
Subsistence Harvest of Herring Eggs in Sitka Sound

Lauren Sill
Division of Subsistence

Alaska Department of Fish and Game 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I work in the Division of Subsistence within the department. I am based out of the Douglas office. This evening I was going to broadly discuss the subsistence harvest of herring eggs from Sitka Sound and the harvest monitoring program we conduct in collaboration with the Sitka Tribe of Alaska. 



2Outline of Presentation

• Regulatory history
• Harvest assessment program 
• 2021 survey results
• 2022 survey planning

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are 4 broad topics I am going to touch on. First I’ll start with some of the regulatory history concerning the subsistence harvest of herring eggsThen we’ll move on to an outline of what the harvest monitoring program is and what it tries to accomplishI’m also going to touch on recent survey results And finally I’ll briefly talk about the plan for this season. 
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Regulatory History

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 1989 the Alaska Board of Fisheries made a customary and traditional use determination for the harvest of herring spawn in Sitka Sound. In 2002, STA, submitted a proposal to the Board requesting recognition of the geographically and historically important areas used for subsistence herring spawn harvest. While reviewing the proposal the board determined that the amount reasonably necessary for subsistence, or ANS, was between 105,000 and 158,000 pounds of herring spawn.  The ANS finding was based on 3 combined harvest estimates: 1) a 1996 Sitka household harvest survey; 2) this 1996 estimate expanded to the 2000 Sitka population; and 3) and a 1990 harvest survey.  To establish a more accurate ANS the board requested that the department work with STA to develop a harvest monitoring program based on in-person harvest surveys. Following 8 years of household surveys, in 2009 the board increased the ANS to 136,000-227,000 pounds of herring roe based on subsistence harvest data collected. 



4Harvest Monitoring Program

• To conduct in-person interviews 
with households who harvest 
herring spawn.

• To produce estimates of the total 
pounds of herring spawn 
harvested on hemlock branches, 
Macrocystis kelp, hair seaweed 
and “other” substrates; and,

• To identify locations where 
herring spawn are harvested. 

Harvest assessment program

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The harvest monitoring program that began in 2002 and continues to the present administers in-person interviews with households in Sitka and other Southeast Alaska communities who are identified as possible harvesters of herring spawn for subsistence.  Estimates are produced of the total pounds of herring spawn harvested on hemlock branches, Macrocystis kelp, hair seaweed and “other” substrates annually.  The survey also identifies where herring spawn is harvested. In 2010 two changes were made to the program.  The first was to define the “universe of harvesters” to include all harvesters of herring spawn regardless of residency, meaning whether they live in Sitka or come from another community to harvest.  Prior to 2010 surveyors focused on Sitka residents, and only occasionally interviewed households outside of Sitka.   Researchers keep track of the last year that a household harvests and the household is removed from the list if no harvesting activity occurs for three consecutive years, or if the household can’t be contacted 3 years in a row.  Households that identify that they are retired from harvesting are also removed from the list. Every household on the list must be classified as “interviewed,” “refused to be interviewed,” or “no contact.”  Households can only be added to the list if they harvested during the study year.  The results of each year’s surveys are written up in a report that is posted in the Division’s online technical paper database. The 2019 report is online now and the 2020 report should be posted this spring. 



5Conversion factors

• Determining harvest weights
• STA and the department work 

together to develop a set of 
conversion factors. 

• Apply to most common types of 
containers.

• Average weights developed through 
multiple measurements.

Harvest assessment program

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As a part of this project, each year we determine what an average container of processed herring eggs weighs – we do this for 25 and 50 lb wetlock boxes and quart and gallon bags usually. Although a lot of the harvesters that we survey give us the weight of what they harvested, for those that tell us how many wetlocks they shipped out of town, or how many gallons they put up for the year, these conversion factors allow us to more accurately translate those measurements into pounds. 



