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The Graying of the 
Alaskan Fishing Fleet
by Rachel Donkersloot and Courtney Carothers

In 2014, Alaska’s newly elected Governor Bill Walker assembled 
a Fisheries Transition Committee to assist his administration 
with addressing the major challenges affecting Alaska fisheries.
In contrast to other regions in the United States and the globe, Alaska’s fishery resources 
largely remain healthy. Yet the sustainability of its fishery systems is in question. The 

committee recognized “prioritizing and improving fishery access for Alaskans” as one of its 
key goals. This was the most recent call to arms in a state that provides more than 55% of U.S. 
seafood production but whose fishing communities are struggling to survive, suffering from 
the cumulative loss of local fisheries access.1

Declining access to commercial fisheries is not a new problem in Alaska, but it is an in-
creasingly pressing one.2–4 Coastal communities, fishery managers, and researchers have been 
grappling with the question of how to ensure the sustained participation of rural coastal 
residents in Alaska fisheries since the state began limiting entry into commercial fisheries 
more than 40 years ago.5 Between 1975 and 2014, Alaska’s rural fishing communities felt the 

Bristol Bay drift boats on the Naknek River.
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net loss of more than 2,300 (limited en-
try) fishing permits.6 This is an order of 
magnitude higher than shifts in other 
categories of permit holders, including 
urban nonlocals and nonresidents of 
Alaska, who saw net increases in per-
mit holdings.

A similar scenario is unfolding just 
beyond the three-mile boundary line 
that marks the outer limit of state wa-
ters. Federal fisheries prosecuted off of 
Alaska’s coast are increasingly managed 
under some form of a catch share (or 
Individual Fishing Quota [IFQ]) pro-
gram. Catch share programs are primar-
ily concerned with allocation and seek to 
increase economic efficiency in fisher-
ies, typically by transforming the right 

to fish into a tradable commodity linked 
to a specific portion of a biologically 
set total catch limit.7 These programs, 
which include Bering Sea crab fisheries 
and the halibut and sablefish fisheries, 
have resulted in a number of negative 
consequences for Alaska’s rural fishing 
communities, including consolidation 
of fishing fleets, concentration of wealth, 
absentee ownership and leasing of quota, 
crew job loss and lower crew pay, and ru-
ral-to-urban migration of fishing rights. 
For example, since the implementation 
of the halibut and sablefish IFQ program 
in 1995 the number of fishermen in 
small, rural Gulf of Alaska fishing com-
munities holding quota in these fisheries 
has declined by 50%.8

Out With the Old, In With 
Outsiders? The Graying of the 
Fleet in Alaska Fisheries

The exodus of fishing rights from 
Alaska’s fishing towns and villages is 
compounded by persistent aging and 
succession trends, a problem referred 
to as the “graying of the fleet.” In 2014 
the average age of a state fishing permit 
holder was 50 years, up from 40 years 
in 1980. At the same time, the number 
of Alaska residents under the age of 40 
holding fishing permits has fallen from 
38% of the total number of permits in 
1980 to 17% in 2013. Troubling aging 
trends are especially pronounced in rural 
fishing communities. For example, over 
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the past 40 years there has been an 84% 
decline of young people under the age of 
40 who hold salmon seine permits in the 
rural villages of the Kodiak Archipelago. 
In the Bristol Bay region, the average age 
of local Bristol Bay salmon drift permit 
holders has risen from 42.7 to 50.6 years 
between 1975 and 2013; however, given 
that nonlocals make up the majority of 
this fleet, the overall demographic shift 
among the fleet has been comparatively 
minor, increasing by only two years, 
from 45.5 to 47.6 years. The average age 
of nonresident permit holders in the 
fishery has actually decreased slightly 
from 48.3 to 46.9 years.

As the bulk of Alaska permit holders 
approach retirement age, the big ques-
tion becomes how the succession of ac-
cess rights will further exacerbate the 
exodus of valuable fishing rights from 
Alaska’s rural fishing communities. 
There is growing concern that the ma-
jority of these rights will not wind up in 
the hands of local, and especially young, 
residents of Alaska’s rural fishing com-
munities. What does the loss of fisheries 
access, income, and identity mean for 
the long-term sustainability of Alaska’s 
rural fishing communities, cultures, and 
economies?

