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Background 

Despite the social and economic changes which have occurred in recent 

decades in Bristol Bay, fish continues to be an important food for most 

residents of the region. Large numbers of all five species of salmon, 

as well as some twenty other anadromous, freshwater, and marine fish 

species are utilized for subsistence. 

Sockeye salmon are harvested in the greatest numbers for the region as a 

whole, but other fish species are important in particular localities and 

in certain seasons. The timing of fish movements, weather, storage 

characteristics of different species, harvest, storage and transpor- 

tation technology, food preferences, economic situation, regulations, 

and assessments of alternative opportunities all influence choice of 

species, timing and.locations of fishing effort. Therefore there is 

considerable variability in patterns of subsistence fishing between the 

subregions of Bristol Bay, and between the different groups of people 

who harvest Bristol Bay fish. These factors are subjects of continuing 

investigation by the Subsistence Section. 
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A variety of methods are used to harvest fish for household use in 

Bristol Bay. Gillnetting is the primary method used for harvesting 

salmon, and the only technique recognized by regulation, but fish in 

Bristol Bay are also taken for household use by hook, seine, dipnet, 

spear, and trap. Many fishermen keep salmon and other species from 

their commercial catches for personal use, or give them to friends. In 

at least one case, by-products of commercial processing, the heads of 

silver salmon, are salvaged for household use. 

Subsistence harvests provide nutritional, economic, and social benefit 

to most Bristol Bay households. Smoked and dried fish, primarily salmon, 

are staple foods for villagers throughout Bristol Bay. Fish are also 

frozen, canned, salted, pickled, and utilized fresh. A few species are 

utilized raw. Many families continue to harvest larqe numbers of salmon 

for dog food. 

Trends in Non-commercial Salmon Gillnetting Effort and Harvest 

Bristol Bay salmon are harvested for domestic use by several groups, 

including longterm residents of Bristol Bay communities, more recent 

arrivals, who primarily live in Dillingham and Naknek-King Salmon, 

commercial fishermen from many parts of Alaska and "outside," and in 

increasing numbers, Alaskan residents from areas outside Bristol Bay. 

The number of people harvesting subsistence salmon in Bristol Bay re- 

mained relatively stable during the 1960's and early 1970's. The small 
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increases in numbers of permits issued over this period reflect in- 

creasing compliance with the requirement to obtain subsistence permits, 

as well as moderate population growth in the region. Poor commercial 

fishing years in the mid-1970's also apparently led to a jump in the 

number of subsistence permits issued, as fishermen resorted to sub- 

sistence gillnetting to acquire salmon for domestic use rather than 

keeping fish from their commercial harvests. Increasing numbers of 

government employees, teachers, hospital personnel and military per- 

sonnel in Dillingham and King Salmon obtained subsistence salmon permits 

during this period. Annual rates of increase in the number of permits 

issued generally fluctuated between 3% and 9% however. 

Subsistence harvests also remained relatively stable during the 1960's 

and 1970's with slight increases due both to increasing compliance with 

reporting requirements and to population growth. 

In summer, 1980, there was a significant increase in the number of 

subsistence permits issued in Bristol Bay (Table 1). In 1980, 1,221 

permits were issued, an increase of 50% over the 829 issued in 1979 

This rate of increase contrasts with low rates of growth in previous 

years. 

Although the number of salmon harvested for domestic use in Bristol Bay 

also increased from 1979 to 1980, this increase was not proportional to 

the growth in the number of subsistence permits issued. In fact, in- 
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creased harvests largely occurred in the Yushagak area where the number 

of permits issued did not rise nearly as dramatically as in the Naknek- 

Kvichak area (Table 1). 

Although the number of permits issued for the Naknek-Kvichak area in- 

creased by 75%, the number of subsistence fish harvested there increased 

by only 10.5% from 1979 to 1980. Many of the new permittees did not 

even fish, and of those who d,id, most took fewer fish than did long-term 

residents. Some of the factors which appear to have contributed to the 

large harvest in the Nushagak, in addition to a small increase in numbers 

of fishermen, include a large salmon run, a long strike early in the 

summer which precluded commercial fishing, and the economic uncertainty 

and free time for subsistence fishing which resulted from the strike. 

