
 
 

FP21-10 Executive Summary 

General Description 
Proposal 21-10 requests the Federal Subsistence Board (Board) implement a 

salmon subsistence fishery in the lower Copper River adjacent to the Copper 

River Highway with a harvest limit of 15 salmon other than Pink Salmon, with 

not more than 5 Chinook Salmon per household, using dip net, rod and reel, 

spear, or gaff only. Submitted by Jesse Carter and Robert Jewell of Cordova, 

Alaska. 

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

includes all waters and drainages of Alaska between the longitude of Cape 

Fairfield and the longitude of Cape Suckling. 

 
( ) The Lower Copper River Area includes that portion of the Copper River, 

from a boundary one-half mile upstream of the Copper River Highway to a 

boundary extending one-half mile downstream of the Copper River Highway, 

from the West bank of the river near highway mile 27 to the East bank of the 

river near highway mile 38. 

 
(i) You may take fish, other than rainbow/steelhead trout, in the Prince William 

Sound Area only under authority of a subsistence fishing permit, except that a 

permit is not required to take eulachon. You make not take rainbow/steelhead 

trout, except as otherwise provided for in paragraph (e)(11) of this section. 

 
(A) In the Prince William Sound Area within Chugach National Forest 

and in the Copper River drainage downstream of Haley Creek, you may 

accumulate Federal subsistence fishing harvest limits with harvest 

limits under State of Alaska sport fishing regulations provided that 

accumulation of fishing harvest limits does not occur during the same 

day. 

**** 

 
(ii) You may take fish by gear listed in paragraph (b)(1) of this section unless 

restricted in this section or under the terms of a subsistence fishing permit. 

 
(iii) If you catch rainbow/steelhead trout incidentally in other subsistence net 

fisheries, you may retain them for subsistence purposes, unless restricted in this 

section. 

 
(iv) In the Copper River drainage, you may take salmon only in the waters of the 

Upper Copper River District, in the vicinity of the Native Village of Batzulnetas, 

and in the Lower Copper River Area. 
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(v) In the Upper Copper River District, you may take salmon only by fish 

wheels, rod and reel, or dip nets. In the Lower Copper River Area, you may 

take salmon only by dip nets, rod and reel, spear, and gaff, and all salmon 

retained must be reported to Area managers within 48 hours of harvest. 

**** 

 
(xvii) In the Chugach National Forest portion of the Prince William Sound 

Area, and the Lower Copper River Area, you must possess a Federal 

subsistence fishing permit to take salmon, trout, whitefish, grayling, Dolly 

Varden, or char. Permits are available from the Cordova Ranger District. 

 
(A) Salmon harvest is not allowed in Eyak Lake and its tributaries, Eyak 

River upstream from the Copper River Highway bridge, and Clear 

Creek. 

 
(B) You must record on your subsistence permit the number of 

subsistence fish taken. You must record all harvested fish prior to 

leaving the fishing site, and return the permit by the due date marked on 

the permit. 

 
(C) You must remove both lobes of the caudal (tail) fin from 

subsistence-caught salmon before leaving the fishing site. 

 
(D) Outside of the Copper River mainstem, you may take salmon by 

rod and reel, dip net, spear, and gaff year-round. 

 
(E) For a household with 1 person, 15 salmon (other than pink) may be 

taken, and 5 cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches, may be taken; 

no more than 5 Chinook salmon per household; for pink salmon, see 

the conditions of the permit. 

 
(F) For a household with 2 persons, 30 salmon (other than pink) may be 

taken, plus an additional 10 salmon for each additional person in a 

household over 2 persons, and 5 cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 

inches per each household member with a maximum household limit of 

30 cutthroat trout may be taken; no more than 5 Chinook salmon per 

household; for pink salmon, see the conditions of the permit. 
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(G) You may take Dolly Varden, Arctic char, whitefish, and grayling 

with rod and reel and spear only year round and with a gillnet from 

January 1-April 1. The maximum incidental gillnet harvest of trout is 

10. 

 
(H) You may take cutthroat trout with rod and reel and spear from June 

15 to April 14th and with a gillnet from January 1 to April 1. 

 
(I) You may not retain rainbow/steelhead trout for subsistence unless 

taken incidentally in a subsistence gillnet fishery. Rainbow/steelhead 

trout must be immediately released from a dip net without harm. 

OSM Preliminary 

Conclusion 

Support Proposal FP21-10 with modification to include a requirement to 

report take of salmon to Area managers within 48 hours of harvest. 

Southcentral Alaska 

Subsistence Re-

gional Advisory 

Council Recommen-

dation 

 

Interagency Staff 

Committee Com-

ments 

 

ADF&G Comments  

Written Public 

Comments 

11 Oppose, 0 Support 

 

  



 
 

DRAFT STAFF ANALYSIS 

FP21-10 

ISSUES 

Proposal FP21-10, submitted by Jesse Carter and Robert Jewell of Cordova, Alaska, requests the Federal 

Subsistence Board (Board) implement a salmon subsistence fishery in the lower Copper River adjacent to 

the Copper River Highway with a harvest limit of 15 salmon other than Pink Salmon, with not more than 

5 Chinook Salmon per household, using dip net, rod and reel, spear, or gaff only. This harvest limit would 

not be additive to the currently existing Federal subsistence permit FFPW01, or the State subsistence 

fishing permit in the Copper River District. 

DISCUSSION 

Currently, Federally qualified subsistence users fishing in the Cordova area primarily fulfill their 

subsistence needs under a State of Alaska subsistence salmon fishing permit. Participation in the State 

subsistence gillnet fishery within the marine waters of the Copper River flats district requires use of a 

saltwater capable boat, fishing during commercial openers, and fishing during specific limited open 

periods, which can be a substantial barrier for many local fishers. The proponent’s rationale for 

submitting the proposal is to improve access to Copper River salmon by providing residents a road 

accessible harvest area.  

Existing Federal Regulation 

§___.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area.  The Prince William Sound Area includes all waters 

and drainages of Alaska between the longitude of Cape Fairfield and the longitude of Cape 

Suckling. 

(i) You may take fish, other than rainbow/steelhead trout, in the Prince William Sound Area only 

under authority of a subsistence fishing permit, except that a permit is not required to take 

eulachon. You make not take rainbow/steelhead trout, except as otherwise provided for in 

paragraph (e)(11)  

(A) In the Prince William Sound Area within Chugach National Forest and in the Copper River 

drainage downstream of Haley Creek, you may accumulate Federal subsistence fishing harvest 

limits with harvest limits under State of Alaska sport fishing regulations provided that 

accumulation of fishing harvest limits does not occur during the same day. 

* * * * 

(ii) You may take fish by gear listed in paragraph (b)(1) of this section unless restricted in this 

section or under the terms of a subsistence fishing permit. 



 
 

(iii) If you catch rainbow/steelhead trout incidentally in other subsistence net fisheries, you may 

retain them for subsistence purposes, unless restricted in this section. 

(iv) In the Copper River drainage, you may take salmon only in the waters of the Upper Copper 

River District, or in the vicinity of the Native Village of Batzulnetas. 

(v) In the Upper Copper River District, you may take salmon only by fish wheels, rod and reel, or 

dip nets. 

* * * * 

(ix) You may take salmon in the Upper Copper River District from May 15 through September 30 

only. 

* * * * 

(xvii) In the Chugach National Forest portion of the Prince William Sound Area, you must 

possess a Federal subsistence fishing permit to take salmon, trout, whitefish, grayling, Dolly 

Varden, or char. Permits are available from the Cordova Ranger District. 

(A) Salmon harvest is not allowed in Eyak Lake and its tributaries, Copper River and its 

tributaries, and Eyak River upstream from the Copper River Highway bridge. 

(B) You must record on your subsistence permit the number of subsistence fish taken. You 

must record all harvested fish prior to leaving the fishing site, and return the permit by 

the due date marked on the permit. 

(C) You must remove both lobes of the caudal (tail) fin from subsistence-caught salmon 

before leaving the fishing site. 

(D) You may take salmon by rod and reel, dip net, spear, and gaff year round. 

(E) For a household with 1 person, 15 salmon (other than pink) may be taken, and 5 

cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches, may be taken; for pink salmon, see the 

conditions of the permit. 