Defining the Problem in 
Bristol Bay and Kodiak 
Archipelago Fishing 
Communities

In 2014, we launched a research 
project to examine the problem of the 
graying of the fleet in two of Alaska’s 
most vital fishing regions: Bristol Bay 
and the Kodiak Archipelago. Although 
both regions are recognized as primary 
centers of commercial fishing activity 
within the state, Bristol Bay and Kodiak 
Island are supported by economically 
and ecologically diverse marine ecosys-
tems. The Kodiak Island region boasts 
a diversified, year-round, commercial 
fishing industry. More than one-third of 
all jobs in Kodiak are directly connected 
to the fishing industry. More than 27 
major fisheries are pursued, including 
crab, halibut, herring, groundfish, and 

salmon, and include a diverse fleet of 
large and small vessels representing 
multiple gear groups (e.g., trawl, pots, 
longline, jig, dive).9 Bristol Bay fish-
ing communities, on the other hand, 
are predominantly single-resource de-
pendent, relying largely on a feverish 
seasonal economy set into motion each 
summer by world-renowned runs of 
sockeye salmon, which return to the re-
gion’s rivers and streams.

Although there are notable demo-
graphic and socioeconomic differences 
between Bristol Bay and Kodiak Island 
fishing communities and economies, 
the economic hubs and village commu-
nities within these regions share similar 
challenges and vulnerabilities stemming 
from lack of sustained community par-
ticipation in local fisheries. Both regions 
have suffered dramatic declines in per-
mit holders under the age of 40 since 
1980 (–47% for Bristol Bay; –48% for 
Kodiak Archipelago).10 More broadly, 
recent studies note that participation in 
commercial fishing in rural Kodiak Ar-
chipelago communities has decreased 

by approximately 70% between 1970 
and 2000.11,12 In the Bristol Bay salmon 
fishery, local permit ownership declined 
by 50% between 1975 and 2014 (from 
1,372 to 686 local permit holders).13 
Clearly, these regions—recognized and 
celebrated for high levels of fisheries de-
pendence and engagement—are com-
pelling places to explore how and why 
local fishing livelihoods and communi-
ties are impacted by problems underly-
ing and arising from the graying of the 
fleet.

Our project aims to document and 
compare perceived and experienced bar-
riers to entry into, and upward mobil-
ity within, fisheries among local youth 
and young fishery participants in fish-
ing communities in the Bristol Bay and 
Kodiak Archipelago regions (Figure  1). 
As part of this effort, we examine geo-
graphic, economic, social, and cultural 
factors influencing young people’s atti-
tudes toward and level of participation 
(actual and desired) in Alaska fisheries. 
We draw on ethnographic, interview, and 
survey data to address these objectives. 

Figure 1. Map of our study communities. Kodiak 
Island communities include Kodiak City, Old Harbor, 
and Ouzinkie. Bristol Bay study communities include 

Dillingham, Togiak, Kokhanok, and the Bristol Bay 
Borough (Naknek, South Naknek, and King Salmon). 

B r i s t o l  B a y
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Map prepared by Jesse Coleman, University of Alaska Fairbanks.
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To date, our project team, which includes 
co-principal investigator (PI) Paula Cul-
lenberg, Director of Alaska Sea Grant, 
and two University of Alaska graduate 
research assistants, Jesse Coleman and 
Danielle Ringer, has completed 130 in-
terviews with local and young fishermen 
in our study communities. More than 
800 middle and high school students at-
tending Bristol Bay and Kodiak Island 
schools completed a survey adminis-
tered in spring 2015.14 In this article we 
discuss key themes and project find-
ings that have emerged from initial data 
analyses. A more exhaustive analysis of 

project data is currently underway, the 
results of which will be shared in future 
publications and on our project website: 
http://fishermen.alaska.edu.

