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Introduction 

In 1982, the northern Seward Peninsula community of Deering, through 

their representative on the Arctic Regional Council, requested that the 

Board of Fisheries consider the feasibility of a regulatory change which 

would permit the commercial marketing of salmon from the Inmachuk River. 

When the Board addressed this request at their December 1982 regulatory 

session, they considered the current level of biological and sociocultural 

information on the resource insufficient. Consequently, in a Department 

of Fish and Game memorandum to Division chiefs dated March 3, 1983, Mil 

Zahn, then Director of the Division of Boards, noted the Board of Fisheries 

request that the Divisions of Subsistence and Commercial Fisheries conduct 

research relating to the biological status and subsistence use of Northern 

Seward Peninsula salmon stocks (including the Inmachuk River) and make 

the results of this research available for their December 1983 meetings 

(meetings did not take place). 

In response to the Board of Fisheries request, the Division of 

Subsistence, Nome and Fairbanks, conducted field studies in Deering from 

August 25 to October 6, 1983. Study objectives were to describe the 

nature and extent of subsistence salmon fishing in the Inmachuk River 

and to explore the role salmon resources play in the economy of the 

community. Field methods included observation of the subsistence fishery 

and informal interviews with ten households who actively participate in 

subsistence salmon fishing on the Inmachuk River. Seven fishers who 

participated in either one or both years of an experimental commercial 

salmon fishery on the Inmachuk River during 1974-75 were also interviewed. 



Community Description 

Deering, a community of 150 residents, is situated at the mouth of 

the Inmachuk River along the northern coast of Seward Peninsula, approxi- 

mately 57 miles southeast of Kotzebue (Fig. 1). The community is comprised 

of 35 households, with an average of 4.3 persons per household. Ninety-two 

percent of the population is Inupiat (U. S. Bureau of Census 1980). The 

number of permanent residents have varied over the last 40 years in 

response to fluctuations in gold mining activity along the Inmachuk 

(Table 1). 

TABLE 1. POPULATION OF DEERING, 1940-80. 

1940 1950 1960 1970 1972 1980 

230 174 9s 83 54 150 

Source: U. S. Bureau of Census 

In recent years, however, the population has increased markedly. Several 

families who moved from Deering to Nome, Kotzebue or Anchorage for economic 

reasons have returned in recent years, in part to participate in the 

harvest and use of wild resources. 

The economic basis of the community consists of the harvest and use 

of wild resources supplemented and supported by various forms of cash 

income. The annual cycle of resource activity emphasizes both marine and 

terrestrial species including: bearded and ringed seals, beluga whales, 

fish, moose, caribou, porcupine, small land mammals, waterfowl, and 

ptarmigan. River and ocean fish constitute a significant proportion of 

the wild resource diet. Economically important species include: chum, 
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humpy and silver salmon, tomcod, whitefish, herring, ling cod, trout, 

and char. 

Cash income in the community is low relative to some other areas of 

the state. The median income in Deering is $11,563, compared to the 

statewide median income of $28,400 (U. S. Bureau of Census 1980). The 

cash income for households is derived from three sources: federal and 

state transfer payments, wage labor, and self-employment. The majority 

of households are sustained through a combination of income sources. 

Opportunities for wage employment in Deering are limited. Of the 

85 residents over 16 years of age, only 34 individuals (40 percent) were 

employed in full-time and part-time wage paying jobs (D. S. Bureau of 

Census 1980). Employment sources such as the local school, two stores, 

post office, and city services contribute to the following number of 

positions held by Deering residents: 

Private sector 9 

State government 16 

Local government 9 

In addition, seasonal jobs, mostly associated with mining operations or 

construction projects, are sporadically available. Many residents stated 

that uncertainty surrounding employment and the desire for a stable 

income have stimulated local interest in a commercial fishery. 

Experimental Commercial Fishery, 1974-75 

Interest by Deering residents in a commercial fishery on the Inmachuk 

River extends back to 1973 when then State Representative Frank Ferguson 

of Kotzebue requested that the Department of Fish and Came consider this 

option. Deering is part of the Kotzebue management area, which includes 
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all the waters from Cape Prince of Wales northward to Point Hope. 

Commercial fishing in the management area has been open only east of a 

line from Cape Blossom on the Baldwin Peninsula to Aukoolak Lagoon near 

Sheshalik Spit (Fig. 1). 