Other factors may include increasing numbers of dogs in upriver villages 

and increased efforts by the Subsistence Section to make permits and 

harvest reports available in Nushagak area villages and to nublicize the 

value of the harvest data. This increased effort may have contribllted 

to more complete reporting of personal use harvests in the Nushagak 

district. 

The i.ncrease in numbers of subsistence permits issued for Bristol Bay 

largely resulted from Anchorage and other southcentral Alaska residents 

obtaining permits. Publicity about huge Bristol Bay salmon runs, and 

increasing awareness of the subsistence salmon permit system apparently 

led some 480 people from outside the area to obtain permits for the 

first time. Some of these people came to the Bay for other purposes, to 

fish commercially, or work for processors, but many made the trips 



The greatest growth in number of permits occurred in communities most 

accessible by air from Anchorage, particularly Iliamna and Newhalen. In 

the Iliamna Lake-Kvichak River area, where permit numbers had remained 

relatively stab le for many years, many new permits were issued. In 

Kakhonak, where 18 permits were issued in 1979, 40 were issued in 1980. 

Ylinety-one perm its were issued for Igiugig, compared to 25 in 1979. 

6: Each user group in Bristol Bay tends to have distinctive patterns of 

harvest, preparation, and consumption of fish. The people of the small- 

er villages of the Kvichak and PIushagak rivers, for example, tend to 

take large numbers of sockeye salmon to smoke and dry for both family 

use and dog food. In areas where kings are available, they take large 

numbers for human use. Women do much of the subsistence fishing and 

preparation while their husbands fish commercially. Most families eat 

fish every day. 

L 

specifically to take salmon. Some combined sport and "subsistence" 

fishing. Bristol Bay subsistence permits were issued from the Anchorage 

office for the first time in 1980, which may have increased public 

awareness of the subsistence permit system. About 160 Bristol Bay 

permits were issued from the Anchorage office in 1980. 

The people of Togiak and Manokotak, on the other hand, take smaller 

numbers of salmon, since they do not keep dog teams, but harvest large 

numbers of other freshwater and marine species, including char, pike, 

smelt, and herring. Like people in most Bristol Bay villages they 
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harvest "fall fish" in spawning areas to dry or "half-dry" for later 

use. Particular species, such as whitefish, which are available in one 

area, but not in another, are often shared with relatives in-other 

communities. 

In the larger, more urban communities of Dillingham, Naknek and King 

Salmon, families tend to take smaller quantities of salmon, and are more 

likely to can or freeze their catch than to dry it. Smelt, trout, char 

and other species are also harvested in these areas, but are generally 

used fresh, rather than stored in quantity. Often people send quan- 

tities of smoked, canned, or fresh salmon to relatives in Anchorage and 

Seattle. Commercial fishermen in Bristol Bay, both residents and non- 

residents frequently keep salmon from their commercial harvests both for 

immediate use and for canning or freezing. 

People from outside the Bristol Bay area who subsistence fish in the Bay 

tend to take sockeye salmon, harvest relatively few fish, and preserve 

them by canning or freezing. Some of them come to the Bay primarily to 

sport fish, but put out a subsistence net to make sure that the trip is 

worthwhile. Some charter or fly their own aircraft to the area. Some 

have received misinformation and think they can snag salmon under sub- 

sistence regulations. 
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Status of Other Bristol Bay Subsistence Fisheries 

Freshwater 

-Permits are required for gillnetting trout and char for personal use 

(and for gillnetting any species in the Iliamna drainage). They have 

only been sporadically issued in most of Bristol Bay, however, and the 

freshwater fishery has never been systematically monitored. 

Significant harvests of freshwater species occur around Iliamna Lake, 

along the Kvichak and Nushagak rivers, and in Aleknaqik, Yanokotak, and 

Togiak. Togiak residents, for example, harvest thousands of char in the 

fall, which are dried and smoked like salmon, as well as utilized fresh. 

