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Abstract
This project explores commercially significant marine fisheries in Alaska 

over the time period of 1880-1980 as a historical source for characterizing 

the structure of fisheries management today.  Over this century, the 

commercial fishing industry encountered transitions in species prioritization 

from in-shore to off-shore species, improvements in navigational and 

harvest technologies, inconsistent social dimensions of industry 

participation and variation in institutional involvement. In the later portion 

of the century, governmental bureaucracy flourished and institutional 

organization expanded to facilitate political events and increasingly 

monitored behavior of industry participants.  As a result of this power 

organization, official decision making procedures become more confined 

and this is reflected in documentary language and processes.

Change and adaptation are regular features in commercial fisheries and 

the transitions should be visited with interdisciplinary research methods in 

order to incorporate the collection of decisions that led commercial fisheries 

to where they stand today and how they may change in the future.  My 

research for this project is based within the context of anthropology, 

ethnohistory research techniques and public policy analysis. The primary 

goals were to determine which commercial fisheries attracted the most 

attention over the defined time period, what reasons explain changes in 

attention and effort and finally, to consider social features of the stakeholder 

groups. Additional research within this thematic framework should also 

consider technology development and basic fisheries science. 

Findings of Interest
Changes in Language and Communication Patterns

Historic literature related to the two periods, salmon and 

groundfish, demonstrates noticeable differences in language 

formality and authority.  The political expectations and priorities are 

scaled differently and the intended audience for documented records 

are dissimilar. In early congressional records, statements are casual 

but very informative. Publications indicate legitimacy but also reveal 

a personal sense of Alaskaôs physical challenges.

In the later period, less formal records (letters, telegrams, meeting 

notes) are written cordially but insinuate hollow intention.  Issues in 

publication are often approached within a larger national interest 

context (see Miles et. al). A more hierarchical approach is noticeable 

in later documents. Please see the example citations that preface the 

ñEra of Salmonò and ñEra of Groundfishò to the right.

History and Impacts of War and Conflict Events
The relationship between military history and opportunities in 

marine resource extraction is substantial. This project suggests that 

early military involvement in Alaska opened up a relatively remote 

scene to previously unimaginable economic opportunities for the 

commercial salmon industry. Later, international interest and 

involvement in the Bering Sea was a result of increased attention in 

fisheries as an easily available food resource.  Following major war 

and conflict events such as  the Russian Revolution(s) (1905-1922), 

World War II (1937-1945) and the Korean War, international 

governmental agencies contributed boats to be converted and 

developed marine technology which aided navigational opportunities 

and the structural integrity of vessels.

ñThe spotlight of the present sometimes leaves the purposes of the past in the dark when those purposes do not belong there.ò

Jay Hammond, Former Governor of Alaska

Addressing the Issue of United States-Japanese Fisheries Negotiations

August 20, 1976

Natural Environment

Salmon Habitat

Stream preservation/ quality

Human dimensions

Canneries

Location of company headquarters (Seattle, Astoria, etc.)

Employment demographics (migratory labor, state resident, AK native)

Role of blockades and traps

Personal sites, vessels, limited entry permits

Policy

Corporate,territorial, federal action and decision-making

ñThere are large areas where not a single person can be 

found except during the fishing season.ò 

Jefferson Moser, 1899.

ERA OF GROUNDFISH

Haskell, 1964. Russian Trawler.

Alaska State Library Historical Collection. Salmon Trap.
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ERA OF SALMON

Interdisciplinary Information Sources for Fisheries:

FIELD INFORMATION CATEGORY

Anthropology Human dimensions, social and 

cultural transitions

Public Policy and 

Government

Rules, regulations, policy 

modifications

History Major events over time

Technology Gear and vessel development

Fisheries Science Ecosystem and species components

1880-1980 Major Industry Transitions
ÅSpecies Prioritization 

ÅSalmon to groundfish

ÅImprovements in navigational and harvest technology

ÅIn-shore to off-shore

ÅChanges in social dimensions

ÅAccess: domestic to international to domestic

ÅInstitutional Action 

ÅAlaska territorial decision-making

ÅAlaska statehood

ÅFederal policies development (MSFCMA)

Personal Collection. Fishing for Cod. 2006. 

ñThe management of the world ocean is characterized by a haphazard 

quilt of global, regional, bilateral, and national arrangement 

differentiated by activity and ocean.  As new technologies increasingly 

permit a variety of uses of ocean space, policies designed to achieve 

coordinated management of the oceans are required if conflict is to be 

avoidedéthe North Pacific presents a likely starting point because it is 

an area of intense usage and clear importance, with a history of 

cooperation manifested through an existing networkof international 

organizations.ò Miles et al. 1982

Natural Environment

Bering Sea/ Aleutian Islands

Gulf of Alaska

Off-shore areas

Species protection

Human Dimensions

Fisheries participation

Vessel nation of origin, processing capacity

Gear types

Monitoring and regulation

Policy

International

United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1956-1982) 

National

Magnuson Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA, 1976-2006)

Personal Collection. Fishing for Cod. 2006. 

http://www.vilda.alaska.edu/cdm4/about.php
http://www.iser.uaa.alaska.edu/publications/fishrep/fishtrap.pdf

