
   

 
 

FP21-14 Executive Summary 

General Description Proposal FP21-14 requests that the Board prohibit use of 

onboard devices that indicate bathymetry and/or fish locations 

(fish finders) while fishing from boats or other watercraft in the 

Upper Copper River.  Submitted by: Kirk Wilson. 

Proposed Regulation §_____.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area 

(xi) The following apply to Upper Copper River District 

subsistence salmon fishing permits:  

*** 

(H) While you are fishing from a boat or 

other watercraft, you may not have onboard 

any device that indicates bathymetry and/or 

fish locations (i.e. fish finders).  

OSM Preliminary Conclusion Oppose 

Southcentral Alaska Subsistence 

Regional Advisory Council Rec-

ommendation 

 

Interagency Staff Committee 

Comments 

 

ADF&G Comments  

Written Public Comments 5 Support 

  



   

 
 

DRAFT STAFF ANALYSIS 

FP21-14 

ISSUES 

Proposal FP21-14, submitted by Kirk Wilson of Glennallen, requests that the Federal Subsistence 

Board (Board) prohibit use of onboard devices that indicate bathymetry and/or fish locations (fish 

finders) while fishing from boats or other watercraft in the Upper Copper River.  

DISCUSSION 

The proponent states that the use of electronic devices that indicate bathymetry and/or fish locations 

(i.e. fish finders) is contributing to unsustainable harvest practices on the Upper Copper River. 

According to the proponent, these devices enable fishers to locate and target specific holding areas in 

the river, which may serve as pooling areas for sensitive stock. It is the proponent’s belief that if we do 

not address this issue, we will continue to see both wild and Gulkana Hatchery brood-stocks fail to 

meet objectives.  

Existing Federal Regulation 

§_____.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area 

*** 

(xi) The following apply to Upper Copper River District subsistence salmon fishing 

permits:  

Proposed Federal Regulation 

§_____.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area 

*** 

(xi) The following apply to Upper Copper River District subsistence salmon fishing 

permits:  

*** 

(H) While you are fishing from a boat or other watercraft, you may not have 

onboard any device that indicates bathymetry and/or fish locations (i.e. fish 

finders).  

Existing State Regulation 

 No relevant existing regulation. 



   

 
 

  

Extent of Federal Public Lands/Waters 

For purposes of this discussion, the phrase “Federal public waters” is defined as those waters described 

under 36 CFR 242.3 and 50 CFR 100.3. Federal public waters comprise those waters within and 

adjacent to the exterior boundaries of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve (Figure 1).  

The Upper Copper River District is comprised of the Chitina Subdistrict and the Glennallen 

Subdistrict. The subdistricts are geographically defined in the same way in Federal and State 

regulation. The Chitina Subdistrict consists of all waters of the mainstem Copper River downstream of 

the downstream edge of the Chitina-McCarthy Road Bridge to an east-west line crossing the Copper 

River approximately 200 yards upstream of Haley Creek, as designated by Alaska Department of Fish 

and Game (ADF&G) regulatory markers, a distance of approximately ten miles. The Glennallen 

Subdistrict consists of all waters of the mainstem Copper River from the mouth of the Slana River 

downstream to the downstream edge of the Chitina-McCarthy Road Bridge, a distance of 

approximately 120 miles.   

Customary and Traditional Use Determinations 

Glennallen Subdistrict 

Rural residents of the Prince William Sound Area and residents of Cantwell, Chickaloon, Chisana, Dot 

Lake, Dry Creek, Healy Lake, Northway, Tanacross, Tetlin, Tok, and those individuals living along the 

Alaska Highway from the Alaskan/Canadian border to Dot Lake, along the Tok Cutoff from Tok to 

Mentasta Pass, and along Nabesna Road have a customary and traditional use determination for salmon 

in the Glennallen Subdistrict of the Upper Copper River District.  

Chitina Subdistrict 

Rural residents of Cantwell, Chickaloon, Chisana, Chistochina, Chitina, Copper Center, Dot Lake, 

Gakona, Gakona Junction, Glennallen, Gulkana, Healy Lake, Kenny Lake, Lower Tonsina, McCarthy, 

Mentasta Lake, Nabesna, Northway, Paxson-Sourdough, Slana, Tanacross, Tazlina, Tetlin, Tok, 

Tonsina, and those individuals that live along the Tok Cutoff from Tok to Mentasta Pass, and along the 

Nabesna Road have a customary and traditional use determination for salmon in the Chitina Subdistrict 

of the Upper Copper River District. 

Regulatory History 

In 1999, regulations were adopted by the Board when promulgating the initial Federal regulations for 

fish in navigable waters; residents of the Prince William Sound Area were initially listed as having 

customary and traditional use of salmon in the Glennallen Subdistrict (64 Fed. Reg. 5. 1276-1313 

[January 8, 1999]). In 2001, the Board adopted Proposal FP01-15, which established a customary and 

traditional use determination for salmon in the Chitina Subdistrict. The same year, the Board also 

adopted a modified version of Proposal FP01-16, submitted by the Copper River Native Association, 



   

 
 

which defined seasonal harvest limits as requested, and created a Federal subsistence fishing season 

from May 15 to September 30.  

In 2002, the Board adopted Proposal FP02-17, submitted by Wrangell-St. Elias National Park Subsist-

ence Resource Commission, which requested changes to regulations in addition to a review of eligible 

subsistence fishers for the Upper Copper River district. The proposal was split into two proposals; Pro-

posal FP02-17a added communities to the customary and traditional use determinations for the Glen-

nallen and Chitina Subdistricts. Proposal FP02-17b allowed those with customary and traditional use 

determination to obtain a permit for each subdistrict in the same year. Additionally, FP02-17b ensured 

that combined harvests from both subdistricts would not exceed the harvest limit set for the Glennallen 

Subdistrict, and allowed for multiple gear types to be specified on each permit. In 2002, the Board cre-

ated a Federal permit requirement for the Upper Copper River District administered by the National 

Park Service.  

