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Hello,
My name is Alida Trainor and I am the program manager for the subsistence division at ADFG. For those of you who don’t know me, I spent about 13 years as the lead social science researcher on the Yukon River and in the last few years have moved into a supervisory role. My family is from Eagle, Alaska and I spent much of my childhood with my sisters in the upper Yukon River region. Today I am going to give you a brief update on some of our current work but instead of walking you through the details of each project, I thought that, in light of the salmon crisis we are in, it would be worthwhile to approach these projects through the lens of resiliency. 
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Fist, I’d like to tell you a little about the Division of Subsistence, The Division of Subsistence established in 1978 with the passage of the subsistence priority law

Our mission is to…
Document the traditional and customary uses of wild foods in Alaska
Quantify extent dependence on wild food
Make information available to the public
Assist the department, Boards, in determining subsistence uses
Evaluate impacts of laws/regulations on subsistence

Because we are the only division in the Department of Fish and game that works with communities to understand how regulations impact livelihoods we are committed to building meaningful relationships with individuals, tribes and communities to more effectively build a bridge between managers and subsistence users. We use a variety of social science methods including the administration of households surveys and traditional knowledge interviews, we map traditional harvest areas and place names, as well as participating in subsistence harvesting and processing activities with key respondents to better understand these practices. 


Research in response to salmon declines
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In the Yukon region, so much of subsistence is related to salmon. The same is true of subsistence research; as Chinook and chum salmon populations have declined in recent years, our research questions have been informed by these changes. For the last 15 years our research on the Yukon has sought to document how communities are experiencing these declines, how they are adapting, and how changes to salmon fishing have also impacted other harvesting practices throughout the year.  

This is a photo of my family’s fall chum hanging by the river in Eagle, back in 2010. Like many of you, we are no longer are fishing for fall chum to feed our dogs. Others in Eagle are no longer keeping dogs at all. I am personally invested in documenting all the ways salmon declines are impacting Yukon river families and the decisions they are forced to make. I think it is incredibly important to not only quantify the impacts these changes are having but to also record the oral histories and traditional knowledge around salmon fishing in an effort to preserve this history. In the next few slides I will describe some of our recent research. Given that a large part of our work has been motivated by understanding how salmon declines have affected communities in the Yukon drainage, we wanted to share some of the ways that people in these communities continue to adapt. These adaptations have allowed people to continue to maintain connection to their lands, waters, and wild foods through tradition and practices. 



Yukon Comprehensive Surveys

First-time surveys
> Chevak (2021)

° Hooper Bay (2021)
o Koyukuk (2022)

Last surveyed 40+ years ago
> Huslia (2022)

o Kotlik (2023)
> Alakanuk (2023)
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In recent years, we have received dedicated funding to update comprehensive subsistence harvest and use data in the Yukon and Interior region. Updating these data gives us a window into how people’s harvests and use of all wild resources are changing in light of salmon declines. These surveys are essentially an in-depth snapshot of what subsistence practices look like in a particular community during one study year. In the last three years, we have conducted first-time surveys in Chevak, Hooper Bay, and Koyukuk, and have updated comprehensive data in Huslia (last surveyed in 1983), Alakanuk (1980), and Kotlik (1980). The comprehensive surveys we administer asks about all the wild foods harvested, and used by households in a single year. As well as document the rates of sharing that occurs, levels of food security within a community, and assesses a variety of changes over time. 

To better understand the story of each community we conduct traditional knowledge interviews to contextualize the quantitative data in order to get a better idea about what subsistence is like, how it has changed, and hear the concerns of knowledge holders. In total we conducted nearly 60 traditional interviews in the communities listed here. Additionally, we map all the areas used by community members to search for wild foods. All the results, including the maps are returned to communities. These can be incredibly for community planning purposes. 

From this work we’ve heard how some communities are relying more heavily on sharing networks to meet their wild food needs. We’ve documented changes to ice conditions, increased erosion and other environmental changes that have impacted residents ability to travel and harvest. We’ve documented how community events and sharing networks have become even more avenues for the distribution of wild foods. Residents are pulling together to continue traditions, ceremony and remain connected to one another through wild food in the face of unprecedented change.


Adaptation: Continuing to harvest and use many
different wild resources, shifting effort to other species?

