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NORTON SOUND AREA
 
COMMERCIAL AND SUBSISTENCE FISHERIES
 

1988 MANAGEMENT PLAN
 

Introduction 

The Norton Sound area extends from Cape Douglas south to Canal 
Point Light and includes over 5B8 miles of coastline (Figure 1).
This area is divided into six subdistricts. Each subdistrict 
contains at least one major spawning stream with com~ercial 
fishing effort located in the ocean near stream mouths. 

All five species of Pacific salmon occur in the area. Prior to 
1985, pink salmon was the most abundant species. Since the 
record return of pink salmon in 1984, even year returns have 
declined slightly while odd year returns have declined 
drastically. In recent years, chum salmon have been the most 
abundant species, followed by coho, pink, and chinook salmon. 
Sockeye salmon occur only rarely and are in low abundance. 

Staffing for management and research within Norton Sound includes 
two management biologists, one clerk-typist and four seasonal 
employees during the Bummer months. Anticipated management and 
research projects in 1988 include: Kwiniuk River counting tower, 
periodic aerial surveys of index spawning streams, catch sampling
and monitoring efforts at Unalakleet and Moses Point and test 
fishing on the main stem Unalakleet River. 

Status of Stocks and Fisheries 

Commercial fishing began in 1961 in the Unalakleet and Shaktoolik 
subdistrictsJ 1962 in the Golovin, Moses Point, and Norton Bay
subdistricts, and in 1964 in the Nome subdistrict. 

The 1987 commercial catch of 136,283 salmon of all species was 
the second smallest catch since 1968. This catch included 7,B8B 
chinook, 2B7 sockeye, 24,279 coho, 2,268 pink and 182,457 chum 
salmon. All salmon returns were below both the recent 5 and lB 
year -averages, 1982-1986 and 1977-1986, respectively (Table 1).
During the 1987 season, 164 fisher~en made at least one delivery,
this effort was slightly above the recent 5 year average (1982­
1986) of 159 fishermen. 

The cold temperatures and relatively small amounts of snowfall 
during the winters of 1981-1982 and 1983-1984 apparently
contributed to the emergence of an odd-even year cycle of pink
salmon returns. The past three odd year returns were well below 
the returns experienced during the 1978-1984 period. Even year 
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returns were at high.levels during the same time period~ however, 
even with a record pink salmon return in 1984, the resultant 1986 
return was well below the 5 year (1981-1985) and 18 year (1976­
1985) averages. 

The pink salmon market in Norton Sound bas historically been very 
sporadic~ therefore, catch statistics do not accurately reflect 
actual. return strengths from year to year. Fishing effort and 
salmon markets have been fairly consistent in the Eastern Norton 
Sound subdistricts for over ten years. Thus, catch statistics, 
especially in the Unalakleet subdistrict, represent annual return 
strengths of chinook, coho, and chum salmon with fair accuracy. 

During 1987, catches from the Unalakleet subdistrict were well 
below average for coho and chum salmon. It is possible that the 
harsh winter conditions of 1983-1984 may have also affected the 
coho and chum salmon returns • The 1987 districtwide chinook 
catch was also below both the recent 5 (1982-1986) and 18 year
(1977-1986) averages (Table 1). 

Commercial fishermen received approximately $584,631 for their 
catch in 1987. This was the lowest dollar value since 1976 and 
was due to below average returns of all salmon species rather 
than the lack of markets. Prices paid to the fishermen averaged
$1.11 per pound for chinook, $1.83 per pound for sockeye, $1.57 
per pound for coho, $8.28 per pound for pink, and $8.33 per pound
for chum salmon. 

Outlook for 1988 

Insufficient data are available to enable reliable' f'orecasting
methods to be emp10yec1 in Norton Sound. The 1988 -outlook- is 
based upon analysis of comparative escapement and commercial 
'catch information, age data, and -subjective determinations·. 
This outlook is presented only as an indicator of possible 1988 
return strength. 