In 2006, the Board took no action on Proposal FP06-20, which was submitted by the Ahtna Tene 

Nene’ Subsistence Committee and requested that fish wheels in the Upper Copper River District be 

equipped with a live box unless checked every 4 hours. The Southcentral Alaska Subsistence Regional 

Advisory Council opposed this proposal, and the Eastern Interior Alaska Subsistence Regional Advi-

sory Council recommended no action. The same year, the Board considered Proposal FP06-21, submit-

ted by Ahtna Tene Nene’ Subsistence Committee, requesting that fish wheels in the Upper Copper 

River District be checked and all fish removed every 24 hours. The Southcentral Alaska Regional Ad-

visory Council supported the proposal with modification to require that fish wheels in the Upper Cop-

per River District be checked at least every 48 hours and all fish removed. The Eastern Interior Alaska 

Subsistence Regional Advisory Council opposed the proposal. The Board adopted Proposal FP06-21 

with modification to require fish wheel operators to check their fish wheels every 10 hours.  

That year the Board also considered Proposal FP06-22, submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Subsist-

ence Committee, which requested that fyke nets be allowed to harvest up to 1,000 salmon in Tanada 

Creek upstream of the weir and that incidental harvests of other fish be allowed. The Board adopted 

this proposal with modification recommended by the Southcentral Alaska Regional Advisory Council 

to limit use to only one fyke net after consultation with in-season manager, to require that the subsist-

ence user be present during use, and to ensure that Chinook Salmon incidentally caught be released un-

harmed.  

In 2007, the Board considered and rejected Proposal FP07-14, which was submitted by Cris Grimwood 

of Cordova. This proposal requested a three month opening in the lower Copper River using dip net or 

rod and reel with eggs. It was opposed by the Southcentral Alaska Regional Advisory Council. The 

same cycle, the Board considered and rejected Proposal FP07-15, submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ 

Subsistence Committee, which would have required that fish wheels be removed to above the high wa-

ter mark at the end of the season. Both the Southcentral Alaska and the Eastern Interior Alaska Re-

gional Advisory Councils opposed. Finally, in 2006, the Board considered and rejected FP07-16, sub-

mitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Subsistence Committee, which would have required that fish wheels 

be at least 200 feet apart. The Southcentral Alaska Regional Advisory Council opposed the proposal, 

and the Eastern Interior Alaska Regional Advisory Council deferred to the home region.  



   

 
 

In 2019 the Board adopted Proposals FP19-15 and FP19-16, both of which were submitted by Wran-

gell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve. Proposal FP19-15 requested that requirements to check fish 

wheels on the Upper Copper River be transferred from the wheel owner to the operator. Proposal 

FP19-16 clarified regulatory language, changing specifications for permits so that one unit of gear per 

person could be operated at one time, rather than one unit of gear at one time. The Southcentral Alaska 

and the Eastern Interior Alaska Subsistence Regional Advisory Councils both supported these pro-

posals.  

Currently, Federal Regulations for the Upper Copper River District (Glennallen and Chitina 

Subdistricts) require users to have a subsistence fishing permit and allow the use of fish wheel, dip net, 

and rod and reel gear for the take of salmon. Households of Federally qualified subsistence users who 

have a customary and traditional use determination in both subdistricts may be issued one permit for 

each in any given year.  

State regulations allow subsistence fishing in the Glennallen Subdistrict but not in the Chitina 

Subdistrict. The Chitina Subdistrict is designated as a personal use fishery. Under State regulations, 

permits can only be issued for either the Glennallen Subdistrict salmon subsistence fishery or the 

Chitina Subdistrict salmon personal use fishery in the same year, but not both. Fish wheels or dip nets 

are allowed in the Glennallen Subdistrict but not both in the same year, and only dip nets are allowed 

in the Chitina Subdistrict under State regulations. Fish finders or bathymetry devices are not currently 

addressed in State subsistence or personal use regulations, either under general provisions, or specific 

to the Upper Copper River District. 



   

 
 

 

Figure 1. Upper Copper River drainage, showing exterior boundary of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park 
and Preserve as well as the Chitina and Glennallen Subdistricts of the Upper Copper River District. 

 



   

 
 

Current Events 

In 2017, the State Board of Fisheries (BOF) considered but rejected Proposal 13 for the Glennallen 

Subdistrict, submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Customary and Traditional Use Committee. If ap-

proved by the Board, this proposal would have prohibited dip netting from boats in State subsistence 

and personal use fisheries of the Upper Copper River District. Use of fish finders and dip nets from 

boats (submitted as separate proposals in both the state and Federal regulatory cycles) are intercon-

nected issues, in that fish finders may be used during periods of high water to locate areas likely to 

serve as pooling areas for salmon, which are then fished efficiently with dip nets from boats.  

In the original proposal to the BOF, the proponent stated,  

“Subsistence fishermen are catching salmon away from the shoreline of the Copper River, 

salmon rest in holes away from the shoreline in high water and are susceptible to being easily 

caught in dip nets from boats using electronics. Once a holding hole is located, a boat with 

electronics makes multiple passes until the fish are cleaned out. When the water drops, there 

are no fish left to continue to the spawning beds…. If this keeps up, our Chinook [Salmon] 

stocks will be depleted in a very short time” (Ahtna Tene Nene’ Customary and Traditional 

Use Committee 2017: 13).   

Rationales for support and opposition were offered by members of the public and the BOF during dis-

cussion of the proposal, and are of relevance for consideration of the current proposal to prohibit use of 

fish finders under Federal subsistence permits. One member of the public in opposition to prohibiting 

fish finders stated that their technological capacity has been overstated: 

“We will occasionally see fish on the sonars, but we use the sonar in large part to determine 

whether we are going to strike bottom, abandoned nets, fish wheels…navigating the Copper 

River is extremely difficult and the sonar and depth finders that we use to keep us safe” 

(Alaska Board of Fisheries 2017: np).  

Furthermore, this opponent of the proposal noted that every person who fishes in the Glennallen Sub-

district—whether from shore or by boat—tries to find the “best spot” for dip netting, contextualizing 

boat fishing practices along a continuum of technology used to efficiently access salmon.  