Beyond the Bank: Barriers to 
Entry and Upward Mobility in 
Alaska Fisheries

The out-migration of access rights 
from rural Alaska fishing communi-
ties is frequently conceptualized as a 
primarily economic problem stemming 
from rural residents’ limited access to 

financing, capital, and credit when com-
pared to their urban and non-Alaska 
resident counterparts.3 Undoubtedly, 
rising entry costs are one of the most 
formidable effects of limited access pro-
grams such as the federal catch share 
programs and the state limited entry 
permit system. Fisherman Eric Ros-
vold estimates that fishing access rights 
(quota and permits) now make up about 
83% of the value of a typical fishing op-
eration in Alaska, which for a vessel 
that fishes for salmon, crab, sablefish, 
and halibut he estimates to be over $4.5 
million.15 The high cost of fishing rights 

Young fishermen mending net, Kodiak, Alaska.
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is certainly working to impede upward 
mobility in fishing careers for crew 
members and skippers and to create 
seemingly impassable barriers to entry 
for new and young fishermen.11

As expected, the high cost of fishing 
rights emerged as a major theme from 
interviews with new, young, and local 
fishermen in our study communities. 
In Bristol Bay, for example, the 2014 es-
timated value of a salmon drift permit 
was about $150,000; a setnet permit is 
valued around $40,000. In Kodiak, the 
cost of a salmon seine permit aver-
aged $50,000. Halibut quota shares in 
the Central Gulf of Alaska were sell-
ing at more than $50 per pound at the 
end of 2014.16 These costs, paired with 
other economic and ecological drivers 
of change such as increasing vessel and 
gear costs, poor fish prices, and in some 
cases low stock abundance, can thwart 
the ambitions of the next generation of 
commercial fishermen.  Interviews with 
young fishermen showed the challenges 
they face.

Well, in all reality, I still would like 
to be drifting, but I didn’t have a 
[drift] permit of my own, I just 
always captained someone else’s 
boat … I mean, if you want a new 
boat or even a decent boat, it’s a 

couple hundred thousand dollars, 
and then right now, you’re looking 
at another probably couple hun-
dred thousand in gear … I couldn’t 
afford to buy a boat and permit 
and stay involved in the fishery 
at an owner level, so I opted to set 
netting. (Permit holder, salmon 
setnet, Bristol Bay region, Febru-
ary 2015)

We seriously looked at [buying 
into the fishery] … [But] every-
thing out here, the price of every-
thing just went up, and the price of 
salmon was going down. I mean it 
was your maintenance costs and 
everything else. That was just get-
ting horrendous. You know, we 
were discussing different options 
and different things [to buy in] 
and we both have made that deci-
sion that there’s a lot to it, and it’s 
just not really happening right now 
… It would be just the initial cost. 
(Retired crew, salmon drift, Bristol 
Bay region, May 2015)

The costs are just astronomical 
when you’re really young. Trying to 
secure loans that are $500,000 or 
more is just—nobody’s just going 
to hand it over to an 18 year old. 

(Permit holder, salmon drift, Bris-
tol Bay region, October 2014)

[You] better have understanding 
parents or a really friendly uncle 
willing to loan you enough money 
to do it. There’s no really realistic 
way for anybody of any age that 
you would even consider young, to 
own enough collateral for a bank 
to consider giving them such a 
high risk loan … At one point in 
time it was pretty much anybody 
that [had] a skiff and wanted to 
go fishing could. And now regula-
tions changed so much that there’s 
not really any point. Unless you 
just happen to have an extra half 
a million dollars kicking around. 
There’s no entry-level … there’s no 
way to make a living at it anymore. 
Ah … you can make a living, but 
you’re never gonna get ahead in 
life. (Crew, pot and longline fisher-
ies, Kodiak region, February 2015)

While the escalating cost of enter-
ing a fishery and operating a competi-
tive fishing business in coastal Alaska 
was a pervasive theme in interviews, 
other factors were also linked to declin-
ing local fisheries participation. Many 
project participants referenced a lack 

Salmon seine boat, Kodiak, Alaska.
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of fishing experience and knowledge 
among young residents as an important 
component of the problem. In the ex-
cerpts that follow, participants reflect on 
the importance and diminishing nature 
of learning opportunities for young peo-
ple to gain necessary fishing skills and 
knowledge in rural communities.

