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Subsistence users throughout the Norton Sound and Bering Strait Region are concerned and again request state legislators to direct attention and funding to our failing regional salmon stocks.  We are frustrated that our residents bear the full burden of conservation for these stocks while commercial fishermen far away continue to intercept salmon bound for our rivers with little or no regulation.  While our subsistence users face severe restrictions, federal and state managed commercial fisheries continue to harvest huge numbers of chum and Chinook salmon bound for our region’s rivers.  Kawerak supports limits to salmon bycatch and additional conservation measures for Bering Sea trawl fisheries and the South Peninsula/False Pass sockeye salmon fishery to prevent the loss of our valuable subsistence salmon resources.  We request that funds be dedicated to advance salmon research and restoration efforts in Western Alaska within the Alaska Sustainable Salmon Fund (AKSSF).

As the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) noted in the Bering Sea Salmon Bycatch Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) in 2008 “The first priority for management is to meet spawning escapement goals to sustain salmon resources for future generations.  Highest priority use is for subsistence under both State and Federal law. Surplus fish beyond escapement needs and subsistence use are made available for other uses.”  While subsistence needs are listed as the first priority under both state and federal management systems, our region’s subsistence fisheries have been given the lowest priority by fisheries managers in direct conflict with mandated subsistence priority.  Commercial fishing interests have been consistently favored by government fisheries managers at both state and federal levels.  We cannot accept this favoritism and request a legislative review of subsistence harvest, salmon escapement in our region, bycatch of chum salmon by Area M and Pollock fisheries, state funded research.

Management of Western Alaskan salmon falls under the jurisdiction of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) and the National Marine Fisheries Service with input by the North Pacific Fishery Management Council.  Salmon are managed near shore and in river by ADFG in an attempt to meet escapement goals set for returning salmon runs and allow subsistence, sport and commercial fishing to occur if runs are strong enough.  NMFS manages salmon caught incidentally by offshore trawl fisheries, and they attempt to minimize the impact on the large scale pollock fishery without regard for annual fluctuations in salmon returns or state management measures.  The management goals of these two agencies are completely contradictory, and these differences have resulted in disaster for our salmon resources and a crippling of subsistence activities in our region.

State salmon regulations are developed by the Board of Fish (BOF), and federal management regulations are developed by the National Marine Fisheries Service with input by North Pacific Fishery Management Council (NPFMC).   The BOF and NMFS are responsible for regulations which affect Western Alaska salmon stocks and those fisheries which intercept salmon bound for our rivers.  Regulations developed by these two bodies have placed the future of our declining salmon runs in severe jeopardy, while perpetuating wasteful practices by some commercial fisheries that intercept our salmon with impunity and disregard.  Once these salmon become “bycatch” in other fisheries, they will never reach our streams to spawn or be available to the families who depend upon them for basic subsistence needs.

Our Inupiat, Yupik and St. Lawrence Island Yupik cultures and traditions are based on hunting, fishing and living off the land.  We want to maintain our subsistence practices and traditions. We prefer our subsistence foods over store bought food.  Our culture is not disposable or replaceable, our subsistence needs are no less important than offshore commercial fisheries. Existing management regimes refuse to recognize this and their neglect, lack of protection and mismanagement of our fisheries stocks has severely impacted our ability to carry on our subsistence practices.

Charts and graphs displayed in this document show decreasing escapements in Bering Strait/Norton Sound and increasing bycatch by commercial fisheries. In regards to escapement goals, ADFG has not established escapement goals or ranges for a majority of the rivers in our area.  No escapement goal equals no problem when the returns plumet. A good example being the Chinook and coho runs on the Pilgrim. 

Chinook Salmon

On May 14, 2010 the National Marine Fisheries Service approved Amendment 91 which combines a limit on the amount of Chinook salmon that may be caught incidently (60,000) with incentive plan agreements and performance standards as the method to reduce bycatch of Chinook.  In its 20 year history the pollock industry has exceeded this Chinook bycatch number only three times, therefore these new bycatch limits lack real conservation ethic. This action will allow the pollock fleet to continue harvesting huge quantities of Chinook salmon bound mostly for Western Alaska rivers.  

Subsistence users in our region have gone to great lengths to ensure Chinook salmon are given opportunity to migrate upriver to spawn, and our salmon spawning habitat is some of the most pristine in Alaska. Several years ago Unalakleet fishermen proposed closures for their own subsistence Chinook fishery in order to allow for greater escapement.  Subsistence users have sacrificed a great deal in order to conserve weak salmon stocks.  The burden of salmon conservation and restoration must be shared between all user groups including the federally-managed pollock industry and the state managed False Pass/South Peninsula sockeye fishery.

