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PURPOSE 
The Alaska Department of Fish and Game samples sockeye salmon Oncorhynchus nerka at the Chignik River weir 

for age, sex, and length determination to provide information for preseason run forecasts, escapement goal 

evaluation, and run reconstruction. Every week throughout the season, 240 sockeye salmon are sampled. Sockeye 

salmon scales are collected using established protocols common to the Westward Region. In order to achieve 

escapement goals for the Black Lake and Chignik Lake sockeye salmon stocks simultaneously, while maximizing 

surpluses available to subsistence and commercial harvesters, inseason estimates of the proportion of each stock in 

the daily escapement into the Chignik River are required. Genetic stock identification can be used to identify the 

proportion of Black Lake early-run and Chignik Lake late-run fish as they pass the Chignik River Weir. During 

2015, fin clips will be taken from sockeye salmon caught in the Chignik River weir trap and preserved in ethanol. 

Samples will be expedited to the Gene Conservation Laboratory in Anchorage for inseason analysis.  

Key words: Chignik Management Area, escapement, sockeye salmon, scale samples, ASL, 2015 management, 

genetic stock identification, sampling, Black Lake, Chignik Lake 

INTRODUCTION 

The Chignik Management Area (CMA; Area L) includes all coastal waters and inland drainages 

on the south side of the Alaska Peninsula between Kilokak Rocks and Kupreanof Point (Figure 

1). The CMA is bordered by the Alaska Peninsula Management Area (Area M) to the west and 

the Kodiak Management Area (Area K) to the east. The CMA is divided into five districts: the 

Eastern, Central, Chignik Bay, Western, and Perryville districts (Figure 2). These districts are 

further broken down into sections and statistical reporting areas (Figure 2). The Chignik River 

system is the largest sockeye salmon Oncorhynchus nerka producer within the CMA. The 

Chignik River weir and Alaska Department of Fish & Game (ADF&G) field office facility is 

located three miles upriver from the Chignik Lagoon. 

There are primarily two runs of sockeye salmon that spawn in the Chignik River watershed. The 

majority of the early run enters the Chignik watershed in June and July and ascends to Black 

Lake and its tributaries (Narver 1966). The late run enters the Chignik watershed between mid-

June and September and spawns primarily along the beaches and tributaries of Chignik Lake. 

There is substantial temporal overlap of the two runs each year during late June and early July, 

and the actual proportion of each run within the overlap is undefined. In order to protect harvest 

levels and ensure future run productivity, inseason management of each stock is required to 

accurately meet each run’s escapement goal. 

To achieve escapement goals for the Black Lake and Chignik Lake stocks simultaneously, as 

well as maximize surpluses available to subsistence and commercial harvesters, inseason 

estimates of the proportion of each stock in the daily escapement to the Chignik River are 

required. Prior to 1980, time-of-entry relationships based on tagging studies and age groups were 

employed to divide the catch and escapement between the two runs. From 1980 to 2003, with the 

exception of 1982, stocks were separated using scale pattern analysis (Witteveen and Botz 2004). 

Beginning in 2004, an estimate of the total escapement of the Black Lake early-run sockeye 

salmon was based on weir counts through July 4. After July 4, the fish that passed upstream 

through the weir were assumed to be Chignik Lake late-run sockeye salmon (Witteveen 

unpublished memorandum)
1
. Beginning in 2010, Genetic Stock Identification (GSI) was used to 

separate the early- and late-run stocks, but not until 2013 were results quantified inseason. In 

                                                 

1 
Witteveen, M. J. Unpublished memorandum. Chignik River inseason run apportionment. Alaska Department of 

Fish and Game, Kodiak memorandum addressed to Denby S. Lloyd, dated May 28, 2004. 
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comparison to the current management early/late switch date of July 4, logistic run timing during 

the overlap period suggests that utilizing inseason genetic information would result in more 

biologically sound escapement-based management (Anderson et al. 2013).  