(F) For a household with 2 persons, 30 salmon (other than pink) may be taken, plus an 

additional 10 salmon for each additional person in a household over 2 persons, and 5 

cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches per each household member with a maximum 

household limit of 30 cutthroat trout may be taken; for pink salmon, see the conditions of 

the permit. 

(G) You may take Dolly Varden, Arctic char, whitefish, and grayling with rod and reel 

and spear year round and with a gillnet from January 1-April 1. The maximum incidental 

gillnet harvest of trout is 10. 



 
 

(H) You may take cutthroat trout with rod and reel and spear from June 15 to April 14th 

and with a gillnet from January 1 to April 1. 

(I) You may not retain rainbow/steelhead trout for subsistence unless taken incidentally 

in a subsistence gillnet fishery. Rainbow/steelhead trout must be immediately released 

from a dip net without harm. 

Proposed Federal Regulation 

§___.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area.  The Prince William Sound Area includes all waters 

and drainages of Alaska between the longitude of Cape Fairfield and the longitude of Cape 

Suckling. 

( ) The Lower Copper River Area includes that portion of the Copper River, from a boundary 

one-half mile upstream of the Copper River Highway to a boundary extending one-half mile 

downstream of the Copper River Highway, from the West bank of the river near highway mile 27 

to the East bank of the river near highway mile 38.  

(i) You may take fish, other than rainbow/steelhead trout, in the Prince William Sound Area only 

under authority of a subsistence fishing permit, except that a permit is not required to take 

eulachon. You make not take rainbow/steelhead trout, except as otherwise provided for in 

paragraph (e)(11) of this section. 

(A) In the Prince William Sound Area within Chugach National Forest and in the Copper 

River drainage downstream of Haley Creek, you may accumulate Federal subsistence 

fishing harvest limits with harvest limits under State of Alaska sport fishing regulations 

provided that accumulation of fishing harvest limits does not occur during the same day. 

* * * * 

(ii) You may take fish by gear listed in paragraph (b)(1) of this section unless restricted in this 

section or under the terms of a subsistence fishing permit. 

(iii) If you catch rainbow/steelhead trout incidentally in other subsistence net fisheries, you may 

retain them for subsistence purposes, unless restricted in this section. 

(iv) In the Copper River drainage, you may take salmon only in the waters of the Upper Copper 

River District, in the vicinity of the Native Village of Batzulnetas, and in the Lower Copper River 

Area. 

(v) In the Upper Copper River District, you may take salmon only by fish wheels, rod and reel, or 

dip nets. In the Lower Copper River Area, you may take salmon only by dip nets, rod and reel, 

spear, and gaff, and all salmon retained must be reported to Area managers within 48 hours of 

harvest. 



 
 

* * * * 

(ix) You may take salmon in the Upper Copper River District and in the Lower Copper River 

Area from May 15 through September 30 only. 

* * * * 

(xvii) In the Chugach National Forest portion of the Prince William Sound Area, and the Lower 

Copper River Area, you must possess a Federal subsistence fishing permit to take salmon, trout, 

whitefish, grayling, Dolly Varden, or char. Permits are available from the Cordova Ranger 

District. 

(A) Salmon harvest is not allowed in Eyak Lake and its tributaries, Eyak River upstream 

from the Copper River Highway bridge, and Clear Creek. 

(B) You must record on your subsistence permit the number of subsistence fish taken. You 

must record all harvested fish prior to leaving the fishing site, and return the permit by 

the due date marked on the permit. 

(C) You must remove both lobes of the caudal (tail) fin from subsistence-caught salmon 

before leaving the fishing site. 

(D) Outside of the Copper River mainstem, you may take salmon by rod and reel, dip net, 

spear, and gaff year-round. 

(E) For a household with 1 person, 15 salmon (other than pink) may be taken, and 5 

cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches, may be taken; no more than 5 Chinook 

salmon per household; for pink salmon, see the conditions of the permit. 

(F) For a household with 2 persons, 30 salmon (other than pink) may be taken, plus an 

additional 10 salmon for each additional person in a household over 2 persons, and 5 

cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches per each household member with a maximum 

household limit of 30 cutthroat trout may be taken; no more than 5 Chinook salmon per 

household; for pink salmon, see the conditions of the permit. 

(G) You may take Dolly Varden, Arctic char, whitefish, and grayling with rod and reel 

and spear only year round and with a gillnet from January 1-April 1. The maximum 

incidental gillnet harvest of trout is 10. 

(H) You may take cutthroat trout with rod and reel and spear from June 15 to April 14th 

and with a gillnet from January 1 to April 1. 

(I) You may not retain rainbow/steelhead trout for subsistence unless taken incidentally 

in a subsistence gillnet fishery. Rainbow/steelhead trout must be immediately released 

from a dip net without harm. 



 
 

Existing State Regulation 

5 AAC 01.005. Subsistence fishing permitted 

Finfish other than salmon, rainbow trout, and steelhead trout may be taken for subsistence 

purposes at any time in any area of the state by any method unless restricted by the subsistence 

fishing regulations in this chapter. Salmon may be taken for subsistence purposes only as 

provided in this chapter. 

5 AAC 01.600. Description of the Prince William Sound Area 

The Prince William Sound Area includes all waters of Alaska between the longitude of Cape 

Fairfield and the longitude of Caper Suckling south of the Yukon Area described in 5 AAC 

05.100, and all waters of the Upper Susitna River drainage upstream of the Susitna River’s 

confluence with the Oshetna River. 

5 AAC 01.605. Description of districts and subdistricts 

(a) The Upper River Copper District consists of all waters of the mainstem Copper River from the 

mouth of the Slana River downstream to an east-west line crossing of the Copper River 

approximately 200 yards upstream of Haley Creek as designated by ADF&G regulatory markers. 

(1) The Chitina Subdistrict consists of all waters of the Upper Copper River District downstream 

of the downstream edge of the Chitina-McCarthy Road Bridge. 

(2) The Glennallen Subdistrict consists of all remaining waters of the Upper Copper River 

District. 

(b) Except as specified in (a) of this section, districts are as described in 5 AAC 24.200. 

5 AAC 01.625. Waters closed to subsistence fishing 

(a) All tributaries of the Copper River and waters of the Copper River that are not in the Upper 

Copper River District are closed to the taking of salmon. 

(b) Salmon may not be taken in any area closed to commercial salmon fishing unless permitted in 

5 AAC 01.610 – 5 AAC 01.645. 

Extent of Federal Public Lands 

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 under consideration in this analysis 

include that portion of the Copper River, from a boundary one-half mile upstream of the Copper River 

Highway to a boundary extending one-half mile downstream of the Copper River Highway, from the 



 
 

West bank of the river near highway mile 27 to the East bank of the river near highway mile 38 (Figure 

1). 

Customary and Traditional Use Determinations  

Residents of the Prince William Sound Area have a customary and traditional use determination for 

Salmon in the Remainder of the Prince William Sound Area. 

Regulatory History 

Federal subsistence fishing regulations for the Prince William Sound (PWS) Area in the vicinity of 

Cordova require Federally qualified subsistence users to have a permit to harvest fish. At its April 2019 

meeting, the Board approved Proposal FP19-13, which put into regulation seasons, harvest limits, and 

methods of harvest for the Federal fishery in the Chugach National Forest portion of the PWS Area. 

Previously the conditions for the fishery existed as stipulations on the Federal subsistence fishing permit 

(FFPW01) for the Copper River Delta/PWS Area. The lower Copper River and its tributaries are closed to 

Federal subsistence harvest of salmon by regulation, but these waters are open for the harvest of other fish 

with the permit. The Federal subsistence fishing permit within the Copper River Delta/PWS Area allows 

for the harvest of fish in freshwater with rod and reel year-round, except in Eyak Lake and its tributaries, 



 
 

 

Figure 1. The proposed Lower Copper River Area defined as the area from a boundary one-half mile 

upstream of the Copper River Highway to a boundary extending one-half mile downstream of the Copper 
River Highway, from the West bank of the river near highway mile 27 to the East bank of the river near 
highway mile 38. 

which are closed to fishing for salmon. The Federal subsistence permit limits the harvest of salmon to 15 

fish for a household of one, 30 fish for a household of two, and 10 salmon for each additional person in 

that household. The Federal and State subsistence permit harvest limits may not be added. There is no 

limit on the number of Chinook Salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) that may be taken within the total 

salmon limit on this permit because there are few, if any, Chinook Salmon returning to fresh waters open 

to subsistence harvest in this area. 