As a result, an experimental commercial chum salmon fishery was 

conducted during the summers of 1974 and 1975. The regulations for the 

Deering sub-district permitted two 48-hour fishing periods per week 

coincident with the Kotzebue commercial fishery through the month of 

August. The aggregate set gillnet length was not to exceed SO fathoms 

and fishing was confined to the coastal area between Cape Deceit and Nine 

Mile Point. 

Participation in the commercial fishery included 7 fishers in 1974 

and 21 in 1975. Fish were preserved on the beach, either in tubs or 

under burlap, until aircraft from Kotzebue arrived to pick up the day's 

catch. Fishers received $.22 per pound in 1974 and $.25 per pound in 

197s. Both years, Deering fishers harvested‘ salmon for subsistence 

purposes in September after closure of the commercial fishery (Cunningham 

1976). 

During the experimental fishery, the Division of Commercial Fisheries 

monitored escapement and subsistence fishing on the Inmachuk. The two 

aerial surveys conducted in 1974 and the one conducted in 1975 were 

hampered by poor conditions for observation. In addition, in 1975 a 

walking survey of the Inmachuk was performed. A survey of the subsistence 

fishery was conducted by personal interviews and recorded six "families" 

(probably households) using the fishery in 1974 and seven "families" in 

1975 (Cunningham 1976). These figures may not accurately reflect use of 

fishery because only residents who were home during the one day when the 
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survey was conducted were queried. Ry way of comparison, the report also 

indicated that of the 85 people residing in Deering at the time the report 

was written, 16 "families* engaged in subsistence fishing for salmon 

(Cunningham 1976:3). 

Results of the two year commercial fishery are summarized in the 

table below: 

TABLE 2. R.ESULTS OF DEERING COMMERCIAL FISHERY, 1974-7Sa 

Observed 
Subsistence No. of Commercial No. of Total Salmon 

Year Harvest Hsehds Harvest Fishers Value Escapement 

1974 1880 6 6567 7 $9,193 938 

197s 1175 7 10704 21 $17,776 1263 

aTable compiled from Cunningham 1976. 

The 1974-75 study (Cunningham 1976) concluded that the commercial 

fishery could be considered a local economic success, in part due to 

fishers overcoming transportation and marketing problems. From a bio- 

logical standpoint, however, a commercial fishery was not warranted, 

as salmon stocks in the vicinity of Deering were considered limited 

(Cunningham 1976:21). Also there was some indication that the Deering 

commercial fishery was intercepting chum salmon bound for the Kotzebue- 

Noatak area. 

As part of the Division of Subsistence 1983 study, fishers who had 

participated in the experimental fishery were asked to reflect on its 

results. All of those asked felt that the commercial effort had been 

successful both in terms of providing income to the community and to 
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individual households and not having a deleterious effect on salmon 

stocks. They noted the following factors which affected the overall 

effectiveness of the fishery: 

1. Net length of one shackle (SO feet) was not adequate. 

2. Kotzebue fishing regulations did not coincide with the Deering 

salmon run. The peak of the Deering salmon run occurred after 

the commercial fishing period closed. 

3. Some transportation difficulties were encountered. The Deering 

airport was smaller at the time and could not accommodate larger 

planes which could carry more fish. Also, the fish buyer was 

occasionally late for pick-ups and this resulted in fish some- 

times spoiling. 

4. Boundaries for fishing did not extend far enough east and west. 

1983 Subsistence Salmon Fishery 

The majority of subsistence salmon fishing by Deering residents 

occurs in Kotzebue Sound and in the Inmachuk River, a major anadromous 

waterway which empties into the Sound (Selkregg 1975). Setnetting, and 

occasionally seining, are the preferred methods of fishing for salmon. 

Travelling in 17 - 25 foot aluminum or plywood skiffs with 15 - 40 horse- 

power motors, fishers check on their set gill nets an average of once a 

day, depending on the net's location. 

Although some salmon fishing takes place in the Kugruk River, and 

to a lesser extent, in Candle Creek, most fishers prefer the Inmachuk 

because it is close to home and there are greater quantities of fish. 

Some fishers position their nets close to the mouth of the Inmachuk River, 

while others prefer to place their nets close to processing areas. Fish 
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drying racks and smokehouses are located both "oceanside" and facing the 

Inmachuk River and fishers will frequently extend their nets from the 

ocean or river shoreline nearest their work sites. Water and weather 

conditions, however, affect decisions regarding the placement of nets. 

While fishing in the Inmachuk River may be more productive, if the river 

water is muddy or dirty, then nets will be placed in the ocean instead. 