I think a lot of youth would like to 
go fishing, they’d like to be a part 
of it, but I see there being less op-
portunity, just because your permit 
holders aren’t there in the village, a 
lot of people have sold out … A lot 
of kids in the village here, they’re 
not experienced … You get to be, 
you know, 16, 18 years old and you 
have no experience. (Permit holder, 
salmon setnet, Bristol Bay, Febru-
ary 2015)

Because they don’t have the expe-
rience … They just don’t have the 
knowledge—maybe because their 
parents didn’t teach them. They 
just said, “Here, have my permit.” 
They didn’t teach them how to do 
stuff. You know—like work on their 
motor, something’s clogging the gas 
or something, you know. (Permit 
holder, salmon setnet, Bristol Bay, 
January 2015)

I think I was really lucky that I 
had who I consider my mentor, ap-
proach me and say, “Hey, if this is 
something you want to do, I will 
help you. I will show what to do.” 
Had I not had that, I probably still 
would be a deckhand … I had a 
permit but I didn’t have the knowl-
edge, I didn’t have the equipment 
… So I think that was key. The big-
gest reason that I am fishing today 
was just because I had somebody to 
show me the ropes. I think that’s one 
of the biggest things that younger 
people coming into the fishery have 
to face. (Permit holder, salmon set-
net, Bristol Bay, March 2015)

You don’t see the younger kids as 
much anymore … [In] high school, 
even starting in junior high, we—
almost all my buddies—we had 
fishing jobs. And now as a captain, 
besides some of the owners that 
have their sons, you don’t see a lot 
of 14-, 15-, 16-year-old crew mem-
bers anymore. And I think that 
some of that is the school system 
and some of that is lack of desire 
from the kids, too … [Back then] 
all of us were driving new pickups 
and had our spending money but it 
was because like I said, [in] most of 

the families, somebody in the fami-
lies was fishing. It was pretty com-
monplace. (Permit holder, multiple 
fisheries, Kodiak region, September 
2014)

Our survey data also give support for 
this trend of decreasing youth engage-
ment in commercial fishing, especially 
in the Kodiak region. Only 9.4% of high 
school students surveyed in the Kodiak 
area have ever been involved in the 
commercial fishing industry (although 
33% have family ties to commercial 
fishing).17 In the Bristol Bay area, 48% 
percent of high school students have 
been engaged in commercial fishing 
(although 72% have family ties to com-
mercial fishing).

Others participants cited a lack of 
alternative fishery and nonfishery em-
ployment opportunities in their com-
munities as a factor affecting local fish-
eries participation. In Kodiak, where 
multiple fisheries are pursued, the com-
modification of access rights has made 
it particularly difficult for young or new 
fishermen to diversify into multiple 
fisheries when they are starting out. 
Very few fisheries remain open to new-
comers to move into owner-operator 
roles without substantial investment. 
The cod jig fishery is one example of a 
fishery that is relatively easy to gain ac-
cess to; however, as study participants 
noted, it is very difficult to operate a 
profitable business from jigging alone. 
Outside of fishing, local employment 
opportunities were deemed essential 
to support and supplement seasonal 
fishing livelihoods. This was especially 
the case in Bristol Bay due to the short 
(roughly six weeks) salmon season. At 
the same time, having the ability to take 
time off from work to prepare for and 
participate in local fisheries was identi-
fied as a growing constraint.