Historically, there have been several Board actions on proposals submitted for the harvest of salmon in 

the Copper River downstream of Haley Creek. In 2006, the Board adopted fisheries Proposal FP06-16 to 

allow the accumulation of harvest limits under State sport fishing regulations and Federal subsistence 

management regulations in the Copper River Delta/PWS Area and in the Copper River drainage 

downstream of Haley Creek, provided that accumulation of harvest limits does not occur during the same 

day (FSB 2006); however, the Federal subsistence limit cannot be added to the limit for the State Copper 

River/Bering River/PWS Salmon Subsistence harvest permit.  



 
 

Proposal FP06-17 attempted to establish a fly-fishing only area directly downstream of the Lake Eyak 

weir (dam). While this proposal was rejected, the discussion led to a change in permit conditions for 

FFPW01. The discussion noted that no subsistence fishing within 300 yards from a dam is allowed under 

regulation. To align the conditions of the permit with current regulations, the phrase “only rod and reel 

may be used within 200 yards of the Eyak Lake dam,” was removed (FSB 2006). “Subsistence fishing in 

Eyak River allowed only downstream of the Copper River highway bridge” replaced the original condi-

tion of the permit.  

During that same regulatory cycle, Proposal FP06-18 was submitted to restrict the harvest methods for 

salmon to spears, gaffs, and rod and reel in the PWS Area within the Chugach National Forest, except for 

the Copper River drainage (OSM 2006). In addition, Proposal FP06-19 was submitted to change the Fed-

eral seasons, harvest, and possession limits for Cutthroat, Rainbow, and Lake trout, Dolly Varden, white-

fish, and Arctic Grayling to be identical to the State of Alaska sport fishing regulations in the waters of 

PWSA, except in the Copper River drainage upstream of Haley Creek. Besides affecting overall potential 

take across the freshwaters of the PWSA, two specific fisheries would be eliminated under FP06-19: 1) a 

winter gillnet fishery for whitefish in the Cordova area; and 2) subsistence harvest of trout in the Copper 

River Delta east of the Copper River. The Board rejected Proposals FP06-18 and FP06-19 because they 

restricted subsistence uses. 

In 2007, Proposal FP07-14 was submitted requesting that the Copper River waters downstream of the 52-

Mile (Million Dollar) bridge be opened to Federal subsistence harvest of salmon using dip nets and rod 

and reel with bait for the months of May, June, and July (OSM 2007). The Board rejected Proposal FP07-

14, despite noting in their decision justification that, at that time, there were no biological concerns and 

that use of salmon is a customary and traditional use in the Copper River (FSB 2007). At that time, the 

Southcentral Alaska Subsistence Regional Advisory Council (Council) felt that other opportunities for 

harvesting salmon for subsistence already existed in Cordova and Prince William Sound, both in marine 

waters with a gillnet and in fresh waters with a dip net (FSB 2007). 

The Copper River Chinook Salmon escapement was estimated to be below average from 2009 through 

2016 and failed to reach the sustainable escapement goal (SEG) of 24,000 fish mandated in the State’s 

management plan in 2010, 2014, and 2016 (ADF&G 2017, 2020d). The 2016 escapement estimate of 

16,764 fish was the lowest ever documented (ADF&G 2017). In a cooperative effort, pre-season 

management actions were then taken in 2017 directed at Chinook Salmon conservation: the State 

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

fisheries (ADF&G 2017) 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 (Special Action SA 11-KS-01-17) and reducing the Federal subsistence Chinook Salmon harvest 

limit for the gear types of dip net and rod and reel (Special Action SA 11-KS-02-17), the gear types that 

would allow selective release of live fish. These early-season 2017 restrictions were rescinded after 

abundance assessments indicated adequate escapement to meet the SEG.  

In 2018 Proposal FP19-13 was submitted by the United States Forest Service, Cordova Ranger District.  

Proposal FP19-13 requested that conditions for the Federal subsistence permit (FFPW01) for the PWS 

Area be placed in Federal subsistence management regulations. This proposal was approved by the Board 



 
 

and moved the seasons, harvest limits, and methods and means of harvest for this fishery to the Federal 

subsistence management regulations for the PWS AREA under section §___.27(e)(11)(xvii). 

The 2018 fisheries proposal cycle also included Proposal FP19-14, submitted by the Native Village of 

Eyak, which proposed to extend the current Federal subsistence salmon fishery opportunity afforded to 

residents of PWS Area to specific waters of the lower Copper River beginning one-half mile downstream 

of the road crossing at Copper River Highway Mile 27 and extending upstream to the Million Dollar 

Bridge, by dip net and rod and reel. The Native Village of Eyak withdrew Proposal FP19-14 during the 

first day of the 2018 Council meeting.  

In 2018, the State began to permit for gillnet subsistence opportunities independent of commercial fishing 

openers for the harvest of salmon in marine waters of the Copper River District. Prior to 2018, the Alaska 

Board of Fisheries (BOF) also exercised the ability to restrict the commercial fishing fleet from inside 

waters of the Copper River District to allow additional salmon to migrate upstream to meet escapement 

and other in-river goals.  

During the 2018 season, the delegated Federal in-season manager initially issued a Special Action to 

delay the Federal subsistence season in the Chitina Subdistrict. This was followed by the receipt of 

several Special Action Requests to close non-Federal fisheries in the Upper Copper River District. These 

actions were not taken, however, after consulting with the State; the State ordered a closure of their 

Glennallen Subdistrict subsistence fishery for the first time ever. 

In the Upper Copper River District, the Federal subsistence season runs from May 15 through September 

30. The Upper Copper River District is separated into two parts: the Chitina Subdistrict and the 

Glennallen Subdistrict. The allowable gear includes rod and reel, dip nets, and fish wheels. The annual 

harvest limit for a household of one is 30 salmon (including no more than 5 Chinook Salmon by dip net 

and 5 Chinook Salmon by rod and reel). Upon request, permits will be issued for up to 200 salmon total 

(the Chinook Salmon limit does not change). The annual harvest limit for a household of two or more 

persons is 60 salmon (including no more than 5 Chinook Salmon by dip net and 5 Chinook Salmon by rod 

and reel). Upon request, permits will be issued for up to 500 salmon total; the Chinook Salmon limit does 

not change (FSMP 2017). The State manages the Upper Copper River District for two different fisheries, 

where the Chitina Subdistrict provides for a State personal use fishery and the Glennallen Subdistrict 

provides for a State subsistence fishery. State permittees must choose between fisheries (subsistence or 

personal use) and methods (dip net or fish wheel, if subsistence fishing) when they get their permits. The 

State Chitina personal use fishery is managed separately from the Glennallen subsistence fishery, with 

State subsistence receiving priority over personal use (ADF&G 2017). In the Chitina Subdistrict personal 

use fishery, dip nets are the only allowable gear, a permit fee is charged, and harvest limits differ from 

those for the subsistence fisheries. Additionally, there is a small Federal and State subsistence fishery in 

the Batzulnetas Area (Table 1), which requires a permit from either the National Park Service (Federal) 

or from the State. Only residents of Dot Lake and Mentasta Lake are eligible for the Federal subsistence 

fishery in the Batzulnetas Area.  



 
 

There is also a State subsistence fishing permit that allows for the harvest of salmon in the marine waters 

of the Copper River District (Table 1). The Copper River District includes the Copper River district and 

other marine waters near Cordova (Fall et al. 2018). The legal gear allowed in the Copper River District is 

drift gillnets, and the harvest limits are 15 salmon for a household of one, 30 salmon for a household of 

two, and 10 salmon for each additional person in that household. There is also a limit of five Chinook 

Salmon per household. The season for this State subsistence fishery is May 15 – October 31, with fishing 

periods: (1) from May 15 until two days before the commercial opening of that salmon district, seven 

days per week; (2) during the commercial salmon season, only during open commercial salmon fishing 

periods in that district and Saturdays from 6:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m.; (3) from two days following the 

closure of the commercial salmon fishing season in that district through October 31, seven days a week. 

(4) notwithstanding (g)(2) of this section, subsistence salmon fishing is not allowed 24 hours before open 

commercial salmon fishing periods in that district (5 AAC 01.610. Fishing seasons).   