In April 2019, a member of the public referred to the 2017 BOF proposal and discussion in her testi-

mony to the Federal Subsistence Board:  

“The technology has improved and their sonar is getting clearer and clearer, so they're starting 

to capture more and be able to count what's happening. I think there's additional information 

needed and that was one of the things that came out of our…conference. We need to know 

what's happening in the spawning beds. [Fishers have been] using fish finders. We put in a pro-

posal [to the Alaska Board of Fisheries] to stop that and that didn't fly because they said they 

were using it to watch for rocks” (FSB 2019:77).  

 

The same member of the public emphasized that, as a Federally qualified subsistence user, she would 

like to see regulations reflect the conservation concerns of local users: 



   

 
 

 

“So, for us…we need to manage for the resource and manage correctly and not over-liberalize 

it to where we're trying to keep up with the State. We should be setting a standard here. That's 

the way that we're looking at this and put a standard so that the State would have to try to 

match our standard, your standard on this river” (FSB 2019: 30).  

 

2020 Fishery Update 

The 2020 Copper River salmon passage was much weaker than expected with a cumulative Miles Lake 

Sonar estimate of 530,313 fish on July 29th, the last day of operation (ADF&G 2020e). The cumulative 

passage estimate lagged behind the management object of 628,553 fish. Closures of both the commer-

cial gillnet fishery at the mouth of the river and the Chitna Subdistrict personal use salmon dip net fish-

ery were required to provide more fish towards the escapement (ADF&G 2020b, ADF&G 2020c). 

Cultural Knowledge and Traditional Practices 

Ahtna Athabascan people have harvested Sockeye, Chinook, and Coho Salmon in the Upper Copper 

River District for at least 1,000 years (Workman 1976). The presence of Upper Tanana Athabaskans 

fishing in the Upper Copper River was noted in 1885 and long-term kinship and trading ties between 

the Ahtna and Upper Tanana have been documented (Haynes et al. 1984). Sockeye Salmon are the 

most important species used in the area, followed by Chinook Salmon.  

The Ahtna traveled to seasonal camps throughout their territory based upon resource availability. Fish 

camps were located on the Copper River and several major tributaries (De Laguna and McClellan 

1981). Early June and July were the preferred time for fishing Sockeye Salmon runs headed for 

streams and lakes in the Upper Copper River, as this was the best time for making ba’, or dried fish 

(Simeone and Kari 2002).  

There are eight contemporary Ahtna villages (Mentasta Lake, Chistochina, Gakona, Gulkana, Tazlina, 

Copper Center, Chitina, and Cantwell), almost all of which are located near traditional fishing camps. 

Other communities situated near the banks of the Copper River include Slana, Gakona Junction, 

Nabesna, Willow Creek, Kenny Lake, and Tonsina. Salmon remain vital to the subsistence way of life 

for those living in the Upper Copper River Basin (Reckord 1983, Brady et al. 2013). Comprehensive 

subsistence surveys conducted by the ADF&G show that salmon comprise a majority of the annual 

harvest in most communities along the Copper River drainage (La Vine and Zimpelman 2014). Salmon 

made up 78% of the overall subsistence harvest in edible weight in Chitina in 2012, 68% of the overall 

subsistence harvest in Tazlina in 2013, and 66% of the subsistence harvest in Kenny Lake in 2012 

(Table 1). The Upper Copper River District is easily accessible via the Richardson and Glenn 

Highways, and competition for resources is a main concern for local residents (Holen et al. 2015). 

  



   

 
 

 

Table 1: Salmon harvest by select communities with C&T for salmon in the  

Copper River (ADF&G 2020d). 

Community 
Survey 

year 

Pounds of 
salmon per  

capita 

Percentage of overall 
harvest comprised of 

salmon 

Chitina 2012 191.59 78% 

Tazlina 2013 102.14 68% 

Kenny Lake 2012 93.61 66% 

Gulkana 2012 91.69 64% 

Copper Center 2010 129.25 61% 

Chistochina 2009 94.22 58% 

Glennallen 2013 56.97 58% 

Gakona 2012 95.94 56% 

McCarthy 2012 45.78 53% 

Tonsina 2013 101.76 51% 

Slana 2010 95.74 47% 

Dot Lake 2011 44.16 37% 

Mentasta Lake 2010 43.46 29% 

Tok 2011 51.32 25% 

Cantwell 2012 15.18 15% 

Northway 2014 40.81 13% 

Dry Creek 2010 17.23 12% 

 

Ahtna fishing technology adapted to local conditions and salmon behavior. The waters of the Upper 

Copper River are fast and murky; fish cannot be seen as they travel up the river. The bottom of the 

river is rocky and uneven. Traditional Ahtna/Upper Tanana methods of harvesting salmon included 

basket dip nets (ciisi), platform fish weirs, funnel-shaped basket traps, and salmon spears or harpoons; 

fish wheels were introduced in the early 1900s, after which they became very popular and replaced 

some earlier fishing technologies (De Laguna and McClellan 1981).  

Fish wheels are the predominant gear used by communities in the Upper Copper River Basin. For 

example, in 2013, Glennallen residents harvested 88% of their salmon (in edible weight) by fish wheel. 

Gulkana residents took 91% of their salmon harvest by fish wheel, and Tazlina residents took 88% of 

their salmon harvest by fish wheel (Holen et al. 2015). In contrast, the percent of the salmon harvest 

taken by dip nets by these communities was quite low, at 3.4% for Glennallen, 2% for Gulkana, and 

3% for Tazlina (Holen et al. 2015).  



   

 
 

Biological Background and Harvest History 

The Copper River supports multiple runs of salmon, but Sockeye Salmon (Oncorhynchus nerka) and 

Chinook Salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) are the two species primarily targeted in the Federal 

subsistence fisheries. Federally qualified subsistence users are restricted to three areas of the upper 

Copper River, the Chitina and Glennallen Subdistricts and the Batzulnetas area. Sockeye Salmon is the 

most abundant species, and is the main fish targeted by all user groups in both the Chitina and 

Glennallen Subdistricts. The 2019 estimated subsistence salmon harvest by Federally qualified 

subsistence users in the Glennallen Subdistrict was 15,873 Sockeye Salmon and 949 Chinook Salmon. 