The chinook salmon return will be determined primarily by the 
1982 and 1983 brood years. The 1982 chinook return was below 
average. In contrast, the 1983 chinook return was above average.
A commercial harvest of 6,ISI to 18,181 chinook is' expected in 
1988. 

The 1988 pink salmon return will be the progeny of the 1986 brood 
year, which was approximately one-half the size of its' 1984 
parent year. Because frost levels in 1986 appeared normal, the 
1988 return of pink salmon is expected to be similar to the 1986 
return. A commercial harvest of 28,881 to 68,811 pink salmon is 
likely, depending on markets. . 
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The chum salmon return will be primarily produced by the 1984 
brood year which was average to slightly above average. Frost 
levels during the winter of 1984-85 appeared normal, therefore 
the chum salmon return in 1988 may be -average-, providing a 
commercial harvest between 128,881 and 168,888 chum salmon. 

The 1988 coho salmon r'eturn will be produced by the 1984 brood 
year return which yielded the second highest commercial harvest 
on record. If inriver survival conditions were good, the return 
of coho salmon in 1988 is expected to produce a commercial 
harvest between 38,188 to 98,088 fish. 

General Management Strategies 

Each subdistrict is managed for a commercial target species,
usually chum salmon, for most of the season. If an 
exceptionally large pink salmon run occurs, additional fishing
periods may be provided in which only gill nets with 4-1/2- mesh 
or less may be fished. These additional periods are likely to 
occur from JUly 7 to August 1 and are an attempt to allow for the 
harvest of surplUS pink salmon without overharvesting chum 
salmon. 

During these special periods fishermen will have the option of 
setting or drifting their 4-l/2 w mesh gill nets. Pink salmon 
gear takes fewer total numbers of chum salmon, but will take a 
larger percentage of female chums. In subdistricts where low 
chum salmon escapements are occurring, additional pink salmon 
gear period.s will be delayed until most chum salmon have entered 
spawning streams. Because the parent year (1986) pink salmon 
return was at much lower levels than expected, it is uncertain 
whether the 1988 return will be at sufficiently high levels to 
sustain addition exploitation by special small mesh openings. 

The basic regUlation that controls the commercial salmon harvest 
is the scheduled weekly fishing period. Once the season is 
underway, commercial fishing is generally allowed 4 days per
week, from 6:88 p.m. Monday to 6:8B p.m. Wednesday and from 6:00 
p.m. T,hursday to 6:98 p.m. Saturday, with the exception of the 
Nome subdistrict where commercial fishing is allowed 2 days per
week and where the fishing periods run from 6:8B p.m. Monday to 
6:88 p.m. Tuesday and from 6:88 p.m. Thursday until 6:B8 p.m.
Friday. 

Regulations provide for the commercial fishing season to be 
opened by emergency order between June 8 and June 28. However, 
due to lat e breakUps dur ing the past four consecutive seasons, 
the commercial fishery has been opened by emergency order after 
June 28. If breakup timing in Norton Sound is normal and runs 
are not judged to be early and strong, the opening date will be 
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approximately June 15. The season ends by regulation on August
31 in the Nome, Golovin, and Moses Point subdistricts and on 
September 7 in the Horton Bay, Shaktoolik, and Unalakleet 
subdistricts. If an early ice breakup occurs in Norton Sound, 
fishermen will be encouraged to relay early subsistence catch 
data to department representatives. 

Timing and abundance of the chinook salmon run will be monitored 
by department personnel conducting fishermen interviews and 
operating test nets in the Unal8.kleet River. Once 'increasing
catches have been observed for at least 7 days at the mouth of 
the Unalakleet River the Unalakleet and Shaktoolik fisheries will 
be opened by emergency order. . 