Chinook Salmon Bycatch in Bering Sea Pollock Fishery 1991-2009

Chart illustrating chum salmon bycatch in Bering Sea pollock fishery 1991-2009.  Red horizontal line is proposed 60,000 fish bycatch cap due to be implemented in 2011.  


Chart showing declining Chinook salmon catch (commercial and subsistence) for Norton Sound District from 1991 – 2007. Most of this catch is in Shaktoolik and Unalakleet in southern Norton Sound.  (For the years 2008 – 2010 the numbers are dismal at 1,327 in 2008, 1377 in 2009 and 1,528 in 2010.)

Chum Salmon
Subsistence users in Norton Sound continue to bear the full burden of chum salmon conservation, while commercial fishermen in False Pass intercept ever increasing numbers of chum salmon bound for Western Alaska rivers as bycatch during the sockeye fishery.  During 2009, the False Pass/South Peninsula sockeye fishery harvested as many chum salmon as it did sockeye.  This was the largest amount of chum salmon bycatch observed in 15 years, yet this fishery continues to operate without a bycatch cap.  Kawerak supports chum salmon bycatch limits and other conservation measures for the South Peninsula sockeye salmon fishery.   


Chart illustrating the ratio of commercial sockeye catch to chum salmon bycatch in South Peninsula (False Pass) fishery.  During 2009, the ratio was one chum salmon for every sockeye harvested.

South AK Peninsula Chum Bycatch in Sockeye fishery 
and Norton Sound Chum Harvest
1990-2009

Chart showing South Peninsula chum bycatch and declining Norton Sound chum catches 1990-2009.  Note: 2008 & 2009 Norton Sound chum salmon catch does not include subsistence harvest and reflect fish caught in the Unalakleet and Shaktoolik commercial fishery. 

The NPFMC is preparing a chum salmon bycatch management plan for the Bering Sea pollock fishery.  Kawerak supports a meaningful bycatch cap and additional measures which may actually reduce chum salmon bycatch in this fishery.

Chart illustrating chum salmon bycatch trends in Bering Sea trawl fisheries 1991-2009.  Source NMFS Alaska Region.
The Nome Subdistrict does not allow commercial fishing for chum salmon and few chum are harvested by sport or subsistence fishermen. Other regional salmon fisheries are under severe restrictions to allow greater chum escapement.   Despite these drastic measures, several of our rivers still fail to meet escapement goals.   During 2009, Nome area residents narrowly missed being saddled again with Tier II subsistence restrictions during one of the worst chum returns on record.   Alaska Department of Fish and Game regional managers start the fishing season with chum salmon fishing closed, ask people to return chum to the water until the season is open, and when harvest is allowed after the run begins it is for two open periods per week in the marine waters.  They tried Tier II fishing measures which were not successful. The managers are out of options to preserve Nome Subdistrict chum salmon stocks, and this burden must be shared with False Pass sockeye fishermen and the federally-managed pollock fishery.


Chart illustrating declining catches of chum salmon in Norton Sound District from 1990 – 2009.  
Note:  2008 & 2009 catches do not include subsistence harvest.


Chart showing current chum salmon escapement goals and annual counts for the Nome River.  

Stocks are declining in the Nome Subdistrict, declining in the White Mountain/Golovin 
and Teller/Brevig Mission areas as reflected in the following charts. 



Pilgrim River Tower Counts for 2003 - 2009
	Chinook
	1016
	925
	216
	275
	501
	132
	49
	
	

	Chum
	15200
	10239
	9685
	45361
	35334
	24988
	5408
	
	

	Coho
	677
	1573
	304
	973
	605
	260
	18
	
	

	Sockeye
	42729
	85417
	55951
	52323
	43432
	20448
	950
	
	

	Pink
	14100
	50760
	13218
	17701
	3616
	92664
	485
	
	