Deering residents recognize three major salmon runs in the fnmachuk 

River. Beginning in July, humpies appear followed by chums, and then 

silvers from mid-August to mid-September. Little documentation exists 

regarding the presence of silver salmon in the Inmachuk River. Although 

the 1974-75 study (Cunningham 1976) does not mention silver salmon at 

all, the mid-August-September run of salmon identified by the author as 

chum are most likely what residents recognize as silver salmon. Some 

residents recognize two runs of silvers: first, the bigger "Kotzebue" 

salmon, followed by the smaller, more plentiful "Deering" salmon. 

Depending on the species, salmon are prepared and eaten in a variety of 

ways including: dried, salted, smoked, frozen, fermented, and fresh. 

For example, oily fish such as chums or humpeys are usually enjoyed 

fresh, while silvers, with their lower oil content, are best dried. In 

fact, many households (particularly those without freezers) will intensify 

their fishing efforts when silvers appear in order to prepare sufficient 

quantities of dried fish for the winter months. 

Work groups comprised of relatives from one or more households 

or neighbors combine their efforts in catching, processing, and preparing 

the harvest. The fishing effort is a labor intensive activity which 

generally involves both men and women working cooperatively. The 

traditional skills involved in harvesting, cleaning, and processing are 
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handed down through the generations and it is not unusual to see young 

children involved in various aspects of the fishing effort. 

After checking the net, the day's catch is brought to a work site 

which is the focus of processing activities. In most instances, the work 

site contains a driftwood rack for drying fish and sometimes a smoke 

house. A few drying racks are located up the Kugruk or Inmachuk rivers, 

but the majority are located in close proximity to the owner's home. Not 

every household owns a fish rack and their central location may serve as 

an incentive for neighbors or households to work cooperatively. Ownership 

of a fish rack is often inherited. One woman remarked that when her 

mother moved to a nursing home, her mother's rack became hers and she 

began performing many of the processing tasks that had previously been 

done by her mother. 

All households interviewed,reported that salmon is an important part 

of their diet. Even in households which do not contain active fishers, 

salmon remains important. One middle-aged man reported that he did not 

own a boat or motor so he was unable to fish on his own, but received 

salmon by helping others seine. Based on a non-random sample, the number 

of salmon a household used in a year varies from lo-20 chums, 10-100 

silvers, and S-40 humpies. Also, households interviewed indicated that 

salmon are commonly shared with other households both within the community 

and within the region. 

Many residents observed that the 1983.level of salmon harvest, 

especially for silvers, was lower than in recent years. The primary 

cause was the excessive and persistent rain, and then snow, in August 

and September which made the river muddy and the water level high. In 

addition, three local construction projects provided summer employment 
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for 15 residents. Inclement weather required that the men work longer 

hours when the weather permitted, precluding other activities. 

Conclusions and Summary 

In the annual round of activities associated with wild resource 

harvest and use in Deering, salmon remains an integral component. Salmon, 

in some form, is a part of the diet in virtually every household. The 

fishing effort involves both men and women and is frequently undertaken 

by work groups comprised of two or more households working cooperatively. 

The harvest is processed for local use and divided among the work group 

members. Most residents indicated that for as long as they have resided 

in Deering, the Inmachuk River has served as the source for the majority 

of their salmon needs. 

As a direct result of interest onthe part of Deering residents, an 

experimental commercial salmon fishery was established on the Inmachuk 

River in 1974-75. The study of the fishery (Cunningham 1976) concluded 

that the continuation of the commercial fishery was not warranted as 

salmon stocks in the vicinity of Deering were limited and the Deering 

commercial fishery may be intercepting chum salmon bound for the Kotzebue- 

Noatak area. Fishers who had participated in the 1974-75 experimental 

fishery reported that the commercial effort had been successful both in 

terms of providing income to the community and to individual households 

and not having a deleterious effect on salmon stocks. 

Based on 1982 records (Commercial Fisheries Entry Commission 1983), 

only two Deering residents hold limited entry permits to fish for salmon 

in Kotzebue; which is the closest commercial fishing area. The distance 

and expense involved, in addition to a lack of accomodations, were the 
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reasons cited most often for not attempting to obtain a permit to fish in 

Kotzebue. Desire for a stahle local source of income, however, continues 

to stimulate interest in a local commercial salmon fishery. 

Although residents are cognizant of the annual fluctuations in the 

salmon resource on the Znmachuk River, most felt the resource could 

presently support a commercial harvest of chum and still meet their 

subsistence needs. Chums are considered to be more plentiful than 

silvers. Several residents indicated that silver salmon, a preferred 

species for drying, are not plentiful enough to commercially harvest. 

555 
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