The Sockeye Salmon harvest was below the 10-year average of 16,635 fish while the Chinook Salmon 

harvest was above the 10-year average of 730 fish (Table 2). A smaller number of salmon are 

harvested by Federally qualified subsistence users in the Chitina Subdistrict. The 2019 estimated 

subsistence salmon harvest by Federally qualified subsistence users in the Chitina Subdistrict was 

4,451 Sockeye Salmon and 83 Chinook Salmon. Both Sockeye and Chinook Salmon harvests were 

above the 10-year average of 2,376 Sockeye Salmon and 31 Chinook Salmon (Table 3).   

Salmon are harvested in the State subsistence fishery in the Glennallen Subdistrict in greater numbers 

than Federal subsistence harvest. The estimated subsistence salmon harvest by State salmon dip net 

and fish wheel permit holders in the Glennallen Subdistrict within the last 10-years (2010-2019) 

averaged 64,320 Sockeye Salmon and 2,569 Chinook Salmon (Table 4), Additionally, salmon are 

harvested from the Chitina Subdistrict personal use dip-net fishery with a 10-year average harvest of 

148,458 Sockeye salmon and 1,193 Chinook Salmon (Table 5).  

The largest harvest of Copper River-bound Sockeye and Chinook Salmon occurs in the Copper River 

District marine waters near the mouth of the river during the commercial drift net fishery. Over the last 

10-years (2010-2019) an average of 1,303,861 Sockeye Salmon and 13,265 Chinook Salmon were 

harvested in the Copper River District by the commercial fishery (ADF&G 2018, 2019, Vega 2018). In 

addition to the commercial fishery, a State subsistence drift gillnet fishery also occurs in the Copper 

River District (ADF&G 2020a, Vega 2018). The estimated subsistence salmon harvest by State 

subsistence salmon permit holders in the Copper River District averaged 3,231 total salmon for the 

previous 10-year period (2009-2018) of which 2,800 were Sockeye Salmon and 431 were Chinook 

Salmon (Somerville 2020).  

The ADF&G relies on the passage estimates provided by adaptive resolution imaging sonar (ARIS) 

units at Miles Lake to manage the commercial fishery and provide for upriver escapement and fishery 

allocation. Over the 10-year (2010-2019) spawning escapement estimates have been within or have 

exceeded the current sustainable escapement goal of 360,000–750,000 Sockeye Salmon as estimated 

by Miles Lake sonar (ADF&G 2020d, Vega 2018). The 2019 Sockeye Salmon escapement estimate for 

the Copper River was 741,771 fish (Sommerville 2020).   

Over the 10-year period (2010-2019), Chinook Salmon escapement estimates have ranged from a low 

of 12,485 in 2016 to a high of 42,204 fish in 2018 (Sommerville 2020, Vega 2018). In 2010, 2014 and 

2016 escapement estimates were below the sustainable escapement goal (SEG) of 24,000 Chinook 



   

 
 

Salmon mandated in the State’s management plan. In 2017, the SEG was reached through a coopera-

tive effort, pre-season management actions directed at Chinook Salmon conservation. The State re-

stricted its upriver subsistence fishery and closed both the upriver sport and the Chitina personal use 

fisheries, and the Federal in-season manager issued Chinook Salmon emergency special actions in the 

Upper Copper River District, delaying the season start date for the Federal subsistence fisheries and 

reducing the Federal subsistence Chinook Salmon harvest limit for the gear types of dip net and rod 

and reel (the gear types that would allow selective release of live fish) (ADF&G 2017, FSB2017). 

These early-season 2017 restrictions were rescinded after abundance assessments indicated adequate 

escapement to meet the SEG. The 2019 Chinook Salmon escapement estimate for the Copper River 

was 36,627 fish, which is above the 10-year (2010-2019) average escapement of 27,413 Chinook 

Salmon (Sommerville 2020, Vega 2018). 

 

Table 2: Estimated harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon by Federally 

qualified subsistence users in the Glennallen Subdistrict 2010 - 2019 (Sarafin 

2020, pers. comm.). 

Glennallen Subdistrict Federal subsistence fishery 

Year  
Permits 
Issued 

Percent of 
Permits 

Returned 

Estimated 
Sockeye 
Salmon 
Harvest 

Estimated 
Chinook 
Salmon 

Harvested 

Estimated 
Coho 

Salmon 
Harvested 

2010 269 88 12,849 342 73 

2011 277 88 14,163 799 60 

2012 275 92 14,461 403 85 

2013 273 89 15,834 372 27 

2014 315 91 21,614 439 25 

2015 325 92 24,695 416 14 

2016 320 83 15,884 446 11 

2017 338 85 15,691 468 1 

2018 335 91 15,287 2662 0 

2019 343 90 15,873 949 0 

10-yr avg 307 89 16,635 730 30 

 

  



   

 
 

 

Table 3: Estimated harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon by Federally 

qualified subsistence users in the Chitina Subdistrict 2010 - 2019 (Sarafin 2020, 

pers. comm.). 

Chitina Subdistrict Federal subsistence fishery 

Year  
Permits 
Issued 

Percent of 
Permits 

Returned 

Estimated 
Sockeye 
Salmon 
Harvest 

Estimated 
Chinook 
Salmon 

Harvested 

Estimated 
Coho 

Salmon 
Harvested 

2010 92 86 2399 20 38 

2011 85 86 2059 15 9 

2012 89 94 1427 6 9 

2013 99 91 2199 19 9 

2014 113 95 1636 15 72 

2015 111 93 2404 14 15 

2016 128 81 1925 20 41 

2017 132 80 1828 15 9 

2018 132 92 3430 100 31 

2019 181 90 4451 83 22 

10-yr avg 116 89 2376 31 26 

 

 

Table 4: Estimated Harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon in the 

Glennallen Subdistrict State subsistence fishery 2010 - 2019 (Somerville 

2020,Vega 2018). 

