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The Division of Subsistence of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game was created by 
the Alaska Legislature in 1978 to compile data and conduct studies “on all aspects of the role 
of subsistence hunting and fishing in the lives of the residents of the state” (Alaska Statute 
16.05.094). The Division’s applied social science research program includes systematic 
household surveys, mapping of harvest areas, harvest monitoring and assessment, key 
respondent interviewing, and participant observation. The types of information collected range 
from harvest estimates, harvest locations, demographic data, and sources of cash income, 
to oral histories, traditional knowledge, and social networks. Most studies are conducted 
through partnerships with study communities, such as hiring and training local research 
assistants and incorporating community reviews into final reports. Final products include 
reports in the Division’s Technical Paper Series and Special Publications Series, as well as 
two databases: the Community Subsistence Information System and the Alaska Subsistence 
Fisheries Database. A primary goal of the research is to inform Alaska’s fisheries and wildlife 
management processes.

Mission Statement
To scientifically quantify, evaluate, and report information about customary and traditional 

uses of Alaska fish and wildlife resources.

Core Services
• Research, quantify, and provide the resulting information to the public about 

customary and traditional uses by Alaskans of fish and wildlife resources.
• Provide scientifically-based information for fisheries and wildlife management 

programs; and to the Board of Fisheries and Board of Game for their use in 
evaluating reasonable opportunities for customary and traditional uses.

The Duties of the Division of Subsistence

As established by Alaska statute in 1978

Alaska Statue 16.05.090. Organization of the department. (c) There is established 
in the department a section of subsistence hunting and fishing.
Editor’s note—In a memorandum signed April 14, 1981, the governor approved 

the commissioner’s conferral of full Division status on the section of 
subsistence hunting and fishing.

Alaska Statute 16.05.094. Duties of section of subsistence hunting and fishing. The 
section of subsistence hunting and fishing shall
(1) compile existing data and conduct studies to gather information, including data 

from subsistence users, on all aspects of the role of subsistence hunting and 
fishing in the lives of the residents of the state;

(2) quantify the amount, nutritional value, and extent of dependence on food 
acquired through subsistence hunting and fishing;

(3) make information gathered available to the public, appropriate agencies, and 
other organized bodies;

(4) assist the department, the Board of Fisheries, and the Board of Game in 
determining what uses of fish and game, as well as which users and what 
methods, should be termed subsistence uses, users, and methods;

(5) evaluate the impact of state and federal laws and regulations on subsistence 
hunting and fishing and, when corrective action is indicated, make 
recommendations to the department;

(6) make recommendations to the Board of Game and the Board of Fisheries 
regarding adoption, amendment, and repeal of regulations affecting subsistence 
hunting and fishing;

(7) participate with other divisions in the preparation of statewide and regional 
management plans so that those plans recognize and incorporate the needs of 
subsistence users of fish and game.

The Technical Paper Series
Most of the Division’s research is presented in our Technical Paper Series, with approximately 

350 titles. The reports are available on line (http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/sf/publications/).

The Community Subsistence Information System
The Community Subsistence Information System (CSIS) is the primary depository of the 

results of the Division’s systematic household surveys. Presently, it includes data from about 
207 communities from 401 studies. Information includes harvest data, demography, cash 
economy, research methods, and sources. For more information, see separate poster on the 
CSIS.

The Division employs a variety of research methods to investigate of role of 
uses of fish and wildlife resources in supporting the subsistence way of life of 
Alaska communities. These include:

• Systematic household surveys
• Mapping of harvest areas
• Key respondent interviews
• Participant observation
• Archival, database, and library research
• Harvest monitoring with permits, calendars, and post-season surveys

Systematic Household Surveys
• All Division research follows ethical guidelines established by the 

National Science Foundation’s Office of Polar Programs (http://www.
nsf.gov/od/opp/arctic/conduct.jsp) and the Alaska Federation of Natives 
(http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/iks/afnguide.html).

• Community approval is sought, participation is voluntary, and personal data are confidential.
• Projects are usually conducted in partnership with tribes, regional organizations, or federal agencies.
• Most interviews take place in people’s homes.
• Community residents are trained by the Division to help administer surveys.

Types of Data Collected
• Demography—household size, age, gender, ethnicity of members
• Cash economy—jobs (including commercial fishing), income from jobs and other sources
• Harvests, uses, and sharing of wild resources, including salmon and other fish, shellfish, land mammals, marine mammals, birds 

and eggs, and wild plants
• Evaluations of conditions and trends affecting wild resource uses
• Special topics such as food security and sharing networks

All of the available survey results are summarized in the Division’s Technical Paper Series and included in the Community Subsistence 
Information System database.