Current Events 

Recent, exceptionally low total run returns of Copper River Sockeye Salmon (O. nerka) have prompted 

concerns in both 2018 and 2020. This resulted in the 2018 commercial harvest in the Copper River 

District to be the second lowest in the last 100 years (ADFG 2018) and the 2020 commercial harvest 

through June 25 to be fourth lowest in the last 51 years (Haught, pers. comm.).  

The 2020 Copper River Chinook Salmon run forecast was 60,000 fish, and the Sockeye Salmon run 

forecast was for 1,422,000 fish (ADF&G 2020). As of June 25, 2020, mid-season assessments by the 

Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) of the Copper River return of both Chinook Salmon and 

Sockeye Salmon were well below average levels for this date of the season; the combined salmon return 

was estimated to be approximately 80% of the projected management objective. Final cumulative return 

past the Miles Lake sonar station in 2020 was 530,313, below the Cumulative Management Objective of 

628,553 but above the lower SEG of 360,000. These low returns prompted the State to enact closures in 

both the personal use and sport salmon fishery. During this time, the State subsistence fishery in the 

Copper River District did not close.  

In contrast, cumulative 2019 Copper River salmon returns were 1,039,354 salmon, exceeding the upper 

range SEG of 750,000.  

A request was submitted to the Board in April 2020 to open a Federal subsistence dip netting season for 

salmon in the lower Copper River (Fishery Special Action Request FSA20-04), to offset COVID-related 

health and safety issues associated with existing means of harvesting Copper River salmon in the State 

Copper River District fishery. This issue generated a large amount of public interest, with 38 written com-

ments supporting and 10 opposed to the measure. This proposal was considered by a special session of 

the Board and not adopted. 

Public input in response to the proposed Federal subsistence salmon fishery in the Lower Copper River 

Area raised several issues. One concern shared by some community members was that establishment of a 

Federal subsistence fishery would lead to development of a State Personal Use fishery, resulting in 

crowding and overharvest in the lower Copper River. This concern is an unrelated event and could occur 



 
 

Table 1. Overview of current salmon subsistence and personal use fisheries in waters of the Copper 

River (ADF&G 2017; FSMP 2017). Refer to specific regulations for information regarding each fishery. 

Emergency Orders, Special Actions, and other management actions affect these fisheries by limiting the 

season or allowable take throughout the year.  

Fishery Allowable Gear Season Salmon Limits 

 

Federal Subsistence 

    

Upper Copper River District: 

Glennallen Subdistricta 

Fish wheels; Dip 

nets; Rod and reel 

May 15 – 

Sept 30 

1-personb: 30 salmon, up to 200 salmon; 

2-person or moreb: 60 salmon, plus 10 for each 

additional household member, up to 500 salmon 

    

Upper Copper River District: 

Chitina Subdistricta 

Fish wheels; Dip 

nets; Rod and reel 

May 15 – 

Sept 30 

1-personb: 30 salmon, up to 200 salmon; 

2-person or moreb: 60 salmon, plus 10 for each 

additional household member, up to 500 salmon 

    

Batzulnetas Area Copper River: Fish 

wheels; Dip nets; 

rod and reel  

Tanada Creek: 

Dip nets; Fyke nets; 

spears; rod and reel  

May 15 – 

Sept 30 

Copper River: no limit 

 

 

Tanada Creek: <1,000 Sockeye by Fyke net, no 

(0) Chinook, and no limit for Sockeye taken by dip 

net, spear, or rod and reel  

 

State Subsistence 

 

Upper Copper River District: 

Glennallen Subdistrict 

Fish wheels; Dip 

nets 

June 1 – 

Sept 30 

1-personb: 30 salmon, up to 200 salmon; 

2-person or moreb: 60 salmon, plus 10 for each 

additional household member, up to 500 salmon 

    

Batzulnetas Area Copper River: Fish 

wheels; Dip nets  

Tanada Creek: 

Dip nets; Spears 

June 1 – 

Sept 30 

1-person: 30 salmon, up to 200 salmon; 

2-person or more: 60 salmon, plus 10 for each 

additional household member; no (0) Chinook 

harvests in this Area 

    

Copper River District (flats–

marine waters) 

Gillnets May 15 – 

Oct 31c 

1-person: 15 salmon; 

2-person or more: 30 salmon, plus 10 for each 

additional household member; up to 5 of total can 

be Chinook 

 

State Personal Use 

 

Upper Copper River District: 

Chitina Subdistrict 

Dip nets June 7 – 

Sept 30 

1-person: 25 salmon; plus 10 for each additional 

household member; up to 5 of total can be 

Chinook 

a Total combined harvest; see regulation for details 
b Per household, a maximum of 5 Chinook by dip net and 5 Chinook by rod-reel can be counted towards the total 

salmon limit. 
c See regulations for open period specifications within this season 



 
 

with or without the adoption of Proposal FP21-10. For reference, a State personal use fishery was not pro-

posed after the Federal fishery for fresh waters of the Copper River Delta (FPW01) was established in 

2004. 

Public comments from the commercial fishing community and user groups upriver on the Copper River 

also expressed a concern that salmon harvested in the Lower Copper River Area would be taken prior to 

being counted at the Miles Lake sonar site, resulting in misinformed management decisions due to unac-

counted harvest. This concern could be addressed with a modification to the proposed regulation adding a 

reporting requirement for all salmon taken in the Lower Copper River Area within 48 hours of harvest, 

allowing for accurate in-season updates to contribute to management decisions. Currently, two salmon 

fisheries already take place below the Miles Lake Sonar; the Copper River District commercial drift gill-

net fishery and State subsistence gillnet fishery. Commercial harvest in the Copper River District is 

tracked through fish tickets with ADF&G and the State subsistence gillnet fishery recommends but does 

not require reporting until after the season.  

Biological Background and Harvest History 

Salmon fisheries in the Copper River primarily harvest Chinook, Sockeye, and Coho Salmon. These 

salmon stocks are harvested in multiple fisheries, including commercial and State subsistence gillnet 

fisheries in marine waters near the mouth of the Copper River; a personal use dip net fishery in the 

Chitina Subdistrict of the Upper Copper River District; subsistence fisheries in the Glennallen Subdistrict 

of the Upper Copper River District, and sport fisheries that occur in various tributaries. State subsistence 

fishing for Copper River stocks is restricted to four areas (Table 1): 1) the Copper River District; 2) the 

Glennallen Subdistrict within the Upper Copper River District; and 3) the Batzulnetas Area. Of the three 

State subsistence areas, the Upper Copper River District has the highest use and harvest (Botz and 

Somerville 2017). Federal subsistence fishing is restricted to: 1) the Upper Copper River District (both 

the Glennallen and Chitina Subdistricts) and 2) the Batzulnetas Area. 

The (BOF) has established management plans designed to provide harvest opportunities while ensuring 

suitable numbers of Copper River salmon reach their spawning grounds to provide for sustained 

populations. These management plans allocate harvest amongst different fisheries targeting these stocks. 

During years of weak salmon returns, the escapement goals are met by implementing in-season 

management actions designed to limit harvest in specific fisheries.  

The State set the upper Copper River sustainable escapement goal (SEG) at 360,000–750,000 wild 

Sockeye Salmon, and the Copper River Delta SEG at 55,000–130,000 Sockeye Salmon (Haught et. al 

2017). Since 1998, the ADF&G has successfully met or exceeded the minimum threshold of the SEG 

range for Sockeye Salmon in the Copper River annually (Fall et al. 2018, Somerville 2018, pers. comm.; 

Table 2). The recent 10-year average (2010–2019) Copper River Sockeye Salmon total run is 2,415,582 

(Haught 2020, personal comm)). The total estimated runs and fishery type (commercial, sport and 

subsistence harvests and escapement information) for Sockeye Salmon in the Copper River system for 

2009 – 2019 are displayed in Appendix 1 (Russell et al. 2020). 



 
 

In 2003, the Chinook Salmon SEG for the Copper River was lowered to 24,000 or more fish (Bue et al. 

2002). A more recent review for this fishery by Haught et al. (2017) recommended an SEG range of 

18,500-33,000 Chinook Salmon, which ADF&G removed from BOF consideration. Since 2002, the lower 

bound of the Chinook Salmon SEG for this system was met or exceeded 11 out of 16 years (Fall et al. 

2018; Somerville 2018, pers. comm.; Table 2). The recent 10-year average (2008 – 2017) Copper River 

Chinook Salmon total run is 45,000 fish (Haught and Vega 2018). The total estimated runs and end 

destinations (commercial, sport and subsistence harvests and escapement information) for Chinook 

Salmon in the Copper River system for 2009 – 2019 are displayed in Appendix 1 and 2 (Russell et al. 