Glennallen Subdistrict State subsistence fishery 

Year  
Permits 
Issued 

Percent of 
Permits 

Returned 

Estimated 
Sockeye 
Salmon 
Harvest 

Estimated 
Chinook 
Salmon 

Harvested 

Estimated 
Coho 

Salmon 
Harvested 

2010 1321 72 70719 2099 293 

2011 1306 74 59622 2319 372 

2012 1527 69 76305 2095 335 

2013 1339 73 73728 2148 143 

2014 1656 66 75501 1365 233 

2015 1631 70 81800 2212 77 

2016 1769 64 62474 2075 45 

2017 1632 64 39859 2935 57 

2018 1659 61 40806 5006 151 

2019 1713 68 62384 3439 204 

10-yr avg 1555 68 64320 2569 191 

 

 



   

 
 

 
Table 5: Estimated harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon in the Chitina 
Subdistrict State personal use fishery 2010 - 2019 (Somerville 2020, Vega 2018). 

 

Chitina Subdistrict State personal use fishery 

Year  
Permits 
Issued 

Percent of 
Permits 

Returned 

Estimated 
Sockeye 
Salmon 
Harvest 

Estimated 
Chinook 
Salmon 

Harvested 

Estimated 
Coho 

Salmon 
Harvested 

2010 9970 61 138487 700 2013 

2011 9217 62 128052 1067 1702 

2012 10016 58 127143 567 1385 

2013 10592 64 180663 744 797 

2014 11717 61 157215 719 1129 

2015 12635 62 223080 1570 841 

2016 11394 55 148982 711 1182 

2017 9490 65 132694 1961 715 

2018 4982 61 77112 1274 1439 

2019 8071 68 171252 2618 1042 

10-yr avg 9808 62 148468 1193 1225 

 

Effects of the Proposal 

The majority of salmon taken by Federally qualified subsistence users in the Upper Copper River 

District are taken by fish wheel, rather than from boats. Because boats are not widely used to fish for 

salmon under Federal subsistence permits on the Upper Copper River District, adopting this proposal 

would have little effect on use of fish finders in boats. For those fishers who do use boats equipped 

with fish finders for navigating the river and accessing salmon under Federal subsistence permits, this 

regulatory change could be bypassed by using a State subsistence permit in the Glennallen Subdistrict 

or a State personal use permit in the Chitina Subdistrict.  

If this proposal is adopted, regulations pertaining to fish finders would be more restrictive under 

Federal regulations than in the State subsistence and personal use fisheries in the Upper Copper River 

District. Prohibiting use of fish finders under both State and Federal regulations could alleviate conflict 

between user groups. However, fish finders are used as aids to safely navigate the river, and 

prohibiting their use could pose a safety issue.  

In the absence of State action, adopting this proposal would simply make Federal regulations more 

restrictive than State regulations, while not eliminating the practice of concern or contributing to 

conservation of salmon stocks.  

 



   

 
 

OSM PRELIMINARY CONCLUSION 

Oppose Proposal FP21-14. 

Justification 

Adopting this proposal would not lead to the proponent’s desired conservation outcome, because 

fishing under Federal subsistence permits in the Upper Copper River District is dominated by fish 

wheels; fishing from boats is far less common. Furthermore, Federally qualified subsistence users 

could continue to use fish finders on boats under State regulations in both the Glennallen subsistence 

and Chitina personal use fisheries. If adopted, Federal subsistence regulations pertaining to use of this 

technology would be more restrictive than State subsistence or personal use regulations for the Upper 

Copper River District.   
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	DRAFT STAFF ANALYSIS FP21-14 
	ISSUES 
	Proposal FP21-14, submitted by Kirk Wilson of Glennallen, requests that the Federal Subsistence Board (Board) prohibit use of onboard devices that indicate bathymetry and/or fish locations (fish finders) while fishing from boats or other watercraft in the Upper Copper River.  
	DISCUSSION 
	The proponent states that the use of electronic devices that indicate bathymetry and/or fish locations (i.e. fish finders) is contributing to unsustainable harvest practices on the Upper Copper River. According to the proponent, these devices enable fishers to locate and target specific holding areas in the river, which may serve as pooling areas for sensitive stock. It is the proponent’s belief that if we do not address this issue, we will continue to see both wild and Gulkana Hatchery brood-stocks fail to
	Existing Federal Regulation 
	§_____.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area 
	*** 
	(xi) The following apply to Upper Copper River District subsistence salmon fishing permits:  
	Proposed Federal Regulation 
	§_____.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area 
	*** 
	(xi) The following apply to Upper Copper River District subsistence salmon fishing permits:  
	*** 
	(H) While you are fishing from a boat or other watercraft, you may not have onboard any device that indicates bathymetry and/or fish locations (i.e. fish finders).  
	Existing State Regulation 
	 No relevant existing regulation. 
	  