The toughest part right now is—
like for me, for my job, I can’t go 
fishing. It’s so busy in the summer 
that I don’t have time off and this 
job pays, and it pays well, and it 
lets me do the kinds of things I like 
to do anyway. And I get, you know, 
year-round employment. You can’t 
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really put a price on that with the 
benefits, insurance and everything. 
(Retired crew, salmon drift, Bristol 
Bay region, May 2015)

I have to make sure I take enough 
time off from my other job. It’s 
mostly just time management, 
having the right gear and having 
crew to take care of the fish, if and 
when you get them. (Permit holder, 
salmon setnet region, Bristol Bay, 
February 2015)

Well, you hear some companies 
don’t want to hire local people if 
they’re fishermen … Because they 
don’t want them to be leaving 
their job in the summertime. And 
so you hear stories about—I guess 
when they interview they ask you, 
“Do you commercial fish?” (Permit 
holder, salmon setnet, Bristol Bay 
region, May 2015)

Rising social problems, especially 
related to drug and alcohol abuse, also 
emerged as a barrier that can disrupt 
and deter pathways to productive fish-
ing careers and permit ownership. Par-
ticipants described “rough family situ-
ations,” costly legal troubles, and other 
social ills and repercussions partially 
though not entirely stemming from al-
cohol and the more recent arrival of hard 
drugs, especially meth and heroin. In re-
sponse to an open-ended survey ques-
tion, more than 56% of middle and high 
schools students surveyed in Bristol Bay 
communities stated that drugs and alco-
hol are the biggest concerns they have 
about their communities. About 38% of 
students surveyed in Kodiak share this 
concern. Such instances were described 
as impediments to establishing owner-
ship-level fishing careers, as well as so-
cial scourges detrimental to the overall 
health and well-being of the community 
and fisheries at large.

When I was little, I remember 
it being completely different … I 
think it’s a pretty rough place right 
now. And so I don’t think I would 
want to live here right now. I think 
there’s better places. (Crew, salmon 
drift, Bristol Bay region, July 2014)

Whether it’s drugs or alcohol, I’ve 
seen some of that out there [in com-
munity], where you’re struggling in 
life also and it kind of translates 
into your career. So if you’re an al-
coholic that can’t function, then it’s 
hard to keep crew, it’s hard to keep 
fishing, it’s … definitely a struggle. 
(Crew, salmon seine, Kodiak re-
gion, September 2014)

I was supposed to get a boat this 
year, and a motor. But I ended up 
getting caught up in the legal sys-
tem, so that didn’t happen for me. 
I had to use what [money] I had. 
(Permit holder, salmon drift, Bris-
tol Bay region, April 2014)

I’d rather live there up in the village 
than here [in Anchorage], because 
it’s just so—you’re not free [in the 
city]. You can’t go out and snow 
machine out your door or go shoot 
something or go catch something 
without a permit. So I’d rather 
live [in the village]. But we’re liv-
ing here because of the jobs during 
the wintertime … I do want to go 
back, but it’s getting so bad there 
… [The] drugs—drugs are really 
bad. (Permit holder, salmon setnet, 
Bristol Bay, January 2015)

Taken in sum, the preceding exam-
ples begin to show how local fisheries 
access is underpinned by myriad, com-
plex and intersecting factors. Access to 
capital is clearly an important dimen-
sion of the problem of the graying of the 
fleet, but economic explanations alone 
provide at best a partial understanding 
of the problem. Interviews with young 
local fishermen help to widen the aper-
ture on our understanding of the gray-
ing of the fleet by shedding light on the 
ways in which young people’s attitudes 
toward, and pathways to, permit owner-
ship are supported and constrained by 
place-based dynamics, including social 
and cultural resources and barriers. 
More broadly, what these accounts help 
to capture is how young people’s sense 
of place and attitudes toward one’s home 
community inform one’s decision to 
stay or leave.18–20 For example, only 26% 

of students in the Kodiak Archipelago 
and 22% of students in Bristol Bay agree 
that the future looks good for young 
people who stay in their home commu-
nities. Understanding youths’ desires 
for remaining in or leaving their com-
munities is important because a grow-
ing number of permits are leaving rural 
Alaska through the migration of people 
rather than the sale of permits.

Migration of Permits, 
Migration of People

Recent data show that migration (i.e., 
the relocation of permit holders) has 
changed the resident/nonresident bal-
ance in Alaska fisheries to a greater de-
gree than permit sales. At the end of 2014, 
the net result of permit transfer activity 
had decreased the number of permits 
held by nonresidents by 344 permits, 
while permit holders moving into and 
out of Alaska resulted in a net increase of 
1,056 nonresident permits. Looking spe-
cifically at rural local permits one sees 
a net loss of 1,202 through migration. 
Compare this to a net loss of 224 rural 
local permits through permit transfer 
activity.21 How fishing rights leave a re-
gion or community varies from place to 
place, with some communities more sus-
ceptible to vulnerabilities associated with 
population decline than others.

