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1998 Prince William Sound Salmon Fisheries

Management Area Description

The Prince William Sound (PWS) management area encompasses all coastal waters and inland drainages
entering the northeentral Gulf of Alaska between Cape Suckling and Cape Fairfield (Appendix A.1). This
area includes the Bering River, Copper River and all of Prince William Sound with a total adjacent land area
of approximately 38,000 square miles.

The salmon management area is divided into eleven districts that correspond to the local geography and
distribution of the five species of salmon harvested by the commercial fishery. The management objective
for all districts is the achievement of escapement goals for the major species while allowing for the orderly
harvest of all fish surplus to spawning requirements. In addition, the department follows regulatory plans to
manage fisheries and assist private non-profit (PNP) hatcheries in achieving cost recovery and broodstock
objectives.

Six hatcheries contribute to the area's fisheries. Five are operated by the regional aquaculture association,
Prince William Sound Aquaculture Corporation (PWSAC). The Gulkana Hatchery in Paxson augments the
production of sockeye salmon to the Copper River. The Cannery Creek Hatchery located on the north shore
of the Sound, and the A.F. Koernig Hatchery (AFK) in the southwestern Sound produce pink salmon, the
Noerenberg Hatchery in the northwestern Sound produces pink, chum, coho and chinook salmon and the
Main Bay Hatchery in the western Sound produces sockeye salmon. Valdez Fisheries Development
Association (VFDA) operates the Solomon Gulch Hatchery in Port Valdez and produces pink and coho
salmon.

Gear for the salmon fishery includes purse seine, dnft and set gillnet. Drift gillnet permits are the most
numerous and are allowed in the Bering River, Copper River, Coghill, Unakwik and Eshamy Districts. Set
gillnet gear is allowed only in the Eshamy District. Purse seine gear is allowed in the Eastern, Northem,
Unakwik, Coghill, Northwestern, Southwestern, Montague and Southeastern Districts (Appendix A.2.).

As an avenue for the commercial fishing industry to formally provide management recommendations to the
department, representatives from area processing, gear groups, and aquaculture associations sit on an
advisory body known as the PWS Salmon Harvest Task Force (SHTF).

Five herring fisheries occur during the year. Four of the herring fisheries occur in the spring; gillnet sac roe,
purse seine sac roe, spawn-on-kelp not in pounds, and spawn-on-kelp in pounds. A herring food/bait fishery
occurs in the fall. All of the herring fisheries are managed for a guideline harvest level established by the
Prince William Sound Herring Management Plan, 5 AAC 27.365. The management objective for herring is
to target fisheries on a high quality segment of the biomass.

Overview of Area Wide Fisheries

The 1998 Prince William Sound Area commercial salmon harvest of 31.94 million fish is the sixth highest
on record. The harvest was comprised of 28.69 million pink, 1.7 million sockeye, 1.27 million chum,
195,000 coho, and 70,910 chinook salmon. The majority of the catch, 22.4 million, was common
property harvest and 9.5 million were sold for hatchery cost recovery (exclusive of post egg-take roe
sales).



The estimated value of the combined commercial salmon harvest, including hatchery sales, is $36.8
million. During the 1998 season, 522 drift gillnet permit holders fished. The drift gillnet catch is valued at
$18.23 million, setting the average earnings at $34,922 per permit holder. The set gillnet catch is valued
at $195,079, setting the average earnings of the 16 participating permits at $12,192. The seine fishery was
worth $9.77 million for an average exvessel value of $65,589 for the 149 permit holders that participated
this year. Revenue generated for hatchery operations (exclusive of post egg-take roe sales) was
approximately $8.58 million (Appendix A.5).

1998 SEASON SUMMARY BY DISTRICT
Copper River District

Preseason Outlook and Harvest Strategy

The 1998 harvest forecast for the Copper River District was 50,000 chinook, 1.9 million sockeye, and
320,000 coho salmon. The Gulkana Hatchery, located north of Paxson Lake, was expected to contribute
approximately 280,000 sockeye salmon to the commercial catch.