6Survey Sample Achievement

Harvest assessment program
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the sample achievement for the survey, meaning this is how many households we spoke to, whether they harvested or not. As you can see there has been a decrease in the number of households surveyed since the high in 2005. I think there are probably a lot of things going on here contributing to that decrease. One is that revising the household list methods in 2010 led to a more targeted list of only actively harvesting households. Also, especially in recent years, we have run into problems contacting potential harvesters.  Again, this doesn’t show the number of harvesters in any given year, just the number of surveys that were completed.  2020 is the lowest year on record, but I think that has more to do with the specifics of 2020 and covid than anything else. 2021 efforts to survey everyone
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Total pounds useable weight and amount necessary for subsistence (ANS) of 
herring spawn on all substrates in Sitka Sound, 2002–2021.
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Note The 2020 harvest is shown in yellow to reflect an atypical harvest year, perhaps due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here we have the estimated harvest from Sitka Sound since 2002 shown in the solid blue bars. The dotted green line is the low end of the ANS range and the dotted red line is the high end of the range. Looking at 2020, you can see that the estimated harvest is the lowest on record, but also that we’ve got some pretty wide confidence intervals, meaning the true harvest likely lies somewhere within this range. I think from on the ground reports that I’ve heard, the quality in 2020 was probably better than in 2018 or 2019. There was also some harvesting closer to town than in recent years. But in 2020 because of COVID, we didn’t see any of the usual boats that come over from places like Hoonah or Angoon or Hydaburg. Those boats, including the STA traditional foods boat and the industry-sponsored boat, account for a significant portion of the harvest each year. So I think the low estimated harvest likely has a lot to do with their absence. I should also point out that the 2020 data is still preliminary at this time, so there may be some minor adjustments made to it still. 
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Total pounds useable weight and number of subsistence harvesters in Sitka 
Sound, 2002–2021.

Harvest Effort

Harvest assessment program
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Note The 2020 harvest is shown in yellow to reflect an atypical harvest year, perhaps due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These blue bars are the same as the previous slide – the estimated harvest of herring eggs in sitka sound since 2002. The dotted line here shows the number of harvesters, both successful and unsuccessful harvesters. The pounds of herring eggs are on the left axis and the number of harvesters are on the right axis. I think a couple of things stand out to me looking at this graph. One is that there seems to be a generally downward recent trend of the number of harvesters, but also that the number of harvesters isn’t a very good predictor of the harvest amount. There are years like 2010 with relative fewer harvesters but a sizeable harvest and years like 2017 which saw a small spike in participation, but still a relatively poor harvest. 



9Harvest Locations 2021

Harvest assessment program

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This map is covering the final objective of the monitoring program which is to document harvest locations. We usually do not ask for very specific information like the actual coves used, but rather a more general area of sitka sound. Not all harvesters are willing to share the areas they harvested. This map is showing the documented locations of harvest in 2020 – the circles indicate the percent of the recorded harvest taken from each location. The triangles show the number of reported harvesters. As you can see, in 2020 where the most harvesters were was where the most harvest came from. Some years that is not the case. In 2019 or 2018 there was some harvest effort in the middle island area, but really no harvest came from there. In 2020, there was also some harvest along the road system and off of Kruzof Island, but we didn’t have details of those harvests to add to the map. And I apologize – this map is slightly different from what was posted online – the percentages of the harvest amount were incorrect, but the overall picture didn’t really change. 28% 



10Harvest Locations, 2011-2020

Harvest assessment program

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is just showing a longer term perspective of harvest effort. This map shows only the number of harvesters using an area, not the amount of the harvest that was taken from the area. While we did collect some spatial data prior to 2011, it wasn’t done consistently. So this is just showing 2011 through 2020, and you can see the most harvesters used the area around middle and kasiana islands over this time period, which is generally where the commercial closure is in place, but that there were also harvesters up north and in the southern end of the sound. 



11Spawning Days, 2021

Harvest assessment program

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2020 it seems spawning activity was alittle more spread out around the sound than the previous couple of years. 



12Sharing Herring Eggs

Harvest assessment program

Percent of harvesting households giving away herring eggs, 2002-2021
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Besides harvest amounts and locations, the surveys ask questions about effort and sharing of eggs. This graph shows the percentage of harvesters who gave away herring eggs each year.  While the percent changes every year, it’s pretty consistent that the majority of harvesters share their harvest, whether it was a good harvest year or a poor one. The survey is only looking at households that are harvesting eggs, but based on studies done in other communities, we suspect there are pretty high levels of sharing by non-harvesters as well. 



