MEMORANDUM State of Alaska |

roRichard Randall DATE: November 20, 1986
Regional Supervisor, AYK Region '
Division of Commercial Fisheries FILE NO
Anchorage T 479-6211

TELEPHONE NO:

FRoM:Elizabeth Andrews @( supsecr.  Kuskokwim Subsisw
Reglomal Supervisor, Western Region " tence Chinook
Division of Subsistence Board Report
Department of Fish and Game
Fairbanks

Please find enclosed a copy ¢ our report to be pregented to the
Alaska Board of Fisher s in December. This report is an overview of
the Kuskokwim River subsistence chinook fishery and will be presented
orally to the Board.

In light of the facts and figures presented in this report and the
Department's proposal to the Board, I think we need to consider the
implications of the options outlined in the proposal. For example,
in recent vyears, average subsistence chinook harvests per sampled
fishing fami have ranged between 50 and 150 fish for the lower
river and 56 and 105 fish for the upper ver. If management

In terms of the subsistence economy, assuming an average reduction of
50 chinook per fighing family, this translates to an average
reduction of 615 pov 1s of e ble food producc (50 fish x 12.3 1bs.
dress weight = 615 1bs.}. At this point, T think we need to ask
ourselves to what extent will the options proposed realisti 1ly meet
management objectives given the nature of the subsistence economy? A
615 pound reduction is significant in an area where salmon constitute
59 percent of the total wild food harvest.

C
ilke prior to the Boara meetlng. At the same time, we need to
examine the effects that a reduction in the subsistence chincok
fishery may have 1n the um, sockeye, and coho fisheries. For
example, in order to accommod a 615 pound chino' reduction, 123
small salmon (dressed weight 5 pounds per fish) would have to be
harvested.

We should plan to get together before the Board meecting to discuss
these policy implicatioms. If you have any questions before that
time, please feel free to call me,

cc: Steve Behnke, HQ Kim Francisco, Bethel
Mike Coffing, Bethel Bob Wolfe, HQ
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INTRODUCTION

Chincok salmon is one of four major types of salmon caught along
the Kuskokwim River for subsigtence uses, the others being chum,
gockeye, and coho, For most viliages in the Kuskokwim River drainage,
chinook represents a major salmon species usad for subsistence pur-

poses, It is the major eating fish.

PURPOSE

The purpose of thls presentation 1is to briefly describe the
subsistence chinook salmon fisheries along the Kuskokwim River im
‘terms of geographic location, seasonality, means and metheds, and
harvest trends since 1960, Because declining escapements are
evidenced for spawning streams throughout the drainage, data will be
presented for the entire area, however, lower and upper river harvest
patterns will be described separately as needed. A case example
describing chinook fishing patterns for a lower Kuskokwim community is

ineluded also.

THE SUBSISTENCE FISHERIES

Communities Using Chinook

Families from some 30 cowmmunities in the Kuskokwlim drainage fish

for chinook salmen for subsistence uses (Fig. 1). Collectively, these






fishermen primarily in District 1 where commercial fishing is allowed
and a significant percentage of familles have a member with a CFEC

permit.

Methods and Means

Drift gill nets, set gill nets, fishwheels, and rod and reel are
used for taking chinock in the Kuskokwim drainage for subsistence. In
the lower Kuskokwim in District 1, drift fishing for chinook predom-
inates, however, set nets are used by some families. In Districc 2
between Tuluksak and Chuathbaluk, drift and set gill necs and
fishwheels are used owing to the feasibilirty of using each tvpe of
gear under particular river conditions. In the extreme upper portions
of the area, fishwheels, set gill nets, and rod and reel are used. In
one area of the upper Kuskokwim, fish weirs and traps were used as
recently as 1967 for harvesting chinook for subsistence use (Stokes

1985).

Harvest Levels

During the previous ten vyears {1976-85) subsistence chinook
harvests hawi fish with five-year
averages of proportion of cthe
chinook catch occurs in the lower river (Fig. 4) where the catch
averages 80 percent of the total river harvest, Harvest levels on the

lower river, however, fluctuate more dramacically from vyear to year












>
\3\!@ \ R

along both the Kuskokwim and Kwethluk rivers as well as Kuskokuak
Slough, Subsistence fishing with drift nets occurred only in the
Kuskokwim River and 1in Kuskokuak Slough (Fig. 10}. Except for
Kuskokuak Slough, where commercial fishing 1s not permitted,
subsistence and commercial filghing by Kwethluk fishermen using drift
nets ocecurs in the same area of the Kuskokwim, Commercial fishermen
from Kwethluk, however, alsc fish in areas upriver and downriver of

thelr subsistence fishing areas.

Methods and Means

Both drift and set gill nets are used for harvesting salmon.
During 1986, 72 percent of subsistence fishing families used set nets
and 90 percent used dyift nets. The majority, 62 percent, used both
set gill nets and drift gill nets to harvest king salwon.