The 1998 sockeye salmon harvest of 1,340,000 was the fourth largest on record (Appendices B.1, B.2
and B.3). The harvest of 68,800 chinook salmon was the largest harvest on record in spite of the area
restrictions during the May 14 commercial period. The inriver goal past Miles Lake sonar of 617,000
salmon was exceeded with an estimated 867,000 salmon passing the sonar site. The sockeye aerial
escapement index for the Copper River Delta systems was 87,500, slightly below the index.goal of
89,000. :

The traditional fishing schedule for the Copper River District is two 24-hour periods per week. Periods
begin at 7:00 a.m. on Mondays and 7:00 p.m. on Thursdays. The lengths of fishing periods are adjusted
by emergency order as needed. After August 7, coho management begins with two 24-hour periods per
week, which is adjusted as needed, based on run strength. Fishing periods during the coho fishery begin
at 12:00 noon. : '

Early in the season, management of the Copper River District is based on the actual harvest as compared
to the anticipated harvest. This is the most reliable method of evaluating early run strength prior to the
installation of the inriver sonar at Miles Lake. In late May, sonar counts and commercial harvest
information become the primary factors governing management of the fishery. The inriver goal for the
upper Copper River was increased in 1998 to 617,000 salmon. This increase occurred at the Board of
Fisheries (BOF) meeting in December 1996, which provided an increase in the personal use fishery from
60,000 to 100,000 salmon and also authorized the department to set the subsistence harvest annually based
on past performance. However, if the commercial fishery is closed for 13 consecutive days due to poor
run strength, the personal use allocation drops to 50,000 salmon.

By mid-June, aerial estimates of sockeye escapement in the Copper River Delta systems become an
additional consideration when scheduling commercial fishing periods. Due to the many spawning systems
in the lower Copper River Delta, an actual weekly escapement index of selected sockeye systems is
compared to an anticipated weekly escapement index. The escapement index goal for the Copper River
Delta is 89,000 sockeye salmon.



Season Summary

The 1998 commercial fishing season began at 7:00 p.m. Thursday, May 14. The harvest of 49 600
sockeye and 12,200 chinook salmon was slightly above the projected harvest for sockeye salmon and
nearly double the projected harvest for chinook salmon (Appendices B.2 - B.6). As stated in the Copper
River Chinook Salmon Fishery Management Plan SAAC. 361, five percent of the potential chinook
salmon harvest from the commercial fishery must be allowed to migrate upriver. . To achieve this, the
area inside of the barrier islands from Pete Dahl Entrance to the east side of Kokenhenik Island was
closed during the first 24-hour period (Appendix B.7).

ADF&G personnel who operate the Miles Lake sonar were on site May 12. However, the water level of
the Copper River was slightly below average and ice still remained on the river at the sonar site. The
area’s weather up to this point can be characterized as a somewhat mild breakup. By the evening of May
17, Miles Lake was predominately free of ice and sonar operations began at midnight on May 18. Shore
ice from Miles Lake hampered sonar operations for most of May. The sonar site at Miles Lake is
comprised of two Bendix side scan sonar counters. Transducers are deployed on a tripod early in the
season when water levels are low and moved to the permanent concrete pads and rails as water levels rise.
The first day of operation on May 18 estimated 158 salmon versus an anticipated count of 2,141 salmon
(Appendices B.8 and B.9). Species apportionment between chinook and sockeye is not one of the
objectives of the Miles Lake project. The inriver ratio of sockeye to chinook salmon approaches 100 to 1
and the two species’ migration patterns are not alike. Chinook have a tendency to migrate further offshore
and out of the ensonified zone of the sonar counter, whereas sockeye salmon have a near shore migration
pattern. The migration time for salmon to travel from the commercial fishing district to the sonar site
ranges from seven to nine days depending on the water level of the Copper River.

Initial fish counts past the sonar site were below expected. However, with a higher than projected harvest
of both sockeye and chinook during the first period, a second 24-hour period was scheduled to begin at
7:00 a.m. Monday, May 18. This second period would further help assess the strength of the salmon
return. Weather conditions during the second period were poor with winds at 40 knots for most of the
fishing period. The harvest of 69,500 sockeye was slightly below the projected harvest, mainly due to the
adverse weather. The chinook harvest was again above the projected harvest with 11,900 caught versus
the projected catch of 7,850 fish. The passage rate past Miles Lake sonar on May 19 was 254 fish per
day, less than 10% of the projected passage. Because daily sonar passage was roughly 10% of the
desired level and because the commercial harvest was not indicating a similar run strength as seen in 1996
and 1997, the third commercial fishing period was reduced to 12-hours for the Friday, May 22 opening.

