locations as 

a way of meeting household needs, although this is not clear from the 

data. Economic factors, such as the increasing cost of traveling to the 

Copper River from the Fairbanks area, may also cause households to fish 

closer to home in the Tanana permit area. 

More than 40% of the questionnaires returned contained comments from 

fishermen. Most frequently mentioned (9 comments) were incidences of 

vandalism and theft directed at boats, nets, and fish. Nine comments 

mentioned dissatisfaction with the scheduling of fishing periods, while 

10 others indicated approval of the current management scheme. Only one 

household made negative comments. 

SUMMARY 

The data presented above show that households surveyed have many 

characteristics one would expect to find in such an urban area: 1) 

moderate income levels, with active involvement in the wage economy; 2) 

small young households having few elderly dependents; 3) relatively recent 
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involvement in the fishery with a high rate of turnover; and 4) utilization 

of fish as a supplement to fish and meat available through commercial 

markets rather than as a primary source. 

The data indicate that the fishery likely has some economic and nutri- 

tional value to participants. Those familiar with the fishery have also 

noted that the fishery likely provides recreational value. Increasing food 

costs, the cost involved in traveling to other more distant fisheries, and 

the increasing value placed upon local self-reliance may make participation 

in the fishery more desirable to Fairbanks area residents in the future. 

Similarly, increasing population size in the Fairbanks area, restrictions 

upon harvest in other fisheries, and other factors may cause continuing 

growth. 

Deliberations on proposals for changes in regulations governing the 

permit fishery in subunit Y6-C should take into account: 1) the status 

of the resource; 2) increasing harvest trends in the commercial fishery 

on the Tanana River in recent years; and 3) the impact of such proposals 

upon subsistence users. Nearly one-third of all households fishing in 

1980, for example, harvested from 51 to 80 salmon (a maximum of 75 chums 

may be caught). Comments from some households indicated a desire for 

additional salmon if stocks could sustain the additional harvest. Concern 

has been expressed that further reduction of harvest quotas may effectively 

reduce the number of salmon caught per permit to the point where legitimate 

subsistence uses are no longer provided for. 


