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ONCORHYNCHUS NERKA

In Alaska, summer could just as well be spelled S-A-L-M-O-N. But there’s one wild salmon in 

particular that stands above the rest: Oncorhynchus nerka. Most people know it simply as 

sockeye. 

Why sockeye? Sockeye are our most commercially valuable species in Alaska. They 

account for about 50% of the value of Alaska’s wild salmon harvest, or about $300 million 

on the dock. Once sockeye get to plates around the globe, their value can exceed well over 

$1 billion. Japan, in particular, loves the deep red flesh and bold flavor of the fish. Sockeye 

also represent some of our largest and healthiest runs. In fact, this year’s sockeye runs 

through Bristol Bay and Lake Iliamna culminated in 60 million fish, making it one of the 

largest wild salmon runs anywhere in the world. Around the state, there’s about 10 times 

more sockeye salmon caught than coho salmon and about 100 times more sockeye salmon 

caught than king salmon. For these reasons (and, of course, because they’re delicious), 

sockeye appear in all of our CSF boxes this month. 

We’ve dedicated September’s issue of The Catch to this iconic salmon species. We’ll wax 

poetic about these majestic creatures, and you’ll learn a little about the the Alaskan rivers 

where we catch sockeye salmon. Along the way, we’ll explore a recent development on the 

rivers that caught everyone off guard, including us: the Copper River salmon run (one of 

Alaska’s most prized sockeye runs) came in unexpectedly low this year. This 

unpredictability and the swift response from Alaska’s fisheries biologists together remind 

us why sustainability is so central to our efforts. 

Without further delay: the sockeye.

SOCKEYE’S ABUNDANCE, 
BRIGHT RED FLESH, AND 

ROBUST FL AVOR MAKE IT THE 
MOST VALUABLE SPECIES IN 

AL ASKA. OUR RUNS 
PRODUCE THE L ARGEST 

SOCKEYE HARVESTS IN THE 
WORLD.

Sockeye salmon

Oncorhynchus nerka



OUR SOCKEYE RUNS

Salmon return to their birthplace with two goals: spawn and die. They do this in 

massive migrations called runs. For sockeye, in particular, there are two crucial aspects 

to a successful run. First, unlike other salmon species, sockeye need freshwater lakes in 

which they grow for the first one to three years of their lives. Some sockeye never leave 

these lakes at all! These salmon are called kokinee, and they stay away from the rivers in 

which most sockeye run. Second, sockeye need rivers, which carry the fish to the Pacific 

to live out their adult life. We only catch these ocean-dwelling salmon, which we find at the 

confluence of the ocean and the salmon’s natal rivers as the fish return to spawn. As such, 

fishermen identify each salmon run by the river that carries them. And in our case, we 

caught your sockeye from three: The Taku River; the Copper River; and the Kvichak River 

sockeye runs. 

The Taku River Sockeye Run: The Taku River winds its way from British Columbia into 

Southeast Alaska’s Inside Passage near Juneau. As far as salmon rivers go, it is very 

diverse, supporting all five species of Pacific salmon (sockeye, coho, king, keta, and pink). 

It’s also an incredibly abundant salmon run. To catch them, we’ve been working with small-

boat, community-based fishermen in the area since our inception in 2012. Leading this 

year’s Taku River sockeye harvest are fleet managers Tyson Fick of the F/V Heather Anne, 

Chris McDowell, and Martin Shelton of the F/V Kirsten Anna.  Also included in the fleet 

are: Atlin Daughrty, F/V Mara; Cole Wilburn, F/V Lone Star; and Nate Gruening, F/V Dawn 

Trader. All involved are excited to catch your premium-quality sockeye this CSF season!

ABOVE: T YSON FICK AND HIS SON SHOW OFF ONE SIZEABLE 
CRUSTACEAN. WHEN HE’S NOT CATCHING US SOCKEYE, T YSON 

HARVESTS DUNGENESS CR AB ABOARD THE F/V HEATHER ANNE. 

The Copper River Sockeye Run: North of the Taku River, near Cordova, winds the mighty 

Copper River delta. Here, a powerful river system drains a Maine-sized swath throughout 

the Chugach and Wrangell mountain ranges in south-central Alaska. In the Copper River 

region, bears famously outnumber people, and the watershed supports what is usually 

some of the best spawning habitat and salmon runs on earth. The Copper River is a famous 

run for sockeye. 