For example, all but one of our study 
communities experienced popula-
tion decline between 2000 and 2010.22 
In some cases, such as Kodiak City 
(–3.2%), Dillingham (–5.6%), and the 
villages of Kokhanok (–2.3%) and Old 
Harbor (–8%), this loss was slight to 
moderate. Other communities suffered 
dramatic declines in local population. 
These include Naknek (–19.8%), South 
Naknek (–42.3%), and King Salmon 
(–15.4%) in Bristol Bay and the village 
of Ouzinkie (–28.4%) in the Kodiak Ar-
chipelago. Population shifts are driven 
by many factors and motivations, in-
cluding employment and career op-
portunities, retirement, family choices 
about schools and education, climate, 
cost of living, and quality of life, among 
others. What is clear is that factors 
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affecting population change in rural 
coastal Alaska also affect local fisheries 
access. For example, in the last 10 years 
(2005–2014) the Bristol Bay Borough 
lost 26 local salmon (drift and setnet) 
permits through out-migration, with 
the bulk (n = 19) of these coming out of 
the small village of South Naknek. This 
is significant; it represents the loss of 26 
small businesses.

More Than Money: 
Understanding the 
Importance of Local 
Fishing Livelihoods in 
Rural Alaska

The economic impact and loss of 
local income stemming from declin-
ing access to local fishery resources is 
reason enough to be alarmed by recent 

trends. But loss of local fisheries access 
and participation is disconcerting for 
many reasons.

Several studies describe the dynamic 
relationship between commercial fish-
eries participation and subsistence 
practices in the mixed economies of ru-
ral Alaska.23,24 Drawing on the seminal 
work of Robert Wolfe and colleagues, 
Davin Holen writes that rural

Russian Orthodox Church in Kokhanok, Alaska.
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households with fishing permits 
are often also the households that 
are high producers of subsistence 
foods. A household’s wild food 
harvest increases by 125.8% if the 
household is also involved in com-
mercial fishing  25 … The harvest of 
wild foods in rural Alaska remains 
a key factor for providing for food 
security, but the subsistence econ-
omy is intimately tied to the cash 
economy, leaving rural communi-
ties in Alaska vulnerable, espe-
cially with a declining participa-
tion in commercial fishing by rural 
residents.26

In their work in southern Bering Sea 
villages, Katherine Reedy and Herbert 

Maschner further demonstrate the im-
portance of local commercial fisheries 
participation to subsistence harvests and 
local food sharing networks, primarily 
because “fishermen who participate in 
commercial fisheries are often the most 
important providers in all sharing net-
works and are high status members of 
their communities.”27 The social, cul-
tural, and economic value of subsistence 
foods and harvesting practices emerged 
as one of the most salient themes in the 
rural villages included in this study. In 
many interviews and in student surveys, 
the natural environment and ability to 
harvest one’s own food were what young 
people valued most about life in their 
home communities.

Subsistence fishing, that’s a big part 
of our life too. We do a lot of subsis-
tence fishing. [And] the subsistence 
lifestyle is appealing. Being able 
to hunt and fish and help support 
yourself is very important. (Permit 
holder, salmon drift, Bristol Bay re-
gion, April 2015)

And we just know how lucky we 
are with fishing, not just that we 
can go and commercial fish and 
make good money. I subsistence—
I have my whole life. Oh my gosh, 
that’s what I would miss the most. 
Not that money … I love my sub-
sistence, I can’t live without that. 
(Permit holder, salmon setnet, 
Bristol Bay region, April 2015)

Salmon seine boat, Kodiak, Alaska.
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Commercial fishing in and of itself 
was also identified as integral to the 
reproduction of local social and family 
relationships, identities, and cultural 
values.

