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FWC Questions for ADF&G 

January 24, 2019 
 
 
1. During the 2018 season most Northern Cook Inlet king salmon fisheries where either greatly 
restricted or closed for a large portion of the season. How successful were the Department's egg take 
efforts at Deception Creek and the William Jack Hernandez Hatchery? During the 2019 season how 
many king salmon smolt does the Department anticipate having to stock at Deception Creek? Eklutna 
Tailrace? and Ship Creek?  
 

The department’s egg take at Deception Creek was not a success in 2018.  Only a handful of 
wild origin king salmon adults returned to the Deception Creek weir site and we collected less 
than 19,000 eggs. With so few eggs from Deception Creek, the Division of Sport Fish decided to 
release all the smolt produced from those eggs in the Eklutna Tailrace in 2019, and none in 
Deception. The Ship Creek smolt release is the priority for 2019, since it is a primary brood 
collection site. WJH Hatchery currently has enough eggs for about half the planned stocking for 
Eklutna Tailrace but that comes at the expense of the stocked lakes Catchable king production. 
We are attempting to produce Catchable coho for stocked lakes in 2019 to replace the 
Catchable king salmon production shortfall.  

 
See table 1 below. 

 
2. Last spring Director Brookover assured Mat-Su sportfishing interests that the Department would have 
the 2019 king salmon outlook out by November. What is the Department timeline for when the outlook 
and any season starting emergency regulations may be released?  
 

The forecast and emergency orders EO 2S-01-19, EO 2-KS-19-1and EO 2-KS-20-1 were issued 
on Monday, January 7, 2019. The department remains committed to providing data and 
information to the public as quickly as possible. Early in 2018, Division of Sport Fish evaluated 
it’s process for producing the Deshka king salmon forecast and made changes resulting in a 
draft outlook being available for internal review in late November. With a new administration 
starting in December the department wanted to allow the new administration time to consider 
staff recommendations for management of the fisheries before they were presented to the 
public.  

 
 
3. At a 2018 meeting with the Mat-Su Borough Fish and Wildlife Commission Director Brookover said 
the Department with public help would develop a king salmon management plan proposal for Northern 
Cook Inlet and / or Deshka River for submission to the Alaska Board of Fisheries. This plan could help 
provide a more consistent and certain regulatory framework for Northern Cook Inlet king salmon 
management. When is the Department willing to start working on this proposal?  

 
The department has already begun reviewing and preparing to discuss the draft king salmon 
management plan prepared by the Mat-Su Borough Fish and Wildlife Commission. The 
department is supportive of scheduling meetings with the commission to evaluate the plan and 
discuss management implications, so the commission can submit a proposal by the April 10 
deadline.      

 
 
 
 
 



 

2 
 

4. All Upper Cook Inlet sockeye salmon and silver salmon goals were achieved during the 2018 season, 
and Northern Cook Inlet silver salmon sport harvest opportunities were much earlier and more robust 
than for the past several years. What can and is the Department willing to do to make this a more 
consistent occurrence?  
 

The department’s primary objective is to manage commercial and sport fisheries following 
management plan provisions to meet stock-specific escapement goals. The department cannot 
control total run size or run-timing and both will continue to be variable. Our primary objective 
will continue to be achieving escapement goals, where present, in NCI and other drainages.  In 
both 2017 and 2018, all NCI sockeye and coho salmon goals were achieved or exceeded, albeit 
run-timing varied dramatically between the two seasons. Total run size and run-timing 
significantly impact NCI sport fishing opportunity and quality.  

 
5. What are ADF&G’s research priorities for Northern Cook Inlet? And for Upper Cook Inlet?  

 
The Division of Sport Fish research priorities are reflective of the following projects that support 

management of sport fisheries in NCI and UCI: 

 

• In 2019, the division of Sport Fish will estimate both king and coho salmon abundance in 
the mainstem Susitna River. In addition, this project provides additional inseason 
information such as fishwheel catch-per-unit-effort, and post-season data such as age 
and genetic stock composition. 

 

• The division also plans to continue working with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on 
juvenile salmon studies in the Deshka River drainage. These studies include gathering 
physical stream data and basic fish distribution throughout the drainage. This research is 
testing the feasibility of using juvenile data to improve preseason run forecasting. 

 

• In addition to the above research projects, the Palmer Sport Fish office will continue to 
operate core salmon assessment projects that directly inform preseason and inseason 
management. These include the Deshka, Little Susitna, Fish Creek and Jim Creek weir 
projects, aerial index surveys of king salmon abundance, and foot index surveys of coho 
salmon abundance. 

 

• Northern pike suppression gillnetting and assessment of juvenile salmon abundance and 
distribution will continue on Alexander Creek. Work is also being initiated to eradicate 
northern pike in Kings and Anderson lakes.  

