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Summer 2020 was my third season in Aleknagik as a 

field technician with Alaska Salmon Program, home to 

the world’s longest running salmon ecology dataset. 

Bristol Bay is home to the world’s largest sockeye run, 

supplying ~40% of all wild caught salmon in a multi 

million dollar fishing industry.

Returning salmon are central to Indigenous and non-

Indigenous ways of life in Bristol Bay; over 80% of 

people in the region are Yup’ik, Alutiiq, and/or Dena’ina.

Over time commercial sockeye fishing opportunities 

have become less accessible to local people because of 

the structure of governance. 
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Broader Significance

Fig. 1: Me 
handling an 
adult male 
sockeye 
salmon during 
field work. 
Aleknagik 
Lake, Alaska.

Fig 4: Welcome Home, acrylic, 2013. Apayuq Moore, Dillingham area artist.
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Is the governance structure of the commercial 

salmon fishery in Bristol Bay conducive to the 

participation of residents?

Research Question:

To answer my research question I conducted 

extensive academic research on the history, science, 

social and political context of the Bristol Bay fishery; I 

also drew on personal experiences and conversations 

from my time living in the region.

What is 

fisheries 

governance?

Fig. 2: 
Salmon 

caught in 
driftnet.  
Egegik, 

Bristol Bay. 
Image from 

KDLG.

“Each lost permit

represents a

small business

shuttering its 

doors.”

-Norm Van Vactor, 

Bristol Bay Economic 

Development 

Corporation

The rules and power structures that 

control a fishery and limit access. 

The Bristol Bay sockeye fishery is a 

limited entry system.

Fig. 3: Examples of current commercial driftnet fishing permit prices. 
From Permit Master brokerage website.

• Commercial fishing, 

the main source of 

economic activity in 

Bristol Bay, should be 

accessible to residents.

• Regional efforts to 

slow declining 

holdings are not 

enough to mitigate 

the rapid outflow of 

permits.

• Ongoing research 

suggests that 

measures short of 

reforming the 

structure of 

governance may be 
inadequate.

• Extractive industries 

have a history of 

disenfranchising rural 

and/or Indigenous 

communities for 

profit.

• Bristol Bay is a leader 

in biological 

sustainability: well

positioned to take 

more initiative on 

social sustainability. 

• Governance that 

permanently grounds 

fishing rights in 

communities could be 

applicable in other 

fisheries.

Local Global

Rapidly declining 

local ownership in 

the commercial 

fishery and barriers 

to entry for new 

fisherman.

Private access rights are not a 

universally applicable silver 

bullet in the search for holistic 

sustainability.

-H. Robin Samuelson Jr., 

Bristol Bay Native 

Corporation

“We lost over fifty 

percent of our 

permits (since) the 

original 1973 

issuance.”

Solutions how can we stop the loss of local commercial rights?

Collectively 

held rights

Reserved 

rights for rural 

or Indigenous 

peoples

What does a 

commercial fishery 

that’s both 

ecologically and 

socially sustainable 

look like?

Incentives to 

sell locally

Entry 

assistance 

for locals

Twitter: @lizlandefeld

Problems why is local ownership of commercial permits declining?

Governance of the commercial 

fishery is biologically 

sustainable but prohibitive to 

resident participation.
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