2020). 

Table 2. Estimated Sockeye and Chinook salmon returns and spawning escapements for the 

Copper River, 2007 – 2017, and the previous 5-year and 10-year averages (Fall et al. 2018; 

Somerville 2018, pers. comm.). 

  Sockeye Salmon   Chinook Salmon 

Year 

Est. Total 

Returna 

Spawning  

Escapementa   

Est. Total 

Returna 

Spawning 

Escapementa 

2007 2,961,568 612,102 
 87,770 34,575 

2008 1,141,223 480,597 
 53,880 32,487 

2009 1,721,695 469,089 
 43,007 27,787 

2010 1,715,714 502,992 
 33,181 16,764 

2011 3,097,537 607,657 
 53,889 27,994 

2012 3,253,887 930,699 
 44,312 27,835 

2013 3,006,009 860,829 
 42,880 29,012 

2014 3,411,981 864,988 
 35,322 20,709 

2015 3,205,039 925,506 
 56,174 26,764 

2016 2,074,971 513,563 
 29,243 12,485 

2017 1,252,701 492,297 
 53,825 35,386 

Average 2012 – 2016 2,991,509 824,557   41,586 23,361 

Average 2007 – 2016 2,559,525 679,523   47,966 25,641 
a Preliminary until all upriver harvests, including sport harvest, has been accounted for. 

 
 

Coho, Chum (O. keta), and Pink Salmon (O. gorbuscha) are not expected to be significantly impacted by 

this proposal, though some incidental take may occur in the proposed dip net/rod and reel fishery in the 

Lower Copper River Area. The existing recreational Coho Salmon fishery in the proposed area is 

minimal. The State has a SEG of 32,000–67,000 for Copper River Delta Coho Salmon (Haught et al. 

2017) and, at this time, there are no biological concerns for the fishery (Botz 2018, pers. comm.). Few 

Chum Salmon use the Copper River and have not historically been targeted by recreational or subsistence 

fishers, but some have been taken incidentally to other salmon species (Miller and Stratton 2001). The 

State has not established an escapement goal for Chum Salmon in the Copper River drainage. Few Pink 

Salmon migrate up the Copper River, and those that do enter the drainage are only found in the very 

lower reaches of clear water tributaries. 



 
 

The estimated annual salmon harvest by State subsistence permit holders in the Copper River District 

(Copper River Flats) of the PWS Area averaged 2,723 total salmon for the previous 11-year period (2009 

– 2019) (Appendix 1 and 2). For the three State subsistence fishery districts in PWSA, the Copper River 

District near the community of Cordova accounts for the majority of subsistence salmon harvested, with 

91% of the total harvests in 2015 (Fall et al. 2018). However, subsistence harvest data for the Eastern and 

Southwest Districts is likely to be consistently underestimated (Ashe et al. 2005). 

The estimated annual salmon harvest by State subsistence salmon dip net permit holders in the Upper 

Copper River District (Glennallen Subdistrict) averaged 19,656 total salmon for the previous 10-year 

period (2010 – 2019), of which 16,635 were Sockeye Salmon and 730 were Chinook Salmon. The 

estimated salmon harvest by Glennallen Subdistrict fish wheel permit holders averaged an additional 

44,866 total salmon for the previous 10-year period, of which 43,179 were Sockeye Salmon and 1,436 

were Chinook Salmon (Appendix 1 and 2). Additional salmon harvested from the Upper Copper River 

District over the same time period includes the Chitina Subdistrict personal use fishery, with average 

harvests from 2009 – 2019 of 140,340 Sockeye Salmon and 953 Chinook Salmon (Somerville 2020, pers. 

comm.). 

The yearly Federal subsistence harvests for the Upper Copper River District (Chitina and Glennallen 

Subdistricts combined) averaged 21,077 Sockeye Salmon and 761 Chinook Salmon from 2010 – 2019. 

Coho Salmon averaged only 55 fish harvested in this District for the same 10-year average (Table 3).  

The Federal subsistence fishing permit for the Copper River Delta/PWS area allows for the harvest of fish 

in fresh waters (not including the Copper River) with harvest limits for salmon as described earlier. Under 

this permit, over 95% of the harvest by Federally qualified subsistence users occurs in three river systems: 

Ibeck Creek, Eyak River, and Alaganik Slough (USFWS 2018). On average, 34 households fished under 

a Federal subsistence permit and harvested an annual average of 486 salmon from 2007 – 2019, 

approximately 80% of which were Coho Salmon (Table 4). Rod and reel is overwhelmingly the most 

common harvest method under this permit (Burcham 2018, pers. comm.), as relatively clear waters from 

the Alaganik and Eyak systems negatively impact dip net success. No Chinook Salmon have been 

reported as harvested under the CRD/PWS area Federal subsistence permit since its inception in 2005 

(USFWS 2018; Burcham 2018, pers. comm.). Additionally, though permit FFPW01 is available to both 

Tatitlek and Chenega, no households outside of Cordova have requested or been issued this fishery permit 

in other qualifying villages.  

Sport fishing is very popular in the PWS area, especially along the road accessible systems. The Copper 

River is the only major producer of Chinook Salmon in the PWS area. Although allowed, a sport fishery 

for salmon or trout in the proposed area has not developed, primarily because of the high turbidity of the 

Copper River. Additionally, Bridge No. 339 was closed in August 2011 after sustaining substantial 

damage from a washout event that prevented vehicle access on the Copper River Highway beyond Mile 

36 and limiting fishing opportunities for a large area of the Copper River Delta. The bait restriction from 

April 15 through June 14 to protect spawning trout also reduces the chances of harvesting Chinook 

Salmon migrating through the lower Copper River. Sockeye Salmon do not readily take bait or lures and 



 
 

  T
a

b
le

 3
. E

s
tim

a
te

d
 h

a
rv

e
s
t o

f S
o
c
k
e

y
e
, C

h
in

o
o
k
, a

n
d
 C

o
h
o
 S

a
lm

o
n
 b

y
 F

e
d
e
ra

lly
 q

u
a

lifie
d

 s
u
b
s
is

te
n
c
e
 u

s
e
rs

 in
 

th
e
 U

p
p
e
r C

o
p
p

e
r R

iv
e
r D

is
tric

t, a
s
 re

p
o
rte

d
 fo

r th
e
 G

le
n
a

lle
n
 a

n
d
 C

h
itin

a
 S

u
b
d

is
tric

ts
, 2

0
0
2

-2
0
1

9
 (S

a
ra

fin
 2

0
2
0
, 

p
e
rs

. c
o
m

m
.). 



 
 

 

A
ll S

p
e
c
ie

s

Y
e
a
r

P
e
rm

its 

Issu
e
d

P
e
rc

e
n
ta

g
e
 

o
f P

e
rm

its 

R
e
p
o
rte

d

R
e
p
o
rte

d
 

H
a
rv

e
st

H
a
rv

e
st 

E
stim

a
te

2

R
e
p
o
rte

d
 

H
a
rv

e
st

H
a
rv

e
st 

E
stim

a
te

2

R
e
p
o
rte

d
 

H
a
rv

e
st

H
a
rv

e
st 

E
stim

a
te

2

R
e
p
o
rte

d
 

H
a
rv

e
st

H
a
rv

e
st 

E
stim

a
te

2

R
e
p
o
rte

d
 

H
a
rv

e
st

H
a
rv

e
st 

E
stim

a
te

2

T
o
ta

l 

H
a
rv

e
st 

E
stim

a
te

2

2
0
0
2

1
2
2

7
3
.0

5
7
5

7
8
8

3
3

4
5

0
0

0
0

N
.A

.
N

.A
.

8
3
3

2
0
0
3

1
0
0

8
2
.0

7
1
7

8
7
4

1
8

2
2

7
0

8
5

0
0

N
.A

.
N

.A
.

9
8
2

2
0
0
4

1
0
9

7
6
.1

1
,2

1
5

1
,5

9
7

7
9

1
8

2
4

0
0

N
.A

.
N

.A
.