Harvest Area Mapping
Fishers and hunters depict areas that they use 

to harvest wild foods on a series of maps. The 
maps can show areas used over a lifetime, a 
fixed time period (e.g., “the last 20 years”), or 
a single study year. 

The Alaska Board of Fisheries
• The Board of Fisheries holds public meetings several times a year to adopt 

regulations for subsistence, personal use, sport, and commercial fisheries in Alaska
• The Division provides staff reports, comments on proposals, and other background 

information on subsistence fisheries to assist the board in its deliberations
• Division board reports are part of the Special Publication Series (http://www.adfg.

alaska.gov/sf/publications/)
• Division staff also provide occasional reports at meetings of the North Pacific 

Fishery Management Council, the International Pacific Halibut Commission, and 
the Federal Subsistence Board.

Subsistence Fisheries Harvest Monitoring
• The Division conducts annual subsistence salmon fisheries monitoring programs for Cook Inlet, Bristol Bay, and the Chignik Area.
• We compile the Alaska Subsistence Salmon Fisheries Annual Report as part of the Technical Paper Series.
• The Alaska Subsistence Fisheries Database, designed and maintained by the Division, includes the results for all annual subsistence 

salmon harvest monitoring programs (see separate poster for more information).
• In partnership with the Sitka Tribe of Alaska, we monitor annual subsistence harvests of herring spawn on branches in Sitka Sound.
• Since 2003, we have developed annual estimates of the subsistence halibut harvest in Alaska through mailed surveys and face-to-

face interviewing, under contract to the National Marine Fisheries Service (Figure 6).

Harvest Quantities and Composition

Harvesting and Processing Methods

Social and Economic Contexts of Subsistence Fishing in Alaska Communities

Figure 8.–(← left)� Subsistence harvests of fish, 
land mammals, and other wild resources; eight 
middle Kuskokwim River communities, 2009�.
Survey data collected in numbers of fish or other 
appropriate units (such as buckets or racks)� 
can be converted into pounds usable weight 
to show the overall composition of harvests for 
home use. This graph depicts estimated harvests 
of wild foods in 8 middle Kuskokwim River 
communities in 2009. Fish comprised between 
70% and 86% percent of the total harvest, and 
fish harvests ranged between 130 lb and 458 lb 
per person in the study year. Comparable data 
are available in the Community Subsistence 
Information System for about 207 communities 
from 401 comprehensive surveys.

Figure 9.–(right →)� Togiak: percentage of total 
wild resource harvests for home use by resource 
category, 19�9�9� and 2008�.
Periodic updating of comprehensive surveys 
also documents continuities and changes in the 
composition of the subsistence harvests over 
time. In the Bristol Bay community of Togiak, 
salmon and other fish increased as a portion of 
total subsistence harvests from approximately 
43% in 1999 to 55% in 2008, likely to compensate 
for declining harvests of moose and caribou.

Figure 15.–Food security.� The Division added a module to our household survey that explores “food security” in rural Alaska communities. The module is 
modeled on questions developed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)� but modified to account for differences in access to subsistence and 
store-bought foods. Households are categorized as having high, marginal, low, or very low food security based on a USDA protocol. Above is a recent 
example of results for Aniak, a community on the middle Kuskokwim River. For more food security findings for other communities, see Technical Papers 
354 and 363.

Figure 16.–Cooperation in food production.� Sharing of subsistence foods is a key cultural value 
throughout rural Alaska. Additionally, rural residents work together to harvest and process wild 
foods. Network analysis is a research method employed by the Division to investigate and depict 
these relationships. Above is an example of a wild food harvesting and processing network in 
Aniak, along the Kuskokwim River, 2009.

Figure 14.–Kinship relations in subsistence salmon production.� Through participant observation and 
key respondent interviewing, Division research documents how families organize to harvest and 
process subsistence fish. The example above, from the southwest Alaska community of Nondalton, 
shows the social organization of two adjacent fish camps run by sisters. Most of the camps’ 
participants were children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of these elders.

Figure 12.–A father and son remove some smoked sockeye salmon strips (valik)� from their smokehouse, 
Nondalton, Southwest Alaska, 2008. Division studies describe the various traditional foods produced 
from subsistence harvests. See Technical Paper 352.