Annually, ADF&G samples sockeye salmon from the Chignik River escapement for biological 

characteristics (age, sex, and length; ASL). These samples provide the foundation for preseason 

run forecasts, escapement goal evaluation, and accurate assignment of the run to stock of origin 

(run reconstruction). In 2015, in addition to ASL, GSI will be collected during the overlap period 

to estimate the stock proportions of early and late-run sockeye salmon passing the weir and will 

be determined inseason to assist management of the fishery (Appendices A and B). Therefore, it 

is important that all data are collected following established protocols. 

GOAL 

The goal of this project is to collect ASL composition data and GSI samples from sockeye 

salmon escapement at the Chignik River weir that will be used to assist with commercial fishery 

management and mixed-stock analysis. 

OBJECTIVES 

1. Collect a random sample of 240 sockeye salmon per statistical week for ASL data at the 

Chignik weir. 

2. Collect tissue samples for GSI from 190 individual sockeye salmon passing the Chignik 

River weir once every four days during the overlap time period between the early and late 

run. The sampling period will occur approximately from June 27 through July 17 totaling 6 

strata. 

3. Collect a random sample of 1,200 sockeye salmon from the outlet of Black Lake for ASL 

data. 

4. During sockeye salmon sampling, opportunistically sample any Chinook salmon caught in 

the trap for ASL data (Appendix C). 

SUPERVISION 

The Assistant Area Management Biologist for the CMA and will oversee inseason sampling at 

the Chignik River weir and serve as the lead project biologist. The project biologist will schedule 

and monitor Chignik weir and Black Lake sampling, ensure data quality, quantity and timeliness, 

determine the age of all sockeye salmon scales, and provide feedback to the sampling crew as 

well as research staff regarding project progression and quality. A logbook will be maintained by 

the project biologist tracking weekly samples. Mary Beth Loewen is a finfish research biologist 

in the Westward Region and will oversee project progress inseason and along with the Chignik 

Area Management Biologist, Dawn Wilburn, analyze stock composition estimates both in and 

post season.  

PROCEDURES 

SOCKEYE SALMON 

Escapement Sampling 

A fish trap incorporated into the Chignik River weir will be used to capture fish for ASL 

sampling. Sockeye salmon will be randomly sampled from the trap for ASL data using methods 
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described in Wattum (in prep). When possible, all scales will be collected from the preferred area 

of each fish following procedures outlined by the International North Pacific Fisheries Commission 

(INPFC) (INPFC 1963). It is essential that samples be representative of the escapement and 

unbiased by not pre-selecting fish based upon size, sex, condition or any other factor. 

During 2015, the sampling weeks start on Sunday and end the following Saturday. When possible, 

80 sockeye salmon will be sampled for ASL data per sampling event on alternating days (e.g., 

Sunday, Tuesday, Thursday), totaling 240 ASL samples per statistical week (Thompson 1987). 

Sampling weeks and corresponding calendar dates are listed in Wattum (in prep). These data will 

be clearly marked as “Chignik weir escapement samples” (location code 071; Wattum in prep). 

If escapement numbers decline and there is concern that the minimum sample size will not be 

achieved, adjustments in sampling efforts will be implemented so that the weekly goal of 240 

samples is met. The camera gates installed in the Chignik River weir may be closed during the 

operation of the fish trap to increase the number of fish captured in the weir’s fish trap. When the 

trap catch at the Chignik River weir is not adequate to fulfill ASL sampling needs, additional 

samples may be collected from the Chignik Lagoon commercial harvest (statistical area 271-10). 

These data will be clearly marked as Chignik commercial catch samples (location code 072; 

Wattum in prep). At the start of each season, the project leader will train new technicians and 

review training for returning technicians in ASL and tissue sample collection from sockeye 

salmon at the Chignik River weir. 

In addition to sampling sockeye salmon, any Chinook salmon captured in the trap will also be 

sampled for ASL data. The weir crew will also sample Chinook salmon for ASL data from the 

sport fish and subsistence harvests as time allows. See Appendix C for detailed instructions in 

Chinook ASL data sampling. 

