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ABSTRACT 

This report sunxnxrizes the available infomtion about the harvest 

and use of Copper River salnon. The data are drawn from recent Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game, Division of Subsistence research and from 

rranagement reports prepared by the Division of CarPnercial Fisheries. 

This information may be used by the Board of Fisheries, advisory cornnittee 

members, and the public to assess proposed changes to the Copper River - 

Subsistence Salmon Management Plan. 

Presently, salmon may be taken for subsistence purposes in the Copper 

River with dipnets near Chitina, and with fishwheels from Chitina upriver 

to Slana, a distance of about 120 river miles. Any Alaska resident may 

obtain a subsistence permit. Participation in these f,isheries has 

increased rapidly, from 4,078 permits issued in 1981, to 7,540 permits in 

1983. About 92 percent of the permits in 1983 were for the dipnet fishery. 

The estimated subsistence harvest has increased fran about 69,000 salmon 

in 1981 to over 118,000 salmon in 1983; most of this catch was sockeye. 

In 1983, 67 percent of the catch was taken with dipnets. This rapid 

growth was unanticipated by the magemnt plan. It can be attributed 

largely to increased participation by non-Copper Basin,residents, most of 

whom fish with dipnets. 

The monetary economy of Copper Basin ccmnunities has remained marginal 

compared with that of Alaska's urban centers. Wage employment opportunities 

are limited, and many are seasonal or part-time. Average household 

incomes in the Copper Basin are low. Many Basin households follow an 

econanic Strategy that canbines seasonal wage employment with local 



fishing and hunting. 

Division research has documented an extensive use of wild fish and 

game resources by residents of Copper Basin cofnnunities. Mean household 

harvests for each cmity, in pounds dressed weight, demonstrate that a 

large number of Basin households harvest these resources in substantial 

quantities. For example, during a 12 month study period in 1982-83 about 

60 percent of a large sample of Basin households hunted noose; the average 

harvest of fish and game resources for these mocse-hunting households was 

558 pounds. Households using fishwheels had an average fish and game 

harvest of 644 pounds. 

Most Copper Basin residents who harvest Copper River salnnn use fish- 

wheels. The number of Basin subsistence permit holders has remained fairly 

stable over the last three years; 409 in 1981 (83 percent fishwheel permits), 

and 397 in 1983 (83 percent fishwheel permits). Salon harvests by local 

residents have also remined steady: returned permits in 1981 reported a 

harvest of 18,662 fish, while the 1983 reported harvest wa& about 20,359 

salmon. 

Overall, l3asin residents have a lengthy history of use of Copper 

River salnon; 50 percent of a sample of Rasin fishwheel operators in 1982 

had used wheels for more than 20 years. Many operated wheels from long- 

standing camps located in "clusters" along the river. Large portions of 

the catch were stroked or dried. Basin fishermen harvested other fish and 

game resources, mostly within the Basin. Only about 11 percent used 

other salmon fisheries in 1982. SalrrPn was a widely shared resource-in 

Copper Basin cornnun ities in 1983. 

Most non-Basin participants in the Copper River subsistence fishery 

use dipnets. A survey of dipnetters in 1982 found that 72 percent had 

participated in the fishery for less than five years. These fishermen 



harvested other fish and game resources outside the Copper Basin, and 

over one third used other salon fisheries in 1982. 

Other than the Copper Basin itself, several commnities of the Upper 

Tanana River region are the only areas of the state in which Copper River 

fishwheel permittees outnutier dipnet permittees. Residents of the Upper 

Tanana area have historical ties to the upper Copper River and its resources 

which have been documented since 1885. 

In sumnary, research has shown that notable differences exist between 

F&sin residents and mst non-Basin residents in term of use of wild resources. 

The pattern of resource use by Basin residents is molded in part by the 

histories and socioeconomic systems of Basin ccmmities. Fish and game 

harvests remin central to the economy and way of life of mny Copper 

Basin households and corimunities. Because of their abundance, predictability, 

and accessibility, Copper River salmon play a critical role in these harvest 

patterns. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This report surrmarizes the available infomtion about the present 

day hanrest and use of Copper River salmon, and describes the role that 

salmon plays in the economy and way of life of the residents of ccnxnunities 

which use this resource. hta are drawn from several recent research 

projects conducted by the Division of Subsistence, Alaska Department of 

Fish and Game, as well as from rranagerxnt reports prepared by the Division 

of Cannercial Fisheries. This information my be used by the Board of 

Fisheries, advisory ccxtxnittee tiers, and the public to understand the 

Copper River subsistence salmn fishery, and to assess proposed changes 

to the Copper River Subsistence SalrrPn Management Plan (5 AAC 01.647). 

Long isolated from Euro-American penetration by rugged mountains and 

swift-flowing rivers, southcentral Alaska's Copper Basin (Figure 1) 

became an important transportation corridor in the late 1890s. Thousands 

of prospectors passed through the region on their way to the Klondike 

goldfields in .1898-1899; following them cams the development of trails, 

highways, and a railroad, connecting the Copper River Basin to the major 

population centers of Alaska and the rest of the North American continent. 

But economic development came in spurts, with periods of "bcoms" and "busts." 

Today, the region retrains econanically rrarginal. For mny Basin residents, 

the key to their continued residency in the Basin is an economic strategy 

which combines seasonal wage employment with the harvesting of local fish 

and wildlife resourcesi 

Although roads have not brought a diversified economy to the Basin, 

they have provided access to its natural resources for residents of 

grawing urban centers of Alaska, such as Anchorage and Fairbanks. As a 

consequence, demand for these resources has grown, and regulations 

1 
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governing their harvest have become more restrictive over time. Examples 

include the imposition of a drawing permit system for hunting the Nelchina 

caribou herd, and the requirement that hunters within Game Managrrent Unit 

13 take only bull mOOSe with an antler spread of at least 36 inches or 

three brow tines,on at least one of the antlers. 

Faced with growing subsistence, recreational, and carmercial demand 

for Copper River salmon, the Board of Fisheries in 1980 adopted the Copper 

River Subsistence Salmon Management Plan. The Plan provides a mechanism 

for allocating saln-on to each user group, while maintaining adequate 

escapement for spawning purposes. Under the Plan, subsistence fishermen, 

who nay fish with either a dipnet'or a fishwheel, are assigned one of 

four classes of permits, based upon place of residency, income, age, and 

past use-of the fishery (Appendix A). Any Alaska resident may obtain a 

permit, but in times of projected low escapements, Copper Basin residents 

are given a preference over non-Basin residents. A Copper Basin resident 

is defined in the management plan as: 

An Alaska resident..., who for the preceding 12 consecutive tronths 
has mintained his place of residence and voting residence (if 
applicable) in Game Management Units 11, 13-A, 13-B, 134, and 13-D 
as described in 5 AAC 90.010 and the Jacksina River drainage to its 
confluence with the Nabesna River and who does not maintain a 
permanent residence or voting residence elsewhere. 

In this report, the "Copper Basin" refers to the area defined in the 

tinagerrent plan, which includes areas outside the drainage of the Copper 

River itself. 

Current regulations allow the use of dipnets in the Copper River 

from the Chitina4cCarthy Road Bridge to a point about five miles down- 

stream. Fishwheels rrasy be operated in the portion of the Copper River 

from the bridge at Chitina up to the confluence with the Slana River, 

near the corrrmn ity of Slana, a distance of approximately 120 river miles. 