Norton Bay, Moses Point and Golovin subdistricts are managed
initially for chum salmon and are not opened to fishing unt il 
chums are observed entering freshwater in those districts. The 
Home Subdistrict opens by regulation after July 1. Initial 
'fishing periods may be only 24 hours in duration in all but the 
Nome subdistrict, until additional run'strength and timing
information indicates the migration has normal volume. Fishing
periods will not exceed 24 hours in the Nome subdistrict.• 

Adjustments in fishing time will be required for conservation 
purposes if run magnitudes are below average and fishing effort 
remains high. Effort, catch and escapement data will be compared 
with previous seasons to assess relative return strength for the 
current season. Action to bolster chum salmon escapements should 
be initiated on or before the second week of July. By that time 
roughly 58% of the chum return should have entered the rivers and 
the time left for effective management action will be limited. 

Aerial surveys of index spawning streams will begin in early July
and will continue through peak spawning periods in late JUly for 
chinook, chum, and pink salmon and mid-September for coho salmon. 
Catch and effort data from the commercial fishery will be 
compiled after each fishing period for each subdistrict. Counts 
of salmon moving past the Iwiniuk River counting tower, and the 
Unalakleet River test fishery catches will be radioed on a daily
basis to the Nome office. Inseason commercial catch rates and 
various escapement projects are used as primary escapement
indexes. Aerial surveys usually take place late in the season 
after effective conservation actions could be implemented.
Escapement objectives for chum salmon for selected Norton Sound 
index streams are presented in Table 2. 

Commercial fishermen may not fish for subsistence purposes during
weekly closures of the commercial fishing season. The purpose of 
this regulation is to minimize the illegal sale of subsistence 
caught salmon and insure adequate spawning escapements.
Commercial fishermen may retain a portion of their commercial 
catch for personal use or fish for subsistence before and after 
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the commercial fishing season. Also, persons not enga<1ed in 
commercial salmon fishing as eFEC permit holders, crew members, 
or tender boat personnel may subsistence fish 7 days a week in 
all subdistricts, except the Nome subdistrict, and in the 
Unalakleet River. The Alaska Board of Fisheries adopted a 
regulation in DeceJQber 1984 which became effective during the 
1985 season allowing commercial fishermen to subsistence fish in 
the Unalakleet and Shaktoolik River drainages 7 days per week 
from July 15 to August 1 with beach seines and gill nets with 
mesh/size of 4-1/2 inches or less. . 

An informational program will be broadcast over a Nome pUblic
radio station to inform fishermen of current regula~ions, 
catches, escapements and department activities. Also, permanent
personnel will periodically visit each fishery to disseminate 
fishery information and answer questions. 

Special Management Strategies 

Nome Subdistrict 

The cumulative fishing pressure of commercial, subsistence and 
sport fishing on local stocks, which are less abundant than in 
other portions of Norton Sound, requires special management
strategies. Unlike other subdistricts, nearly all the spawning 
streams are accessible by road to subsistence and sport
fishermen. During the last five years, an average of 229 permits
have been issued yearl'y for subsistence fishing in the Nome 
subdistrict. Reported subsistence harvests have averaged O"Ter 
18,711 salmon during the past 5 years. The commercial fishery,
which targets chum salmon during most years, must be managed very
conservatively due to the importance of subsistence fishing, the 
limited abundance of local chum salmon stocks and the 
interception cif other stocks bound for Kotzebue Sound, Port 
Clarence and eastern Norton Sound fisheries. Commercial catches 
have averaged approximately 8,652 chum salmon over the past 5 
years, (1982-1986). 

Chum salmon escapement objectives for the five major index 
streams (Nome, Eldorado, Bonanza, Flambeau and Sinuk Rivers)
totals about 16,581 fish. Maintaining escapements at these 
levels ensures that su:fficient spawning will occur to perpetuate
future salmon runs. During 1983 and 1984, chum salmon 
escapements totaled only 5 ,261 and 18,889 respectively in these 
streams. 

