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Introduction
Subsistence fishing and hunting are important for the economies and
cultures of many families and communities in Alaska. Subs istence
uses exist alongside other important uses of fish and game in
Alaska, including commercia l fishing , sport fi shing, personal use
fishing, and general hunting. This report provides an update on
subsistence fishing and hunting in Alaska, including the dual state-federa l management system.

What is Subsistence Hunting and Fishing?
State and federal laws define subsistence uses as the "customary
and traditional uses" of w ild resources for food, clothing, fu el,
transportation, construction, art, crafts, sharing, and customary
trade. Subsistence uses are central to the customs and traditions
of many cultural groups in Alaska, including Aleut, Athabascan,
Alutiiq, Euro-American, Haida, lnupiat, Tling it, Tsimshian, and
Yupik. State law (AS 16.05.258(c)) requires the Joint Board of
Fisheries and Game to identify " nonsubsistence areas" where
subs istence is not "a principal characteri stic of the economy,
culture, and way oflife." O uts ide these nonsubsistence areas, called
" rural areas" in this overview, subs istence fishing and hunting are
important sources o f employment and nutrition.
Commercial fishing differs from subsistence fishing because it is
harvesting fish for sale in commerc ial markets. Subsistence-taken
fish and game cannot be commercially sold. Personal use fishing is
similar to subsistence fi shing, except that it is fishing with efficient
gear for food in nonsubsistence areas, particularly by residents
of urbanized areas, or fishing fo r stocks without customary and
traditional uses. Sport fi shing and hunting differ from subsistence

fishing and hunting in that, although food is one product, they are
conducted primarily for recreational values during breaks from
work, fo llowing principles of" fair chase." Outside nonsubsistence
areas, subsistence harvesting and processing are productive,
traditional econom ic activities that are part of a normal routine of
work.

Who Qualifies to Participate in Subsistence
Harvesting?
Federal and state laws currently differ in who qualifies for
participation in subsistence fisheries and hunts. Rural Alaska
residents qualify fo r subsistence harvesting under federa l law.
Under state law, only rural residents qualified for subsistence
harvesting from 1978- 1989. Since 1989, all state residents have
qualified under state law. In 2017, about 83% ofAlaska's population
(613,958 people) lived in nonsubsistence areas (urban areas)
defined by the Joint Board of Fisheries and Game and about 17%
( 123, 122 people in 264 communities) lived in rural areas (outside
nonsubsistence areas) (Figure I). In 20 I 0, 55% of Alaska's rural
population and 12% o f the urban population were Alaska Native.

Who Participates in Subsistence Uses?
Most fam ilies outside Alaska's nonsubs istence areas depend on
subsistence fishi ng and hunting. A substantial proportion of these
households harvest and use wild foods (Figure 2). For surveyed
communities outside nonsubsistence areas, 92%- 100% of sampled
households used fish, 79%-92% used wild life, 75%- 98% harvested
fish, and 4 8%-70% harvested wildlife. Because subsistence
foods are wide ly shared, most residents of these communities use
subsistence foods during the course of the year. Under state law,
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Composition of wild food harvest by rural Alaska residents, 2017
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residents ofnonsubsistence areas may also participate in authorized
s ubsistence fisheries and hunts to harvest food and for other uses.

What is the Composition of the Wild Food Harvest?
Outside the nonsubsistence areas, most of the wild food harvested
by local residents is composed offish (about 54% by weight), along
w ith land mammals (22%), marine mammals ( 14%), birds (3%),
shellfish (3%), and plants (4%) (Figure 3). Fish varieties include
salmon (32% of all harvests), Pacific halibut, Pacific herring, and
whitefishes. Seals, sea lions, walruses, and whales compose the
marine mammal harvest. Moose, caribou, deer, bears, Dall sheep,
mountain goats, and beavers are commonly used land mammals,
depending on the community and area. These harvests for food
occur within a range of reg ulatory categories, including subsistence
and general hunting, and subsistence, personal use, and rod and reel
fishing.

How Large is the Subsistence Harvest?
The subsistence food harvest by A laska residents (about 33.6
million lb excluding wild plants) represents a bout 0.9% of the
fish and game harvested annually in A laska (Figure 4). This total

Figure 3

includes all noncommercial harvests by residents ofrural areas plus
harvests taken under subsistence fishing and hunting regulations by
reside nts of nonsubsistence areas. Personal use fish ing, and hunting
under general regulations by A laskans, produce an additional
0.2% of a ll harvests. Sport fishing and hunting (sport fishing by
Alaskans and nonres idents and all nonresident hunting) take 0.3%.
Commercial fisheries account for the balance-about 98.6% of the
statewide harvest.
Though relatively small in the statewide picture, subsistence
fishi ng, hunting , and gathering provide a major part of the food
supply of rural Alaska (see figures 5 and 6). Our best estimate is
about 34.0 million lb (usable weight) of wi ld foods are harvested
annually by residents of rural areas of the state, and 11 .4 million lb
by urban residents in all noncommercial fisheries and hunts (see
Figure 6). On a per pe rson basis, the a nnual wild food harvest is
about 276 lb per person per year for reside nts of rural areas (about
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Wild food harvests in Alaska by area, 2017
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0.75 lb a day per person), and 19 lb per person per year for urban
areas (see Figure 5).

