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United Cook Inlet Drift Association

43961 K-Beach Road, Suite E . Soldotna, Alaska 99669 . (907) 260-9436 . fax (907) 260-9438

« infol@ucida.org «

Date: December 6, 2013

Addressee: Karl Johnstone
Chairman, Alaska Board of Fisheries

RE: Petition to amend policy for the management of Sustainable
Salmon Fisheries Policy (SSFP)

Dear Mr. Johnstone,

Please find the referenced Petition for amending the SSFP. We feel this
additional definition, Stock of Habitat Concern, will be helpful in focusing our
efforts to address salmon habitat issues in the Cook Inlet Region. However,
this new definition has to legally exist before it could possibly be used at the
Upper Cook Inlet regulatory meeting. Further, UCIDA believes that this new
definition may be useful in other areas of the state.

Sincerely,
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Roland Maw, PhD
UCIDA Executive Director




PETITION

L, Re: 5AAC39.222  Policy for the Management of Sustainable Salmon Fisheries (SSFP)

Petition

United Cook Inlet Drift Association (UCIDA) petitions the Alaska Board of Fisheries to add a
new definition to the SSFP:

5AAC 39.222 (f)(xx) Stock of “Habitat Concern” means concerns arising from
the inability of salmon to successfully spawn or rear in their freshwater
habitats as a result of invasive species, parasites, disease, impaired water,
migration impedances or other habitat disturbances.

Introduction

This new SSFP addition (stock of habitat concern) is necessary to adequately address the
salmon habitat issues in SouthCentral Alaska. Current “Stock of Concern” definitions in the
SSP do not adequately describe the variety of habitat issues affecting Chinook, Sockeye or
Coho Salmon populations in the Cook Inlet Region.

In order to allow the Board of Fish (BOF), Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G)
and the stakeholders to adequately design “Action Plans” to rehabilitate, remediate or
restore salmon populations, this new definition would be beneficial. Once this new “stock
of concern” is added to the SSFP, it can be used at the Upper Cook Inlet (UCI) regulatory
meeting.

UCIDA encourages the BOF to find an emergency exists and schedule this petition so this
new definition can be adopted then possibly be used at the UCI BOF meeting. The new
definition of “Stock of Concern” has to legally exist before it can be used in designing
“action” or “management plans.”

UCIDA submits this petition as fulfilling the requirements of AS 44.62.270, emergencies will
be held to a minimum and are rarely found to exist. In this section, an emergency is an
unforeseen, unexpected event that either threatens a fish or game resource, or an
unforeseen, unexpected resource situation where a biologically allowable resource harvest
would be precluded by delayed regulatory action and such delay would be significantly
burdensome to the petitioners because the resource would be unavailable in the future.




Susitna Sockeye
Stock of Yield Concern
“Stock of Habitat Concern”

Background

During the 2008 Board of Fisheries (BOF) meeting Susitna sockeye were designated a
Stock of Yield Concern due to a chronic inability to meet the Yentna SEG (range 90-160,000) as
measured by sonar. Sonar enumeration of salmon escapement into the Susitna system began in
1981 using the Bendix sonar and in 2006 with the DIDSON system. Considerable uncertainty
was associated with the escapement assessment so in 2006 ADF&G initiated a three-year study
using alternative methods including weir counts and mark-recapture.

In 2009 ADFG released a special report outside of the normal three year cycle of
escapement goal review because the errors with the sonar enumeration were so significant. The
results of the study suggested that both the Bendix and DIDSON were grossly underestimating

the number of sockeye salmon spawning in the Yentna River.
Fair, L. F., T. M. Willette, and J. Erickson. 2009. Escapement goal review for Susitna River sockeye
salmon, 2009. Alaska Department of Fish and Game, F: ishery Manuscript Series No. 09-01, Anchorage.

The report recommended eliminating the Yentna SEG and replacing it with SEG’s for 3
individual lakes (Chelatna, Judd and Larson) in the Susitna River watershed. The new
escapement goals became effective for the 2009 salmon runs.

Data from pages 18 and 21 of the report indicates that the Bendix sonar count (dating
back to 1981) was biased low by more than 100 percent. While it is not possible to go back and
re-count the escapement, it is evident the escapement goals were being met and in all years,
except for 2005, the upper end of the goal range was significantly exceeded.

