
Todd Smith Public Comments 2024 UCI BOF Mee�ng: 

I am a lifelong Kenai resident and Ninilchik beach setnet fisherman. I’m also a lifelong avid sport 
fisherman and have lived a stone’s throw from the Kenai River my whole life. I am an ac�ve 
member of the Kenai/Soldotna AC commitee, and a board member on my local Economic 
Development District. I am unable to take 10 days away from my job and family and travel 150 
miles to par�cipate in this regulatory mee�ng for my area, so I ask that you please read and 
consider my comments and proposals. 

My family setnet opera�on on Ninilchik beach ceased to func�on in 2023, as the en�re beach 
was closed for King conserva�on. 5 of the last 6 seasons have been economic disasters for the 
ESSN fishery due to King restric�ons. If regula�ons remain unchanged, my business will again be 
closed in 2024. I am advoca�ng for the most historic fishery in my area, which has been 
regulated out of existence despite more than a century-long record of sustainability.  

Kenai Kings, Stock of Concern: 

Kenai River Late Run Kings, rela�ve to their SEG, are the healthiest stock of King Salmon in the 
en�re Cook Inlet drainage. Of 18 enumerated King Salmon returns in Southcentral AK (Including 
Cook Inlet, Kodiak, Bristol Bay) Kenai River Late Run Kings are one of only two King stocks which 
met SEG in 20231. I’m not implying that there are plenty of Kenai Kings – they are undoubtedly 
in short supply - however the BOF in 2020 chose to establish an alloca�ve2 OEG for these fish 
that we all knew would be very tough to achieve given current low produc�vity3. Furthermore, 
ADFG’s own comments on this alloca�ve goal was that the new OEG would “increase the 
probability of reduced yields, on average, in the future”. It is based on this alloca�ve OEG that 
the Stock of Concern status was determined. I’m baffled as to how, on a scien�fic basis, Kenai 
Late Run Kings can be considered a stock of concern while Kenai Early Run Kings are not. I think 
the answer is that the determina�on is not scien�fic, or conserva�on related, and that this 
en�re Stock of Concern and OEG discussion is an alloca�ve discussion rather than conserva�on 
discussion. My impression of this Stock of Concern determina�on and upcoming BOF 
delibera�on (set to proceed before proposal delibera�on) is that this is a perfect recipe for the 
BOF to unilaterally change any fishery in AK. Just hike the goal to create a stock of concern and 
then you can start changing regula�ons and gear types on a short-form basis and outside the 
public process. 

I’m disappointed that a�er a year of zero local harvest, ADFG released stock of concern 
management op�ons that didn’t include all sources of Kenai King mortality in State managed 
fisheries. Kodiak/Area M intercept fisheries should absolutely be considered when UCI Kings are 
at stock of concern status. 

1 Figure 1   Southcentral Region King Salmon Escapements 
2 Figure 2   ADFG Comments on 2020 UCI Proposal 104 (OEG) 
3 Figure 3   Chart, ADFG Comments on 2020 UCI Proposal 104 (OEG) 
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Kenai vs. Kasilof / South Pen King “conserva�on” 

In their 2020 comments, ADFG was also careful to men�on that Kenai River restric�ons should 
consider parity with the Kasilof River fishery to account for increased effort in �mes of 
restric�ons on the Kenai River. Unfortunately, they did not follow their own advice. 

 In 2023, the Kasilof River hosted the most liberal freshwater King fishery in the state4, with bait 
being used river-wide all spring with a two fish reten�on limit. Fishing on the Kasilof “Early Run” 
hatchery stock was allowed un�l July 31. Crooked Creek did not meet its minimum King 
escapement goal. On the Ninilchik River, bait and reten�on limits on Hatchery fish were 
liberalized preseason, while the Ninilchik failed to make minimum King escapement by a wide 
margin. 

ADFG stocking goals on Ninilchik and Crooked creek have increased substan�ally since the King 
crisis started in the 2012 era, and at �mes when these streams have lacked substan�al 
escapement for egg collec�on, fish have been borrowed from other streams for stocking. In 
both drainages, the singular excuse for allowing such liberal enhanced fisheries on top of 
struggling natural runs has been the need to kill the hatchery fish we stocked the streams with. 

As a genera�onal fisherman on the now-closed Ninilchik beach, it is frustra�ng and completely 
mind boggling to me that my rivers adjacent to the North and South are the most liberal king 
fisheries in the state. 

AS 16.05.730 requires that the department manager for sustained yield of wild stocks5. Most of 
Cook Inlet’s various user groups have been closed or restricted for King Salmon conserva�on in 
both fresh and salt. The dissonance in conserva�on and management of natural King Salmon in 
freshwater streams just 10 miles apart is unsustainable. I fail to understand how we can take 
such a cau�ous approach in Kenai and expect the South Peninsula freshwater stocks to bear the 
burden of conserva�on of natural Kings elsewhere. I implore the BOF to examine this issue and 
to insist that we not con�nue to deplete these natural runs with enhancements. 

Alternate Gear Types: 

There are a handful of proposals and random op�ons proposed by ADFG which would 
implement alternate gear types in the setnet fishery. None of these op�ons have been veted 
for conserva�on effect or economic/prac�cal viability. They are all unproven and untested in 
our unique UCI fishery. Even the shallow mesh concept now in regula�on lacks science and data 
– all the studies and reports on shallow mesh in UCI have been funneled through a single,
foreign, private research organiza�on, and their reports have not done well in peer review. The
2023 shallow mesh study was awarded on a no-bid sole source contract with no formal or
dept/peer reviewed opera�onal plan and should NOT be considered scien�fic.