3 



A corsrercial fishery using gillnets operates near the muth of the Copper 

River in the Gulf of Alaska. 

Since 1980, participation in the fishwheel and, especially, the 

dipnet fisheries on the Copper River has continued to grow at rates 

unanticipated by the management plan. Harvests have increased as well 

(Table 1). Much of this growth c8n be attributed to increased participation 

by non-Copper Basin residents in these fisheries. 

The data sumrarized below reveal significant differences beuueen 

Copper Basin residents and others who use the fishery in terrr~ of choice 

of gear, history of participation in the fishery, preservation techniques, 

use of other natural resources, and patterns of wage employment. Also, 

available data suggest that the use of Copper River salnPn continues to 

play an important role in the economy and wav of life of manv Basin 

residents and cotnnunities. - 

souRcEs 

The Alaska Departnent of Fish and GEE, Division of CanI'E?rcial 

Fisheries, has managed the Copper River salmon fisheries since 1960. The 

dipnet and fishwheel subsistence fisheries have been monitored with a 

permit system since that time. Data on levels of harvest by gear type, 

numbers of permits issued, residency of permit holders, and timing of 

harvest effort are available in the Commercial Fisheries Division's 

annual nnnagenent reports to the Board of Fisheries. 

The Division of Subsistence, Alaska Deparmnt of Fish and Game, has 

conducted several research projects focusing on the patterns of harvest 

and use of Copper Basin resources. These efforts have been in response 

to Board of Fisheries and Board of Game requests for information about 

4 



TABLE 1. PARTICIPtiIoN INOOPPEREUVERSUMISTENCE FISHERY, ANDHARVESTS BYGEAEt TYPE 1948-1983. 

RExmmcAm PERMITSIssIIED CAm BY SPECIES ESTIMATED 
YEAR DIPNET FISHWHEEL DIPNET FISHWHE~ Twl!AL SxxEm aiIwx aXI ToTAt CATCH 

1948 
1949 
1952 
1954 
1955 
1957 
1958 

:z 
19m 
1963 
1964 
1985 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
L97l 
1972 
1973 
I974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1962 
19631 

5.100 
5,500 
2,136 Speclee c!uubined. aIxl Gear 
3,145 codi.ned 
2,086 
7,753 

13,263 
1.179 
1,777 
3.203 
2,124 
4,133 
7,215 
7,452 
6,146 
8,040 

l8,4x4 
22,700 
28,115 
18,996 
16,407 
15,143 
7,694 

12,130 
22,612 
12.569 
11,887 
14,661 
28,872 
Q-614 
72,257 

5,660 
12,419 
11.101 
l2,395 
7,749 
5,813 
9,188 
8,360 
6,07-l 
6,220 
9,886 
9,370 
7,854 

10,943 
7,657 
5,626 
8;321 . 

12,751 
‘3,638 

10 251 
9,716 

26,924 
38,i20 
35,971 

32 
307 
435 
514 
794 
982 

1,132 
1,166 
1,235 
1,415 
3.220 
4,168 
3&35 
3,840 
3,305 
2,452 
2,512 
3,526 
3,313 
2,730 
2,804 
3,555 
5,475 
6,910 

26 58 
59 366 

117 552 
110 624 
158 952 
115 1.097 
110 1,242 
125 1,291 
112 1,347 
113 1,528 
267 3,487 
374Fr 4,542 
205 3,690 
305 4,145 
2a8 3;593 
350 2,802 
451 2,963 
540 4,066 
392 3,705 
470 3.200 
399 3,203 
523 4,078 
615 6,090 
630 7,540 

1.m 
3,057 
1,767 
7,241 

12,909 
6,739 

15,472 
14,543 
14.055 
11,915 
12,760 
16.718 
14,457 
14.819 
27,604 
36,500 
37,517 
26,850 
27,350 
22,Soo 
13,320 
20,451 
35,363 
19,207 
22.138 
21,437 
53,008 
96,799 

e 

535 

3;: 
281 
354 

iii 
848 
464 
725 
644 
555 
419 
644 
719 
427 

1,363 
1,501 
1,856 
1,141 
1,705 
2,017 
2.17l 
2,050 
2,372 
2,256 
1,913 
2,532 

e 

108 

25 
550 
381 
558 
103 
52 

233 
224 
554 

2% 
51c 

163d 

17 
454 
633 
705 
636 
849 

1,246 
e 

8,803 
18,206 
18,486 
18,287 
16,340 
16,818 
21,896 
19,007 
20,283 
29,266 
42,757 
48,449 
32,468 
29,428 
26,001 
15,357 
23,623 
41.815 
22,029 
30,963 
35,081 
68,746 

llO,Oc6 
118,000 

a Last use of Dip Net/Fishwheel Ccdination pemits. 
b First issue of petits at Chitina 
c Last year pennits were denied fishennm who failed to return their previous year perndts. 
d Issue of pemits atChitinaandGlennallen only. 
e Conplete data & catch by species for 1963 not available as of 2/8/84. 
f Prellmtnary totals, basedon returns as of 2/84. 

SOurCe: Randall, & g&, 1983:35; E&&mm 1964:personal comunlcatlon. 



these resource uses. In 1979, questionnaires were mailed to all holders 

of Copper River subsistence fishing permits. Also, some permit holders 

residing in the Basin were interviewed at their homes. The resultant 

report (Sticlmey and Cunningham 1979) was based on a sample of 704 permit 

holders, 105 of whom were Basin residents. The report contained an 

analysis of responses to questions on resource uses, employment patterns, 

and household characteristics, according to place of residence. 

In 1982, Division personnel conducted indepth interviews on site 

with non-random samples of 93 dipnetters and 81 fishwheel operators. 

Fifteen of the dipnetters (16 percent) and 56 of the fishwheel operators 

(69 percent) were Basin residents. The results of this research were 

used to describe the fishwheel and dipnet fisheries, and to compare and 

contrast Basin participants in the Copper River fishery with non-Basin 

participants. The r&port based on this research (Stratton 1982b) contains 

detailed descriptions of fishing sites, fishing techniques, other resource- 

related activities engaged in by the samples, and case studies of dipnetters 

and fishwheel users. Most of the findings supported the conclusions of 

the-previous research. 

In addition, the Division has conducted several studies focusing on 

the uses and users of the Nelchina Caribou herd, which ranges throughout 

tich of the Copper Basin (Stanek 1981; Stratton 1982a, 1983). These 

reports, too, describe the harvest and use of resource?, as well as 

contrast local use patterns of Copper Basin resources with those of 

non-Basin participants in the Nelchina caribou hunt. 

In 1983, at the request of the Board of Fisheries, Division staff 

conducted additional research in the Copper Basin aimed at understanding 

the full range of resource uses in Basin commmities and the role these 

USeS play in the local economy and way of life of Basin residents. A 
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survey was administered to a sample of 431 households in 19 Copper Basin 

communities and three! cannunities (Cantwell, Chickaloon, and the North 

Wrangell Mountains) outside the Basin. A random sample of households was 

selected in the larger cawnunities, while 100 percent of the households 

was the target for the snaller ccxnnunities. Some of the results of this 

recent research have been used in the preparation of this report. A nore 

complete description and analysis of these data will appear in a forth- 

coming Division technical paper (Stratton and Georgette 1984). 