The third period occurred during a storm warning with winds of up to 60 knots. A storm of this
magnitude limited the drift gillnet fleet’s effort and efficiency. Only 441 permit holders fished during the
third period as compared to 490 and 496 in 1996 and 1997 respectively. The harvest from the 12-hour
period was 10,754 chinook and 82,000 sockeye. The projected harvest for a 24-hour period was 7,350
chinook and 120,000 sockeye. It was apparent that the sockeye run to this point was far less than the
previous two year’s returns. However, the continued high chinook harvest was indicating a record return
was underway. Daily counts past the Miles Lake sonar increased but remained below the expected
counts. Through Friday, May 22, the anticipated cumulative count past Miles Lake was 15,500 fish
versus the actual cumulative count of 3,339 fish. However, daily passage rates continued to increase and
it appeared that actual passage rates would soon be in line with the projected rates. With escapement past



Miles Lake improving but still a concern, the Copper River District was opened for a 12-hour period on
May 27. Weather conditions had improved and the harvest was 8,624 chinook and 108,893 sockeye.

The next scheduled announcement was 12:00 noon Wednesday, May 27. The cumulative count past Miles
Lake sonar through May 26 was 19,707 versus an anticipated count of 37,700 salmon. Daily passage rates
were increasing and, with the poor fishing weather and the time restrictions placed on the commercial
fleet earlier, it was felt that the actual daily salmon passage past the sonar would improve. The Copper
River District opened for a 24-hour period beginning at 7:00 p.m. Thursday May 28. Again, severe
weather conditions hampered the fishery, limiting the harvest to 6,224 chinook and 58,634 sockeye
salmon. The sockeye catch was substantially lower than the projected catch of 160,000 fish. The
cumulative harvest to date was 368,731 sockeye and 49,667 chinook salmon versus the projected harvest
of 551,871 sockeye salmon and 34,144 chinook salmon.

The actual cumulative salmon counts past Miles Lake sonar exceeded the projected counts on May 31. By
that date, 91,679 fish had been counted versus the projected count of 80,811 fish. Daily passage rates
were more than double the projected through June 4. With passage rates exceeding the projected, the
Copper River District was opened for two 24-hour periods per week through June 23. Aerial surveys of
the lower Copper River Delta systems began on June | with approximately 150 sockeye in Middle Arm of
Eyak Lake and 100 in the Martin River system (appendix B.10 and B.11.). The next survey on June 15
observed 9,610 sockeye versus the anticipated count of 20,765 fish. Actual sockeye salmon escapement
into the Copper River delta systems continued to trail the desired escapement howeyer, daily fish passage
past the Miles Lake sonar was exceeding the projected daily passage. By June 23, the cumulative passage
was 492,450 fish versus a projected count of 323,829 fish. An aerial survey of the lower deita systems on
June 22 observed 17,500 sockeye versus a projected count of 25,875 sockeye. Escapements into the
lower delta systems were building but not at a rate which would meet the Biological Escapement Goal
(BEG) set for the delta systems. A complete closure to the commercial fishery would be a net increase for
the delta stocks, but would also dramatically increase upriver escapement. The best approach would be to
fish two periods per week with a reduction in time. This would allow for both a harvest of surplus upriver
stocks and an increase in the lower delta system sockeye salmon escapement. The June 26 and June 29
periods were reduced to 12-hours.

An aerial survey on Tuesday, June 30 observed 35,550 sockeye in the Copper River Delta systems. The
anticipated escapement for the week ending July 4 was 41,250. Passage rates past the sonar continued at
twice the projected through July 2 and remained above the projected for all but nine days until the sonar
was pulled on August 3. An aerial survey on July 7 under fair to poor conditions observed 36,825
sockeye versus an anticipated count of 28,350 fish. With escapement goals for both the upper and lower
Copper River being met, fishing time was increased to two 36-hour periods per week until August 10
when management switched to coho salmon.

The Miles Lake sonar project ended on August 3, with a cumulative estimate of 866,957 salmon having
passed the counter. The aerial survey index of sockeye salmon escapement within the lower delta systems
was 87,500 fish, slightly less than the index goal of 89,000 fish. Aerial surveys of the Upper Copper
River chinook and sockeye salmon spawning systems were conducted on July 17 through 19. A total of
5,045 chinook were observed in the nine index systems (Appendix B.12). The anticipated aerial index is
3,000 chinook. Of the 13 index streams surveyed for sockeye salmon, a total of 55,040 sockeye were
observed. The projected counts for those systems was 40,250 sockeye salmon (Appendix B.13).