1
,6

2
9

2
0
0
5

7
6

8
4
.2

1
,2

6
5

1
,5

0
2

2
2

2
6

0
0

0
0

0
0

1
,5

2
9

2
0
0
6

7
5

8
5
.3

1
,3

7
9

1
,6

1
7

1
3

1
5

2
0

2
3

0
0

0
0

1
,6

5
5

2
0
0
7

9
8

8
8
.8

9
2
9

1
,0

4
6

2
6

2
9

4
0

4
5

0
0

0
0

1
,1

2
0

2
0
0
8

8
2

8
5
.4

7
8
9

9
2
4

2
2

2
6

7
4

8
7

0
0

0
0

1
,0

3
6

2
0
0
9

6
8

9
1
.2

8
1
7

8
9
6

8
9

1
1

1
2

0
0

0
0

9
1
7

2
0
1
0

9
2

8
5
.9

2
,0

6
1

2
,3

9
9

1
7

2
0

3
3

3
8

1
1

0
0

2
,4

5
9

2
0
1
1

8
5

8
5
.9

1
,7

6
6

2
,0

5
6

1
3

1
5

8
9

0
0

0
0

2
,0

8
1

2
0
1
2

8
9

9
3
.3

1
,3

3
2

1
,4

2
7

6
6

8
9

1
1

0
0

1
,4

4
3

2
0
1
3

9
9

9
0
.9

1
,9

9
9

2
,1

9
9

1
7

1
9

8
9

1
1

1
0

1
1

2
,2

3
9

2
0
1
4

1
1
3

9
4
.7

1
,5

4
9

1
,6

3
6

1
4

1
5

6
8

7
2

3
3

0
0

1
,7

2
6

2
0
1
5

1
1
1

9
2
.8

2
,2

3
1

2
,4

0
4

1
3

1
4

1
4

1
5

7
8

0
0

2
,4

4
1

2
0
1
6

1
2
8

8
0
.5

1
,5

4
9

1
,9

2
5

1
6

2
0

3
3

4
1

0
0

4
5

1
,9

9
1

2
0
1
7

1
3
2

7
9
.5

1
,4

5
4

1
,8

2
8

1
2

1
5

7
9

0
0

0
0

1
,8

5
2

2
0
1
8

1
3
2

9
1
.7

3
,1

4
4

3
,4

3
0

9
2

1
0
0

2
8

3
1

0
0

0
0

3
,5

6
1

2
0
1
9

1
8
1

8
9
.5

3
,9

8
4

4
,4

5
1

7
4

8
3

2
0

2
2

0
0

0
0

4
,5

5
6

5
-yr. 

A
v
g. 

2
0
1
5
-1

9

1
3
7

8
7

2
,4

7
2

2
,8

0
8

4
1

4
6

2
0

2
4

1
2

1
1

2
,8

8
0

1
0
 yr. 

A
v
g. 

2
0
1
0
-1

9

1
1
6

8
8

2
,1

0
7

2
,3

7
6

2
7

3
1

2
3

2
5

1
1

1
2

2
,4

3
5

C
h

itin
a
 S

u
b

d
istr

ic
t F

e
d

e
r
a
l R

e
p

o
r
te

d
 a

n
d

 E
x
p

a
n

d
e
d

 S
u

b
siste

n
c
e
 F

ish
e
r
y
 H

a
r
v
e
sts

1

S
o
c
k

e
y
e

C
h
in

o
o
k

C
o
h
o

S
te

e
lh

e
a
d
/R

a
in

b
o
w

 T
ro

u
t

O
th

e
r S

p
e
c
ie

s

1
 T

his tab
le reflects entries to

 the o
n
line d

atab
ase fro

m
 2

0
1
1

 thro
u
gh 6

/0
1
/2

0
2
0

.  D
ata p

rio
r to

 2
0
1
1
 relies o

n N
P

S
 reco

rd
s.  D

ata fo
r all years sub

ject to
 changes resulting 

fro
m

 entry erro
r co

rrectio
ns.

2
E

xp
and

ed
 H

arv
est estim

ate d
eriv

ed
 fro

m
 a b

asic, d
irect ratio

 exp
ansio

n
 b

ased
 o

n
 the p

ercentage o
f p

erm
its that rep

o
rted

.



 
 

Table 4. Federal subsistence permit activity and harvest of salmon (not including waters of the 

Copper River), 2007 – 2019, within the Chugach National Forest and the previous 10-year aver-

age (Pearson 2020, pers. comm.) 

  Permits  Reported Salmon Harvest 

Year Issued Returned Fished Not Fisheda Chinook Sockeye Coho Total 

2007 32 32 16 16  0 33 62 95 

2008 44 42 24 18  0 32 117 149 

2009 38 38 22 16  0 46 185 231 

2010 48 44 21 23  0 0 231 231 

2011 66 52 29 23  0 35 485 520 

2012 63 46 31 15  0 83 428 511 

2013 65 60 23 37  0 120 329 449 

2014 88 72 41 31  0 76 610 686 

2015 94 62 47 15  0 150 865 1015 

2016 110 92 51 41  0 219 526 745 

2017 98 88 48 40  0 127 503 630 

2018 97 92 40 57  0 96 255 351 

2019 120 111 48 72  6 116 586 702 

Average 74 64 34 31  0 87 399 486 

          

a    As reported on returned permits. 

are not often pursued in the turbid Copper River with rod and reel. Outside of the Copper River, the sport 

fishery for Chinook Salmon in PWSA is supported almost entirely by hatchery-produced fish that are 

harvested in marine waters of the Cordova terminal harvest area (Thalhauser 2014). 

There are populations of unknown size of Rainbow Trout (O. mykiss) that migrate up the Copper River. 

Current Federal subsistence management regulations require the immediate release of Rainbow Trout 

unharmed unless taken incidentally in a fish wheel. 

Cultural Knowledge & Traditional Practices 

The mouth of the Copper River is located within the traditional territory of the Eyak people. At the time 

of contact with Europeans, multiple Eyak communities were present in the vicinity of the river delta, 

including both the community of Eyak and that of Alaganik (Sherman 2012; Fall and Zimpelman 2016). 

This area was also in proximity to the traditional territories of the Ahtna, Chugach, and Tlingit cultures.  

Orca Inlet, where the present-day town of Cordova is located, was originally named Puerto Cordoba by 

the Spanish explorer Don Salvador Fidalgo who landed there in 1790 (ADCCED 2018). Two canneries 

opened in the area by the late 1880s and many more followed in subsequent decades (Sherman 2012; Fall 

and Zimpelman 2016). Seasonal commercial fishing, clamming, and cannery work quickly became the 

dominant economic enterprises and remain so today (Fall and Zimpelman 2016). The population of 



 
 

Cordova exploded in 1906, when Michael Henry founded the community as the railroad terminus for the 

Kennecott Mine (Sherman 2012; Fall and Zimpelman 2016). Henry named the community Cordova, and 

it was formally established in 1909 (ADCCED 2018). The mine closed in 1938, but many former workers 

remained in the town and participated in the commercial fisheries. Today, there is also a large local, State, 

and Federal government sector, including U.S. Coast Guard units (Fall and Zimpelman 2016). 

The population of Cordova has been relatively stable over the last decade, with a population of 2,239 in 

2010 and 2,316 residents in 2020 (ADCCED 2018, COV 2020). Cordova continues to have a significant 

Alaska Native population with an active village council (ADCCED 2018). Commercial fishing and 

subsistence activities are considered central to the culture of the community (ADCCED 2018). In 2014, 

approximately 77% of residents participated in the harvest of wild resources, averaging 116 lbs. per capita 

(Fall and Zimpelman 2016). 

In 2014, the ADF&G conducted comprehensive subsistence surveys of all resources harvested by the 

residents of Cordova over the course of a year. Salmon made up the largest portion of the 2014 harvest 

(35% of the total harvest representing 43.8 lbs. per capita) and was used by approximately 92% of 

households. Sockeye Salmon were used and harvested by Cordova households more than any other 

salmon (73%; 19 lbs. per capita), followed by Coho Salmon (71%; 16 lbs. per capita), and Chinook 

Salmon (63%; 8 lbs. per capita). Still, the 2014 estimated per capita salmon harvest for the community 

was the lowest estimated for Cordova at that time since 1985 (Fall and Zimpelman 2016). 