4 Figure 4   AK Freshwater King Fishing Opportunity 
5 Figure 5   ADFG Board Authority on Hatcheries 
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Any change in gear type would not eliminate King mortality. Any alternate/selec�ve EESN fishing 
gear deployed in 2024 would produce more King mortality than the setnet fishery did while 
closed in 2023. Therefore, it only makes sense to explore how we prosecute the fishery once an 
acceptable mortality number has been established. If, as currently, no mortality is deemed 
acceptable, then discussing alternate gear types is a waste of �me. 

Habitat: 

I did a quick word search on the 2 volumes of ADFG staff comments on proposals for this 
mee�ng. “King” shows up 1400 �mes. This is no surprise – much of the mee�ng is centered 
around King Salmon due to what most agree is a statewide produc�vity issue. Habitat is a key 
driver of produc�vity, yet “Habitat” only appears 10 �mes, 6 of which are direct references to 
code/�tle. This lack of considera�on for habitat is not responsible resource management and is 
not consistent with AK SSFP. 

Several of my proposals are aimed at trying to come up with solu�ons to decrease our impact 
on these rivers, specifically in the King spawning and rearing grounds. The Kenai River has some 
of the most focused powerboat traffic in the world for a small salmon stream. The shi� by 
industry from King fishing to Sockeye fishing has outpaced regula�ons and there are no closed 
�mes or days on industry or powerboat use. There is also no system of record keeping or 
professional accountability, other than on-site law enforcement and the o�en men�oned “self-
policing” that the industry claims to perform on itself and, by nature, on nearby private sport 
users who may be less aware of best prac�ces and specific regula�ons.  

I encourage the BOF to establish sideboards on the inriver Spor�ish Guide industry, to push the 
department to collect more inriver use data, and to insist on Freshwater Logbooks. Currently no 
one is tracking cumula�ve boat traffic on our rivers. It is impossible to tell how our current use 
compares to decades past. Many will claim that our rivers are not as busy as they were in 
decades past. I’ve lived on or next to and ac�vely used the Kenai River my en�re life, and I’d 
argue that cumula�ve river-wide powerboat use is higher than ever before. 

PU Guiding 

I support my AC’s proposal to require PU guides to register as spor�ish guides. A spor�ish 
license is required to par�cipate in the fishery. It is irresponsible to allow this commercial 
industry to expand in an unregulated and unmonitored way. These fisheries are already fully 
allocated. I was disappointed in the discussion of this industry at the statewide mee�ng, and the 
atempt by some to label the prac�ce “Personal Use Fishing Services”. It’s guiding, clear and 
simple. The ques�on of whether it’s against Federal Law to establish a resident-only industry 
will have to be answered by others, but that poten�al conflict should not dissuade the BOF or 
ADFG from at least pu�ng the prac�ce of PU Guiding in code or statute. PU guiding is not 
currently listed anywhere in code, and there are zero requirements from the state of AK to 
engage in PU guiding (other than a business license and fishing license). This does not seem safe 
or responsible. 
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Proposed Solu�on to the King debate: 

Throw the whole prescrip�ve, paired management plan away because our data on these fish 
just isn’t that good and this management plan does not have a good economic or conserva�on 
track record. We’ve lost logbook data and setnet harvest data - our two best historic indicators 
of abundance - while at the same �me asking managers to follow more prescrip�ve, 
abundance-based management prac�ces than ever before. It’s a recipe for failure. 

Get rid of the Kenai LR OEG and manage for escapement goals throughout the range of the SEG. 
Stop stocking the Kasilof and Ninilchik, put the Kenai and South Pen rivers at Catch and Release 
for natural Kings and open the setnets 1-2 days a week at 1ea 29 mesh net per permit, and 
encourage the release of live Kings. Leave things that way un�l we’re projec�ng above the 
middle of the SEG. The exploita�on rate would be minimal and very sustainable regardless of 
run strength, all user groups would see opportunity, and the fish would be as protected as 
possible.  

Please ask lots of ques�ons of the department and influence peddlers. You’re going to see/hear 
a lot of charts, data, and “facts” that do not pass the sniff test. The discussion surrounding Kenai 
Kings has turned more toward loose facts and emo�on and less toward data and science. Kings 
are struggling, but we are nowhere near endangered status on the Kenai. Please try to 
differen�ate between “conserva�on” and alloca�on. Good luck, I don’t envy the posi�on you 
are in. 

Thank you, 

Todd Smith 
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AK King fishing opportunity in natural streams, 2023 

Anchor Closed 

Ayakulik Closed 

Copper No bait, 1 per day 

Chignik Closed 

Deep Creek Closed 

Deshka Closed 

Golsovia Closed 

Inglutalik Closed 

Karluk Closed 

Kasilof Bait, 2 hatch per day no wild reten�on 

Kenai Closed 

Koyuk Closed 

Kuskokwim Closed 

Litle Sue Closed 

Naknek 1 per day over 28” 

Ninilchik Bait, 2 hatch per day no wild reten�on 

Nushagak-Mulchatna No reten�on 7/11-7/31 

Shaktoolik Closed 

Situk Closed 

Susitna  Closed 

Taku  No Reten�on 

Tanana  Closed 

Togiak  No bait, no reten�on over 20” 

Unalakleet Closed 

Ungalik  Closed 

West Cook Inlet Fresh Closed 

Yentna   No bait, no reten�on 

Yukon  Closed 

Cook Inlet Salt  Closed 

Figure 4 
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