In the 2011 meeting on Upper Cook Inlet finfish, the Board of Fisheries, now aware that
Susitna sockeye no longer met the criteria for a Stock of Concern, left the designation in place
and enacted regulations to further restrict the Central District drift fleet in an attempt to reduce
the yield (harvest) of northern bound stocks.

2013

In a memorandum to the BOF dated October 13,2013, the ADF&G recommended that
Susitna River sockeye salmon remain classified as a stock of yield concern because:

1) Five of the escapements in 3 different lakes (out of 15 total) have been below the
minimum goal, and

2) Harvests in Central and Northern districts from 2008 through 2013 were generally less
than the long-term averages.

Their justification was that in the Central District drift fishery, Susitna median yield
(harvest) estimates in 2008—2013 were 26% larger than those from 2003-2007, and about 75%
of those from 1983-2002 and 1993-2002, the two time periods to which recent (2003-2007)
yields (harvest) were compared when determining the stock of yield-concern in February 2008.

The first glaring error with this justification is that the Department has no reliable data for
run size, escapement or yield from 1981-2013 as the sonar counters used until 2008 were so
inaccurate and there is still no reliable method for counting all the salmon that return to Mat-Su
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streams. Without some reasonably accurate method for enumerating salmon escapement they
have no way to determine the yield (harvest) as a percentage of run size.

The attempt to use reduced median yield (harvest) estimates as a justification for
maintaining a Stock of Concern classification also fails as it does not recognize that there were
new management regulations for the Central District drift fishery from 2008-2013 that were
intended to reduce the yield (harvest). This application of circular logic has no business
masquerading as science.

What does it mean? If the median yield (harvest) estimates from 2008-2013 were 26%
larger than the 2003-2007 time period as the Department stated, then either the restrictions on the
drift fishery are not effective at conserving particular stocks, or, these stocks are much more
robust than were assumed. An alternative explanation is that the ADF&G engaged in a deliberate
fabrication as they are using yields for comparison from a time period for which they have no
reliable data.

The methodology of using combined escapement counts from three different lakes does
not fit the criteria for a Stock of Yield Concern. The escapement goals for these 3 lakes
(Chelatna, Judd and Larson) do need to be re-evaluated as the returns to Chelatna and Judd are
showing oscillating patterns in their sockeye populations from year to year, this can be an
indicator of over-escapement. In Judd Lake the fry size and weight suggest they are exceeding
the rearing capacity of the lake and are near starvation. The Chelatna Lake escapement goal has
been met four of the past five years, Judd Lake two of the past five years, and Larson Lake four
of the past five years.

The October 13, 2013 memo from ADF&G to the BOF also failed to factor the increasing
sport fish harvest into the yield (harvest). During the same time period, 2008-2013, while
restrictions were placed on the commercial fisheries (both Central and Northern District) for
conservation purposes, the sport fishery yield (harvest) had no similar restrictions and continued
to increase.

Quote from ADF&G Fisheries Management Report 10-50, 2011: “The action plan states
sport harvest will not be used to determine escapements or in developing escapement goals.
Further, the Susitna sport fisheries will remain open with a three fish bag limit unless otherwise
directed by the BOF and any harvest restrictions will be realized in the commercial fisheries...”

Stock of Habitat Concern

The Policy for the Management of Sustainable Fisheries (5 AAC 39.222) directs the
ADF&G to provide the Alaska Board of Fisheries with reports on the status of salmon stocks and
identify any salmon stock that presents a concern. The SSFP defines three levels of concern
(Yield, Management and Conservation) with yield being the lowest level of concern and
conservation the highest level of concern.

A stock of yield concern is defined as a “a concern arising from a chronic inability,
despite the use of specific management measures, to maintain specific yields, or harvestable
surpluses, above a stock’s escapement needs”.

A stock of management concern is defined as “a concern arising from a chronic inability,
despite the use of specific management measures, to maintain escapements for a salmon stock
within the bounds of the SEG, BEG, OEG, or other specified management objectives for the
fishery”.




A stock of conservation concern is defined as “a concern arising from a chronic inability,
despite the use of specific management measures, to maintain escapements for a stock above a
sustained escapement threshold or SET”.