Coho Salmon Fishery

The coho salmon harvest of 108,232 was only 33 % of the projected harvest of 325,000 (Appendix B.14),
The coho season officially began on August 10. The fishing schedule was two 24-hour periods per week
with adjustments based on the run strength. Prior to 1997, the recommendation by the SHTF was for a
single 48-hour period per week with adjustments to the schedule based on the strength of the run.
However, during the strike in 1996, one of the recommendations by the fishermen to the processors was
to adjust the schedule to two 24-hour periods per week to improve quality. This recommendation carried
over to the SHTF and is currently the management strategy.

Effort during the August 10 period was 207 permits, slightly above average for this time. The projected
harvest for the week ending August 15 was 26,000 coho; the actual harvest was 34,746. The sex ratio
during the week averaged 44% which was slightly above average (39.4%), indicating the run was
tracking slightly ahead of schedule. An aerial survey of the Copper River Delta on August 11 observed
1,400 coho versus an anticipated aerial index of 3,750 (Appendix B.15). Based on a slightly better than
expected harvest, and sex ratios projecting the run was approximately 46 % complete, it was felt that the
run was slow entering fresh water but would have little problem making the escapement goals. With the
run projecting to come in slightly less than forecast, a 24-hour period was scheduled for 12:00 noon
Monday, August 17. The harvest from Monday’s period was 19,240, slightly more than the previous
period but less than the weekly goal of 50,000. An aerial survey on August 18 observed 4,175 coho
salmon. The projected count was 11,700 fish. With the harvest continuing to increase and escapement
behind but building, a second 24-hour period occurred at 12:00 noon on Thursday, August 20. The
harvest dropped during the period to 16,808 coho. With catch rates declining, the district closed until
escapement itmproved. The next aerial survey occurred on August 27 and some improvement was
observed. The anticipated aerial index was 17,750 versus the actual count of 7,835 coho. With little
change in escapement, the Copper River District did not open during the week of August 30.

The subsistence fishery for the lower Copper River Delta is only open during commercial fishing periods.
To provide for reasonable opportunity for subsistence fishing of coho salmon in the Copper River
District, an emergency order was issued to open the Copper River District to subsistence fishing effective
9:00 a.m. Thursday, September 3. In addition to providing an opportunity for subsistence harvesting, the
department was able to interview participants on their fishing activity. If coho were holding offshore and
reluctant to move into fresh water, participants in the subsistence fishery would have little trouble
harvesting their limits. In numerous cases, it took several tides to catch fish and many hour-long drifts
produced no fish. This information substantiated that the coho return was poor and would not support an
ongoing commercial harvest. The subsistence fishery remained open seven days per week until
September 30 when it closed by regulation. Commercial harvesting of salmon within the Copper River
District ended at 12:00 noon Friday, August 21 for the remainder of the season.

Aerial surveys were typically conducted under fair to moderate conditions through mid September. No
surveys were conducted between September 15 and October 21 when the last survey was completed.
Inclement weather during that period created poor survey conditions. In general, it takes three or four
days for systems to recede and clear after heavy rainfall. Due to the poor survey conditions in 1998, no
estimated peak aerial index was possible (Appendix B.16). Based on past year’s estimates and the actual
observed index for 1998, it is felt the escapement index, had weather permitted, would have been in the
area of 45,000 to 49,000 coho salmon. The goal for the Copper River Delta is 50,000.



Bering River District
Preseason Outlook and Harvest Strategy

The 1998 harvest forecast for the Bering River District was 20,000 to 30,000 sockeye salmon and
139,000 coho salmon. Commercial fishing periods in the Bering River District generally coincide with
the Copper River District. The Bering River District escapement index goal is 26,600 for sockeye salmon
and 22,200 for coho salmon.

The sockeye salmon harvest of 8,439 was slightly less than half the preseason projection and the lowest
since 1990 (Appendix B. 20). The harvest of 12,284 coho salmon was also below preseason expectations.
The observed escapement indices for the Bering River system were 22,500 for sockeye and 29,750 for
coho.

Season Summary

The Bering River District generally opens the second or third week of June. In 1998, the first period was
Thursday, June 11 (Appendix B.21). The first aerial survey of the area occurred on June 15, an estimated
4,700 sockeye were observed in Bering River and Bering Lake (Appendix B.22). The anticipated count
for the week ending June 20 was 8,100 sockeye. The 24-hour period on June 11 harvested 5,185 sockeye,
which was within the expected range. The second period on June 15 for 24-hours harvested 2,292
sockeye, far less than expected.