The Board of Pisheries, acting on a petition from the local 
advisory committee, directed the staff to manage the 1984 fishery 
so that escapement would be optimized. The Department
accomplished this by using emergency orders to restrict the 
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commercial fishery. During its 1984 winter meeting, the Board of 
Fisheries adopted several proposed regulatory changes submitted 
by the Department and the local advisory committee. The 
following regUlations are still in effect: 

Commercial Fishery: 
a. The opening of the season will be delayed until 
July 1. 

b. The fishery will be restricted to sub~istrict 1 
waters east of Cape Nome. 

c. Pishing time will be reduced to two-24 hour 
periods a week. 

SUbsistence Fishery: 
a. The first 218 yards of the Nome River will be 
closed to net fishing. 

In addition to these regUlations the commercial catch of chum 
salmon will be kept to 5,888 fish, the lower end of the current 
guideline harvest range of 5,888-15,888, unless it appears that 
additional harvests will not jeopardize spawning escapements. 

Because of continued chum escapement problems in the Nome River, 
new regUlations adopted during 1987 winter meeting of the Alaska 
Board of Fisheries will be 'in effect for the 1988 season. 

Sport Fishery: 
a. Reduce the sport fishery bag and possession limit 
for chinook salmon in the Nome area waters to one 
salmon. 

b. Reduce the non-chinook sport fishery salmon bag 
and possession limit in the Nome and Snake Rivers to 
18, only 3 of which may be chum or coho, in 
combination. 

Subsistence Fishery: 
a. The Nome River will be closed to beach seining~ 
gill nets will be restricted to 58 feet in length. 

b. The portion of the Nome River above Osborne will 
be closed to net fishing (in addition to the closure of 
the first 288 yards). 

These regulations have been deemed necessary because chum 
escapements in the Nome River have not met the escapement goal of 
2,888 salmon since 1984. Peak chum salmon aerial counts were 
1,868, 1,158, and 1,646 fish in 1985, 1986, and 1987, 
respectively. Also, subsistence fishing permits will continue to 
be issued for 258 salmon in the Nome River and 188 salmon in the 
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Snake River but with the provision'that these harvests contain 
not more than 28 chum salmon and 21 coho salmon. Limiting the 
subsistence harvest of chum and coho salmon in these two rivers 
will optimize escapements of these less abundant but intensively
utilized species. -The Nome River will be intensively monitored 
by aerial and boat surveys throughout the chum salmon return in 
,1988 tO,'insure tJ:1e escapement goal of 2,888 is met. 

Subsistence fishing permits are required in the Nome subdistrict 
and are available at the Nome Fish and Game office. The permit 
system provides data to document subsistence needs for proper
regulation of the commercial fishery. Subsistence salmon fishing
periods in the Nome subdistrict from June 15 through August 31 
are from 6:18 p.m. Monday until 6:11 p.m. Wednesday and from 6:88 
p.m. Thursday until 6:88 p.m. Saturday. Before and after these 
dates there are no closed periods for subsistence fishing. 

If large spawning escapements occur, a relaxation of subsistence 
fishing restrictions will be made (increased permit catch limits, 
and/or increased fishing time). Such action is not likely until 
after the majority of chum salmon have entered local streams for 
spawning, probably during second week in July. Conversely if 
spawning escapements are significantly below average, increased 
restrictions on salmon fishing may be necessary. If escapements
remain low after the commercial fishery bas been restricted, the 
sport and subsistence fisheries may also be further restricted. 
Permit catch limits for Nome subdistrict (also Port Clarence 
district) streams are presented in Table 3. 

Moses Point Subdistrict 

Relatively high numbers of fishermen and a strong market during
the last three years has caused high harvests in the Moses Point 
subdistrict. Escapements during the same time period have not 
met the goals established to maintain local stocks. During 1988 
harvest and escapements will be closely monitored and a short 
term closure may be announced if inadequate escapement is 
observed. 