Nutritional Value of Subsistence
Fish and wildlife harvests for food provide a major part of the
nutritional requirements of Alaska's rural population, and lesser,
but notable, percentages in urban areas. The annual rural harvest
of 276 lb per person contains 176% of the protein requirements of
the rural population (that is, it contains about 81 grams of protein
per person per day; about 46 grams is the mean daily requirement
(see Figure 6). The subsistence harvest contains 25% of the caloric
requirements of the rural population (that is, it contains about 518
kcal dai ly, assum ing a 2, I 00 kcal/day mean daily requirement). The
urban wi ld food harvests contain 12% of the protein requirements
and 2% of the caloric requirements of the urban population (see
Figure 6).

Traditional Harvest Areas
Studies show that Alaska subsistence hunters, fishers, and
gatherers tend to harvest in trad itional use areas surrounding their
communities. Subsistence harvest areas are accessible from the
community, although seasonal camps are used to access some
species. Subsistence harvest areas for communities are definable
and relatively predictable. Repmts in the Division of Subsistence
Technical Paper Series include maps of traditional use areas.
Monitoring Subsistence Harvests
Subsistence harvests vary from year to year for a variety of
environmental, economic, and personal factors. Subsistence
harvests of al l resources are not monitored annually. However,
ADF&G conducts programs to estimate harvests of salmon and
some other key resources each year, which help track trends. For
example, thousands of families along the Yukon River participate
in post-season surveys to estimate annual subsistence salmon
harvests. Findings for comm unities of the Kusi lvak (Lower Yukon)
Census Area show subsistence salmon harvests dropped from an
annual average of 98 lb per person for 2000-2008 to 71 lb per
person for 2009-20 17. Declining Chinook salmon returns since
the late 2000s are largely responsible for this change: subsistence
harvests of Chinook salmon averaged 45 lb per person in these
communities in 2000- 2004 compared to just 7 lb per person during
20 13-2017 (Figure 7). Such systematic monitoring of subsistence
harvests will be important in the future to understand the potential
effects of resource development and climate change.
The Monetary Value of Subsistence Harvests
Subsistence fishing and hunting are a principal characteristic of the
rural Alaska economy. Attaching a dollar value to wild food harvests
is difficult, because subsistence products do not circulate in markets.
However, if fami lies did not have subsistence foods, substitutes
would have to be purchased. If one assumes a replacement expense
of $5.00-$ I 0.00 per pound, the simple "replacement value" of the
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Estimated subsistence salmon harvests, communities of the
Kusilvak Census Arca (Lower Yukon), 2000-2017
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wi ld foo d harvests of communities o utside nonsubsistence areas
may be estimated at $ 170-$340 million annually, and at $227-$454
million for a ll A laska communities (see Figure 6).

Subsistence and Money
Outside Alaska's nonsubsistence areas, subsistence is part of an
economic system called a " mixed, subsistence-market" economy.
Families invest mo ney into small-scale, effi cient technologies to
harvest wild foods, such as fish w heels, gillnets, motorized skiffs,
and snowmachines. Subsistence food production is directed toward
meeting the self-limited needs of fami lies and small com munities,
not market sale o r accumulated profit as in commercia l market
production. Fami lies follow a prudent economic strategy of using
a portion of the household mone tary earnings to capitalize in
subsiste nce techno logies for produc ing food. This combination of
money from paid employm ent and subsistence food production
is what characterizes the mixed, subsistence-market econom ies
o utside nonsubsistence areas. Successful fam ilies in these areas
combine j obs w ith subsistence activities and s hare w ild food
harvests with cash-poor ho useholds who cannot fish or hunt, such
as elders, the disabled, and single parents w ith sma ll c hildren.