COPPER BASIN OVERVIEW 

Physical and Biological Environment 

FlcRving 287 miles south from its source in the Wrangell Mountains, 

the Copper River drains an area of 24,000 square miles before cutting 

through the coastal Chugach Mountains and emptying into the Gulf of Alaska 

near the town of Cordova. The river is laden with glacial silt. Its 

major tributaries include the Chitina, Tonsina, Klutina, Tazlina, Gulkana, 

Gakona, Sanford, Chistochina, and Slana rivers. 

The Basin is surrounded on all sides by nntssive mountains; the Alaska 

Range rises on the north, the Chugach Mountains bound the Basin on the 

west and south, and the Wrangell Mountains form a barrier to the east. 

Tundra, along with rock and ice, covers the mountains above 4000 feet. 

Below the tundra grow dwarf birch and willow, which give way at lower 

elevations to forests of white and black spruce, balsam poplar, aspen, 

and birch. The continental climate of the Basin is characterized by 

great extremes of temperature, with cold, dry winters, and warm swrs 

(Hanable 1982:6-g). 

The wildlife of the Basin is varied. Two rmjor caribou herds, the 

7 



Nelchina and the Mentasta, roam the northern and western Basin. Dal1 

sheep and mountain goats are found in the mountains. Moose, brown and 

black bear, and a typical assemblage of boreal forest smll gam and 

furhearers are also present in the area. Beginning in June, sockeye 

(red) and chinook (king) salon ascend the Copper River to spawn, followed 

in August and September by smll runs of coho (silver) salmon and steelhead 

trout l Freshwater fish present in Basin rivers and lakes include rainbow 

and lake trout, grayling, whitefish, and burbot (Selkregg 1974). 

History 

The aboriginal inhabitants of the Copper River Basin, the Athabaskan- 

speaking Ahtna Indians, have probably occupied this region for at least 

the last thousand years (Workmn 1976). In the 19th century, the Ahtha 

were organized into a number of sniall bands, each with its distinctive 

dialect, fishing sites, and hunting grounds. Totally dependent upon wild 

resource harvests for survival, each band followed a seasonal round which 

included fishing for salmon each sunmr with funnel traps and spears in 

clear water streams, and with weirs, willow dip nets, and dipnetting 

platforms in the Copper River itself. Fishwheels were introduced to the 

Copper River fishery around 1910 and rapidly replaced the aboriginal 

fishing technology. The salon were preserved, mostly by drying, and 

stored in caches at each permnent village, located near the fishing 

sites. In fall, hunting for large and smll game took place from muntain 

hunting carrps. People retmined at their villages throughout a portion 

of the winter, supplementing their stored foods with ice fishing, but 

when supplies ran low in later winter and spring, families left the 

village to hunt for game. Certainly, sockeye and chinook salmon were the 
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rrpst important food for the Ahtna, for the risk of starvation was great 

if adequate supplies of this seasonally abundant resource were not prepared . 

each Br (de Laguna and McClellan 1981). 

In 1783, the Russians, under Nagaev, discovered the mouth of the 

Copper River. Repeated Russian attempts to explore the Copper River 

valley were largely failures. Although the Athna becarre involved in the 

fur trade during the Russian era of-Alaskan history, the influence of the 

Russians on the Copper Basin was not great. The effects of European- 

introduced diseases were more important, since they included a severe 

reduction of the Indian population of the Basin in the 19th and early 

20th centuries (de Laguna and McClellan 1981':643). 

In 1885, Lt. Henry Allen of the United States Army led the first 

successful non-Native expedition through the Copper Basin to the Tanana 

River Valley. Arriving at Batzulneta's Village near present day Slana 

in early June 1885, Allen encountered Indians from the Tanana River, who- 

had crcssed the mountains through welldtablished trade routes to fish 

for salnon with their upper Ahtna relatives (Hanable 1982:46). The Upper 

Tanana Indians had long+tanding traditions of trade, intermarriage, and 

cooperative fishing with the Ahtna of the upper Copper River (e.g. MCKEMLUI 

1959:27-28,35; Guedon 1974). 

In 1898 and 1899, thousands of prospectors bound for the Klondike 

goldfields passed through the Copper Valley. Hundredsroverwintered at 

the present site of Copper Center. Beginning in 1899, a trail was con- 

structed from Valdez into the Copper River Valley. By 1905, this forerunner 

of the Richardson Highway was open to travel to Fairbanks by horsedrawn 

wagons. By 1927, the highway was open to automobile traffic. Many of 

today's Basin communities grew around road houses along this route. 

Forrrer Native villages were abandoned as the Ahtna were drawn to the 
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roadhouses as sources of imported trade goods and temporary wage employ- 

ment. The presence of schcols and missions also attracted people to 

these centers. Development of the Rennecott copper mines in the early 

1900s resulted in the construction of the Copper River and Northwestern 

Railway between the mines and Cordova, and the growth of the cotmm ity of 

Chitina. Both the mines and the railway were abandoned by 1938 (de 

Laguna and McClellan 1981:643; Hanable 1962:65)'. 

American involvement in World War II resulted in the construction of 

the Glenn Highway between Anchorage and the Basin. Also, the Richardson 

Highway was linked with the new Alaska Highway, which ran through Canada 

to the rest of the United States.' Again, this "boom" period was followed 

by a period of reduced economic activity. Statehood in 1959 brought a 

growth in the service and government sectors of the local economy. The 

population of the Basin gradually rose as newcomers arrived, son-e because 

of wage employment opportunities; others were attracted by the Basin's 

natural resources and way of life. The construction of the Trans-Alaska 

Pipeline in the early 1970s again brought renewed opportunities for wage 

employment, and nore newcOrners arrived in the region. This growth spurt, 

too, was temporary, although many who had first moved or returned to the 

Basin during the Pipeline's construction chose to remain and seek other 

means of livelihood. In part, wage employment opportunities have arisen 

in local businesses serving the tourists, hunters, and'fishermn who 

visit from other parts of Alaska, as well as other states and foreign 

countries. The several highways crossing the region have made the Basin 

reasonably accessible to these groups (Stratton and Georgette 1934). 

10 



Current Socioeconomic Characteristics 

In 1983, the year-round population of the Copper Basin was approxi- 

mtely 2,960 in 977 households (Table 2). About.23 percent of these were 

Native households. Almost all of the Basin's population lives along the 

Basin's roads and highways. Service centers have developed in Glennallen 

and at Copper Center; these are also the population centers of the Basin. 

Other camunity centers occur at major highway intersections, at former 

roadhouse sites, and at Native villages. However, mny of the Basin's 

households reside along the mjor highways outside any recognizable 

service center. 

In 1983, wage employmnt opportunities in the Basin were largely 

limited to jobs in government, construction, travel/service, and Native 

corporations. Many of these jobs were seasonal or part time (Stratton and 

Ceorgette 1984; cf. Stickhey and Cunningham 1979:18; Logsdon 1977). 

Division of Subsistence research in 1982 (Stratton 1983:22) found that of 

Basin residents .holding Nelchina caribou subsistence hunting permits, 

only 20 percent held full-tine, year-round jobs. Over 35 percent were 

employed seasonally or part-time, year-round. Almost 11 percent were 

unemployed, and over 17 percent were retired. In contrast, 63 percent of 

the non-Basin residents holding Nelchina permits, the majority of whom 

reside in urban centers, reported full-time, year-round employment. only 

15 percent held seasonal or part-time work. Less than'4 percent were 

unemployed and 4 percent were retired. The mean household income sfor the 

Basin caribou hunters was $16,200 in 1982; non-Basin residents reported a 

mean 1982 household income of $41,500 (Stratton 1983:21). 