Genetic Sampling 

On days when GSI tissue collection is scheduled to occur (Appendix A2), paired non-lethal 

tissue samples and ASL samples will be collected from 190 fish by the crew. An axillary process 

will be clipped from each sockeye salmon and placed in ethanol in an individually labeled 

cryovial (Appendix A1). When possible, all scales will be collected from the preferred area of each 

fish following procedures outlined by the International North Pacific Fisheries Commission  

(INPFC 1963). All scales will be aged by either the Chignik Area Management Biologist or the 

Assistant Area Management Biologist at the Chignik River weir facility, following designation 

criteria established by Mosher (1968). 

All samples will be recorded on the Chignik Inseason GSI Sampling Form (Appendix B1). 

Samplers must be careful to track the fish number on the scale card and the scale card number 

and make sure they are aligned with the proper cryovial number for fin clip samples. In 2015, 

samples will be shipped via PenPak or Lake Clark Air to the ADF&G Gene Conservation 

Laboratory in Anchorage on the day of collection or as soon as possible if weather constraints 

prevent shipment on the sampling day.  

If escapement numbers decline and there is concern that the minimum sample size will not be 

achieved, adjustments in sampling efforts should be implemented so that the daily goal of 190 is 

met. The camera gates installed in the Chignik River weir may be closed during the operation of 

the fish trap to increase the number of fish captured in the weir’s fish trap.  
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Black Lake Sampling 

Adult sockeye salmon will be sampled, beginning June 20, at the outlet of Black Lake. These 

samples provide a representation of the ASL composition of the early run. Sampling effort and 

coordination will be led by the project biologist with support from Chignik management staff. If 

possible, 1,200 sockeye salmon will be sampled over several days with a goal of at least 400 fish 

each sampling day. The fish will be collected using a beach seine, and held in an instream live 

box prior to sampling. The adipose fin will be clipped on all sampled fish to prevent repeat 

sampling. Fish will be sampled using methods outlined in Wattum (in prep). These samples will 

be clearly marked as “Black Lake escapement samples” (location code 070; Wattum in prep). 

SAMPLE PROCESSING 

Scales will be mounted on scale “gum” cards and impressions made on acetate/diacetate cards 

using a heat press. The Assistant Chignik Area Management Biologist will assign sockeye 

salmon ages by examining scale impressions for annual growth increments using a microfiche 

reader fitted with a 48X lens following designation criteria established by Mosher (1968). All 

data will be recorded on a browser based data entry program as outlined in Wattum (in prep). All 

sockeye salmon scales, scale cards, and digital files will be delivered to finfish research biologist 

Michelle Wattum in Kodiak for analysis and archiving. Data collected as part of this project will 

be reported in ADF&G reports in the fall of 2015.  
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Figure 1.–Map of the Alaska Peninsula illustrating the relative locations of the Chignik, Kodiak, and Alaska 

Peninsula Management Areas. 
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Figure 2.–Map of the Chignik Management Area illustrating commercial salmon fishing district boundaries and 

statistical areas. 
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Appendix A1.–Procedure for collecting genetic tissue. 

Non-lethal Sampling Finfish Tissue for DNA Analysis 

ADF&G Gene Conservation Lab, Anchorage 

I. General Information 

We use axillary process samples from individual fish to determine the genetic characteristics and profile 

of a particular run or stock of fish. This is a non-lethal method of collecting tissue samples from adult fish 

for genetic analysis. The most important thing to remember in collecting samples is that only quality 

tissue samples give quality results. If sampling from carcasses: tissues need to be as “fresh” and as cold as 

possible and recently moribund; do not sample from fungal fins. 

Sample preservative: Ethanol (ETOH) preserves tissues for later DNA extraction without having to store 

frozen tissues. Avoid extended contact with skin.  

II. Sample procedure: 

1. Tissue type: Axillary process; clip one axillary process from each fish. 

2. Prior to sampling, fill the tubes half way with ETOH from the squirt bottle. Fill only the tubes 

that you will use for a particular sampling period.  