Households using or harvesting wild food
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Our comprehensive survey data show that even when salmon fishing has been restricted or closed, households still rely heavily on wild foods. This figure shows the percentages of households in the study communities that used (orange) and harvested (brown) wild resources of any kind during the previous year. People are certainly getting by with less salmon, but the continued use of a wide variety of locally available resources is still critical to subsistence in these communities. You can see in the orange bars that nearly 100% of households in all communities still use wild foods and well more than half of all households harvest wild foods across all of these study communities. 

We have heard from some respondents that people are harvesting more of other things like moose and nonsalmon fish; however, we can’t say for certain that this is a pattern throughout the whole Yukon drainage or to what extent it’s happening based on available quantitative harvest data. Many questions remain as to how people may be shifting their effort to other species in light of salmon declines and how this shifting effort varies between different parts of the river.

I think that it’s fair to say that while significant change is occurring, the meaningful and deep connection to subsistence practices are unchanged. To me, this is a telling adaptation and mark of resilience within Yukon River communities. 


Customary Trade and Barter in the Lower/Middle Yukon

Sharing — giving with no immediate reciprocity expected

Barter — swapping one food or resource for another

Customary trade — exchanging cash for a wild food

How have these practices been affected by salmon declines?
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This project called Customary Trade and Barter in the Lower and Middle Yukon started in 2021, and is a follow-up to a similar project done in the upper Yukon area in 2016. Rural communities and households have always shared food and other resources, especially with those that don’t have access to certain kinds of food. Those sharing partners often reciprocate with foods that they can easily access. Whether this is considered sharing (no expectation of immediate reciprocation) or bartering (each person gives something), these practices allow both giver and receiver to access foods they wouldn’t otherwise be able to. Customary trade, where small amounts of cash are exchanged for subsistence resources, has also existed for centuries in Alaska. With this study, we wanted to understand how these practices contribute to subsistence economies at the household level, and how people have changed how they get salmon in years of limited or no subsistence harvest opportunity in their area.
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What we found in the upper Yukon river region is that exchanging cash for wild foods occurs very infrequently is guided by local principles and beliefs that vary widely between communities even within the same region. This slide shows an example of the results from the earlier customary trade project in the upper Yukon River. This work was done at a time there was still salmon fishing on the Yukon and you can see that Chinook salmon is at the center of the exchange network indicating that it is the most commonly exchanged resource, both for cash and for other goods such as knowledge, gasoline, moose, berries and ammunition. 

The work we are doing in the middle and lower is still underway but what we are seeing is that Chinook salmon is not as prominent in these networks. This make sense considering no one is allowed to fish for them but other species of salmon continue to play a prominent role in the giving and receiving of wild foods.  �


Adaptation: Relying on and strengthening exchange
networks

-Long-term, multigenerational exchange relationships
- Salmon from friends, family, acquaintances across Alaska

- Social media facilitates certain kinds of exchanges, broadens networks

- Sharing, trade, and barter are critical in meeting wild food needs
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Through our work to understand how wild food is exchanged in Yukon communities we’ve been amazed at the strength and longevity of the exchange networks that exist there. In recent years, people have drawn upon long-term and sometimes multigenerational linkages with other communities and individuals to get salmon. Respondents said that they have received salmon from friends and relatives in other parts of the state like Unalakleet or Dillingham through sharing, while others bartered locally available resources like moose for salmon. We also documented the use of social media to arrange barter or customary trade exchanges, both locally and nonlocally. One style of exchange that has grown in popularity in recent years has been the use of raffles or ‘drawing numbers’ for wild foods or food bundles.

A key finding from both studies is that customary trade and barter, like sharing, is much more about relationships and reciprocity than acquiring goods. Giving, and receiving wild foods is an essential component of identity, well-being and connection to others. Harvesters in rural communities are still sending wild food to friends and family in urban locations to enhance their well being and connection to home through food. 
�In this way sharing is adaptive and the act of connecting to others through the exchange of wild food, is resilient. 