Research in 1983 (Stratton and Georgette 1984) also revealed that 

many Basin household heads held seasonal wage employmnt during 1982-83. 

11 



TABLE 2. ESTIMATED POP~TION OF COPPER BASIN COMMUNITIES, SUMMER 1983. 

Commnity 

Estimted Mean 
Number of Household 
Households Size 

Estimted 
Population 

Chisbchina 

Chitina 

Copper Center 

Gakona 

East Glenn Highway 

Glennallen 

Gulkana 

Kenny Lake 

Lake Louise 

Lower Tonsina 

Matanuska Glacier 

McCarthy Road 

Mentasta 

Nabesna Road 

North Richardson Hwy 

Paxson/Sourdough 

Sheep Mountain 

Slana 

South Wrangell Mtns 

Upper Tonsina Area 

Tok Road 

Total 

27. 2.4 

24 1.8 

129 3.4 

24 3.3 

65 2.8 

269 3.2 

41 2.8 

68 3.2 

15 2.6 

9 3.9 

65 2.8 

18 2.9 

19 3.5 

10 3.7 

16 2.0 

9 3.0 

19 3.1 

17 2.5 

18 2.0 

76 3.0 

65 

43 

439 

79 

182 

861 

115 

218 

39 

35 

la2 

52 

67 

37 

32 

27 

59 

43 

36 

228 

121 

2,960 

Source : Stratton and Georgette 1984. 
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Table 3 reports the mean number of months employed during a 12 month 

study period in 1982-83 for household heads in 19 study communities. 

Generally, households in or near service centers such as Glennallen 

(mean 10.9 rrPnths) were aore likely to hold year-round jobs than were 

households in smaller comrmnities in the Basin, such as Chistochina (5.1 

months) or McCarthy Road (4.7 rronths). Given these patterns of wage 

employment, it.is not surprising that many Basin households engage in 

wild resource harvests to provide economic security in an economically 

marginal and undiversified region. 

Table 4 reports data on the length of residency within the Basin of 

Basin resiclents. Each number represents the mean number of years living 

in the Basin for the'longest resident nember of the sampled households of 

each connunity. Generally, cannunities closest to the Copper River and 

those which have a substantial number of Native households have the 

highest rreans. These data demonstrate that nany Basin households have a 

long history of local residency. 

THE USES OF FISH AND WILDLIFE WITHIN COPPER BASIN COMMUNITIES 

Previous Division research has documented an extensive use of wild 

fish and game resources by residents of Copper Basin comrmnities. For 

example, in response to a mailed questionnaire sent to holders of Nelchina 

caribou subsistence permits, rrost of whom were Basin re'sidents, 80 percent 

reported that they regularly used caribou; 92 Percent regularly used 

moose; 30 percent, black bear; 50 percent waterfowl; 67 percent, small 

game; 93 percent, salnon; 37 percent, whitefish; and 78 percent, other 

fish. All of these participation rates were higher than those reported 

by non-Basin residents who hunted Nelchina caribou in 1982 (Stratton 
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TAB= 3. MEAN NUMBEROF MONTHS EMPLQYED, HOUSEHOLD HEAD, COPPER 
BASIN CtXMUNITIES 1982-83.l 

Camuni~ Sample Size 
Mean Number of 
Months Rnployed 

Chistochina 22 

Chitina 23 

Copper Center 26 

Gakona 22 

East Glenn Highway 15 

Glennallen 50 

Gulkana 32 

&MY Lake 12 

Lake Louise 10 

Lower Tonsina a 

Matanuska Glacier 29 

McCarthy Road 13 

Mentasta 18 

Nabesna Road 8 

Paxson/Sourdough 10 

Sheep Mountain 9 

Slana 16 

South Wrangells 15 

Upper Tonsina Area 15 

5.1 

6.6 

7.9 

8.3 

6.0 

10.9 

a.0 

7.1 

9.5 

2.9 

7.0 

4.7 

4.2 

4.1 

10.1 

10.4 

8.8 

3.9 

7.6 

1 Data are for a 12 month study period in 1982-83. 

Source: Stratton and Georgette 1984. 
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TABLE 4. MEAN YEARSOF RESIDENCY INTHECOPPERBASIN. 

Coilmlnity n Years 

Chistochina 22 28.2 

Chitina 23 21.2 

Copper Center 27 32.8 

Gakona 23 16.5 

East Glenn Highway 15 18.6 

Glennallen 51 14.4 

Gulkana 34 23.8 

Kenny Lake 12 11.5 

Lake Louise 12 11.8 

Lower Tonsina a 31.7 

Matanuska Glacier 30 10.0 

McCarthy Road 13 13.7 

Mentasta la 41.3 

Nabesna Road a 32.8 

Paxscn/Sourdough 10 13.3 

Sheep Mountain 9 10.4 

SIana 16 17.5 

South Wrangells 15 10.1 

Upper Tonsina Area 15 13.3 

Source: Stratton and Georgette 1984. 
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1983 : 18-19). (31 the average, Basin households reported that 66 percent 

of their housebld's fish and mat was derived fran wild fish and game 

harvests; the corresponding figure for non-Basin households was 48 

percent (Stratton 1983:17). 

Research with Copper Basin fishwheel users in 1982 revealed similar 

patterns. Almost 84 percent of a sample of 56 local fishermen reported 

that they had hunted game within the last 12 months; 61 percent had taken 

fish other than salnon; 61 percent picked berries; and 30 percent had 

trapped furbearers. Almost all of these activities took place within the 

Copper River Basin (Stratton 1982b:27-28). 

A survey conducted with 365 households in 19 Copper Basin communities 

in 1983 revealed a diversity of. wild resource uses arrPng Basin residents. 

IMcst households were found to harvest and use wild resources, although 

annual household harvests ranged from a few pounds to thousands of pounds 

of wild food. Mean household harvests for each c otrnunity (Table 5), 

demonstrate that a large number of Basin households harvest fish, game, 

and plant resources in substantial quantities. 

Several factors seem to be associated with high levels of resource 

harvest within Copper Basin ccmrrunities. For example, 58 percent of the 

interviewed Basin households hunted mose during the 12 rrPnth study 

period in 1982-83. While most of these households did not harvest a 

rroose, the mean harvest of all wild resources for this group was 558 

pounds, compared with a mean of 139 pounds for those households not 

attempting to harvest this spxies. Similarly, sampled households which 

held a subsistence permit for hunting Nelchina caribou during the study 

period (21 percent of the sample) harvested a mean of 646 pounds of wild 

resources; households not holding a Nelchina subsistence permit harvested 

a rmxn of 310 pounds (Figure 2). Thus, participation in big game hunting 
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Figure 2. Mean household harvests of all wild resources and of sockeye 
salrmn, in pounds dressed weight, for mose-hunting households 
and households holding Nelchina caribou subsistence permits, 
Copper Basin, June 1982 - May 1983. 
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appeared to be associated with relatively high levels of resource harvest. 

Large portions of Basin communities engaged in hunting noose and caribou 

during the study period. 

Another factor associated with high levels of resource harvesting by 

Basin households was involvement in Copper River subsistence fisheries. 