AN IMPORTANT NOTE ON THE 2018 COPPER RIVER SOCKEYE RUN

We’ve partnered with fisherman Rich Wheeler of the F/V Miss CamiLou to catch your 

Copper River sockeye. This season, however, they returned to the Copper River to spawn at 

the lowest volume in forty years, which brings us to:

Fish are wildly unpredictable. They’ll bite like crazy one moment, and the next you’ll pull 

up nothing but bull kelp. In kind, salmon runs vary from season to season. This season—

through June—sockeye returned to Copper River much slower than they had in years past. 

The Alaska Department of Fish & Game (ADFG) monitors this trend with a metric known 

as “escapement,” the number of salmon that escape the commercial, sport, and subsistence 

fishers and arrive safely to their river of origin. Before our commercial fleet can take their 

share, ADFG has to observe a minimum escapement number to ensure that the spawning 

population will be viable in future seasons (360,000 for Copper River sockeye). 

Unfortunately, this summer’s low sockeye return led ADFG to put a very modest cap on the 

number of sockeye commercial fishermen can catch in the area. 

Since June, the Copper River met its escapement goal, but this year’s sockeye run remains 

meager. So, while we’ve had a great salmon season overall, this episode serves to remind us 

why we started this enterprise in the first place: restraint is paramount when the 

sustainability of the population is at stake. We’ll deliver and eat slightly fewer Copper River 

sockeye this season to ensure that we conserve the long-term health of the run. 

RIGHT: MONTH-TO-MONTH 
ESCAPEMENT FOR SOCKEYE ON THE 

COPPER RIVER. AS YOU CAN SEE, 
2018’S RUN WAS SLOW TO MEET THE

ESCAPEMENT GOAL, HENCE THE 
CONSERVATIVE MANAGEMENT AND 

MEAGER SOCKEYE HARVEST. 
YEAR:
2015
2016
2017
2018

LEFT: RICH & SENA WHEELER 
WITH THEIR THREE KIDS. FOR 

THE WHEELERS, FISHING IS 
MORE THAN A SOURCE OF 

INCOME; IT’S A LIVELIHOOD 
THAT THEY INTEND TO PASS 

DOWN THROUGH GENER ATIONS. 
AS SUCH, SUSTAINABLE 
MANAGEMENT OF THE 

COPPER RIVER SALMON RUN IS 
IMPER ATIVE TO THEM. 

2018 Escapement Goal:

Copper River Sockeye Escapement
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SOCKEYE FISHERIES

The Kvichak River Sockeye Run: In fishing, as is often true in life, a shortfall in one area 

can lead to windfall in another. How would we describe this newfound opportunity in one 

word? Bountiful. It’s our most recent fishery’s middle name—and catching sockeye is its 

game. We are very excited to begin sourcing sockeye from the Kvichak (pronounced 

“kwee-jack”) River sockeye run this CSF season. 

The Kvichak River flows into Bristol Bay, which is famous for the largest sockeye harvests 

on the planet. Rivers here teem with sockeye, in part because the largest freshwater lake 

in Alaska (read: sockeye habitat nirvana), Iliamna Lake, drains directly into the bay. And 

what connects Bristol Bay to Iliamna Lake? You guessed it, the Kvichak River. In fact, the 

local Alaskan native language word “kvichak” can roughly be translated to “up to great 

water.” Here, on the way up to great water,  a group of quality-focused fishermen and a 

lovely family-owned fish-plant caught and processed some of your sockeye. We partnered 

with this group in an effort to expand our support of small-scale fish harvesters across the 

state of Alaska. And, of course, to bring you more delicious, premium sockeye salmon. 

THE 2018 CSF SALMON 
SEASON BRINGS OUR 

MEMBERS A FRESH TASTE OF 
THE AL ASKAN SALMON 
“TERROIR.” OUR L ATEST 

FISHERMEN-PARTNERSHIP
 BRINGS US PREMIUM 

SOCKEYE FROM AL ASKA’S 
INCREDIBLY ABUNDANT 

KVICHAK RIVER. ON THE 
LEFT: YOUR KVICHAK RIVER 
SOCKEYE BEING HAND-CUT. 



MEET YOUR FISHERMEN

FISHERMEN: Nathan Hill and Billy Sarandria.

GEAR TYPE: Beach set-net (a type of gill-net).

SPECIES: Sockeye salmon.

LOCATION: Mouth of the Kvichak River, Bristol Bay (near Naknek, AK).