Set nets vary in length from 10 to 270 feet. The length of set
nets 1is dependent on the specific characteristics of the river
channel, sandbar, or riverbank where it iz placed. For example, set
nets used on the Kuskokwim River average about 90 feet in length,
whereas set nets used on the Kwethluk River and similar tributaries
average 50 feet in length. In contrast, virtuvally all drift nets are
300 feet in length, the maximum aggregate length allowed by state
regulation (Alaska Department of Fish and Game 1!986). MHanv of the
commercial filshermen in the community are also subsistence fishermen

and often use thelr commercial gear for subsistence fishing.



Two wmeshh sizes are used 1 : subsistet chinook fishing v :h set

and drift gill nets: "large mesh gear," g ater than six iInches, and

operated set nets and 55 percent operated drift ne , many usir both.
O0f milies u: 21g small s and 85
percent used dri nets. r whereas

drifc gill nets are both, but primarily small mesh.

Harvest Levels and Use -
/Ofg/ﬁﬁﬁ?dbﬂﬁ

During the 1986 season the suststence chinook salmon harvest by
Kwethluk residents totale This harvest is lower than the
average number of Kking salmon harvested bhetween 1980 and 1985 (Table
2). Fishermen reported tha
which impacted thelr fishing success. Clear water allowed salmon to
more easily avoid theilr nets while low water made some drifting areas
unsuiltable due to snags which would catch and tear nets.

The method of harvest, use of set gill nets versus drift gill
nets, may have influenced harvest success, Familles which used drife
nets as one of their harvest methods, harvested an average of 120 king
salmon compared tc 33 king salmon for families that did not use drift
nets,

The majority (85 percent) of the king salmon harvested were dried
and smoked for use during the coming year. Approximately two percent
were salted wheole, relacively few were eatren immediately, and two

8-



percent were frozen. Virtually all the salmon caught were completely
utilized., Heads, eggs, and backbones were often preserved for human

use or were fed to dogs.

SUMMARY

In summary, chincok 1s a major subsistence fish in the Kuskokwim
drainage, especially in the lower portions of the river. Subsistence
salmon fishing by families along the Kuskokwim varies considerably in
terms of its timing, methods and means, and harvest levels from
community to communicty. The harvest of chinook is important to
communities along the entire length of the river 1in spite of
differences in harvest numbers from community to community. In cerms
of harvests, the fishery has remained relatively stable over the past

ten years, and has only 1increased a modest 15 percent this decade when
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TABLE 1. KUSKOKWIM RIVER SUBSISYENCE CHINQOK SALMON HARVEST , 1960-1985

Total River $ampled Lower River Sampled Upper River Sanpled
Year Estimated Catch Fishing Families Estimated Catch Ffishing Families Estimated Catch  Fishing Families
1960 18887 0 13734 0 5153 0
1961 284672 0 24003 0 L6659 0
1962 13582 0 11309 1] 2273 0
1963 34482 0 28755 o 5727 0
1964 29017 73 23309 273 5708 0
1965 26697 252 21107 252 3590 0
1984 49325 535 39374 404 9951 134
1967 5943 548 51824 &44 8119 126
1948 32624 608 27239 468 5365 140
1969 40208 17 30551 379 9657 138
1970 69219 &42 40768 507 8451 135
1971 42926 489 34290 377 8636 112
1972 40145 576 32907 445 7238 131
1973 38526 520 3774 399 6752 12t
1974 266465 596 19538 444 v 152
1975 L7569 589 37745 430 9824 159
1976 57895 494 46504 378 11395 116
1977 55339 6518 39470 467 15869 151
1978 35881 701 26779 539 9102 162
1979 55528 849 47537 623 139N 226
1980 59509 798 44903 611 14606 187 ’
1981 460303 600 47156 427 13147 173
1982 57503 695 45639 494 11864 2Mm
1783 48687 341 34364 237 14323 104
1984 57423 351 45415 2m 12008 150

1985 42894 586 32929 440 P65 146



TABLE 2., KWETHLUK SUBSISTENCE SALMON HARVEST,

1980 TO 1986,

Species

Sockeye, Chum
Year Chinook and Pink Coho
1980 7,627 18,188 6,376
1981 6,167 10,736 770
1982 5,897 16,837 4,657
1983 - data not collected
1984 6,732 14,516 data not collected
1985 4,937 12,476 3,041
Average
annual
harvest 6,272 14,551 3,711
1936
harvest 5,824 15,780 3,545

=12~
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FIGURE 1.

KUSKOKWIM RIVER FISHERIES MANAGEMENT AREA
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SAMPLED FISHING FAMILIES

KUSKDKWIM RIVER SUBSISTENCE SALMON

FIG. 2.
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KUSKOKWIM CHINOOK BY AREA
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AVG. FISHING FAMILY HARVEST

FIG. 6.
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LOWER KUSKOKWIM CHINOOK

FIG. 7.

SUBSISTENCE HARVEST
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