As shown in Figure 3, households using fishwheels during the study period 

(36 percent of the sample) harvested a mean of 644 pounds of resources. 

Basin households using dipnets (7 percent) harvested a man of 276 pounds. 

The mean harvest for those households not harvesting salnon with a fish- 

wheel or dipnet (57 percent) was 226 pounds during the study period. 

As depicted in Figure 4, the number of rronths engaged in monetary 

employment mav also have been related to harvest levels within Copper 

Basin c unnunities. Households headed by individuals employed l-11 rronths 

harvested a mean of 465 pounds of wild resources, compared with a mean of 

338 pounds for thos& employed 12 rfonths, and 318 pounds for those with no 

monetary employment during the study period. This suggests that Copper 

Basin households with seasonally+zmployed members harvested nore resources 

than those with year-round employment or those that were unemployed (cf. 

Mills et al 1984). -- As noted earlier in Table 3, many Basin households 

hold seasonal wage-producing jobs. These, and other relationships, will 

be explored further in a comprehensive report on resource uses in the 

Copper Basin (Stratton and Georgette 1984). I 

Also, Table 5 shows that during the study period, fish provided the 

majority of the wild resource harvests of most Basin cmities. For 

example, 63 percent of the man household resource harvest by Gulkana 

residents was composed of fish, while 28 percent was large and small 

game. In Copper Center, fish accounted for 82 percent of the roean house- 

hold harvest. For comnrnities adjacent to the Copper River, the bulk of 
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the fish caught was salmon, mostly sockeye (see next section). Game 

harvests were generally found ID be highest in camunities in the northern 

portion of the Basin, such as Mentasta (219 pounds; 56 percent of the 

harvest), Slana (296 pounds, 44 percent of the harvest), and along the 

Nabesna Road (517 pounds, 41 percent of the total). In part, this more 

cormmn harvest of game was due to the greater accessibility of big game 

populations, particularly caribou and sheep, to these northen commnities. 

Also, a significant portion of the population of these ccmunities was 

engaged in such resource-related income-producing activities as trapping 

and guiding, which seemed to be associated with an increase in a comnunity's 

mean household harvest of wild foods (Stratton and Georgette 1984). 

Generally, the resources taken in l.kge quantities by Basin c omnunities 

during the study period were those that were near to residences, reasonably 

accessible, and fairly abundant. For example, declining populations of 

game, particularly mose and caribou, along with growing harvest pressures 

on these resources, have led in recent years to nore restrictive hunting 

regulations. With the Board of Game's adoption of regulations providing 

for subsistence hunting of caribou by Basin residents in 1980, harvests 

of this species have increased (Stratton and Georgette 1984). 

It is evident, however, that fish, especially salmn, continue to be 

the most cammnly harvested and used wild resource in the vast majority 

of Basin c amunities. Salon have been a fairly reliable resource, and 

are seasonallv abundant. Given adequate gear, knowledge of fishing 

techniques, access, and favorable river conditions, they can be taken in 

large nurrbers. Good fishing sites are reasonably accessible to Basin 

residents. The patterns of this use will be described in the following 

section. 
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CDNTEMPORARY LJSJZSOFCOPPERRIVERSALAQN 

Patterns of Harvest and Use of Copper River Salmon by Copper Basin 
Residents 

Copper B.&sin residents harvest salnon predominantly with fishwheels. 

In 1981, about 83 percent of the 409 Basin households which held subsis- 

tence fishing permits used fishwheels. In 1982, 79 percent, and in 1983, 

83 percent, operated fishwheels. The remainder of the permit holders 

fished with dipnets (Figure 5). The- number of Basin households harvest- 

ing salmon with fishwheels or.dipnets has remained stable over the last 

three years, in contrast with the 135 percent increase in the overall 

n&r of Copper River subsistence fishing permits issued during the same 

period (Figure 6). 

Division of Subsistence research has found that a large portion of 

all households in Copper Basin communities participate in the fishwheel 

fishery (Table 6). For example, alrtost 60 percent of a random sample 

of.Copper Center households harvested salrrPn with fishwheels during a 

study period spanning 12 mnths in 1982-83. Only 7 percent of the Copper 

Center sample took salmon with rod and reel, and none used dipnets. Most 

cornnunities bordering the Copper River from Chitina to Slana displaped 

similar patterns. Conversely, residents of Basin comnunities mre distant 

from the river, such as Lake Louise, Paxson/Sourdough, 'and.Sheep Mountain, 

harvested most of their salrrPn with rod and reel under sport fishing 

regulations. 

In part, the efficiency of fishwheels for harvesting salmon over 

other gear types explains the preference local residents exhibit for 

fishwheels. Building a fishwheel requires knowledge about construction 
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Figure 5. Local Participation in Copper River 
Subsistence Salmon Fishery, 1981-83. 
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techniques, and a relatively high initial investment of time and nr>ney in 

constructing the wheel and installing it at a fishing site. However, 

once operating, a fishwheel is capable of harvesting salnon rapidly in a 

fairly short amount of time, under favorable water and run conditions. 

Local residents, many of whom have lived in the area for years, are 

likely to know of the best fishing sites and access routes; through 

neworks of relatives and friends, they may also gain permission to place 

a wheel on privately-owned land or share the use of a fishwheel. Also, 

those fishermen living closest to the river are best able to nntintain 

their wheels and care for their catch, in contrast to those residing far 

from the river who cannot tend their wheels fran their own homes. While 

Table 6 reveals a portion of some comnunities fishing with rod‘and reel, 

this is often in addition to operating a fishwheel and my be practiced 

rmre for its recreational qualities rather than as a source of large 

quantities of fish. The few Basin residents who utilize dipnets do so - 

because they lack the time to invest in building and maintaining a fish- 

wheel; opt to harvest a few salmon quickly using inexpensive gear; or 

have temporarily lost their access to the fishwheels they have used in 

the past (Stratton 1982b:54-55). 

Levels of harvest and use 

In 1983, the reported harvest for all fishwheel Hxmittees was 

approximately 35,971 salnon; the 328 Copper Basin fishwheel users har- 

vested about 55 percent of this total (Figure 7). As Figure 7 shows, the 

salmon catch taken by Basin residents' fishwheels has remained fairly stable 

over the last three years. During the sarre time, the total harvest reported 

by all subsistence permit holders has increased by over 200 percent. 
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Figure 7. Number of Salmon 
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Also in 1983, the 6,910 dipnetters at Chitina took 72,257 salon. 

Basin residents held an estimated 69 dimetting permits or about one 

percent of the total. Table 7 gives the average catch per returned 

permit in 1983 by type of permit and area of residency. 

The mean m&x- of salmon caught per Copper Basin household by 

ccmmnity for a 12 month study period in 198243 was shown previously 

in Table 6. The mean nurrber of salmon harvested per household varied 

widely between cormunities. Generally, the number of salmn harvested 

and the portion of the total harvest composed of salmon were higher for 

camnmities bordering the Copper River. 

The relationship between a commnity's proximity to the Copper 

River and.its harvest of Copper River salmn is most clearly illustrated 

by exatining the harvest data for sockeye salmon (Table 8) because rmst 

sockeye harvested by the sampled households were taken with fishwheels. 

Figure 8 shows that the portion of the mean household harvest for each 

study camunity cmposed of sockeye salon was greatest for those- 

ccmmnities adjacent to the Copper River. Also, Figure 9 shows that 

households in comnunities clcsest to the Copper River to& the most 

sockeyes. 