Unalakleet and Shaktoolik subdistricts 

During the chinook salmon run in late June, increased subsistence 
fishing effort was observed in the lower Unalakleet River in 1983 
and 1984. As many as 31 nets were observed in the first mile of 
the river. Household subsistence surveys were conducted in 
Unalakleet in 1983 and 1984 documenting a reported chinook salmon 
harvest of 1,868 and 1,658, respectively. These represent the 
largest catches on record and more than double the previous 5 
year average catch (1978-1982). Approximately 88' of the 1983-84 
harvest was taken from the Unalakleet River with the average
fisherman reporting a harvest of about 25 chinook salmon. Again
in 1985, 1986, and 1987, large concentrations of nets were 

7
 



observed in the lower aile of the Unalakleet River. The lack of 
accurate and complete historical chinook salmon escapement data 
for the Unalakleet drainage has made it difficult to judge what 
the effect of an increased catch will have on the reproductive
potential of the stock. There is concern that the increasing
sUbsistence harvest coupled with the commercial harvest may
reduce escapement to such a degree that the reproductive
potential of the stock may be damaged. 

Also during the 1986 and 1987 seasons, nets apparently left 
untended were found to contain decomposing chinook salmon. Por 
this reason, in addition to concern for the reproductive
potential' of this highly valued salmon species, the Alaska Board 
of Fisheries adopted several new regUlations during their 
December 1987 meeting. 

Commercial Fishery: 
a. Provide for commercial gill net mesh size 
reduction during periods established by emergency
order. 

sport Fishery:
a.Reduce the sport fishery bag and possession limit 
for chinook salmon in the Unalakleet River drainage to 
one salmon. 

Subsistence Fishery: 
a. Establish a fishing period for the Unalakleet 
subsistence salmon fishery of 8: 81 a .m. Monday through
8: 88 p.m. Saturday in the Unalakleet River with gill 
nets of no more than 25 fathoms, from June 1 - July 15. 

It is intended, through the use of emergency order regulations, 
to allow the Department the· flexibility to shift commercial 
fishing effort from chinook salmon to the smaller salmon species,
by enacting a restriction in the mesh size of the commercial 
gear. I f subsistence fishing effort remains high in the lower 
Unalakleet River in 1988, commercial fishing time will 
additionally be reduced so that adequate escapement can occur. 
As in 1987, commercial fishing time may be restricted to 2 days 
per week if it appears adequate escapements are not occurring 
even with the use of mesh size restriction regulations. If 
commercial fishing time is restricted in the Unalakleet 
subdistrict it is possible fishermen will move north to the 
Shaktoolik subdistrict where fishing periods are longer. If this 
happens, fishing pressure will continue on Unalakleet bound fish 
traveling through the Shaktoolik subdistrict and will also 
increase on Shaktoolik stocks. Since neither of these results 
are desired, fishing .time would also be reduced or staggered in 
the Shaktoolik subdistrict. 
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The reduction of sport bag and possession limits for the 
Unalakleet River was enacted by the Board in an attempt to reduce 
chinook salmon harvests and to allow for adequate escapement •. 

The new subsistence regulation which will provide a 36 hour 
period when no nets may be fished in the Unalakleet River during
the chinook return is an effort to reduce wastage as well as 
improve escapement. 
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Table 1. CcmDeroial salJIDn catches by species,Norton Sound 
District, 1961-1987. 

Year QUnook Sockeye Coho Pink aun Total 

1961 
1962 
1963 
1964 

5,388 
7,286 
6,613 
2,818 

35 
18 
71 

126 

13,887 
9,156 

'16,765 
98 

34,327 
33,187 
55,625 
13,567 

48,332 
182,784 
154,789 
148,862 

111,8"1
232,431 
233,863 
164,671 

1965 1,449 38 2,838 228 36,795 48,524 
1966 
1967 

1,553 
1,884 

14 5,755 
2,379 

12,778 
28,879 

88,245 
41,756 

118,345 
74,818 

1968 
1969 
1978 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1988 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 