	Extent of Federal Public Lands/Waters 
	For purposes of this discussion, the phrase “Federal public waters” is defined as those waters described under 36 CFR 242.3 and 50 CFR 100.3. Federal public waters comprise those waters within and adjacent to the exterior boundaries of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve (Figure 1).  
	The Upper Copper River District is comprised of the Chitina Subdistrict and the Glennallen Subdistrict. The subdistricts are geographically defined in the same way in Federal and State regulation. The Chitina Subdistrict consists of all waters of the mainstem Copper River downstream of the downstream edge of the Chitina-McCarthy Road Bridge to an east-west line crossing the Copper River approximately 200 yards upstream of Haley Creek, as designated by Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) regulatory ma
	Customary and Traditional Use Determinations 
	Glennallen Subdistrict 
	Rural residents of the Prince William Sound Area and residents of Cantwell, Chickaloon, Chisana, Dot Lake, Dry Creek, Healy Lake, Northway, Tanacross, Tetlin, Tok, and those individuals living along the Alaska Highway from the Alaskan/Canadian border to Dot Lake, along the Tok Cutoff from Tok to Mentasta Pass, and along Nabesna Road have a customary and traditional use determination for salmon in the Glennallen Subdistrict of the Upper Copper River District.  
	Chitina Subdistrict 
	Rural residents of Cantwell, Chickaloon, Chisana, Chistochina, Chitina, Copper Center, Dot Lake, Gakona, Gakona Junction, Glennallen, Gulkana, Healy Lake, Kenny Lake, Lower Tonsina, McCarthy, Mentasta Lake, Nabesna, Northway, Paxson-Sourdough, Slana, Tanacross, Tazlina, Tetlin, Tok, Tonsina, and those individuals that live along the Tok Cutoff from Tok to Mentasta Pass, and along the Nabesna Road have a customary and traditional use determination for salmon in the Chitina Subdistrict of the Upper Copper Riv
	Regulatory History 
	In 1999, regulations were adopted by the Board when promulgating the initial Federal regulations for fish in navigable waters; residents of the Prince William Sound Area were initially listed as having customary and traditional use of salmon in the Glennallen Subdistrict (64 Fed. Reg. 5. 1276-1313 [January 8, 1999]). In 2001, the Board adopted Proposal FP01-15, which established a customary and traditional use determination for salmon in the Chitina Subdistrict. The same year, the Board also adopted a modif
	which defined seasonal harvest limits as requested, and created a Federal subsistence fishing season from May 15 to September 30.  
	In 2002, the Board adopted Proposal FP02-17, submitted by Wrangell-St. Elias National Park Subsist-ence Resource Commission, which requested changes to regulations in addition to a review of eligible subsistence fishers for the Upper Copper River district. The proposal was split into two proposals; Pro-posal FP02-17a added communities to the customary and traditional use determinations for the Glen-nallen and Chitina Subdistricts. Proposal FP02-17b allowed those with customary and traditional use determinat
	In 2006, the Board took no action on Proposal FP06-20, which was submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Subsistence Committee and requested that fish wheels in the Upper Copper River District be equipped with a live box unless checked every 4 hours. The Southcentral Alaska Subsistence Regional Advisory Council opposed this proposal, and the Eastern Interior Alaska Subsistence Regional Advi-sory Council recommended no action. The same year, the Board considered Proposal FP06-21, submit-ted by Ahtna Tene Nene’ Sub
	That year the Board also considered Proposal FP06-22, submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Subsist-ence Committee, which requested that fyke nets be allowed to harvest up to 1,000 salmon in Tanada Creek upstream of the weir and that incidental harvests of other fish be allowed. The Board adopted this proposal with modification recommended by the Southcentral Alaska Regional Advisory Council to limit use to only one fyke net after consultation with in-season manager, to require that the subsist-ence user be pre
	In 2007, the Board considered and rejected Proposal FP07-14, which was submitted by Cris Grimwood of Cordova. This proposal requested a three month opening in the lower Copper River using dip net or rod and reel with eggs. It was opposed by the Southcentral Alaska Regional Advisory Council. The same cycle, the Board considered and rejected Proposal FP07-15, submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Subsistence Committee, which would have required that fish wheels be removed to above the high wa-ter mark at the end 
	In 2019 the Board adopted Proposals FP19-15 and FP19-16, both of which were submitted by Wran-gell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve. Proposal FP19-15 requested that requirements to check fish wheels on the Upper Copper River be transferred from the wheel owner to the operator. Proposal FP19-16 clarified regulatory language, changing specifications for permits so that one unit of gear per person could be operated at one time, rather than one unit of gear at one time. The Southcentral Alaska and the Easte
	Currently, Federal Regulations for the Upper Copper River District (Glennallen and Chitina Subdistricts) require users to have a subsistence fishing permit and allow the use of fish wheel, dip net, and rod and reel gear for the take of salmon. Households of Federally qualified subsistence users who have a customary and traditional use determination in both subdistricts may be issued one permit for each in any given year.  
	State regulations allow subsistence fishing in the Glennallen Subdistrict but not in the Chitina Subdistrict. The Chitina Subdistrict is designated as a personal use fishery. Under State regulations, permits can only be issued for either the Glennallen Subdistrict salmon subsistence fishery or the Chitina Subdistrict salmon personal use fishery in the same year, but not both. Fish wheels or dip nets are allowed in the Glennallen Subdistrict but not both in the same year, and only dip nets are allowed in the
	 
	Figure
	Figure 1. Upper Copper River drainage, showing exterior boundary of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve as well as the Chitina and Glennallen Subdistricts of the Upper Copper River District. 
	 
	Current Events 
	In 2017, the State Board of Fisheries (BOF) considered but rejected Proposal 13 for the Glennallen Subdistrict, submitted by the Ahtna Tene Nene’ Customary and Traditional Use Committee. If ap-proved by the Board, this proposal would have prohibited dip netting from boats in State subsistence and personal use fisheries of the Upper Copper River District. Use of fish finders and dip nets from boats (submitted as separate proposals in both the state and Federal regulatory cycles) are intercon-nected issues, i
	In the original proposal to the BOF, the proponent stated,  
	“Subsistence fishermen are catching salmon away from the shoreline of the Copper River, salmon rest in holes away from the shoreline in high water and are susceptible to being easily caught in dip nets from boats using electronics. Once a holding hole is located, a boat with electronics makes multiple passes until the fish are cleaned out. When the water drops, there are no fish left to continue to the spawning beds…. If this keeps up, our Chinook [Salmon] stocks will be depleted in a very short time” (Ahtn
	Rationales for support and opposition were offered by members of the public and the BOF during dis-cussion of the proposal, and are of relevance for consideration of the current proposal to prohibit use of fish finders under Federal subsistence permits. One member of the public in opposition to prohibiting fish finders stated that their technological capacity has been overstated: 
	“We will occasionally see fish on the sonars, but we use the sonar in large part to determine whether we are going to strike bottom, abandoned nets, fish wheels…navigating the Copper River is extremely difficult and the sonar and depth finders that we use to keep us safe” (Alaska Board of Fisheries 2017: np).  
	Furthermore, this opponent of the proposal noted that every person who fishes in the Glennallen Sub-district—whether from shore or by boat—tries to find the “best spot” for dip netting, contextualizing boat fishing practices along a continuum of technology used to efficiently access salmon.  
	In April 2019, a member of the public referred to the 2017 BOF proposal and discussion in her testi-mony to the Federal Subsistence Board:  
	“The technology has improved and their sonar is getting clearer and clearer, so they're starting to capture more and be able to count what's happening. I think there's additional information needed and that was one of the things that came out of our…conference. We need to know what's happening in the spawning beds. [Fishers have been] using fish finders. We put in a pro-posal [to the Alaska Board of Fisheries] to stop that and that didn't fly because they said they were using it to watch for rocks” (FSB 201
	 
	The same member of the public emphasized that, as a Federally qualified subsistence user, she would like to see regulations reflect the conservation concerns of local users: 
	 
	“So, for us…we need to manage for the resource and manage correctly and not over-liberalize it to where we're trying to keep up with the State. We should be setting a standard here. That's the way that we're looking at this and put a standard so that the State would have to try to match our standard, your standard on this river” (FSB 2019: 30).  
	 