Table 8 also shows that in most commmities the percentage of house- 

holds harvesting sockeye salon is exceeded by the percentage of households 

using sockeye salmon. This suggests that households that harvest sockeyes 

share portions of their catch with non-harvesting households. 

Fishing Periods, Locations, and processing Activities 

By regulation, fishing with fishwheels and dipnets opens June 1 and 

closes on 8epte*r 30. Most sockeye and chinook salrmn taken with fish- 
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wheels are caught in June and early July, although sockeye salon continue 

to be harvested in small numbers into September. The small harvest of 

coho salmon occurs in late August through Septeder (Roberson 1982:12). 

Generally, owners of fishwheels operate them during the peak period of 

sockeye salrron availability; fishers who utilize a relative's or friend's 

wheel often run it after the owners have completed their harvest (Stratton 

198213317). 

Fishwheel Owners normally place their wheels in the same general 

area each year. Many fishwheels are operated from private property. 

Other wheels are placed fran sites that are recognized by long term Basin 

residents as "belonging" to certain families. This right to use a parti- 

cular site appears to be inherited through lines of kinship (Reckord 

1983:102). In 1982, about 104 fishwheels were operated in 13 distinct 

areas along the Copper River (Figure 10). Ten "clusters," are& having 

rnxe than one fishwheel, were identified; three other areas had one wheel 

each. The -clusters occurred at these locations for a combination of 

reasons, including ease of access, proximity to c-unities, and a history 

of past use (Stratton 1982b313). 

In 1982, long term Basin residents tended to operate their fishwheels 

from caqxs with pemnent facilities for processing the salnon. Fishers 

using the "Old Village" subcluster of ten wheels within the Copper Center 

cluster provide an example of this technique. Other Basin residents 

transported their catch to their permanent residences, where processing 

and storage occurred.- Among Basin residents, fishing groups tended to be 

composed of relatives. For example, of the sample of 56 local fishwheel 

users, 73 percent reported fishing only with relatives, 16 percent 

fished only with friends, 4 percent fished with friends and relatives, 

and 7 percent fished alone (Stratton 1982b:20). 
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Figure lo. Estimated number of permits and fishwheels at 1982 Copper 
River fishwheel sites. 

Source: adapted from Stratton 1982b:8,14. 
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In 1982, mst Basin fishwheel operators used a combination of methods 

to preserve their salmn catch, including canning (63 percent), freezing 

(59 percent), smking (52 percent), drying (45 percent), kippering (13 

percent), and salting (11 percent) (Figure 11). Basin residents were mch 

more likely to dry their salmon than were non-local fishwheel operators. 

Drying requires a great deal of time, special storage conditions,.and know- 

ledge of how to prepare the product. This preservation method was most 

ccmmn amng those fishwheel users with the longest history of involvement 

in the fishery (Stratton 1982:68). About 30 percent of the sample of Basin 

fishwheel operators in 1982 used salmon roe and heads (Stratton 1982:24). 

Characteristics of Basin Residents Who Use Copper River Salmon 

Research conducted in 1982 by-the Division found that mny Basin 

fishwheel operators had a long history of involvement in the fishery, 

especially when compared with non-local fishwheel users (Figure 12). For 

example, only 5 percent of the local fishers reported that they were 

using a wheel for-the first time, compared with 15 percent of the non- 

local residents. Cver 50 percent of the Basin fishwheel operators had 

used fishwheels for over 20 years, compared with 15 percent of the non- 

local residents who reported histories of involvement of that length. 

Local people were most likely to have begun participating in the fishery 

as children with their parents, aunts, or uncles. Others had learned 

about operating a fishwheel from friends. Very few had used a dipnet 

prior to their use of a fishwheel (Stratton 1982:67). 

Another characteristic of the sample of Basin residents who used 

fishwheels was their high level of use of other fish and game resources 

(Figure 13). In 1982, almst all of these activities took place within 
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Freeze Caa bake salt Upper/ -_ _- 
Figure 11. Salmon preservation methods by area of residence, 

PIcue 

fishwheel sample, 1982.* 

* Categories are not mutually exclusive 

Source: Stratton 1982b:22. 
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Figure 12. History of involvement in the Copper River fiswheel fishery 
by residency, fishwheel sample, 1982. 

Source: Stratton 1982b:16. 
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the Copper River Basin. However, only 11 percent participated in other 

salmon fisheries. Basin residents who used dipnets to harvest salmon in 

1982 also engaged in several other resource harvest activities, again 

mostly within the Basin (Stratton 1982b:62). 

Patterns of Harvest and Use of Copper River Salmon by Non-Basin Residents 

The vast mjority of non-Basin residents harvesting Copper River 

salmon use dipnets. Of the 7,144 Capper River subsistence permits issued 

to non-Basin residents in 1983, 6,842 (96 percent) were dipnet permits. 

Only 302 (4 percent) of the non-Basin participants held fishwheel permits. 

Overall, about 99 percent of all dipnetters and 48 percent of all fishwheel 

users residedoutside the Copper Basin in 1983. 

A coqarison of Tables 9 and 10 demonstrates that this pattern of choice 

of gear type occurs within meet non-Basin cmnunities and geographic areas that 

use Copper River salmon. For example, 32 Fairbanks households fished with 

fishwheels in 1983, while 2,470 fished with dipnets; thus 99 percent of the 

Fairbanks fishers participated in the dipnet fishery. About 95 percent 

of the Anchorage participants, 95 percent of the Delta Junction participants, 

and 91 percent of the participants from Valdez fished with dipnets in 1983. 

Several factors help explain the preference non-Basin residents 

display for dipnets over'fishwheels. As noted earlier, using a fishwheel 

requires a large investment of time and rmney, plus knowledge and skill 

to construct the wheel. The wheel must be transported a long distance from 

the place of residmcy to the fishing site on the Ccpper River. Success 

in operating the wheel results from familiarity with the river and the 

salmon rum, as well as access to a suitable fishwheel site, most of 
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TABLE 9. RESIDENCFiS OF COPPER RIVER FISHWHEJZL PERMITHOLDERS. 1983. 

Chmmitv Basin Non-Basin Total Percent 

Anchoragea 
Chicken 
Chitina 
Copper Centerb 
Delta Junction 
Dot Lake 
Fairtmksc 
Gakonad 
Glennallene 
Kenai Peninsulaf 
Mentasta 
Militaryg 
Northway 
Palmr/Wasillah 
Paxtin 
Slana 
Tok 
Valdez 
Otherj 

127 127 
4 4 

23 23 
loo loo 

13 13 
3 3 

32 32 
60 60 

117 117 
7 7 

1 1 
2 2 
3 3 

18i 52 70 
2 2 
7 7 

37 37 
14 14 
8 8 

328 (52.1) 302 (47.9) 630 

20.2 
0.6 
3.7 

15.9 
2.1 
0.5 
5.1 
9.5 

18.6 
1.1 
0.2 
0.3 
0.5 

11.1 
0.3 
1.1 
5.9 
2.2 
1.3 

loo.2 

a Includes Chugiak, Eagle River. - 
b Includes Kenny-Lake, Upper Tonsina, and Lower Tonsina. 
c Includes College, and North Pole. 
d Includes Gulkana, and Chistochina. 
e Includes Tazlina, Copperville, and some Copper Center residents. 
f Includes Kenai, Homer, Ninilchik, Soldotna, and Sterling. 
g Includes Elmendorf AFB and Fort Richardson. 
h Includes Palmer, Sutton, Wasilla and Willow. 
i Estimted nurrber of Copper Basin residents. 
j Includes Bettles, Boundary, Cantwell, Healy, Juneau, and King Salon. 

source: Division of Commrcial Fisheries, 1983. 
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TABLE 10. RESIDENCES OF COPPER RIVER DIPNET PERMITHOLDERS, 1983. 