3. To avoid any excess water or fish slime in the vial, wipe the axillary process dry prior to 

sampling. Using the dog toe nail clipper or scissors, clip off axillary process (1/2 -1” max) to fit 

into the cryovial. 

4. Place axillary process into ETOH. The ethanol/tissue ratio should be slightly less than 3:1 to 

thoroughly soak the tissue in the buffer.  

5. Top off tubes with ETOH and screw cap on securely. Invert tube twice to mix ETOH and tissue. 

After each sample, wipe the dog toe nail clippers or scissor blade so not to cross contaminate 

samples.  

6. Data to record: Record each vial number to paired data information. 

Discard remaining ethanol from the 500ml bottle before returning samples. Tissue samples must remain 

in 2ml ethanol after sampling. HAZ-MAT paperwork will be required for return shipment. Store vials 

containing tissues at cool or room temperature, away from heat in the white sample boxes provided. In the 

field: keep samples out of direct sun, rain and store capped vials in a dry, cool location. Freezing not 

required. 

III. Supplies included with sampling kit: 

1. Clippers – used for cutting the axillary process. 

2. Cryovial – a small (2.0ml) plastic vial, pre-labeled. 

3. Caps – to prevent evaporation of ETOH. 

4. Cryovial box – neon box for holding cryovials while sampling. 

5. Ethanol (ETOH) - in bulk Nalgene bottle. 

6. Squirt bottle – to fill or “top off” each cryovial with ETOH. Squirt bottle not for ethanol storage. 

7. Printout of sampling instructions. 

8. Laminated “return address” label. 

 

 

 

-continued-
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Appendix A1.–Page 2 of 2. 

Shipping: HAZMAT paperwork is required for return shipment of these samples and is included in the 

kit. 

Return shipping code: Use sampling date 

 Ship samples to: 

ADF&G – Genetics Lab staff:  907-267-2247 

333 Raspberry Road Judy Berger:  907-267-2175 

Anchorage, Alaska 99518 Chris Habicht:  907-267-2169 

 

 

What to do with the samples after they are done and refreshed: 

1. If you are doing paired sampling, label all the vials at the beginning of the season, you may not 

have time to do it later. 

2. Double check the sample information with the log book to ensure accuracy. 

3. Make sure all the bottles have internal labels and external port and series numbers (e.g. Chignik 

20=CG20). 

4. Put into air approved boxes that sampling supplies arrived in. 

5. Place an unopened bag of vermiculite on top of sample bottles so that the bottles are held in place 

but not buried in vermiculite. 
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Appendix A2.–Proposed sampling dates at Chignik River weir, 2015. 

 

June 2015 

 

July 2015 

S M TU W TH F S 

 

S M TU W TH F S 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

    

1 2 3 4 

7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

 

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

 

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

 

19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

28 29 30 

     

26 27 28 29 30 31 

 Note: Sampling dates are represented in bold and can be adjusted inseason by management staff based on the first returns of the early-run; i.e., if the run 

appears earlier than usual, sampling may occur earlier in June, with intensive sampling occurring in late June. Conversely, late run timing will necessarily shift 

the greatest intensity of sampling later into the summer, perhaps with sampling occurring into August. 
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APPENDIX B. CHIGNIK SAMPLING FORM



  

 

1
6
 

Appendix B1.–The Chignik Inseason Genetic Stock Identification Sampling Form. 

Chignik Inseason GSI Sampling Form

Date Sampling Location Scale Card Fish Numbers Cryotube Numbers Notes

6/29/2010 Chignik weir trap 15 1-35 421-456 None
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APPENDIX C. CHINOOK SALMON SAMPLING 

PROCEDURES
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Appendix C1.–Age, sex and length sampling procedures for Chinook Salmon. 

Chinook salmon bound for the Chignik River drainage are harvested in sport and subsistence 

fisheries, as well as incidentally in the Chignik Lagoon commercial salmon fishery. Age, sex, 

and length (ASL) composition data of Chignik River Chinook salmon pasing above the weir and 

sport fishery harvest have been collected under the direction of the Alaska Dept of Fish and 

Game since 2012 to provide data for evaluating the long-term evaluation of the Chignik River 

drainage Chinook salmon stock. 