Residents of Togiak stress the importance of char, which comes late in 

the season and can be dried without worry about spoilage due to wet 

weather or flies. 

People in many villages put out nets in late fall and spring for pike 

and whitefish. Blackfish and other species are occasionally taken with 

fishtraps. Grayling, trout, whitefish, pike and smelt are taken by 

jigging through the ice-in many communities. 

Herring 

Herring, and herring roe-on-kelp, have been harvested for domestic use 

by residents of Togiak, Manokotak, Dillingham, Clarks Point, and Alek- 
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nagik, mainly in the Togiak-Kulukak Bay area. Residents of Egegik, 

Pilot Point and Port Heiden take some herring near their communities. 

Herring and herring roe-on-kelp provide an early spring change of diet 

and both are dried or salted for later use. Some roe-on-kelp is also 

frozen for personal use. 

Togiak people say that they reduced their subsistence effort on herring 

in response to the great commercial herring fishing effort in the Togiak 

district in 1979 and 1980 and the very visible waste that occurred in 

1980. They indicated that they were concerned that such mistreatment of 

the resource would cause herring to abandon local spawning areas. 

No,permits,are requ ired for subsistence herr ing harvests. Although 

there have not been any management conflicts some people have expressed 

concern that intensive management of commercial roe-on-kelp harvesting 

in Kulukak, Metervik and Togiak Bays might restrict opportunities to 

take roe-on-kelp for subsistence. 

Regulations and Issues 

Beginning in the mid 1960 

required to obtain a permi 

report their catch at the 

s Bristol Bay subsistence fishermen were 

t to harvest salmon, trout or char and to 

end of the season. The permit system was 

gradually introduced throughout the region in the late 1960's and early 

1970's. Permits were not issued systematically in the Ilimana area 

until 1970, however, since village surveys were conducted there each 
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year. Much of the growth in the number of permits issued during these 

years reflects increasing compliance with the permitting and reporting 

requirements. 

Today most people taking fish for subsistence purposes, with the ex- 

ception of residents of a few communities, obtain "subsistence" permits. 

Many of them comply with the requirement to record daily harvests and 

return that information to the Department. The level of effort expended 

each year by the Department in making permits available, contacting 

individuals, and reminding them to return the harvest forms seems to 

greatly influence the degree of compliance and probably the accuracy of 

the records. 

Subsistence users perceptions of the permit system have been observed to 

influence the validity of the information they provide about their 

activities. First, many traditional users view the permit as a tool for 

restricting the subsistence fishery. This impression is fostered by 

questions on the form dealing with age, weight, height, and other ident- 

ification; by the fact that "guideline" limits are written into the 

permit; and by the statement at the bottom of the form telling the 

applicant that failure to return the permit can lead to loss of the 

right to fish the following year. Many villagers respond by reporting 

what they think managers want to hear. Accurate data about the full 

range of subsistence activities can only be collected with the cooper- 

ation of people in these communities. 
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On the other hand, many people in the urban areas and from outside the 

region increasingly view the'subsistence permit as a device for docu- 

menting participation and for establishing rights to participate in the 

subsistence fishery in the future "just in case they bring in some kind 

of 1 imited entry." This may tend to skew information about effort, and 

harvest levels, since it provides a motive for exaggerating partici- 

pation: 

The permit system is apparently supposed simultaneously to accomplish 

contradictory objectives - to influence people's behavior in the direc- 

tion of complying with regulations, and to monitor their actual be- 

havior. It is open to question whether the system does both of these 

things well at the same time. 

In view of these problems, the Subsistence Section has begun to explore 

some alternatives to the existing permit system and reporting formats 

with other Divisions. The changes envisioned include broadening the 

scope of the report to include other species, reducing extraneous identi- 

fication questions, and adding questions dealing with reasons for 

variations in the quantities of fish needed and harvested. 'In general, 

the "permitting" functions of the form would be reduced, and the data 

collection functions increased. The form would be simplified and made 

easier to use. 

Relatively few regulations have been imposed upon the subsistence fish- 

eries of Bristol Bay. Those which exist deal primarily with salmon. 