Typically, catch rates increase during the first two weeks of the fishery and this reduced harvest was a
concern. An aerial survey on June 18 observed 5,600 sockeye. The anticipated count was 8,100 fish.
Based on catch and escapement information, the Bering River sockeye run appeared to be somewhat
weak. A third fishing period occurred on June 18 and five fishers harvested only 571 sockeye salmon.
This period would generally occur during the peak of the return. To have the harvest drop at this point
indicated the return would be below average. Historically, 65% of the Bering River District harvest has
occurred by June 21. To continue assessing run strength, a fourth period was scheduled on June 22 which
harvested only 279 sockeye. The next survey June 22 saw poor survey conditions and no estimate was
possible. With only catch information at hand, the Bering River District was closed until further notice
on June 24. The Bering River District remained closed until it opened for the harvest of coho on August
17. The escapement, based on systems surveyed, was 15% below the objective in 1998. Based on both
catch and escapement, the 1998 return was not strong enough to support any commercial harvest.

Coho Salmon

The coho salmon fishery is managed concurrently with the coho fishery in the Copper River District.
Coho salmon management typically begins in early August. The first commercial fishing period for the
Bering River District occurred on August 17. The harvest from the August 17 fishing period was 3,979
coho. The projected harvest for the week ending August 22 was 10,600 (Appendix B.23). A second 24-
hour period on August 20 harvested 8,300 coho salmon for a cumulative harvest for the week of 12,284
fish. This was slightly above the projected harvest of 9,566 coho salmon. However, in consideration of
the low harvest seen in the Copper River District, the Bering River District did not open during the week
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of August 30. Even if the salmon return is healthy, the Bering River District will not be opened when the
Copper River District is closed for conservation purposes. Closure of the Bering River District follows
the recommendations made to the SHTF in 1994. The recommendations, from both CDFU and CAMA,
were that if escapement into the Copper River Delta systems is weak and Bering River/Controller Bay
systems demonstrate surpluses, the Bering River District should not be opened by itself. Based on an
average harvest for the week ending August 22, it was deemed that the Bering River/Controller Bay
systems were not indicating a large return and couldn’t support a commercial fishery. Escapement into
the Bering River/Controller Bay systems was somewhat stronger than in the Copper River Delta and the
observed aerial index was above the anticipated index (Appendix B.24).

Coghill District (Prior To July 21)
Preseason Outlook and Harvest Strategy

The management strategy prior to July 21 (gillnet only fishery) is concerned primarily with the return of
sockeye salmon to Coghill Lake and the return of chum salmon to the Wally Noerenberg Hatchery
(WNH). Coghill sockeye are managed for an escapement goal of 25,000, while hatchery chum are
managed to satisfy the allocation between the common property fishery and Prince William Sound
Aquaculture Corporation's (PWSAC) corporate escapement. '

The forecast for the 1998 Coghill Lake sockeye salmon return was 57,400 fish of natural stock origin. In
addition, PWSAC released pre-smolt into the lake in 1994 and 1995 which were expected to add some
additional fish to the return. There was no formal forecast completed for this component of the Coghill
Lake return due to a lack of information on pre-smolt to adult survival for Coghill Lake sockeye salmon.

The Noerenberg Hatchery expected a return of 810,000 early chum salmon. PWSAC adopted a revenue
goal based cost recovery plan for 1998 instead of harvesting a fixed percentage of the enhanced return.
The revenue goal was $2.35 million from non-pink species with roughly $1.4 million coming from
Noerenberg chum salmon and $0.9 million from Main Bay sockeye salmon.

The total harvest for both the common property and the corporate catch of chum salmon was 1,015,917
fish which was 24% above the preseason forecast. The common property harvest of early chum salmon
was 368,917 fish (Appendix C.1). PWSAC harvested 647,000 chum salmon for sales and the broodstock
goal of 150,000 fish was achieved. The total commercial harvest of sockeye salmon in the district was
61,165 fish. Escapement of sockeye salmon into Coghill Lake was 28,923 fish, exceeding the goal by
nearly 4,000 fish.

Season Summary

For the Coghill District, the management strategy agreed upon by the SHTF called for opening the Esther
Subdistrict for a common property harvest when PWSAC reached a cumulative harvest of 20,000 chum
salmon. This harvest level is typically achieved around June 12. In 1998, the Special Harvest Area
(SHA) for PWSAC was expanded to include all waters inside of a line 0.5 miles