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ABSTRACT 

Drift gillnets were used to capture adult chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus 
tshawytscha) in the lower Kenai River for tagging. Tagged fish were 
recovered during creel surveys of the recreational fishery. The tag 
release-and-recapture data were used to estimate the number of chinook 
salmon entering the Kenai River from 17 May to 28 July. Effort and 
catch data from the gillnets were used to estimate the abundance of 
chinook salmon from 29 July to 14 August. From 17 May to 14 August, 
84,643 chinook salmon were estimated to have entered the lower Kenai 
River. The abundance of late-run fish (57,563) was more than twice that 
of early-run fish (27,080). The major age groups of returning chinook 
salmon were 1.3 (46 percent) and 1.4 (36 percent). The mean length-at- 
age of male and female chinook salmon increased throughout the return. 

KEY WORDS: Kenai River, chinook salmon, Oncorhynchus tshawytscha, 
tag release-and-recapture, abundance estimate, gillnet 
effort and catch statistics, age-sex-length compositions. 

INTRODUCTION 

More fishing effort occurs on the Kenai River (Figure 1) than in any 
other freshwater recreational fishery in Alaska (Mills 1986). Most of 
the effort is directed at returning chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawy- 
tscha) and occurs during June and July in the mainstem of the river 
downstream from Skilak Lake. Effort in this fishery has increased in 
seven of the last ten years (Figure 2). Because the Kenai River is near 
a major population center and is easily accessible, fishing effort is 
expected to increase. 

There are two stocks of chinook salmon in the Kenai River: (1) an early 
run which enters the river from mid-May until late June; and (2) a late 
run which enters the river from late June through early August. Fish 
from both stocks are highly valued because of their large size, espe- 
cially fish from the late run. Chinook salmon in the late run average 
about 18 kg (40 lbs), and often exceed 36 kg (80 lbs). The world record 
for a sport-caught chinook salmon is from the Kenai River; it was caught 
in 1985 and weighed 44 kg (97 lbs). 

Management of the inriver recreational fishery is complicated by the 
relatively large harvests of chinook salmon returning to the Kenai River 
by sport and commercial fisheries in the marine waters of Cook Inlet, 
particularly by the commercial setnet fishery along the east side of the 
Inlet (McBride et al. 1985). Harvests by marine and inriver sport fish- 
eries, coupled with a large commercial harvest, may prevent an optimum 
escapement of brood stock. Estimates of the abundance and biological 
characteristics of the chinook salmon escapement are critical for 
management of the inriver sport fishery. The Sport Fish Division of the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) proposed a tag release-and- 
recovery program in 1975 to provide the required estimates. Electro- 
fishing equipment, drift gillnets (Hammarstrom 1980), fish traps, and 
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