It’s not always about the money. It’s 
enjoying family time—that’s what 
we were doing. A lot of family time. 
And working together and just de-
pending on each other during that 
time. (Permit holder, salmon set-
net, Bristol Bay region, April 2015)

It gives you your identity. For me 
it’s just part of my home and where 
I am and where I live and it gave 
me [a] really good strong work 
ethic. And I think that’s one of the 
things that a lot of kids are lacking 

these days … I value all the years 
that I had on the boat and the time 
that I had with my family … It was 
a family operation and you just 
can’t take that time ever back—
it’s pretty amazing. (Retired crew, 
salmon seine, Kodiak region, May 
2015)

I remember my grandpa used to 
say many years [ago] … the fishing 
will still be [here] as long as there’s 
generation to keep it. [It’s] hard to 
translate … I’m kind of losing my 
touch at speaking Yupik [but it’s 
about keeping fishing] alive, and 
staying in the community and 
thriving … If not for the economy, 
for the village. If not for the vil-
lage, for the family. (Permit holder, 

salmon setnet, Bristol Bay region, 
January 2015)

I think regardless of whether or not 
it’s a big money maker, it’s part of 
who we are and the opportunity 
for people who haven’t been in-
volved or younger people who are 
just getting involved, I would like 
to see opportunity for that. Just be-
ing involved in that cycle … You’re 
part of something a lot bigger—you 
know, you do go down and work 
hard, you may not make all of 
your money in the year, but it’s self- 
sufficiency and reliance and I think 
it gives people a better sense of 
themselves. (Permit holder, salmon 
setnet, Bristol Bay region, February 
2015)

Togiak fishing boats with seafood processing plant in background.
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From these accounts we see how in-
tertwined and embedded subsistence 
and commercial fishing activities are 
in local culture and community. Such 
practices, and the knowledge, skills, 
and social relationships they rely on and 
reproduce, are integral aspects of local 
identities and cultures, connections to 
place, and sense of belonging. They are 
integral aspects of Alaska’s local fishery 
systems. Some participants suggest that 
these are at risk or have already eroded 
due in part to the next generation’s 
marginalization in the changing local 
economy.

I would like to see an opportunity 
for [young people]—because [fish-
ing] is such a big part of our his-
tory and our culture now, I think 

it’s part of who we are and I think it 
gives people a sense of identity, and 
if kids don’t have the opportunity to 
at least try fishing and experience 
going to Bristol Bay, then either 
our identity is changing or we’re 
losing it. (Permit holder, salmon 
setnet, Bristol Bay region, February 
2015)

Well, just the way kids are raised 
nowadays, they’re—see, when I 
was a kid, we didn’t have running 
water and we had to haul wood, 
chop wood, packing wood. Keep 
our house warm. We had to go 
pack water. Kids nowadays, you 
know, they’re—video games … they 
don’t work. (Crew, salmon drift, 
Bristol Bay region, April 2015)

I think part of why my [cousin] 
might have not been so into [fish-
ing] was because we live in a cabin 
with no electricity. So what do you 
do in your spare time? You’re out-
side—you do what’s nice outside. 
And I think that context is lost on 
the younger generation. There’s a 
whole lot of entitlement and a feel-
ing of not having to work for what 
you get. … [But] he doesn’t know if 
he’s interested in [fishing] because 
he hasn’t really done it … It’s like 
a vicious cycle … There’s not any 
way for young people to ask if peo-
ple need deckhands, or even get a 
foot in the door. (Permit holder, 
salmon setnet, Bristol Bay region, 
April 2015)

A
m

y 
B

ro
w

n

40 ENVIRONMENT WWW.ENVIRONMENTMAGAZINE.ORG VOLUME 58   NUMBER 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

72
.4

2.
15

6.
12

9]
 a

t 1
0:

14
 2

6 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



Concluding Remarks: 
Sustaining Fisheries Is 
More Than Just Sustaining 
the Fish

Fisheries are a fundamental facet of 
local economies, cultures, food systems, 
and social structures in coastal Alaska, 
and they have been sustainable in 
Alaska for generations, and in the case 
of indigenous fisheries, millenia. The 
sustainability of fishery systems we de-
scribe here is under threat, not as much 
because of concerns with fishery re-
sources, but because of the alienation of 
the right to fish from fishing communi-
ties and the next generation. The loss of 
local fisheries access erodes a communi-
ty’s economic base, heritage, and health. 