The most commonly used gear type for harvesting salmon, other than removal from commercial catch 

(i.e. homepack), was sport use rod and reel, which composed 38% of the total salmon harvest by weight 

(Fall and Zimpelman 2016). Subsistence gear of all types was used for 19% of the overall salmon harvest 

and 27% of the Sockeye Salmon harvest (Fall and Zimpelman 2016). Access to Sockeye Salmon in 

freshwaters near Cordova is limited, and in 2014, only 10% of the harvest of this species was by rod and 

reel (Fall and Zimpelman 2016). Residents that do not have boat access to the state subsistence driftnet 

fishery harvest Coho Salmon in larger numbers (Fall and Zimpelman 2016). The Federal subsistence and 

State rod and reel fisheries are especially important to Cordova residents because they are accessible by 

road and include the heavily used Ibeck Creek, Alaganik Slough, and Eyak River (Fall and Zimpelman 

2016). 

Effects of the Proposal 

If adopted, this proposal would create access under a new Federal subsistence permit for the Lower 

Copper River Area (FFPW05) to include waters of the Copper River from a boundary one-half mile 

upstream of the Copper River Highway to a boundary extending one-half mile downstream of the Copper 

River Highway, and from the West bank of the river near highway mile 27 to the East bank of the river 

near highway mile 38. This proposal specifies dip net, rod and reel, spear, and gaff as the only legal gear 

types for this fishery. It would provide additional subsistence opportunities for Federally qualified 

subsistence users living in the PWS Area, especially those in the community of Cordova. This new 

harvest opportunity may generate some level of new interest that has potential of expanding the number 

of users and associated harvest, but it would shift some of the harvest efforts from the State subsistence 



 
 

fishery in the Copper River District and Federal subsistence fishery in the fresh waters of the Copper 

River Delta to the Copper River and its tributaries. The total salmon harvest limit permitted per household 

would not change. 

Federally qualified subsistence users in the Cordova area currently concentrate their harvest efforts for 

salmon through the Federal subsistence fishery in Ibeck Creek, Eyak River, and Alaganik Slough, or 

through the State subsistence fishery in the marine waters of the Copper River Flats. Most of the Federal 

subsistence harvest efforts are focused on the fall Coho Salmon return across the Copper River Delta. 

State subsistence regulations only allow for the harvest of salmon in the marine waters of the Copper 

River District, which requires access to a suitable boat and the approved gear type (i.e., relatively 

expensive gillnets). In contrast, most of the State subsistence harvest efforts are focused on the early 

summer Sockeye Salmon returns to the Copper River District. This proposal would provide access and 

methods for rural residents without boats capable of accessing marine waters to participate in the harvest 

of Chinook Salmon and would also improve access to Sockeye Salmon.  

The proposed regulatory change would be expected to have minimal biological effects on fish stocks. The 

projected harvest would be the smallest of any user group in the Copper River system, up to 2,000 

Sockeye Salmon and 300 Chinook Salmon annually (Figure 2 and 3). This estimate is based on the 

annual State subsistence gillnet harvest in the Copper River District; taking into account the smaller pool 

of qualified users, and reduced efficiency of allowable gear type (dipnet compared to drift gillnet). 

Sockeye Salmon runs to the upper Copper River have consistently exceeded the minimum bound of the 

SEG range (360,000) for wild stocks in most years (Appendix 1). This proposal would open waters to 

Federal subsistence fishing that contain runs of Chinook Salmon. The regulations for the Prince William 

Sound Area do not currently restrict the number of Chinook Salmon since few systems, other than the 

Copper River, support runs of Chinook Salmon. However, the proposal includes language limiting 

Chinook Salmon harvest to no more than 5 per household. This is consistent with both upriver limits on 

dip net harvests and the state subsistence fishery on the Copper River District. Harvest monitoring 

specific to the Lower Copper River Area would be necessary by Copper River drainage fisheries 

managers. It is not anticipated that the harvest from the proposed Lower Copper River Area would affect 

the subsistence, personal use, or sport harvests in the Upper Copper River District. 

In the event of poor salmon returns in the Copper River drainage or to the Copper River Delta, the 

addition of the proposed area salmon fishery would provide additional harvest opportunities for Federally 

qualified subsistence users.  

The Superintendent of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve is the Board delegated manager for 

subsistence fisheries within Federal waters of the Copper River drainage, while the Board delegated 

authority in all other non-Copper River waters within the PWS Area to the Cordova District Ranger of 

Chugach National Forest (Forest Service). In order for the Park Service to manage a Lower Copper River 

Area subsistence fishery, if approved, the fishery will need to be administered under a second, non-

stackable Federal permit, separate from Federal Permit FFPW01, which is issued by the Forest Service. 

Both Federal permits would be available from the Forest Service office in Cordova. 



 
 

 

Figure 2 Comparison of ten-year average run size, escapement, and harvest of Sockeye 
Salmon in the Copper River by user group. The proposed FP21-10 Lower Copper River Area is 
projected to harvest up to 2,000 Sockeye Salmon annually. 



 
 

 

Figure 3 Comparison of ten-year average run size, escapement, and harvest of Chinook 
Salmon in the Copper River by user group. The proposed FP21-10 Lower Copper River Area is 
projected to harvest up to 300 Chinook Salmon annually. 

  



 
 

OSM PRELIMINARY CONCLUSION 

Support Proposal FP21-10 with modifications to include a requirement to report take of salmon to Area 

managers within 48 hours of harvest. 

The modified regulation should read: 

§___.27(e)(11) Prince William Sound Area.  The Prince William Sound Area includes all 

waters and drainages of Alaska between the longitude of Cape Fairfield and the longitude of 

Cape Suckling. 

( ) The Lower Copper River Area includes that portion of the Copper River, from a boundary 

one-half mile upstream of the Copper River Highway to a boundary extending one-half mile 

downstream of the Copper River Highway, from the West bank of the river near highway mile 

27 to the East bank of the river near highway mile 38. 

(i) You may take fish, other than rainbow/steelhead trout, in the Prince William Sound Area only 

under authority of a subsistence fishing permit, except that a permit is not required to take 

eulachon. You make not take rainbow/steelhead trout, except as otherwise provided for in 

paragraph (e)(11) of this section. 

(A) In the Prince William Sound Area within Chugach National Forest and in the Copper 

River drainage downstream of Haley Creek, you may accumulate Federal subsistence 

fishing harvest limits with harvest limits under State of Alaska sport fishing regulations 

provided that accumulation of fishing harvest limits does not occur during the same day. 

* * * * 

(ii) You may take fish by gear listed in paragraph (b)(1) of this section unless restricted in this 

section or under the terms of a subsistence fishing permit. 

(iii) If you catch rainbow/steelhead trout incidentally in other subsistence net fisheries, you may 

retain them for subsistence purposes, unless restricted in this section. 

(iv) In the Copper River drainage, you may take salmon only in the waters of the Upper Copper 

River District, in the vicinity of the Native Village of Batzulnetas, and in the Lower Copper River 

Area. 

(v) In the Upper Copper River District, you may take salmon only by fish wheels, rod and reel, or 

dip nets. In the Lower Copper River Area, you may take salmon only by dip nets, rod and reel, 

spear, and gaff, and all salmon retained must be reported to Area managers within 48 hours of 

harvest. 

* * * * 



 
 

(ix) You may take salmon in the Upper Copper River District and in the Lower Copper River 

Area from May 15 through September 30 only. 

 * * * * 

(xvii) In the Chugach National Forest portion of the Prince William Sound Area, and the Lower 

Copper River Area, you must possess a Federal subsistence fishing permit to take salmon, trout, 

whitefish, grayling, Dolly Varden, or char. Permits are available from the Cordova Ranger 

District. 

(A) Salmon harvest is not allowed in Eyak Lake and its tributaries, Eyak River upstream 

from the Copper River Highway bridge, and Clear Creek. 

(B) You must record on your subsistence permit the number of subsistence fish taken. You 

must record all harvested fish prior to leaving the fishing site, and return the permit by 

the due date marked on the permit. 

(C) You must remove both lobes of the caudal (tail) fin from subsistence-caught salmon 

before leaving the fishing site.  

(D) Outside of the Copper River mainstem, you may take salmon by rod and reel, dip 

net, spear, and gaff year-round. 

(E) For a household with 1 person, 15 salmon (other than pink) may be taken, and 5 

cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches, may be taken; no more than 5 Chinook 

salmon per household; for pink salmon, see the conditions of the permit. 