	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


In 2009, only 1,654 sockeye, 272 coho, 44 kings, and 29,238 pinks were counted at the weir on the Pilgrim River. In 2011 only 8,449 sockeye, 269 coho, 44 kings and 3,364 pinks were counted.
Of the 7 stocks that are considered to be stocks of concern in Alaska, 4 are in AYK, 3 of the 4 AYK stocks of concern are in Norton Sound.  Do we have to file an ESA petition to protect our stocks in order to have research and restoration efforts directed toward our declining stocks?  It is becoming apparent that is an option to consider.
NOAA funds the Pacific Coastal Salmon Recovery Fund (PCSRF) and AK SSF obtains its funds from PCSRF.  The Pacific Coastal Salmon Recovery Fund was evaluated in April 2006 to determine whether it was on track to achieve long term outcome of “…ensuring the sustainability of Pacific salmon by restoring endangered and threatened salmon and preventing depletion of healthy salmon populations.”  But because Alaska does not have listed species of salmon, the focus for projects and funds has been on salmon enhancement and harvest management.  What better place to focus projects and funds then in the area of the state that used to have healthy salmon populations and harvests in the past and now needs the activities and projects to help restore healthy salmon populations and sustainable harvests? 
In 2002, $5 million was made available to the Arctic Yukon Kuskokwim Sustainable Salmon Initiative (AYKSSI) as an earmark to the State of Alaska through the PCSRF.  In 2007 AYKSSI funding was no longer available after directing $20.5 million toward a wide range of projects recommended by a Scientific Technical Committee and approved by a Steering Committee which resulted in collaborative, non-duplicative research and projects which benefitted the resource.  
ADFG has the discretion to make funding available to the AYK SSI program so that the research needs identified in the AYK SSI Research and Restoration plan may continue to be addressed. They have not done so.  Rather, they have made nominal awards to do research in the Arctic Yukon Kuskokwim region.  In 2007 and 2008, the State received a total of $23.7 million in PCSRF funding to undertake research of which $1.2 million was made available to do research in the AYK region. This is about 5% of the available funding for an area which comprises 49% of the state which has significant issues and concerns in the fisheries arenas. 

We believe that part of the reason the State has funneled money to the AK Sustainable Salmon Fund and avoided making funds available to the AYK SSI, is because by doing so, they are able to direct funds to their own preferred projects with less rigorous scientific review.  Basically, through their actions, they have excluded the AYK stakeholders from participating in the decision making process. 

The Bering Strait region has experienced drastic fish declines since the 1990’s and as highlighted in the earlier charts, fish returns continue to decline. There are no other regions of the state where region residents are so dependent on returning fish resources for subsistence purposes, where fish returns have declined so precipitously for such a long period of time, and where the ADFG has allocated so little research funding.  

In reviewing the Alaska Sustainable Salmon Fund Call for Proposals for FY 2011 funding, it states that projects must directly relate to one of the following authorized uses:
· Conservation of salmon or steelhead populations listed as threatened or endangered;
· Maintaining salmon or steelhead populations necessary subsistence fishing; or
· Conservation of salmon or steelhead habitat.
The high priority objectives for the August 2011 CFP for AYK region are: habitat, stock assessment and salmon and steelhead management systems. 

The strategic focus for AYK region for Habitat:  projects will be judged of high strategic importance if there is a potential threat of particular concern including but not limited to:
· Hydroelectric and hydrokinetic development
· Transportation infrastructure associated with natural resource development
· Small and large scale mining (placer and hard rock)
· Oil and gas development
· Urbanization (incuding storm water management) and timber harvest activities, particularly in the Tanana drainage.

The strategic focus for AYK region for Stock Assessment:  projects will be judged to be of higher strategic importance if they address one or more of the following:
· Obtain reliable escapement estimates for stocks that are poorly assessed, highly utilized, and/or increasing in utilization.
· Evaluate stocks that have declined in abundance, including stocks of concern, and/or for which there have been changes in age, sex and size composition (quality of escapement).
· Evaluate the relationship of existing escapement data to total returns.

The strategic focus for AYK region for Salmon and Steelhead Management Systems:  projects will be judged of higher strategic importance if: projects proposed involve affected stakeholders.

The “strategic concerns” identified for the AYK region are not being addressed by ADFG in any planned or organized fashion.  They are doing nothing to address the diminished returns in AYK. Kawerak is concerned whether our stocks will survive the management regime of the state and federal management agencies. 

It is telling when you review Goal 3 under the Salmon Management Systems section of the AKSSF proposed framework documents for the AYK Region, which identifies the information need as: Collect and analyze data, and develop data bases and models, for forecasting and other fishery management needs. In the Comments/Context column, it is noted that this action is:  of lower priority, as forecasting is generally more important in areas with significant commercial fisheries. Fisheries in AYK are primarily for subsistence use. 