These regulations have evolved to meet administrative and enforcement 
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needs in the larger communities where commercial fishing activity and 

population are cantered, largely to prevent waste and/or the sale of 

subsistence caught fish. Outside these districts few regulations have 

been imposed. 

Increasing numbers of "subsistence" fishermen in the population centers 

are likely to lead to continuing demands for further restrictions as 

they are perceived as a threat to specific limited stocks. The simple 

fact of increasing numbers of "subsistence" permittees does not neces- 

sarily lead to increases in harvests, however, since many new permittees 

do not fish, or only take a few fish. 

By and large, fishing regulations for the Bristol Bay area have accomo- 

dated subsistence users. The following exceptions should be noted 

however, in light of court cases in other parts of the state. 

Subsistence fishing with nets has specifically been prohibited in 18 

Iliamna area creeks and rivers, and within l/4 mile of their mouths from 

September 1 to June 14 (5 AAC 01.325(3)). Many of these areas, and 

their fish stocks, have long been used for subsistence purposes by 

residents of nearby communities. Although sport fishing is permitted in 

these waters when they are closed to subsistence users, it is likely 

that protection of concentrated numbers of spawning rainbows is suffi- 

cient biological justification for restricting gillnet fishing. 

In other cases, if subsistence users were able to show that harvest of 

other species at certain times could take place without threatening 
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rainbow stocks, this would,seem to justify changing this blanket re- 

striction. 

Although methods and means provisions for subsistence fishing in Bristol 

Bay permit most traditional fishing techniques in use today, they speci- 

fically exclude the common practice of drift netting for taking sub- 

sistence fish. Within commercial fishing districts, it is legal to take 

subsistence fish by this means (5 AAC 01.320(a)(b)), but outside the 

districts it is not permitted. For some areas and times it is likely 

that this prohibition could be justified for the protection of certain 

stocks. 

In several areas near Dillingham, Naknek, Egegik and Ugashik, fishing 

time is restricted to two or three 24-hour periods per week during the . 

peak of the sockeye run, largely to reduce the chances of waste. These 

fishing periods appear to meet the needs of most subsistence fishermen 

in view of the large number of salmon which go past these communities. 

In years of poor runs, or during parts of the season when much smaller 

runs,of traditionally used stocks occur, however, over restriction of 

fishing efficiency could be viewed as not providing for the subsistence 

priority. This situation is most likely to arise in the case of specific 

small, but highly valued, stocks, particularly silvers and kings, as is 

the case with the proposals dealing with subsistence fishing on the 

Naknek River. 
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In summary, 

(a) Large quantities of a wide range of fish resources are har- 

vested for subsistence in Bristol Bay. 

(b) Changes in sport and commercial fishing patterns, regulations, 

and management affect subsistence opportunities. The sub- 

sistence priority cannot be separated from this larger con- 

text. 

(c) Patterns of subsistence fish harvest, distribution, and con- 

sumption vary widely within the. Bristol Bay region. Existing 

sport, commercial, and subsistence regulations accomodate 

most, but not all, of these patterns. 
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PRELIMINARY LIST OF FISH SPECIES, UTILIZED FOR SUBSISTENCE PURPOSES 

IN BRISTOL BAY 

Red Salmon 

Silver Salmon 

Pink Salmon 

Chum Salmon 

King Salmon 

Rainbow Trout 

Dolly Varden/Arctic Char 

Lake Trout 

Grayling 

Pike 

Ling Cod (Burbot) 

Longnose Sucker 

Humpback Whitefish 

Round Whitefish 

.Broad Whitefish 

Tom Cod 

Flounder (at least 2 species) 

Clam (Razor, Butter) 

Rainbow smelt (Osmerus Mordax) 

Eulachon 

Blackfish Herring & Herring Roe-on-kelp 
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Appendix.Table 
.- . 