Nathan (above on the far left) is a third-generation fisherman. He is also a community-

leader, serving as the Lake & Peninsula Borough Manager, and father of two future fishers. 

When he’s not running the local borough or busy with his family, chances are you’ll find him 

fishing with his nephew, Billy. A math teacher in the off-season, Billy travels from Juneau, 

where he resides with his wife and their toddler daughter, to fish with uncle Nate all 

summer. It’s his summer beach vacation getaway—minus the sunscreen, of course.

Here’s how they “beach-catch” your sockeye (we weren’t kidding about the beach part):

At the mouth of the Kvichak river, sockeye swim a stone’s throw from shore. So close, in 

fact, that Nathan and Billy don’t even go a mile out to catch them. They pull in their sockeye 

with a gear-type called a beach set-net. It’s a low-impact gill-net that runs from the beach to 

a small skiff anchored offshore. The sockeye that are large enough get caught in the netting. 

Then, they’re plucked from the net, one-by-one, chilled in totes, and fork-lifted just a few 

miles away for filleting and blast-freezing. 

Nathan and Billy aren’t the only fishermen catching your Kvichak River sockeye this 

summer; they are, however, the only ones who created an entirely new food movement 

while doing it. That’s right—you’ve had farm-to-table, dock-to-doorstep, and pasture-to-

plate; but have you ever had sockeye from beach-to-belly? You have now! 

NATHAN HILL AND 
BILLY SAR ANDRIA ARE TWO 

OF OUR SOCKEYE 
FISHERMEN IN BRISTOL 
BAY. THEY CATCH YOUR 

SOCKEYE CLOSE TO SHORE, 
WITH A BEACH SET-NET.



You might have noticed that Sitka Salmon Shares doesn’t harvest your sockeye near 

Sitka. That’s because there are no commercially viable sockeye runs within delivery 

distance of our home port. Because of this, we reach out to partners on the Taku River, 

Copper River, and Kvichak River to provide sockeye for your scrumptious share. 

That doesn’t mean Sitkans don’t eat sockeye. We eat lots of it, thanks to a place we know 

locally as “Redoubt.” Translated from its original Russian roots, “Redoubt” means “fort,” but 

in contemporary Sitka it might as well mean “sockeye.” Located about fifteen miles 

southwest of Sitka, Redoubt is a watershed that provides our town’s freezers with tens of 

thousands of pounds of sockeye every year. Though it was an important commercial 

sockeye stream when Sitka was part of Russia, commercial fishing is now prohibited at 

Redoubt. It’s managed strictly for local subsistence. 

When we locals fish for sockeye at Redoubt, we dipnet, which means we use a long-handled 

net that allows us quite literally to scoop the sockeye out of the water. If the run is strong 

(as it was at Redoubt this year), fishery managers will allow us to take twenty five sockeye 

per trip, up to one hundred fish annually. That’s about three hundred pounds of sockeye per 

family. And you think you eat a lot of salmon?

NO SOCKEYE IN SITKA?

ONCE A THRIVING COMMERCIAL FISHERY, REDOUBT RIVER IS NOW MANAGED 
STRICTLY FOR SUBSISTENCE FISHING. ABOVE AND BOTTOM-RIGHT: LOCALS 

CATCHING SOCKEYE AT REDOUBT. BOTTOM-LEFT: AN ARTIFACT OF REDOUBT’S 
COMMERCIAL SOCKEYE FISHERY, FROM THE DAYS WHEN CANNED SALMON 

FUELED AL ASKA’S FISHING ECONOMY. THE BAR ANOFF PACKING COMPANY FOLDED 
IN 1898, BUT NOT BEFORE THIS CAN MADE ITS WAY TO JAMESTOWN, NEW YORK. 



on the cover

Drop us a line or follow our adventures:

To join us, or for recipes and more, go to:
SitkaSalmonShares.com

/SitkaSalmonShares @SitkaSalmonShares @SitkaShares

Member Service Telephone: 309-342-3474

salmonsupport@sitkasalmonshares.com

A nephew-uncle dynamic fishing duo: Billy Sarandria (left) and Nathan Hill are 

two of your fishermen in Naknek, Alaska. They fish for sockeye with a beach 

set-net near the mouth of the Kvichak River on Bristol Bay. 

About our community:
We are a collective of fishermen who home-deliver shares of 

premium, sustainable, wild Alaskan seafood to members of our 

community-supported fishery in the lower 48.
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