Figure 17.–The Alaska Board of Fisheries process 
relies on the availability of accurate estimates 
of subsistence harvests. The Division of 
Subsistence and the Alaska Inter-Tribal Council 
(AITC)� through projects funded by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service, Office of Subsistence 
Management (00-017 and 01-107)�, conducted 
a systematic review of subsistence fisheries 
harvest monitoring projects through the state 
and developed recommendations for an 
effective, unified program. The Division and 
AITC then held a series of regional workshops 
to discuss the recommendations. Pictured 
here is the workshop in Kotzebue, November 
2002, attended by tribal representatives of the 
Kotzebue Sound Region. For copies of the final 
reports, contact the Division of Subsistence at 
907-267-2353.

Figure 10.–(← left)� Percentage of wild resource 
harvests for home use in Alaska’s rural 
communities, 2009�.�

Figure 11.–(right →)� Estimated harvests of wild 
resources for home use in pounds usable weight 
per person by Alaska region and resource 
category, 2009�.�
Community survey data can be compiled to 
discern regional and state-wide patterns. Based 
on data in the CSIS, we estimate that rural 
Alaskans (118,000 people and 17% of the state’s 
population)� harvested about 354 lb per person 
(usable weight)� of wild foods in 2009. Of this, 
about 54% (193 lb)� was finfish and about 3% (10 
lb)� was shellfish.
Harvest patterns vary by Alaska region. As 
estimated in usable pounds per person, 
noncommercial harvests are lowest in urban 
Alaska (23 lb per person; 72% fish)� and highest in 
rural areas off the road system. Fish rank first as a 
subsistence resource category in all regions but 
the Arctic, where marine mammal harvests are 
the largest.

Figure 6.–When the North Pacific Fishery Management Council adopted regulations implementing a 
subsistence halibut fishery in Alaska in early 2003, it based much of its justification on Division technical 
papers and systematic household surveys. Since 2003, estimated subsistence halibut harvests have 
ranged from 0.9 million to 1.2 million pounds usable weight. Subsistence halibut harvests represent 
about 1.2% of the annual removal of halibut in Alaska.

Figure 7.–A traditional halibut hook, Nikolski, 
Aleutian Islands, circa 1990s.

Figure 1.–A grandmother and granddaughter process fish on a raft in Sleetmute, Alaska.

Figure 2.–Local research assistant Daisy Lamont (right)� administers 
a survey to a family in her home town of Emmonak.

Figure 3.–A household survey team training session in Noatak, February 2008. From left: Nicole Braem of the Division of Subsistence; local research assistants 
Cheryl Booth, Amanda Porter, Chris Sky, and Hannah Onalik. Note fish identification sheets on table on the lower right, used during survey administration. 
See Technical Paper 354.

Figure 4.–(above ↑)� A key respondent from a lower Kuskokwim River village maps areas used to harvest 
nonsalmon fish (see Technical Paper No. 356)�.

Figure 5.–(below ↓)� Fall “redfish” (sockeye salmon 
in their spawning phase)�, ready for processing, 
Nondalton, southwest Alaska. See Technical 
Paper 352.

Fall, J.A.  2011.  The Division of Subsistence of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game: An updated overview of its 
research program and findings.  Poster presentation prepared for the 27th Lowell Wakefield Fisheries Symposium 
Series, Fishing People of the North: Cultures, Economies, and Management Responding to Change; September 
14–17, 2011; Hilton Downtown Anchorage Hotel. Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Division of Subsistence, 
Anchorage.

Figure 13.–Division researcher Ron Stanek 
(top)� helps Tyonek resident Randy Standifer 
remove Chinook salmon from a setnet in Cook 
Inlet, Alaska. Division researchers engage in 
“participant observation” to better understand 
subsistence fishing and processing methods.

Alaska subsistence halibut harvests, 2003–2009.

ADF&G complies with OEO requirements as posted at http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=home.oeostatement
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Coast
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Area 4B:  Western Aleutians
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Fish camp participation: Nondalton summer 2007 

FEMALE

MALE

STAYED IN CAMP

UNRELATED FRIENDS

PARTICIPANTS AT CAMP

CAMP 1 CAMP 2

DECEASED

DIVORCED

Survey household, male & female headsa

Survey household, single male heada

Survey household, single female heada

Other household in study community
Unknown household (usually in another community)

Flows of wild foods from source harvesting or process-
ing households to consuming (surveyed) households, as 
reported by the surveyed householdsb

Household that reported no harvesting or processing by 
members of another household or community

LEGEND

a SYMBOLS are scaled to show surveyed households’ total wild food harvests in edible 
pounds. Surveyed households with many sources of wild foods appear near the center 
of the figure. Households with fewer sources appear around the edges.

b LINES are scaled to show the number of households named as wild food harvesters 
or processors by surveyed households. Arrows point from source households or 
communities to surveyed households. Households’ own production is not shown.
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