(F) For a household with 2 persons, 30 salmon (other than pink) may be taken, plus an 

additional 10 salmon for each additional person in a household over 2 persons, and 5 

cutthroat trout, with only 2 over 20 inches per each household member with a maximum 

household limit of 30 cutthroat trout may be taken; no more than 5 Chinook salmon per 

household; for pink salmon, see the conditions of the permit.  

(G) You may take Dolly Varden, Arctic char, whitefish, and grayling with rod and reel 

and spear only year round and with a gillnet from January 1-April 1. The maximum 

incidental gillnet harvest of trout is 10. 

(H) You may take cutthroat trout with rod and reel and spear from June 15 to April 14th 

and with a gillnet from January 1 to April 1. 

(I) You may not retain rainbow/steelhead trout for subsistence unless taken incidentally 

in a subsistence gillnet fishery. Rainbow/steelhead trout must be immediately released 

from a dip net without harm. 

 



 
 

Justification  

Harvest and escapement information indicate that sufficient salmon are present to allow a Federal 

subsistence fishery in the lower Copper River without creating a biological concern. The proposal 

provides an opportunity for Federally qualified subsistence users of Cordova that do not have access to a 

saltwater capable boat and drift gillnet gear to Sockeye Salmon and Chinook Salmon in the lower Copper 

River. Projected harvest is anticipated to be very small in comparison with other user groups and concern 

of harvest occurring prior to salmon being counted at the Miles Lake sonar site can be addressed with a 

proposed modification of a reporting requirement to Area managers within 48 hours of harvest. The 

historic use of dip nets and the harvests of salmon in the proposed area is well-documented.  
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APPENDIX 1 

Total estimated sockeye salmon runs to the Copper River by fishery type with previous 11-year average, 2009 – 2019   

  2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
10-year 

Average 

Commercial 

harvesta 
896,621 636,214 2,052,432 1,866,541 1,608,117 2,050,007 1,750,762 1,175,100 586,079 46,524 1,283,736 1,266,840 

Commercial, 

homepacka 
6,528 7,064 9,070 7,985 9,448 12,072 10,590 9,598 8,289 1,545 8,016 8,219 

Commercial, 

donateda 
47 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Educational 

drift gillnet per-

mita 

8 61 23 200 152 186 91 203 217 6 18 115 

State Subsist-

ence (Cordova, 

drift gillnet)b 

1,764 1,980 1,783 4,270 5,639 1,675 1,403 1,075 2,448 5,189 6,163 2,723 

Federal Subsist-

ence 

(PWS/Chugach 

Nat'l Forest, dip 

net, spear, rod 

and reel)b 

46 36 35 64 102 76 152 234 127 96 70 97 

Federal ?? Sub-

sistence 

(Batzulnetas, 

dip net, fish 

wheel, rod and 

reel, Fyke net, 

or spear)b 

0 106 9 101 862 146 0 0 254 468 209 195 

State Subsist-

ence (Glen-

nallen Subdis-

trict, dip net or 

fish wheel)c 

46,849 70,719 59,622 76,305 73,728 75,501 81,800 62,474 41,570 39,359 60,257 62,793 



 
 

Federal Subsist-

ence (Glen-

nallen Subdis-

trict, dip net, 

fish wheel or 

rod and reel)d 

11,836 12,849 14,163 14,461 17,789 23,889 26,753 19,181 18,415 16,736 17,718 17,607 

Personal Use  

(Chitina Subdis-

trict, dip net)c 

90,035 138,487 128,052 127,143 180,663 157,215 223,080 148,982 132,694 77,051 171,203 140,340 

Federal Subsist-

ence (Chitina 

Subdistrict, dip 

net) 

817 2,061 1,766 1,332 2,199 1,636 2,404 1,925 1,828 3,430 4,479 1,940 

Upriver sport 

harveste 
13,415 14,743 7,727 23,404 26,611 18,005 9,489 7,555 9,589 2,943 6,696 13,348 

Delta sport har-

veste 
959 1,342 838 764 386 87 130 246 200 58 168 501 

Upriver spawn-

ing escapementf 
468,818 502,403 607,142 953,502 860,258 864,131 930,145 513,126 461,268 478,760 719,526 663,955 

Delta spawning 

escapementg 
138,584 167,810 153,014 133,700 151,410 128,410 132,390 103,100 113,900 116,940 122,930 133,926 

Hatchery brood-

stock/Excessh 
43,409 157,980 59,589 65,348 72,369 53,737 40,123 32,341 17,083 30,306 15,552 57,229 

Total estimated 

sockeye salmon 

run size 

1,719,736 1,713,855 3,095,265 3,275,120 3,009,733 3,386,773 3,209,312 2,075,140 1,393,961 819,411 2,416,741 2,369,831 

a Numbers are from fish ticket data. Homepack numbers for sockeye salmon are voluntarily reported, but are legally required.    

b Data are reported harvest from returned state and federal subsistence permits. 

c Data are expanded harvest from returned state and federal subsistence permits. 

d Data are expanded harvest from returned state and federal subsistence permits.  

e Upriver and Copper River Delta sport harvest data are from statewide sportfish harvest surveys. 
f Beginning in 1999 sockeye salmon spawning escapement is based on the total number of fish past the Miles Lake sonar minus the Chinook salmon inriver midpoint 

abundance estimate, upriver subsistence, personal use, sport, hatchery broodstock and onsite hatchery surplus.  Prior to 1999, upriver spawning escapement was based 

on the Miles Lake sonar passage (sockeye salmon only) minus upriver subsistence, personal use, sport, hatchery broodstock, and onsite hatchery surplus.  The number 

of sockeye salmon past the Miles Lake sonar was determined by multiplying the total number of fish past the sonar by the percentage of sockeye salmon in the total 

upriver subsistence and personal use fisheries.  
gDelta spawning escapement estimated by doubling the peak aerial survey index. 



 
 

hHatchery broodstock and onsite excess are from the PWSAC annual reports. 

 

 

APPENDIX 2 

 

Total estimated Chinook salmon run to the Copper River by end user or destination with previous 10-year average, 2009–2019. 

  
2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

10-year 

Average 

Commercial harvesta 9,457 9,645 18,500 11,764 8,826 10,207 22,506 12,348 13,834 7,618 19,148 12,471 

Commercial, homepacka 876 906 1,282 853 564 768 1,145 727 744 85 742 795 

Commercial, donateda 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Educational drift gillnet permita 50 31 6 6 55 36 50 86 50 40 31 41 

State Subsistence (Cordova, drift gillnet)b 212 276 212 237 854 153 167 73 778 1,356 808 432 

Federal Subsistence (Batzulnetas, dip net, fish 

wheel or spear)b 0 0 0 0 5 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 

State Subsistence (Glennallen Subdistrict, dip net 

or fish wheel)c 2,493 2,099 2,319 2,095 2,148 1,365 2,212 2,075 2,906 4,531 3,429 2,424 

Federal Subsistence (Glennallen Subdistrict, dip 

net, fish wheel or rod and reel)d 581 342 799 403 372 439 416 446 468 2,662 946 693 

State Personal Use (Chitina Subdistrict, dip net)c 214 700 1,067 567 744 719 1,570 711 1,961 1,273 2,611 953 

Federal Subsistence (Chitina Subdistrict)d 9 20 15 6 19 15 14 20 15 100 83 23 



 
 

Sport harveste 1,355 2,409 1,753 459 285 931 1,343 327 1,731 1,320 1,126 1,191 

Upriver spawning escapementf 27,749 16,753 27,936 27,922 29,013 20,689 26,751 12,430 33,644 42,678 35,559 26,556 

Total estimated Chinook salmon run size 42,996 33,181 53,889 44,312 42,885 35,322 56,174 29,243 56,133 61,663 64,483 45,580 

a Numbers are from fish ticket data.   

b Data are reported harvest from returned state and federal subsistence permits. 

c Data are expanded harvest from returned state and federal subsistence permits. 

d Data are expanded harvest from returned state and federal subsistence permits. 

e Upriver Chinook salmon sport harvest only; there is no Copper River Delta Chinook salmon sport harvest. The sport harvest numbers are generated from the statewide 

sportfish harvest survey. 

f  Upriver Chinook salmon spawning escapement is estimated using the inriver abundance estimate and subtracting subsistence, personal use, and sport Chinook salmon 

harvests. Beginning in 1999, inriver abundance estimates were calculated using mark-recapture studies; prior to 1999 inriver abundance estimates were calculated using 

aerial and foot surveys. 
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