 
The Division of Commercial Fisheries research priorities for NCI and UCI include: 

 

• Estimate annual inriver runs of sockeye salmon to the Yentna and mainstem 
Susitna rivers (via genetic capture-recapture).  Sockeye salmon could be collected 
from the lower Yentna and Mainstem Susitna rivers from ongoing Chinook and 
coho salmon projects.  Then, using samples collected at Judd, Chelatna, and 
Larson lake weirs, genetic capture-recapture abundance estimates for each 
drainage could be made.  This project is not currently funded. 

 

• Development of better tools and models to improve inseason projections for UCI 
sockeye and coho salmon stocks.  This project is not currently funded. 

 

• Quantify the effects of northern pike suppression on sockeye salmon production in 
Chelatna and Hewett lakes. DCF conducted northern pike suppression efforts the 
past two springs (2017 and 2018) on Chelatna Lake and will do so again in 2019. 
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• Quantify spawning of sockeye salmon in the mainstem Susitna River.  This would 
be a project to review the Susitna-Watana and AKSSF radio telemetry GIS layers 
to quantify mainstem Susitna spawning sites for sockeye.  No new field work, 
simply mining existing data sets to answer this frequently asked question.  This 
project is not currently funded. 

 

6. If a stock of concern has been listed for a number of years, what information or criteria does ADF&G 
need to take this stock off the concern list?  
 

To remove a stock from SOC status, that stock should have met escapement or yield objectives 
over a recent four to five-year period and the escapements should fall throughout the range of 
the escapement goal. The policy for the management of sustainable salmon fisheries (5 AAC 
39.222) defines a stock of concern (SOC) as a stock of salmon for which there is a yield, 
management, or conservation concern. All three levels of concern include what is referred to as 
a chronic inability to meet defined escapement or yield objectives. A chronic inability means the 
continuing or anticipated inability to meet escapement goals over a four to five-year period, 
which is approximately equivalent to the generation time of most salmon species.  

 
7. What is the juvenile Susitna sockeye salmon production from the lakes? What is Deshka Chinook 
smolt production?  
 

Juvenile Susitna sockeye salmon production from area lakes and Deshka king salmon smolt 
production are unknown because there is no juvenile sockeye salmon or king salmon monitoring 
in the Susitna drainage. 
 
The department is not able to provide any estimates of juvenile sockeye salmon production 
largely due to budget cuts that eliminated sockeye salmon smolt or hydroacoustic fry 
assessment efforts, except for the following two instances: 
 
1) In September 2018, the DCF, in cooperation with the Cook Inlet Aquaculture Association 

(CIAA), conducted a hydroacoustic population survey to assess fall fry production in Hewitt 
Lake. A total estimate of 7.3 million fish were in the lake. Threespine stickleback were the 
most abundant fish present at about 6.9 million (94.5%) followed by juvenile sockeye salmon 
at approximately 0.4 million (5.5%). The average length and weight of the age-0 sockeye 
salmon fry was 37.8 mm and 0.67 g. The department and CIAA have 2 more field seasons 
(2019 and 2020) at Hewitt Lake to assess the effectiveness of northern pike removal on 
increasing sockeye salmon production in the lake. 

 
2) In 2018, CIAA released 46,000 sockeye salmon smolt into Shell creek in an effort to 

increase the number of mature sockeye salmon that will return to spawn in Shell Lake. CIAA 
estimated 32,606 smolt emigrated from Shell Lake in 2018. 

 
Although no information is currently available on Deshka River king salmon smolt production, 
Palmer Division of Sport Fish staff are collaborating on juvenile king salmon work with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service. This work will inform the feasibility of estimating smolt production in 
the future. A proposal for Mat-Su Salmon Partnership NFHP funds has been submitted to help 
fund this work. To date, attempts to capture Deshka River king smolt in sufficient quantities have 
been unsuccessful.  

 
8. When Susitna stock of yield concern goes away, given the tools available now, does ADF&G have 
what it needs to provide in-season abundance-based management of Susitna and Yennta rivers to 
support the subsistence, sport, commercial and personal use fisheries?  
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No, the department does not have the tools necessary to provide inseason abundance-based 
management of Cook Inlet commercial fisheries or of the Tyonek Subdistrict subsistence fishery. 
In the commercial fisheries, both the Central District Drift Gillnet Management Plan and the 
Northern District Salmon Management Plan contain restrictive provisions that were developed to 
conserve Susitna River sockeye salmon. Sockeye salmon escapement is monitored in the 
Susitna River drainage at weirs on Chelatna, Judd, and Larson lakes. The department will 
continue to monitor sockeye salmon escapement at these weirs as long as those programs 
remain funded. However, these programs have little use for inseason management of the 
commercial fisheries because the lakes are far removed from the marine waters of UCI. Unless 
modified by the Board of Fisheries, a conservative approach to commercial fisheries that harvest 
Susitna River sockeye salmon as provided in regulatory management plans would continue to 
be followed when the stock of concern status is removed.  The department utilizes the Larson 
Creek weir to manage the inriver sport fishery at the mouth of Larson Creek. Currently there are 
no personal use salmon fisheries in the Susitna River drainage.  