SAMPLING PROCEDURES 

The standard procedures for collecting and recording salmon ASL data are outlined in Wattum (in prep). 

Weir Trap Sampling 

All Chinook salmon that enter a trap incorporated into the Chignik River weir will be sampled 

for ASL data. Length will be measured from mid-eye to fork-of-tail to the nearest millimeter 

(mm). Sex will be identified based on external morphology and sexual characteristics. (Appendix 

C2). Four scales per fish will be taken from the preferred area of the body, at a point on a 

diagonal line from the posterior insertion of the dorsal fin to the anterior insertion of the anal fin, 

two rows above the lateral line. When possible, all scales will be collected from the preferred 

area of each fish following procedures outlined by the International North Pacific Fisheries 

Commission (INPFC 1963).  Scales will be mounted on scale “gum” cards in positions #1, #11, 

#21, #31 for the first fish, positions #2, #12, #22, #32 for the second fish and continuing across 

the card for each additional fish (Appendix C3).  All sex and length data will be recorded on a 

browser based data entry program as outlined in Wattum (In prep). After data has been collected, 

the adipose fin will be removed so that fish are not resampled.  

Sport Harvest Sampling 

The majority of the inriver Chinook salmon harvest comes from guided sport fishing upstream of 

the Chignik River weir. Currently, the two operating sport-fishing guide services are based 

downriver of the Chignik River weir in the Villages of Chignik Bay and Chignik Lagoon (Figure 

2).  This allows Chignik weir staff to sample harvested Chinook salmon when guide boats return 

home after fishing above the weir. Sport harvested Chinook salmon will be inspected and, if the 

adipose fin is intact, the fish will be sampled in the same manner as weir trap sampling. All 

samples taken from harvested Chinook salmon will be clearly labeled as having been taken from 

a harvested fish. 

Sample Processing and Recording 

Scale “gum” card impressions will be made on acetate/diacetate cards using a heat press (Clutter 

and Whitesel 1956). The Chignik Assistant Area Management Biologist will assign ages by 

examining scale impressions for annual growth increments using a microfiche reader fitted with 

a 48X lens following designation criteria established by Mosher (1968). Ages will be recorded 

using European notation (Koo 1962) where a decimal separates the number of winters spent in 

fresh water (after emergence) from the number of winters spent in salt water.  All age data will 

be entered directly via a virtual private network (VPN) to the ADF&G Kodiak Intranet Database 

using a programmable keyboard (X-keys®). 

-continued-
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Appendix C1.–Page 2 of 3. 

All Chinook salmon scale “gum” cards, acetate/diacetate cards, and digital files will be delivered 

to the finfish research biologist in Kodiak for analysis and archiving. 

 

Length sampling procedures and sex identification of Chinook salmon. 

 

 

 

 

Adult salmon length is measured from mideye to tail fork because the shape of the salmon’s 

snout changes as it approaches sexual maturity. The procedure for measuring by this method is 

as follows. 

1. Place the salmon flat on its right side (on the measuring board) with its head to your left 

and the dorsal fin away from you. 

2. Slide the fish in place so that the middle of the eye is in line with the edge of the meter 

stick and hold the head in place with your left hand. 

3. Flatten and spread the tail against the board with your right hand. 

4. Read and record the mideye to tail fork length to the nearest millimeter. 

 

Sexual characteristics on maturing Chinook salmon can be difficult to determine: 

A) Male: Large Head, concave forehead, large adipose fin, no vent protrusion. 

 

B) Female: Smaller head, convex forehead, smaller adipose fin, slight vent protrusion. 

 

 

-continued- 

Adipose fin 
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Appendix C1.–Page 3 of 3. 

 

Chinook salmon scale placement on gum card  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continue this process for fish samples 3–10. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample 1 - scales 

should be placed 

on #1, #11, #21, 

#31. 

Sample 2 - 

scales should 

be placed on 

#2, #12, #22, 

#32. 