	2020 Fishery Update 
	The 2020 Copper River salmon passage was much weaker than expected with a cumulative Miles Lake Sonar estimate of 530,313 fish on July 29th, the last day of operation (ADF&G 2020e). The cumulative passage estimate lagged behind the management object of 628,553 fish. Closures of both the commer-cial gillnet fishery at the mouth of the river and the Chitna Subdistrict personal use salmon dip net fish-ery were required to provide more fish towards the escapement (ADF&G 2020b, ADF&G 2020c). 
	Cultural Knowledge and Traditional Practices 
	Ahtna Athabascan people have harvested Sockeye, Chinook, and Coho Salmon in the Upper Copper River District for at least 1,000 years (Workman 1976). The presence of Upper Tanana Athabaskans fishing in the Upper Copper River was noted in 1885 and long-term kinship and trading ties between the Ahtna and Upper Tanana have been documented (Haynes et al. 1984). Sockeye Salmon are the most important species used in the area, followed by Chinook Salmon.  
	The Ahtna traveled to seasonal camps throughout their territory based upon resource availability. Fish camps were located on the Copper River and several major tributaries (De Laguna and McClellan 1981). Early June and July were the preferred time for fishing Sockeye Salmon runs headed for streams and lakes in the Upper Copper River, as this was the best time for making ba’, or dried fish (Simeone and Kari 2002).  
	There are eight contemporary Ahtna villages (Mentasta Lake, Chistochina, Gakona, Gulkana, Tazlina, Copper Center, Chitina, and Cantwell), almost all of which are located near traditional fishing camps. Other communities situated near the banks of the Copper River include Slana, Gakona Junction, Nabesna, Willow Creek, Kenny Lake, and Tonsina. Salmon remain vital to the subsistence way of life for those living in the Upper Copper River Basin (Reckord 1983, Brady et al. 2013). Comprehensive subsistence surveys
	  
	 
	Table 1: Salmon harvest by select communities with C&T for salmon in the  
	Copper River (ADF&G 2020d). 
	Table
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	Survey year 
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	Pounds of salmon per  
	capita 

	Percentage of overall harvest comprised of salmon 
	Percentage of overall harvest comprised of salmon 


	TR
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	Chitina 
	Chitina 

	2012 
	2012 

	191.59 
	191.59 

	78% 
	78% 
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	Tazlina 
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	2013 

	102.14 
	102.14 

	68% 
	68% 
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	93.61 
	93.61 

	66% 
	66% 
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	2012 
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	91.69 
	91.69 

	64% 
	64% 
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	129.25 
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	61% 
	61% 
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	Chistochina 
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	94.22 
	94.22 

	58% 
	58% 
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	56.97 
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	58% 
	58% 
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	56% 
	56% 
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	53% 
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	51% 
	51% 
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	95.74 
	95.74 

	47% 
	47% 
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	Dot Lake 
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	2011 

	44.16 
	44.16 

	37% 
	37% 


	TR
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	Mentasta Lake 
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	2010 

	43.46 
	43.46 

	29% 
	29% 


	TR
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	2011 
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	51.32 
	51.32 

	25% 
	25% 


	TR
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	Cantwell 
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	2012 

	15.18 
	15.18 

	15% 
	15% 


	TR
	Span
	Northway 
	Northway 

	2014 
	2014 

	40.81 
	40.81 

	13% 
	13% 


	TR
	Span
	Dry Creek 
	Dry Creek 

	2010 
	2010 

	17.23 
	17.23 

	12% 
	12% 




	 
	Ahtna fishing technology adapted to local conditions and salmon behavior. The waters of the Upper Copper River are fast and murky; fish cannot be seen as they travel up the river. The bottom of the river is rocky and uneven. Traditional Ahtna/Upper Tanana methods of harvesting salmon included basket dip nets (ciisi), platform fish weirs, funnel-shaped basket traps, and salmon spears or harpoons; fish wheels were introduced in the early 1900s, after which they became very popular and replaced some earlier fi
	Fish wheels are the predominant gear used by communities in the Upper Copper River Basin. For example, in 2013, Glennallen residents harvested 88% of their salmon (in edible weight) by fish wheel. Gulkana residents took 91% of their salmon harvest by fish wheel, and Tazlina residents took 88% of their salmon harvest by fish wheel (Holen et al. 2015). In contrast, the percent of the salmon harvest taken by dip nets by these communities was quite low, at 3.4% for Glennallen, 2% for Gulkana, and 3% for Tazlina
	Biological Background and Harvest History 
	The Copper River supports multiple runs of salmon, but Sockeye Salmon (Oncorhynchus nerka) and Chinook Salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) are the two species primarily targeted in the Federal subsistence fisheries. Federally qualified subsistence users are restricted to three areas of the upper Copper River, the Chitina and Glennallen Subdistricts and the Batzulnetas area. Sockeye Salmon is the most abundant species, and is the main fish targeted by all user groups in both the Chitina and Glennallen Subdistr
	Salmon are harvested in the State subsistence fishery in the Glennallen Subdistrict in greater numbers than Federal subsistence harvest. The estimated subsistence salmon harvest by State salmon dip net and fish wheel permit holders in the Glennallen Subdistrict within the last 10-years (2010-2019) averaged 64,320 Sockeye Salmon and 2,569 Chinook Salmon (Table 4), Additionally, salmon are harvested from the Chitina Subdistrict personal use dip-net fishery with a 10-year average harvest of 148,458 Sockeye sal
	The largest harvest of Copper River-bound Sockeye and Chinook Salmon occurs in the Copper River District marine waters near the mouth of the river during the commercial drift net fishery. Over the last 10-years (2010-2019) an average of 1,303,861 Sockeye Salmon and 13,265 Chinook Salmon were harvested in the Copper River District by the commercial fishery (ADF&G 2018, 2019, Vega 2018). In addition to the commercial fishery, a State subsistence drift gillnet fishery also occurs in the Copper River District (
	The ADF&G relies on the passage estimates provided by adaptive resolution imaging sonar (ARIS) units at Miles Lake to manage the commercial fishery and provide for upriver escapement and fishery allocation. Over the 10-year (2010-2019) spawning escapement estimates have been within or have exceeded the current sustainable escapement goal of 360,000–750,000 Sockeye Salmon as estimated by Miles Lake sonar (ADF&G 2020d, Vega 2018). The 2019 Sockeye Salmon escapement estimate for the Copper River was 741,771 fi
	Over the 10-year period (2010-2019), Chinook Salmon escapement estimates have ranged from a low of 12,485 in 2016 to a high of 42,204 fish in 2018 (Sommerville 2020, Vega 2018). In 2010, 2014 and 2016 escapement estimates were below the sustainable escapement goal (SEG) of 24,000 Chinook 
	Salmon mandated in the State’s management plan. In 2017, the SEG was reached through a coopera-tive effort, pre-season management actions directed at Chinook Salmon conservation. The State re-stricted its upriver subsistence fishery and closed both the upriver sport and the Chitina personal use fisheries, and the Federal in-season manager issued Chinook Salmon emergency special actions in the Upper Copper River District, delaying the season start date for the Federal subsistence fisheries and reducing the F
	 