-ity # of permits Percent 

Anchoragea 
Cantwell 
Central 

* Chitina 
Clear/Andersonb 

* Copper Center 
Cordova 
Delta Junction 
Dot Lake 
Fairhank& 

* Gakona 
* Glennallen 

Healyd 
Kenai Peninsulae 
Militaryf 
Northway 
Palner/Wasillag 
Sutton 
Talkeetnah 
Tok 
valdez - 
Northern Alaskai 
Southeastern Alaskaj 
Western Alaskak 
No Address- 
Out of State 

2,431 
3 
1 

10 
21 
32 
2 

256 
5 

2,470 
3 

24 
8 

23 
967 

1 
438 

6 
5 

16 
150 
13 
4 
8 
7 
7 

6,911 

35.2 

3.7 
0.1 

35.7 

0.4 
0.1 
0.3 

14.0 

6.3 
0.1 
0.1 
0.2 
2.2 
0.2 
0.1 
0.1 
0.1 
0.1 

100.0 

*denotes Copper Basin residents 

a Includes Chugiak, Eagle River, Girdwood, and Indian. 
b Includes Anderson and Nenana. 
c Includes College, Ester, North Pole, Murphy !&me, Salcha, and Two Rivers. 
d Includes McKinley Park. 
e Includes Anchor Point, Clam Gulch, Cooper Landing, Homer, Kenai Seward, 

Soldotna, and Sterling. 
f Includes Eielson AFB, Elmendorf AFB, Ft. Greely, Ft. Richardson, and Fort 

Wainwright. 
g Includes Big Lake, Houston, Willcw; also sorne.Glenn Highway residents in the 

Copper Basin. 
h Includes Peters Creek and Gold Creek. 
i Includes Barrow, Eureka, Galena, Huslia, Kotzebue, Nome, Selawik, and Venetie. 
j Includes Juneau, Sitka, and Wrangell. 
k Includes Atka, Bethel, Chevak, McGrath, Napakiak, Pilot Station, St. Paul, 

and Unalaska. 

Source : Division of Commercial Fisheries, 1983. 
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which are accessed only over private property or, because of former use, 

already occupied by Basin residents. At the clcse of the season, the 

wheel mst be remved from the river and stored, or the owner risks its 

loss over the winter months. 

It is not surprising, then, that many of the non-local fishwheel 

permit holders operate a fishwheel owned by a friend or relative who is 

a Basin resident. Others, who own wheels, report that they first learned 

of their operation and construction at Chitina, where they had gone for 

dipnetting (Stratton 1982b:17). In contrast, fishing with a dipnet 

requires a small investment in equipment. The open fishing area is 

accessible by highway vehicle. Knuuledge of this fishery spreads by word 

of mouth, and many participants decide to travel to Chitina after they 

learn of a strong run and the likelihood of catching a substantial number 

of salmon during a short visit to the area. 

Other than the Copper Basin itself, the Upper Tanana River region -is 

the only other part of the State which contains communities with mre 

residents who operate Copper River fishwheels than fish with dipnets at 

Chitina. In 1983, for example, 43 hcxseholds in the ccmunities of Dot 

Lake, Northway, and Tok held Copper River fishwheel permits, while 22 

fished with dipnets. Thus, about 66 percent of the participants in the 

Copper River subsistence fishery from these ccmmn ities fished with 

fishwheels. This preference is understandable in that Slana,, the northern- 

most portion of the Copper River open by. regulation to fishwheel use, is 
- 

geographically closer to the Upper Tanana area than either the dipnet 

fishery at Chitina or the gillnet fisheries on the Yukon and lower Tanana 

Rivers. As stated in the history section, residents of the Upper Tamna 

area also have historical ties to the upper Copper River and its resources' 

which have been documented since 1885. 
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Levels of Harvest and Use 

In 1983, the average catch of non-resident dipnetters who received 

the household allocation of 30 salnr>n and returned their permits was 13.8 

fish (Table 7). For the individual permittees allocated 15 salnon, the 

average catch was 6.4 fish. Non-Basin dipnetters reported a total-harvest 

of 71,552 salnon for 1983 (Figure 7). In the sank? year nonaasin fishwheel 

users received allocations ranging from 15 to 500 salmon, based on house- 

hold size and monetary income. For the returned permits, the average 

catches were: 12.7 fish for those receiving allocations of 15 salmon; 

39.3 fish for those holding permits for 60-160 salmon; 64.2 for permits 

for 200 s&rx; and 136.8 saltron for holders of permits with a 500 fish 

limit (Table 7). These harvest levels were similar to the average catches 

by Basin permit holders. The total reported harvest by non-Basin fishwheel 

users was 16,317 salnon (Figure 7). Thus, of the reported 87,869 Copper 

River salmon harvested by non-Basin subsistence fishermen, 81 percent 

was taken with dipnets. 

Fishing Periods, Locations, and Harvest Activities 

Although dipletting at Chitina occurs throughout the open season, 

most of the fishing effort and catch occurs in June and early July 

(Roberson 1982:12). By regulation, dipnetting is confined to about a 

five mile stretch of river below the bridge at Chitina. Of an opportunistic 

sample of 85 dipletters in 1982, about 20 percent of those interviewed 

planned to spend a day or less fishing; 33 percent planned to spend one 

weekend; another 33 percent planned one trip of 3-5 days. The remaining 

17 percent planned to make more than one trip to Chitina. Many of those 

who remained overnight used campers or rrotor homes (Stratton 1983b:56). 
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Freezing was used as a method of preservation by 74 percent of those 

interviewed; 46 percent smoked some of their catch, and 39 percent canned 

fish (Stratton 1982b:57). For a mre detailed description of dipnetting 

activities, along with several case studies of participants in this 

fishery, see Stratton (1982b). 

Non-Basin fishwheel operators placed their wheels in several locations 

in 1982, or shared the use of wheels owned by local residents. However, 

fishwheel use by non-Basin residents was concentrated at two fishwheel 

"clusters", Chitina and Slana. In 1982, about 20 fishwheels were operated 

at Chitina, and one third of all Copper River fishwheel permittees fished 

there. Of these, 70 percent, or 134 permittees, were non-local residents. 

In fact, 45 percent of all non-local fishwheel users in 1982 fished at 

Chitina. _ Chitina is a favored site for these fishwheel users in that it 

is quite accessible, and there are camping areas available. Also, it is 

possible that the visibility and general knowledge about fishwheel use at 

Chitina have also contributed to the popularity of this area for non- 

locals, many of whom first learned about fishwheel use while dipnetting 

there (Stratton 1983b:30,32). 

The other concentration of fishwheel use of non-Basin residents 

occurs at Slana, at the northern end of the fishery. About 8 wheels 

operated there in 1982. Of the 52 pemittees fishing at Slana, 37 (71 

percent) were non-Basin residents. At least 25 of these permittees (48 

percent) were from Tok, 65 miles north of Slana. Residents of Dot Lake 

also fished at Slana or at Chistochina (Stratton 1983b:4748). 