Dual Subsistence Management
Subsistence fishing and hunting in A laska are regulated by the State
of Alaska and the federal governme nt, depending upo n whe re the
harvests occur. T his system is called a " dual management system"
because there are overlapping state-federal j urisdictions in many
areas. T he federa l gove rnment regulates federal subsistence
fisheries and hunts o n federal public lands and federally-reserved
waters in Alaska. The State of A laska regulates state subsistence
fisheries and hunts o n a ll Alaska lands a nd waters. A harvester
should consult both the federal s ubs iste nce regulatio n booklets
a nd the state subsistence fishing and genera l hunting regu latio ns
book lets to be appri sed of the comple te set of hunting o r fishing
regulatio ns in a pa1ticula r area.
T he A laska Board ofFisheries and the A laska Board of Game create
regu lations for state subsistence fisheries or hunts. T he Federal
Subsistence Board creates regulations for federal subsistence
fisheries or hunts. In c reating reg ulatio ns, each board fo llows
established procedures for o btaining information and comme nts on
proposed regulatio ns from the public, agenc ies, and other interests.
Hunting of marine m amma ls is m anaged by the federa l government
thro ugh the Natio nal Marine Fisheries Service (seals, sea lio ns,
a nd whales) o r the U.S. Fish and Wi ldlife Service (polar bears, sea
otters, and walruses). There is a n exemptio n in the federal Marine

Mammal Protectio n Act to a llow for the traditional harvest a nd use
of marine mammals by coastal Alaska Natives. Spring and summ er
subsistence hunting o f migratory waterfowl is managed by the U.S.
Fish and Wild life Service. Federal reg ulatio ns lim it partic ipatio n to
residents of designated rural areas. Subsiste nce fishing for Pac ific
halibut is managed by the National Marine Fisheries Service.
Federal regulations lim it participatio n to residents of designated
rural areas and members of eligible tribes.
Subs istence hunting and fishing are restricted in non-rural areas
of A laska by the federal and state prog ra ms. Federal law a llows
subsistence ha rvests o nly by residents of rural areas. State law
permits subsistence harvests by any A laska resident in areas
outside the boundaries of" nonsubsistence areas." The Alaska Joint
Board of Fisheries and Game has determined that the areas around
Anchorage, the Matanuska-Sus itna Valley, the Ke na i Peninsula,
Fairbanks, Juneau, Ketchikan, and Valdez are no nsubsistence areas,
where fish and game harvests may be a llowed under spo rt, personal
use, gene ral, or commercia l regulations, but no t under subsistence
regulations. The Federal Subsistence Board has defined s imila r
non-rural areas.

The Subsistence Priority
Subsiste nce uses of fish and la nd mammals are g iven a priority
over commerc ial fishi ng and recreational a nd personal use fishing
and hunting in state a nd federal law. This means that when the
harvestable po rtion of a fish stock or game population is not
suffic ient for all public uses, subsistence uses are restricted last by
regulation. Access by no n-federally qualified indiv iduals to some
fisheries and hunts has been restricted when harvestable surpluses
have dec lined; but, by and large, fishers and hunters living in
nonsubs istence areas have no t experienced major c hanges in ha rvest
oppo11m1ities due to the subsistence prio rity. General hunting and
sport fis hing regulations continue to provide o ppo rtunities for
a ll Alaska residents and nonresidents . Pe rsona l use net fisheries
provide for established food fis heries of urban res idents in areas
c losed to subsistence fishing . State subsistence fisheries and hunts
are open to all Alaskans regardless of res idence.
For example, during the I I -year period when the rural priority was
be ing imple mented under state management ( 1978- 1989), general
resident hunting seasons for caribou inc reased by 36% (from 5,505
days to 7,500 days), moose hunting days decreased by 10% (fro m
2,96 1 days to 2,67 1 days), and Dall sheep hunting days inc reased
by 2% (from 1,855 days to 1,900 days)-co mparing the 1978- 1979
resident season w ith the 1989- 1990 resident season. T hat is, during
this pe riod, hunting days by urban hunters for caribou, moose,
and sheep were not signi fi cantly c ha nged by the rural subsistence
priority.
The g reatest e ffect of subsiste nce laws in A laska has been to
recogn ize custom ary a nd trad itio nal harvest practices and uses
o utside of nonsubsiste nce areas. Because of the laws, the A laska
Boards of Fisheries and Game a nd the Federal Subsistence
Board have created subs istence reg ul atio ns desig ned to prov ide
opportunities for the continued harvest of the food supply so
necessary in much of A laska. Wh ile impacts o n recreationa l and
persona l use fishing and hunting and on commerc ial fish ing have
been relative ly small w hen suffi c ient resources have been available,
the benefits for many fami lies have been g reat. A laska residents
have a legally protected opportunity to fis h and hunt to feed their
families fo llowing lo ng-te rm customs and trad itio ns.
Prepared by James A. Fall. Dirision ofSubsistence. ADF&G. December 20/8.
Original: Robert J. Wo!fe. Division ofSubsistence. ADF&G. Marci, 2000.
for a copy of 1hc Alaska Department of Fish and Game OEO statemcnr, see
http://www adfo, alaska govhndcx c fm 0 adlg=hom~ ocostatcmcnl.
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