1,845 
2,392 
1,853 
2,593 
2,938 
1,918 
2,951 
2,393 
2,243 
4,588 
9,819 

18,786 
6,311 
7,929 
5,892 

18,388 
8,455 

19,491 
6,383 
7,888 

2 
11 
5 

12 

48 
56 
18 
27 
6 

166 
233 
2f7 

6,885 
6,836 
4,423 
3,127 

454 
9,282 
2,892 
4,593 
6,934 
3,698 
7,335 

31,438 
29,842 
31,562 
91,698 
49,735 
67,875 
21,968 
35,688 
24,279 

71,179 
86,949 
64,988 
4,895 

45,182 
46,499 

148,519 
32,388 
87,916 
48,675 

325,583 
167,411 
'227,352 
232,479 
238,281 
76,913 

119,381 
,3,647 
41,~68 
2,268 

45,388 
82,795 

1r7,834 
131,362 
188,928 
119,898 
162,267 
212,485 
95,956 

288,455 
189,279 
1.,789 
1S1,792 
169,788 
183,335 
319,437 
146,442 
134,928 
146,912 
182,457 

124,499 
178,972 
178,218 
141,977 
149,494 
176,797 
315,829' 
251,861 
193,868 
257,325 
531,948 
358,344 
'444,337 
441,734 
'511,288 
456,428 
342,159 
188,288 
238,388 
136,283 

5-Yr A1J9. 1/
18,188 88 53,374 94,296 186,211 344,877 

11-Yr A~. 2/
8,981 61 37,874 147,298 181,28,8 374,613 

1/
2/ 

1982-1986 
1977-1986 
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Table 2. NortQ'l soum chum sa1IIIm escapement mjectives. 1/ 

Escapement 
Slixtistrict	 stream Cbjective 

(1)	 Nane Sinuk 4,5B8 
Nane 2,BB8 
P1.aJlt)eeu . 3,258 
Eldorado 5,258 
Bonanza 1,588 

(2) Golovin Fish 17,588 
. Niukluk 8,811 

Boston 2,588 

(3)	 Moses Point mriniuk 2/ 25,888 
'N:xJtulik 12,881 ' 

(4) Shaktoolik	 SbBktoo1ik 11,888' 

(6) Unalakleet	 !i)rth River 2/ 2,611 

1/	 Based al aerial survey counts which represent mi.niJrum 
escapement estiJllltes unless otherwise noted. 

2/	 Based a1 tower counts. 



Table 3. 

Nome Subdistrict / Port Clarence District 

(Subsistence Permit Limits) . 

Rome Subdistrict 
---_.--------­Nome River 258 Salmon/family (no more than 

28 chum and 21 coho)
Snake River 118 Salmon/family (no more than 

28 chum and 21 coho)
Sinuk River 118 Salmon/family

. Solomon River III Salmon/family
Penny River 218 Salmon/family
Plambeau River 288 Salmon/family
Bonanza River 218 Salmon/family
Eldorado River 288 Salmon/family
Marine Waters No catch limitations 

Port Clarence District 
----'-.......-~----..~--- -..-.
 . . . Pilgrim River No sockeye/21 Salmon/family 

Salmon Lake No salmon/closed after 7/15
Kuzitrin River No sockeye/III salmon/family
Above the confluence of the Pilgrim River 

NOTE: All waters of the Nome subdistrict are subject to weekly
closures from June 15 to August 31. The Sinuk River is outside 
the Nome subdistrict boundary and, therefore, subsistence 
fishing can occur 7 days a week'• 
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SUBDISTRICTS
 

1 Nom. 333-10
 

2 Golovin Bay 333-20
 

3 Mos.s Point 333-30
 

4 Norlon' Bay 333-40
 

6 Shaktoolik 333-50
 

6 Unalakleet 333-60
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Figure 2. ,Statistical areas of the Hoses Point commercial salmon fishing 8ubdi~trict. Norton Sound.­