Characteristics of Non-Basin Participants in Copper River Fisheries 

Before proceeding with generalizations about the non-local fishwheel 
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and dipnet permittees, it is important to note that non-Basin residents 

who harvest Copper River salnon are a diverse group, who live in many 

parts of the state and have fished the Copper River for a wide range of 

years. The following discussion, based largely on interviews with a 

smll non-randomly selected sample, describes characteristics that‘were 

typical of this interviewed group. Many of these traits were also charac- 

teristic of the a large sample of non-Basin residents holding Copper River 

subsistence permits surveyed in 1979 (Stickney and Cunningham 1979). Row- 

ever, smll, distinctive subgroups of non-Basin fishermen are perhaps not 

adequately portrayed in this brief surrmry. 

In 1982, research conducted with a sample of dipnet fishermen found 

that 41 percent were participating in the fishery for the first time 

(cf. Stickney and Cunningham 1979:8). About 72 percent had fished with 

dipnets for 5 years or less; and 15 percent had used dipnets in the 

Copper River for more than 10 years (Figure 14). Many respondents said 

that since their first involvement in the di-pnet fishery, there had been 

intervening years when they did not participate. Reasons they gave 

included wage employment, absence from the state, use of another salnon 

fishery, or adequate supplies of salnon from the past year's harvest. 

Many dipnetters first learned of the fishery through friends; military 

respondents nrentioned the "grapevine on base" as their source of information 

(Stratton 1982b:54). 

Non-Basin fishwheel users also tended to report a shorter history of 

involvement in Copper River fisheries than did Basin fishermen (Figure 12). 

For example, 52 percent of the 1982 sample of non-local fishwheel users 

had participated in the fishery for five years or less. Fifteen percent 

had fished with fishwheels for rrPre than 20 years. 

An exception to the general pattern of a short history of participation 
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1 2 3-S 6-10 11-15 16-20 21+ 

YZAR(S) SINCE INITIAL INVOLVZBENT 
Figure 14. Histqry of initial involvement in the Copper River 

dipnet fishery, 1982 (n=83). 

Source: Stratton 1982b:S. 
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in the Copper River fishery by residents of non-Basin cmities occurs 

in cmities of the Upper Tanana River area. As noted earlier, harvest 

and use of Copper River salnrx by residents of this area can be traced to 

the 19th century and before. In addition, SCGE former residents of the 

abandoned village of Batzulnetas now reside in Upper Tanana corrrrunities 

such as Dot Lake. They return annually to the Copper River to fish for 

salmon either at Slana or Chistochina (Stratton 1982b:48; Martin 1983:80-85). 

In 1982, relatively high percentages of the non-local dipnet and 

fishwheel samples reported using other wild resources (Figures 13 and 

15). Other than their harvest of Capper River salmon, most non-local 

participants in these fisheries took other resources outside the Copper 

Basin (cf. Stickney and Cunningham 1979:16). Over 37 percent of these 

dipnetters and 44 percent of these fishwheel users reported partici- 

pation in other salmon, fisheries (cf. Stichey and Cunningham 1979:13). 

In 1979, non-local Copper River fishermen reported more full-time wage 

employment, mre employed household members, and higher monetary incomes 

than did Basin residents (Stickney and Cunningham 1979:10-11). 

CDNCLLJSIONS 

Beginning in the 189Os, the Copper Basin has served as a transporta- 

tion corridor. Rapid spurts of economic growth have been followed by 

periods of slack. Today, the monetary sector of the economy is largely 

confined to government services, tourism, and construction. Wage employ- 

ment is predominately seasonal, and mean household incomes are low in 

comparison with those of urban centers in Alaska. Acanrroneconomic 

pattern of many households combines seasonal or part-time wage employment 

with the harvesting of local fish and game resources. 
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The region's population is diverse, with mahy individuals and families 

hating moved into the region in the last two decades. However, a substantial 

portion of 'the Copper Basin's population is canposed of long-term or life- 

long residents. They have a lengthy history of harvesting and using the 

region's wild resources. 

The highways connecting the Copper Basin to other parts of Alaska 

provide access to the Basin's fish and wildlife resources for residents 

of the state's grawing urban centers. Increased access has been associated 

with increased use of the Basin's resources. A consequence of this 

increasing harvest and use has been a tightening of many fish and game 

regulations. But salon, because of their relative abundance, continue 

to be harvested in large nurrbers by both local and non-local residents< 

In recent years, a tremndous growth in the number of non-local subsistence 

permittees has been largely responsible for a rapid increase in the 

harvest of salon in the Copper River. This level of harvest was not 

anticipated by the current managemnt plan for the river. Further regula- 

tory changes have been ppopcsed in response to this increasing harvest. 

Permit data and the results of research by the Division of Subsistence 

during the past five years can be used to describe the patterns of'use 

of Copper River salmon by both Basin residents and non-Basin residents. 

Since before statehood, most Basin residents who harvested Copper River 

salmon have used fishwheels. In 1982, over 50 percent,of a sample of 

Basin fishwheel operators reported that they had used this gear type for 

tmre than 20 years. In 1983, as many as 75 percent of the households of 

communities near the River reported that they engaged in this activity. 

They operated their wheels regularly at traditional locations. The use 

of wheels and fishing sites and the salmon themelves were shared amng 

friends and, especially, relatives. Harvests were substantial, and much 
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of the catch was preserved by snpking and drying. 

Salnon comprised a large portion of many Basin households' supplies of 

fish and garnz. Also, survey results in 1982 found that most of the fishing 

and hunting by Basin households took place within the Basin. Few Basin house- 

holds participated in salmon fisheries other than that of the Copper River. 

%rmit data denPnstrate that most nonaasin participants in the Copper 

River subsistence fishery use dipnets. In 1982, a survey of a non-random 

sample of these dipnetters found that mcst have participated in the fishery 

for less than five years. About 4 percent of the non-Basin permittees 

operated fishwheels in 1983. Only 15 percent of the non-Basin permittees 

surveyed had a history of involvement in the.fishery of more than 20 years. 

Non-Basin participants in these fisheries reported harvest of other 

fish and‘ game resources, but largely harvested outside the Basin. In 

addition, over 37 percent of the non-Basin dipnetters and 44 percent of 

the non-Basin fishwheel users surveyed in 1982 used salmon fisheries 

outside the Basin. Surveyed non-Basin residents were rrore likely than 

Basin residents to hold full-time, year round employment; they generally 

reported higher nPnetary incomes than did local resource users. However, 

several communities within the upper Tanana region, which have historic 

ties to the Copper River fishery, differ from the broad patterns of other 

non-Basin residents who use Copper River salrron. 

In sunxnary, research has shown that notable differences exist between 

Basin residents and rnxt non-Basin residents in terms of use of wild re- 

sources. The pattern of resource use by Basin residents is molded in 

part by the socioeconomic systems of Basin comnunities. Fish and game 

harvests rernain central to the economies and way of life of rrany Copper 

Basin households and cmities, and Copper River salmon play a critical 

role in these use patterns. Salnon have remained important to Basin 
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residents because of their abundant nutiers, the predictability of the 

runs, and the accessiblity of md fishing sites, as well as the long 

history of harvest and use of salmon in Basin cormunities. 
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