These three levels of concern all use the measurement of returning salmon, or
escapement, as a threshold or trigger to determine the status of a stock. In the case of Susitna
salmon stocks these levels of concern address the wrong end of the equation. The habitat for
spawning and rearing salmon in the Susitna watershed is so affected by invasive Northern Pike,
beaver dams, disease, culverts and the effects of urbanization that salmon production is the
overriding problem; not the number of returning salmon.

Quote from ADF&G Upper Cook Inlet Management Report 2012 - “.. unless the impacts
from pike predation, disease and beaver dams can be significantly reduced, the total sockeye
salmon production in the Susitna River drainage will continue to suffer, regardless of the amount
of restrictions placed on commercial fisheries.”

Quote from 4 Watershed Perspective of Salmon Production in the Mat-Su Basin, 2013:
“The cause of declining salmon numbers in the Mat-Su Basin is linked to the decreasing ability
of the salmon to successfully reproduce in its freshwater systems. It doesn’t matter how many
fish return to the Mat-Su rivers if they can’t spawn or the young salmon can’t survive there long
enough to migrate out to sea. Invasive northern pike, beaver dams, rising water temperatures,
over-escapement, parasites, pollution, improperly constructed culverts and other unmitigated
effects of urbanization are slowly but surely chipping away at the future of salmon in the valley.
Harvestable surpluses of sockeye, king and coho salmon in the Mat-Su Basin cannot be sustained
without addressing the serious problems within the river systems”.

Within the Sustainable Salmon Fisheries Policy, a new level of concern needs to be
added - “A Stock of Habitat Concern,” defined as “a concern arising from the inability of salmon
to successfully spawn and rear in their freshwater habitats as a result of invasive species,
parasites, disease, pollution, migration impedances or other habitat disturbances.” This will
enable the Board of Fisheries and ADF&G to focus their efforts on the cause of declining salmon
runs, not just the effects.

Summary

* Sonar counts from 1981-2008 were inaccurate and biased low by more than 100%

» Stock of Yield Concern for Susitna sockeye was based on this bad data.

* Restrictions placed on the Drift Fleet and Northern District set nets for over 20
years were based on this bad data.

* Restrictions placed on commercial fisheries under the guise of conservation were
not paired with restrictions on the sport fishery.

* Problems with Susitna salmon production have been identified and are the result
of freshwater habitat issues,

* Intensive management of saltwater fisheries will never solve the problems found in
the freshwater habitats of spawning and rearing salmon.




Spmk Lk
“helatnaLk

& Swan Lk .
N
‘\ T
River *

Trapper Lk %
~

Lake Ck)

‘\«

N X
ALY \

N

\ Whiskey LK

Hewitt

Lockyood LK

&l S
.YentnaR \.

Skwentna R
Trinity Lk

t
3

Judd LK. ‘ Yentna

Sonar Site

t
Chuliti) <

Stephan Lk

\

{ Talkeetna River

Larson LK.

i. Susitna River

X' Red ShirtLk
\
/\

A




Susitna Sockeye Fry Size Relative to Escapement

Chelatna Lake

SEG range 20-65

Year Escapement* Age 0 Fry Length (mm) Age 0 Fry Weight (g)
2005 57.5 2.7
2006 50.8 1.7
2007 18,433* 68.1 4.0
2008 41,290* 45.6 13
2009 73,469* 60.6 2.8
2010 17,865* 48.2 1.7
2011 37,784* 52.2 2.0
2012 70,353* 46.9 1.3
2013 36,577*

2014 70,555*

*Weir count from previous year

Judd Lake SEG range 25-55
Year Escapement* Age 0 Fry Length {(mm) Age O Fry Weight (g)
2005 43.8 1.0
2006 53.8 2.1
2007 40,633* 47.6 1.3
2008 58,134* 37.6 0.7
2009 54,304* 41.2 0.8
2010 43,153* 38.0 0.7
2011 18,361* 50.3 14
2012 39,997* 39.0 0.6
2013 18,303*
2014 14,021*

*Weir count from previous year

Larson Lake SEG range 15-50
Year Escapement* Age 0 Fry Length (mm) Age O Fry Weight (g)
2005 58.9 2.5
2006 9,751* 62.4 2.9
2007 57,411* 61.5 3.0
2008 47,736*
2009 35,040* 64.2 3.1
2010 41,929* 59.9 2.9
2011 20,324* 71.9 4.4
2012 12,413* 61.7 2.9
2013 16,708*
2014 21,813*

*Weir count from previous year
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CHELATNA LAKE