	Table 2: Estimated harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon by Federally qualified subsistence users in the Glennallen Subdistrict 2010 - 2019 (Sarafin 2020, pers. comm.). 
	Glennallen Subdistrict Federal subsistence fishery 
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	Table 3: Estimated harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon by Federally qualified subsistence users in the Chitina Subdistrict 2010 - 2019 (Sarafin 2020, pers. comm.). 
	Chitina Subdistrict Federal subsistence fishery 
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	Table 4: Estimated Harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon in the Glennallen Subdistrict State subsistence fishery 2010 - 2019 (Somerville 2020,Vega 2018). 
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	Table 5: Estimated harvest of Sockeye, Chinook and Coho Salmon in the Chitina Subdistrict State personal use fishery 2010 - 2019 (Somerville 2020, Vega 2018). 
	 
	Chitina Subdistrict State personal use fishery 
	Table
	TBody
	TR
	Span
	Year  
	Year  

	Permits Issued 
	Permits Issued 

	Percent of Permits Returned 
	Percent of Permits Returned 

	Estimated Sockeye Salmon Harvest 
	Estimated Sockeye Salmon Harvest 

	Estimated Chinook Salmon Harvested 
	Estimated Chinook Salmon Harvested 

	Estimated Coho Salmon Harvested 
	Estimated Coho Salmon Harvested 


	TR
	Span
	TD
	Span
	2010 

	TD
	Span
	9970 

	TD
	Span
	61 

	TD
	Span
	138487 

	TD
	Span
	700 

	TD
	Span
	2013 


	TR
	Span
	2011 
	2011 

	9217 
	9217 

	62 
	62 

	128052 
	128052 

	1067 
	1067 

	1702 
	1702 


	TR
	Span
	TD
	Span
	2012 

	TD
	Span
	10016 

	TD
	Span
	58 

	TD
	Span
	127143 

	TD
	Span
	567 

	TD
	Span
	1385 


	TR
	Span
	2013 
	2013 

	10592 
	10592 

	64 
	64 

	180663 
	180663 

	744 
	744 

	797 
	797 


	TR
	Span
	TD
	Span
	2014 

	TD
	Span
	11717 

	TD
	Span
	61 

	TD
	Span
	157215 

	TD
	Span
	719 

	TD
	Span
	1129 


	TR
	Span
	2015 
	2015 

	12635 
	12635 

	62 
	62 

	223080 
	223080 

	1570 
	1570 

	841 
	841 


	TR
	Span
	TD
	Span
	2016 

	TD
	Span
	11394 

	TD
	Span
	55 

	TD
	Span
	148982 

	TD
	Span
	711 

	TD
	Span
	1182 


	TR
	Span
	2017 
	2017 

	9490 
	9490 

	65 
	65 

	132694 
	132694 

	1961 
	1961 

	715 
	715 


	TR
	Span
	TD
	Span
	2018 

	TD
	Span
	4982 

	TD
	Span
	61 

	TD
	Span
	77112 

	TD
	Span
	1274 

	TD
	Span
	1439 


	TR
	Span
	2019 
	2019 

	8071 
	8071 

	68 
	68 

	171252 
	171252 

	2618 
	2618 

	1042 
	1042 


	TR
	Span
	TD
	Span
	10-yr avg 

	TD
	Span
	9808 

	TD
	Span
	62 

	TD
	Span
	148468 

	TD
	Span
	1193 

	TD
	Span
	1225 




	 
	Effects of the Proposal 
	The majority of salmon taken by Federally qualified subsistence users in the Upper Copper River District are taken by fish wheel, rather than from boats. Because boats are not widely used to fish for salmon under Federal subsistence permits on the Upper Copper River District, adopting this proposal would have little effect on use of fish finders in boats. For those fishers who do use boats equipped with fish finders for navigating the river and accessing salmon under Federal subsistence permits, this regula
	If this proposal is adopted, regulations pertaining to fish finders would be more restrictive under Federal regulations than in the State subsistence and personal use fisheries in the Upper Copper River District. Prohibiting use of fish finders under both State and Federal regulations could alleviate conflict between user groups. However, fish finders are used as aids to safely navigate the river, and prohibiting their use could pose a safety issue.  
	In the absence of State action, adopting this proposal would simply make Federal regulations more restrictive than State regulations, while not eliminating the practice of concern or contributing to conservation of salmon stocks.  
	 
	OSM PRELIMINARY CONCLUSION 
	Oppose Proposal FP21-14. 
	Justification 
	Adopting this proposal would not lead to the proponent’s desired conservation outcome, because fishing under Federal subsistence permits in the Upper Copper River District is dominated by fish wheels; fishing from boats is far less common. Furthermore, Federally qualified subsistence users could continue to use fish finders on boats under State regulations in both the Glennallen subsistence and Chitina personal use fisheries. If adopted, Federal subsistence regulations pertaining to use of this technology w
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