For the indigenous communities in our 
study, this loss represents a real threat 
to cultural continuity and well-being. It 
also prevents places, with few economic 
and employment alternatives, from real-
izing the value and economic benefits of 
local fishery resources, which leave with 
nonlocal fleets. Norm Van Vactor, chief 
executive officer (CEO) of the Bristol 
Bay Economic Development Corpora-
tion, provided a powerful visual of this 
change at a recent presentation to the 
Alaska House Bush Caucus.28 Describ-
ing on average the annual loss of 17 fish-
ing permits from the Bristol Bay region, 
Van Vactor emphasized,

If these small businesses were man-
ifested by storefronts, the ongoing 
closure and shuddering of [these] 

storefronts year after year in our 
small, local communities would 
be visually dramatic and have our 
citizens demanding change. We 
don’t see this visually because our 
boat harbors aren’t emptying out. 
They’re still full. But the ownership, 
and the homeporting, and the resi-
dency of who the participants are is 
changing, and with that the econo-
mies that go with them. It’s impera-
tive that we address this issue.29

Even more distressing, some fishing 
communities are seeing a complete col-
lapse of their fishing economies. Boat 
harbors in Kodiak’s remote communi-
ties are largely empty and the vast ma-
jority of young people have no ties to 
fishing.

Setting a fishing net.
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There is no silver bullet or immedi-
ate solution that can address the ongo-
ing flight of fishing rights from Alaska’s 
rural fishing communities or the lack of 
access opportunities for young fisher-
men. State and community leaders are 
acutely aware of this. We have our work 
cut out for us when it comes to tackling 
one of the major challenges affecting the 
sustainability of Alaska fishery systems. 
The lack of Alaskans and especially 
young rural Alaskans participating in 
local fisheries threatens the long-term 
sustainability of our fishing communi-
ties and fishing cultures. We find our-
selves at an increasingly critical moment, 
given the rising age of the fleet and suc-
cession trends that will trigger greater 
loss of access for rural Alaskans. The 
problem of loss of local access is com-
plex but not insurmountable. In January 
2016, Alaska Sea Grant convened “Fish-
eries Access for Alaska—Charting the 
Future,” a two-day workshop designed 
to better understand and address de-
clining local access in Alaska fisheries. 
Identifying potential policy responses 
that may help to reverse these trends is 
also a key objective of our study. We are 
in the final phase of a global review of 
programs and regulatory frameworks 
that can help inform efforts to improve 
fishery access for Alaskans. Other coun-
tries have implemented youth permits, 
special provisions for indigenous, rural, 
and small-scale fisheries, recruitment 
quotas, and other programs that have 
been designed to address these issues of 
access that often emerge when the rights 
to fisheries are limited and monetized. 
More recently, the Alaska Legislature 
has become a site of possibility with the 
introduction of a bill to establish Com-
munity Permit Banks, which would cre-
ate entry opportunities by helping new 
fishermen overcome the high cost of 
entry by allowing individuals to lease 
a community-held permit at afford-
able rates while they build their fish-
ing business. At the moment, it is too 
early to tell which of these solutions will 
take hold and help to get more Alaska 

fishermen back on the water. What is 
clear, though, is that solutions, however 
costly in time, capital, and political will, 
are not nearly as costly as the price of 
inaction.

Rachel Donkersloot is the Working Waterfronts Program 
Director at the Alaska Marine Conservation Council. She 
was raised in Bristol Bay and is currently involved in re-
search, education and policy work on fishing community 
sustainability, marine resource governance and rural 
youth issues in the Global North. Courtney Carothers 
is an associate professor of fisheries at the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks. She is an environmental anthropolo-
gist currently researching how fishery systems are being 
remade by privatization processes and the total environ-
ment of change facing Arctic indigenous communities.
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