13Sharing Herring Eggs

Harvest assessment program

Region # of households

Southeast 128

Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta 16

Mat-Su 13

Bristol Bay 3

Prince William Sound 2

Aleutians 3

Interior 9

Kenai Peninsula 7

Arctic 18

Outside Alaska 13

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Number of households that said they sent eggs to these reigons between 2010 and 2021. The same household could have said the same areas more than once. 



14Herring Spawn Harvest by Substrate

2021 project results

Total pounds

Herring spawn - all types 46,950

Herring spawn on hemlock 
branches 44,854

Herring spawn on kelp 1,823

Herring spawn, hair seaweed 272

Herring eggs 
on kelp

4%

Herring eggs 
on hair 

seaweed
1%

Herring 
eggs on 

branches
95%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Looking a little more closely at distribution. These are results from 2020, and while the amounts differ year to year, this is pretty average. The harvest of eggs on branches account for most of the harvest weight each year with a smaller harvest of herring eggs on kelp or hair seaweed. 



15Distribution of Harvest

2021 project results

Kept for own 
use

Shared within 
Sitka

Shipped out of 
Sitka

Herring spawn - all types 8% 47% 45%

Herring spawn on hemlock 
branches 7% 46% 47%

Herring spawn on kelp 20% 59% 21%

Herring spawn, hair seaweed 30% 61% 9%

Kept for own use
8%

Shared within 
Sitka
47%

Shipped out of 
Sitka
45%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There do seem to be some differences in what kind of product is shared. Again, these are results for 2020, but the pattern is pretty consistent every year. A small portion of the harvest weight is kept by the harvester for their own use, and then about half the remainder is shared within sitka and half shipped out of town. Some years more is shipped out of Sitka and some years more is shared within town. Usually, most of the harvest of eggs on branches is shared, whereas most of the harvest on kelp is kept for personal use. We have generally less information on harvest on hair seaweed each year, but at least in 2020, about equal amounts were kept, shared within sitka, and shipped out of sitka. 



16Assessments

2021 project results

Number of households that harvesting households usually harvest for, 2021 

Number of 
households 
responding One Two to five Six to ten Eleven to fifty

Fifty-one to one 
hundred

Over one 
hundred

32 9% 22% 28% 13% 10% 19%

What size vessel did households use to harvest herring spawn in 2021?

Number of 
households 
responding

less than 20 
feet 20 - 24 feet Over 24 feet

Commercial 
vessel Other

No boat used -
harvested 
from shore

38 45% 40% 8% 11% 3% 0%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are some examples of the type of assessment questions we ask on the survey. I haven’t included all the questions on these next two slides. We ask about vessel size partly because it helps us understand how the fishery is conducted. Where you can go and how much you can harvest at one time really varies if you’re talking about a skiff or a big commercial vessel. In 2020, most harvesters were using skiffs less than 20 feet, though a few were in the 20-24 foot range. With none of the boats from other communities here, and no commercial fishery, it’s not too surprising that we didn’t see any of the bigger boats represented in the survey. We also ask about how many households a person harvests for. And this goes back a little to that graph showing participation levels. With the cost of fuel and the time, equipment, and knowledge required, plus the general sharing component of subsistence activities, we’re aware that harvesters are generally not out there just for their own households. But we wanted to try and gauge how much effort harvesters were expending and for how many people. It’s something that we’d like to look at over time and see if and how it changes. In 2020, most of the harvesters were harvesting for 2 to 5 other households, and a few were harvesting for the 11-50 range. 



Assessments

2021 project results
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Finally we ask these 2 questions – did the harvester get enough herring eggs, and did they get enough to share. As you can see, these are not always the same. One caveat to these answers is that we are asking this question right after the harvest. It’s possible that unanticipated needs arise during the year that would change these answers. But it seems like usually harvesters have a core number of people that they always share with, no matter the harvest amounts, and that those needs are met before the harvesters own. If there is more harvest available, a harvester may share with more people, or may share more overall. 



18Project timeline

• 2022 project
• April through June: Harvester surveys
• June through September: Data analysis
• October through November: Report writing
• December 2022: Report publication

2021 survey

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Okay, so real briefly. This year, we are planning on starting the surveys once the spawn is over and to have them wrapped up by June. We’ll go through data analysis in the fall and then get a report written and reviewed in early 2022, hopefully in time for the BOF meeting. 
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