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Abstract 
The Yakutat Tlingit Tribe and the National Park Service have collaborated to document Tlingit traditional 
ecological knowledge about salmon ecology and fisheries management in the Dry Bay/Alsek River Delta. 
Historically Northwest Coast Peoples including Tlingit have managed fishing and fish populations. Each 
Tlingit clan or house managed and controlled specific rivers or in larger river’s sections of rivers in 
southeast Alaska. Traditional beliefs about reincarnation of animal spirits and a kinship with animals 
contributed to how Tlingit traditionally treated and handled salmon and animals. In recent decades, sockeye 
salmon have dramatically declined in the Dry Bay/Alsek area. It is hoped that this study, by showing hw 
the Tlingits historically understood and managed sockeye habitat, population and harvest in the Dry 
Bay/Alsek area, will aid in developing a restoration plan. 
 
 
Introduction 
The East Alsek River in Dry Bay has undergone a drastic decline in sockeye salmon return, affecting an 
important subsistence resource. A four-part multidisciplinary study combining western science and 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) was designed to understand this decline and potentially remedy. 
This study was the first part of a larger four-part study design and gathered TEK from the Yakutat – Dry 
Bay area (northern Southeast Alaska) on traditional practices utilized by the Tlingit clans of Gunaxoo (Dry 
Bay). 
 

Methods 
Phase I was development of an Annotated Bibliography of existing literature concerning Dry Bay history, 
culture, and ecology, with particular focus on: traditional Tlingit practices; knowledge of salmon ecology; 
stream management strategies; general traditional knowledge about area fisheries; and the role of clan 
social organization in the management of access and use of resources. Literature search and bibliographic 
product included published and gray literature sources. Major documents consulted for this study include: 
Dr. Frederica de Laguna’s 1964 and 1972 published work on Yakutat; Yakutat Tlingit Tribes 2002 
Household Harvest Survey, John P. Harrington’s notes (1939-40), Land of the Ocean Mist by Francis 
Caldwell 1986, Kalervo Oberg’s “The Social Economy of the Tlingit Indians”, R.L. Olson’s “Social 
Structure and Social Life of the Tlingits in Alaska and Haa Aani by Goldschmidt and Haas. Phase II was 
development of interview questions, preparation of a list of potential interviewees, arrangement of 
interview times, location’s and parameters. Phase III was conducting interviews and mapping and 
interviews with Yakutat Elders and tribal members. Eleven elders were interviewed for this study. National 
Park Service helped with the interviewing and transcribing. Transcripts were reviewed and edited by the 
elders. Each elder holds the copyright to his or her interviews. Phase IV was report preparation by principal 
investigator, report review by collaborators, and acceptance of the final draft. 
 

Results 
Dry Bay, Alaska is located along one of the most dynamic regions of the Alaska coast. Dry Bay is the delta 
of the Alsek River, which flow’s 240 miles from the Yukon to Dry Bay. At least twice in recent history the 
Lowell Glacier dammed Alsek River and formed Lake Alsek, which was about 200 m deep and over 100 
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km long. This area was settled first by the Athabaskan Indians, then by the Tlingit. Trading routes led from 
the Dry Bay region overland to the Yukon and Klukwan, Alaska area.  
 
Salmon was a major resource utilized by the Yakutat Tlingit. From late spring to Fall-time, Tlingits went to 
various streams and rivers to harvest salmon. Traditional beliefs about the salmon spirits and human’s 
relationship to their environment governed how Tlingits related to and treated salmon. Only by following 
certain customs and rituals would a hunter or fisherman be allowed to harvest animals. The “Salmon Boy” 
story taught Tlingits the proper behavior toward salmon and about salmon behavior.  
 
Traditionally, each clan “owned” and managed specific areas for hunting, fishing and berry areas. It was 
the clan leader (chief) along with his council, that determined when fishing was opened, where the traps 
were to be placed, who’s allowed to harvest and how much they are allowed to harvest. If a man was 
caught violating any of the rules, his hunting equipment was taken away from his and sometimes his spear 
was broken up. Yakutat elder’s related how Chiefs used to monitor the salmon, open and close fishing on 
the Situk River using a white flag and direct the cleaning of the river. 

Discussion and Conclusions 
Traditional Tlingit Knowledge of Salmon in Yakutat and Southeast Alaska is based on thousands of years 
of collective observation and interaction with salmon. Traditional methods of management based on local 
control by clan, fishing methods and allocation of resources is different from contemporary methods were 
fishing sites are now privately owned, traditional fishing method are not used and allocation is by permit. 
The state is now divided into regulatory areas instead of clan territories, local state fish and game biologists 
monitor salmon runs instead of local clan leaders. Opening and closing of fishing based on monitoring of 
salmons escarpment is similar to traditional management. 
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