Basically, for years, ADFG has treated the subsistence fisheries in AYK as being of lower priority than commercial fisheries. You see it in the allocation of staff, resources, attention and research. You see it in the decision of the BOF to remove chum caps and the NMFS decision to set in place a high Chinook cap. Using the criteria developed by NOAA for the PCRSF, the AYK regions have an over whelming need for continued research.  Under the state’s system for allocating these funds, research needs within the AYK region are being ignored and funding to do research is being directed elsewhere. 

We respectfully recommend that: 

1) ADFG be directed to set aside funds within the funding received from the PCSRF for administration and awarding by the AYK SSI commensurate with the research need and area, to continue needed research within the AYK region; 
2) ADFG set in place processes where by the recommendations of rural Alaskans  are solicited and incorporated into plans to address salmon research and restoration needs; 
3) The House Special Committee on Fisheries review the unique collaboration, research, communication and joint efforts of the AYK SSI steering committee and resultant research products which can be/have been used to make fisheries management decisions;
4) The Alaska State Legislature and Administration send letters to the Secretary of Commerce to request protection of chum salmon through low bycatch caps and other protective measures by the Pollack fishery; 
5) Meaningful salmon bycatch limits be established for the South Peninsula/False Pass sockeye salmon fishery to prevent the loss of our important subsistence salmon resources, and 
6) Additional research and restoration funds be made available to address the fishery concerns in Norton Sound and throughout AYK.
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Escapement Goal Snake 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 As of 10/6/11

1,600-2,500 Chums 2,201 2,146 2,967 4,106 8,147 1,244 891 6,973 4,323

Pinks 2,856 126,917 13,813 74,028 4,634 145,761 769 51,099 7,011

Silvers 489 474 2,948 4,776 1,781 5,206 50 2,243 343

Kings 50 17 31 32 61 13 6 43* 1

Sockeye 84 22 275 302 1,354 143 2 124* 14

Nome Nome 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

2,900-4,300 Chums 1,957 3,903 5,584 5,677 7,034 2,607 1,565 5,906 3,582

3150? Pinks 11,402 1,051,146 285,759 578,555 24,395 1,186,554 16,490 165,931 14,403

Silvers 548 2,283 5,848 8,308 2,437 4,605 1,370 4,114 1,833

Kings 12 51 69 43 13 28 30 9* 12

Eldorado Eldorado 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

6,000-9,200 Chums 3,591 3,277 10,369 42,105 21,312 6,746 4,943 21,211 16,227

Pinks 173 60,866 12,356 222,348 833 244,641 1,119 48,136 489

Silvers 115 1,151 689 55 2 38 2 2* 1

Kings 29 25 32 41 14 36 31 23* 3

Niukuik Niukuik 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

>23,000 Chums 20,018 10,770 25,598 29,199 50,994 12,078 15,879 45,561 23,607

10,500 Pinks 75,855 975,895 270,424 1,371,919 43,617 669,234 24,204 434,205 15,425

2,400-7,200 Silvers 1,282 2,064 2,727 11,169 3,498 13,779 6,861 9,042 2,405

Kings 179 141 41 39 30 33 204 15* 18

Pilgrim Pilgrim 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

No Goal Chums 15,200 10,239 9,685 45,361 35,334 24,550 5,427 25,379 41,740

Pinks 14,100 50,760 13,218 17,701 3,616 92,471 483 29,239 3,364

Silvers 677 1,102 304 973 605 260 18 272* 269

Kings 1,016 925 216 275 501 137 52 44* 44

Sockeye 42,729 85,417 55,951 52,323 43,342 20,452 953 1,654* 8,449

North River North River 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

No Goal Chums 9,859 10,036 11,984 5,385 8,046 9,502 9,798 16,131 19,898

25,000 Pinks 280,212 1,162,978 1,670,934 2,169,890 583,320 241,798 190,291 150,807 150,807

550-1,100 Silvers 5,837 11,187 19,189 9,835 19,944 15,648 22,276 7,608 3,624

1,200-2,600 Kings 1,452 1,125 1,015 906 1,948 903 2,355 1,256 864

Kwiniuk Kwiniuk 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

11,500-23,000 Chums 12,123 10,362 12,083 39,519 27,756 9,483 8,739 71,403 31,604

8,400 Pinks 22,329 3,054,684 341,048 1,347,090 54,255 1,444,213 42,962 634,169 30,023

650-1,300 Silvers 5,490 11,240 12,950 22,341 9,429 10,462 8,677 8,058 3,288

Kings 744 663 342 195 258 237 444 138 57