 
9. Please provide this year’s king and coho salmon escapement counts in Northern Cook Inlet 
Management area including systems with and without goals?  
 

See table 2 below. 
 
10. Under provisions of the Central District Drift Gillnet Fishery Management Plan (5 AAC 21.353), the 
Commercial Fisheries Division announced an opening for the drift fleet on August 23, 2018. The 
management plan specifically states that for any commercial drift fleet opening from August 16 until 
closed by emergency order, only Drift Gillnet Areas 3 and 4 are open for fishing [5 AAC 21.353 (f)]. A 
description of these areas is contained in regulation [5 AAC 21.353 (g) (3 and 4)], but essentially moves 
the fleet over to the west side of Cook Inlet. The announced August 23 opener contained an added 
provision stating that the fleet could also fish in Drift Area 1 [5 AAC 21.353 (g) (1)], which includes all 
waters of the Central District south of Kalgin Island. This is a major expansion of the Board of Fisheries 
(BOF) specified allowable fishing area for this period. Since there were no significant escapement goal 
concerns regarding either the Kenai or Kasilof Rivers, the Matanuska-Susitna Borough Fish and Wildlife 
Commission questions why the ADF&G, Commercial Fisheries Division decided to assume allocative 
authority by allowing one gear type to fish in an area the BOF clearly had designated as an area off-
limits during the time period of the opener?  
 

The decision to open a 12-hour drift gillnet commercial fishing period in Drift Gillnet Area 1 on 
August 23 relied upon a variety of sources of information. First, nearly 125,000 sockeye salmon 
had passed the Kenai River sonar counter in the previous 5 days (Aug 17-21) prior to the EO 
being released on August 22. The Alaska Board of Fisheries has directed the department to 
manage all fisheries to meet escapement goals (5 AAC 21.353(e)) within the framework of stock 
specific or drainage specific management plans. The only time the department is to deviate from 
management plan provisions is if strict adherence to those provisions might lead to escapement 
goals being missed. When the decision was made to add Drift Gillnet Area 1 to a normal 
regulatory opening of Drift Gillnet Area 3 and 4 this past summer, the Kasilof River sockeye 
salmon BEG had already been exceeded and sockeye salmon daily passage estimates in the 
Kenai River continued to increase with abnormally late and strong salmon run entry, indicating it 
was possible the inriver goal might be exceeded if the strength of the late run entry continued. 
Furthermore, inseason information about coho salmon throughout UCI indicated above average 
abundance and that all NCI escapement goals were projected to be met or exceeded; moreover, 
NCI sport fishery regulations for coho salmon had been liberalized. This expansion of the drift 
gillnet regular period was provided to harvest any excess sockeye salmon still in the District. 
However, commercial fishing opportunity was limited to the drift fleet only and included only Drift 
Gillnet Area 1 in order to reduce the potential risk for a high harvest of coho salmon in the 
northern part of the Central District that would be more likely to occur if setnets or a larger area 
had been opened. Finally, by this date in August, nearly all NCI coho salmon would have 
migrated through the Central District of UCI, so limiting the drift fleet to Drift Area 1 and not 
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fishing the Upper Subdistrict set gillnet fishery would result in a much lower harvest of Kenai and 
Kasilof bound coho salmon. 

 
11. Did the low sockeye harvest indicate that Kenai sonar was counting pinks as sockeyes? What 
methodology have they developed in the last couple of years to refine the counts?  
 

No, the low sockeye salmon harvest did not indicate the Kenai River sockeye salmon sonar 
counter was counting pink salmon as sockeye salmon. In fact, a few days after the expanded 
opening into Drift Area 1, Kenai River sockeye salmon daily passage estimates decreased to the 
point where the sonar project was terminated for the season due to low counts. Thus, the low 
harvest on August 23 was corroborated with low sonar counts a few days later. 

 
In the Kenai River, fishwheels are used to apportion sonar target counts to species of fish. One 
of the biggest challenges the department faces statewide is apportioning sonar counts to 
individual salmon species in river systems where multiple species are encountered. In 2018, in 
the Kenai River, the number of fish counts that were apportioned as pink salmon was more than 
600,000 fish (from August 8 to August 28). During this same time period, 430,000 fish counts 
were apportioned to sockeye salmon. Fishwheels have been used in the Kenai River to 
apportion sonar counts since the project began in the late 1970’s. In some years, gillnets have 
been used in conjunction with the fishwheels to corroborate species apportionment. 