Comparative subsistence catch of salmon by district and species, 
Bristol Bay, 1963-1980 

Year Sockeyes 
Catch in Number of Fish 

Kings Chums Pinks Cohos Totals 

Flaknek - Kvichak District 

1963 61,700 500 100 0 400 62,700 
64 85,900 500 
65 71,900 500 

10: 1,100 800 88,300 
0 300 72,800 

67 74,500 600 390 2,700 400 78,500 
68 68,500 500 100 0 500 69,600 

1968 71,001) 500 100 300 200 72,100 
69 76,300 400 100 10: 400 77,200 
79 108,200 300 700 200 109,500 

:: 66,400 52,200 400 200 400 0 70: 100 100 66,700 53,800 

1973 41.600 600 300 0 500 43,000 
74 102;600 1,000 1,100 1,600 200 106,500 
75 122,600 700 300 0 200 123,800 

:; 82,200 81,400 1,300 900 900 600 1,500 0 600 300 86,100 83,600 

1978 93,051 1,198 980 1,437 338 97,004 
79 75,967 1,158 585 28 1,220 78,038 
80 81,119 1,516 999 2,070 8!7 86,581 

1972 
73 
74 
75 
76 

1977 

:: 
80 

Egegik District 

0 0 
0 0 

300 0 
209 - - . 0 _ 
Two permits returned. 

100 100 
217 2: 51 
346 2 0 
75 0 0 

100 100 
100 100 

0 300 
0 200 

200 400 
179 475 
50 398 
0 75 

c 



Appendix Table 
. 

(continued) 

Catch in Number of Fish 
Year Sockeyes Kings .. Chums ,Pinks Cohos Totals 

/ z Ugashik District 

1963 300 0 100 0 600 1,000 

64 300 0 0 0 0 300 

EZ 1,000 0 0 0 1,000 
67 700 i 100 0 500 1,300 

1968 300 0 . 100 
69 100 0 0 

70 1,400 0 
. 

:: 300 200 100 0 
i 

100 

0 300 700 
0 200 300 
0 0 1,400 

: 300 100 400 700 

1973 200 0 100 0 600 900 
74 200 100 500 800 
75 700 0 

ii i 
1,200 1,900 

:"7 1,200 1,000 100 100 300 100 100 0 300 500 1,800 1,900 

1978 508 52 96 8 885 1,549 
LZ 187 190 45 34 23 8 0 1 130 193 441 370 

c 

Togiak District 

1965 4,600 100 1,600 

5; 
7,400 1,200 2,000 
4,600 800 1,600 

76 2,800 500 900 
77 2,100 400 800 

1978 886 303 685 
79 750 152 290 
80 3,.891 1,041 272 

100 2,200 8,600 
500 1,800 12,900 

0 2,800 9,800 
100 500 4,800 

0 1,100 4,400 

296 

1:: 

531 2,701 
744 1,969 

1,376 6,718 

i 



#,'Appenhix Table (continued) 

Year Sockeyes 
Catch in Number of Fish 

Kings Cnums Pinks Cohos Totals 

1963 
64 

EZ 
67 

1968 
69 

;7 
72 

1973 28,000 6,600 7,600 100 2,200 *44,500 
74 39,300 7,600 9,600 4,100 4,600 65,200 
75 47,300 7,100 5,600 1,300. 4,300 65,600 
76 34,700 6,900 7,200 2,700 2,100 53,600 
77 43,300 5,200 7,300 200 4,500 60,500 

1978 

;z 

41,200 3,600 8,500 
31,800 2,900 8,700 
47,500 4,600 18,400 
23,600 3,700 6,000 
34,900 3,700 14,000 

30,000 6,600 8,600 
27,700 7,100 8,200 
38,200 6,900 8,800 
42,400 4,400 4,200 
24,100 4,000 8,200 

33,019 6,524 14,257 10,992 2,512 67,304 
40,200 8,900 6,800 500 5,200 61,600 
76,339 12,256 11,640 8,440 5,568 114,243 

Nushagak District 

4,10: 
200 

4,900 
800 

5,800 
100 

1,000 

1,2o;f 

3,900 57,200 
4,900 52,400 
5,400 76,100 
2,400 40,600 
4,000 57,400 

1,900 52,900 
7,100 50,200 
1,000 55,900 
2,300 53,300 
1,000 38,500 