The presence and use of salmon in the Pastolik and
Pastoliak rivers

- Interdisciplinary project to document salmon presence and use (ADF&G Sport Fish and Subsistence)

- eDNA sampling, harvest mapping, household surveys and interviews about salmon and other uses
of the Pastolik/Pastoliak rivers
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The next project I’d like to discuss is the Pastolik/Pastoliak project. These two rivers are right outside of Kotlik on the Yukon Delta. The genesis for this project was a set of BOF proposals to establish open commercial salmon fishing for these rivers to provide commercial fishing opportunity on chum salmon populations that were locally believed to not be bound for Cananda. These proposals were not adopted, in part because of a lack of data on fish presence and use, as well as harvest data in the two drainages. We received funding from OSM, and to do this work we partnered with the Division of Sport Fish and their Alaska Freshwater Fish Inventory crew to document fish presence and use and collect data to identify stock of origin. We have also conducted household surveys and traditional knowledge interviews with residents to document subsistence harvests in this area, as well as observations of spawning and migration of different salmon and nonsalmon species in the drainages. 

We recently completed fieldwork for this project, so we don’t have results yet. However, based on observations made in July 2023, ADF&G updated the Anadromous Waters Catalog with entries for Chinook salmon, chum salmon, coho salmon, and humpback whitefish. The eDNA data analyses that are in progress may allow for more updates about species presence in these streams. 



Adaptation: Seeking additional harvest
opportunities/documenting salmon TEK

Current and future work on salmon in coastal streams
o Pastolik/Pastoliak
o Kun/Kashunuk (future)
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As salmon closures have began to impact coastal communities these communities have looked for alternative salmon harvesting opportunities that, in their estimation, wouldn’t impact Canadian Origin salmon. These suggestions are still being evaluated but illustrate the adaptive ways some communities are attempting to respond to salmon declines on the Yukon River region.

Since this project was funded a lot more attention has been given to the numerous coastal streams that we know little about. In response to concerns from fishermen in Chevak and Scammon Bay, we recently submitted a proposal to do similar biological/ethnographic work regarding salmon presence and use in the Kun River near Scammon and the Kashunuk River near Chevak. Some coastal communities have vocalized their desire to be removed from the Yukon Management Area. Understanding how both people and salmon utilize these streams is incredible important to be able to respond to these community requests. 

Although salmon fishing activity and subsequent salmon fishing closures in the coastal district has been fairly contentious in recent years, I think that there are some very positive take-aways that we all can benefit from. First, coastal communities are advocating for themselves and engaging Yukon fisheries management in a way we haven’t seen before. Fisheries managers, and researchers like myself benefit from the chance to learn more about this unique perspective. Conversely, increased outreach and education in this area can lead to better relationships and mutual understanding. 
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I just briefly described 3 of our current Yukon River projects  but we have a handful of others. Through all of our work there is a single theme or conclusion that rises to the top.  Yukon River communities are resilient. They have withstood monumental changes in the past and as we enter into a new period of change, underpinning cultural values and approaches to adaptive problem solving will continue throughout the entire drainage. This presentation has focused on some of the positive adaptive responses that are occurring along the river. However, that is not to minimize the profound loss and uncertainty that still exists as a result of the Chinook and chum salmon declines. 

Our work has documented that even in times of salmon declines, communities maintain high rates of wild food harvest and use. In the absence of salmon, some communities have shifted harvest pressure onto other resources. The way the communities make these decision and experience declining salmon abundance is incredibly unique. Each community has a story to tell, a response to give, and a perspective worth sharing. It is critical that we continue to document these varied responses in an effort to understand not only the impacts of conservation but also to identify more robust community driven solutions to these multi species crashes.

We also see that households support each other through exchanging wild food. While there may be less of it to go around, sharing is even more widespread than ever. The distribution of wild foods continues throughout entire regions and supports loved ones who have moved into urban cities. The role of events such as potlaches enable people to not only share what they have but to maintain cultural connection and identity.

There has been an increased interest in collaborative and cooperative research. Communities are driving the research, asking the questions, and developing data collection strategies that are culturally relevant. 

And finally, salmon advocacy has increased. The voices of Yukon river residents are being heard through a variety of public processes such as the North Pacific Fisheries Management Council, the Yukon River Panel, the Board of Fish and many others. 
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I’d like to end on a personal note. As I mentioned I grew up in Eagle, fishing and harvesting on the traditional lands of the Han Athabascans. As I moved into research it has been very important to keep my personal opinions to myself to remain unbiased. I’ve worked in nearly ever Yukon community and have had the honor and privilege of interviewing many of you. I want to say thank you for continuing to participate in this research, even when its hard. Even when you aren’t fishing. I also want to say how in awe I am of everyone who keeps showing up for salmon and the fishing way of life. Thank you. 
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