 
In August of 2016 the department reviewed species apportionment by conducting a study to 
estimate the proportion of the total sonar counts comprised of sockeye salmon at the RM 19 
sonar site when pink salmon were abundant on the Kenai River. This project used a variety of 
fishing methods (fish wheels, anchored gillnets, drift gillnets, and beach seines) for two weeks in 
August to apportion sonar counts by species. It appears that the proportion of pink salmon 
captured in fish wheels and drift gillnets is in part determined by the location where the gear is 
fished. Sockeye salmon passage estimated using the standard fish wheel apportionment 
method was not significantly different from passage estimated using combined anchored gillnet 
and seine data to apportion sonar counts.  The comparison of sockeye salmon passage 
estimates using 6 apportionment methods indicated the difference between estimates was a 
relatively small proportion (1.2–4.7%) of the total passage estimate, and that it was not possible 
to unequivocally determine which apportionment method provided the most accurate sockeye 
salmon passage estimate. Due to salmon behavior, land ownership issues, and various 
problems encountered when fishing with gillnets and seines at the Kenai RM19 sonar site, the 
department recommended fish wheels continue to be used for species apportionment and that 
modeled species proportions based on north bank fish wheel catches be used to apportion 
south bank DIDSON counts.  
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Table 1.- 2018 and expected 2019 Chinook Southcentral Alaska king salmon smolt release information by location, 2018 and 
2019. 
 

                        2018 - 2019 Chinook Smolt Summary   

       

  2018 2018 Number Percentage 2019 2019 Number Percentage 

Chinook Smolt Request Stocked Long/Short of Request Request 
Planned 
Stocking Long/Short of Request 

Ship Creek                365,000                 389,797          24,797  6.8%                365,000         365,000    

Homer Spit                315,000                 328,142          13,142  4.2%                315,000         315,000    

Ninilchik R.                150,000                 150,053                  53  0.0%                150,000         150,000    

Seldovia Harbor                105,000                 104,890             (110) -0.1%                105,000         105,000    

Crooked Cr                140,500                 149,622            9,122  6.5%                140,500         125,000  -15,500 -11% 

Deception Creek                212,000                 211,168             (832) -0.4%                212,000              0              -212,000          -100% 

Eklutna                424,000                 432,369            8,369  2.0%                424,000         226,748  -197,252 -47% 

Fleming Spit, 
Cordova                105,000                 107,306            2,306  2.2%                105,000         105,000    

Whittier                105,000                 106,261            1,261  1.2%                105,000         105,000    

Seward Lagoon                315,000                 324,509            9,509  3.0%                315,000         315,000    

Total:            2,236,500             2,304,117          67,617  3.0%            2,236,500             1,811,748     (424,752) -21.0% 
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Table 1. Evaluation of Chinook and coho salmon escapement counts within the Northern Cook Inlet, 2018.

*note: index count unless otherwise noted.

System Survey SEG

Chinook salmon

Little Susitna River (weir) 549
a

2,300-3,900

Knik Arm Little Susitna River 530 900-1,800

Moose Creek 108

Eastside Susitna Chulitna River 1,125 1,800-5,100

Clear Creek 940 950-3,400

Goose Creek 90 250-650

Little Willow Creek 280 450-1,800

Montana Creek 473 1,100-3,100

Prairie Creek 1,194 3,100-9,200

Sheep Creek 334 600-1,200

Willow Creek 411 1,600-2,800

Indian Creek 326

Portage Creek 429

Kashwitna River 112

Westside Susitna Alexander Creek 296 2,100-6,000

Deshka River (weir) 8,549 13,000-28,000

Lake Creek 1,767 2,500-7,100

Peters Creek 1,674 1,000-2,600

Talachulitna River 1,483 2,200-5,000

Cache Creek 154

Canyon Creek 169

Red Creek (Yentna) 390

West Cook Inlet Chuitna River 939 1,200-2,900

Lewis River 0
b 250-800

Theodore River 18 500-1,700

Coho salmon

Knik Arm Little Susitna River (weir) 7,583 a 10,100-17,700

Fish Creek (weir) 5,023 1,200-4,400

McRoberts Creek (Jim 

Creek system)
758 450-1,400

Upper Jim Creek 1,215

Wasilla Creek 339

Cottonwood Creek 616

Eastside Susitna Question Creek 513
Birch Creek 143
Rabideux Creek 110

Westside Susitna Deshka River (weir) 12,962 10,200-24,100

a
 incomplete count

b
 Main channel diverted into large muskeg; intermittant connection with Cook Inlet.

Table 2.- King and coho salmon weir and index counts for Northern Cook 

Inlet, 2018 
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