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Federal

Harvest and use of natural resources for food, shelter, clothing, 
transportation, handicrafts, and trade, commonly called 

“subsistence,” has a long history in Alaska. Alaska Native peoples 
have depended on subsistence for thousands of years prior to 
statehood; living off the land is the core of Alaska Native peoples’ 
culture. In more recent history, non-Native people living in rural 
Alaska have come to rely on the natural resources for their 
livelihoods as well.

The Federal government’s involvement in the management of 
subsistence harvests is a historically recent phenomena. The 
Federal Subsistence Management Program is responsible for 
management of harvest and use by rural Alaskan residents of land 
mammals taken on Federal public lands and harvest and use of 
fi sh taken from waters on and adjacent to Federal public lands.

Public involvement is the cornerstone of the Federal Subsistence 
Management Program. The public plays a vital role in proposing 
changes to subsistence fi shing, hunting, and trapping regulations 
and making comments on proposed changes so that the 
regulations can better meet the needs of subsistence users while 
conserving healthy populations of fi sh and wildlife. The Subsistence 
Regional Advisory Council meetings, which are held twice a year 
across the state, provide a forum for public involvement in the 
Federal Subsistence Management Program.

The information contained in this booklet provides an overview of 
the Federal Subsistence Management Program and is intended to 
help those with an interest in Federal subsistence management to 
become more familiar with the program. ■ 

Many rural Alaskans live 

off the land, relying on 

fi sh, wildlife, and other 

wild resources. 

Many of these rural 

Alaskans are Alaska 

Natives who have 

used these resources 

for food, shelter, 

clothing, transportation, 

handicrafts, and trade 

for thousands of years. 

Subsistence is an integral 

part of Alaska Native 

cultures.

Other residents living in 

Alaska depend on fi sh 

and wildlife harvests as 

reliable and healthy food 

sources.

Subsistence Management Program 
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The Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act
1980 Lands Act established a rural subsistence priority

When oil was discovered at Prudhoe Bay in 1968, 
Native land claims precluded construction of 
the trans-Alaska oil pipeline. Congress addressed 
Native land claims with the passage of the 
Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) in 
1971. Rather than establish reservations, the Act 
instead established a corporate structure with 
regional and village corporations, and conveyed 
44 million acres of land and almost $1 billion in 
compensation. While ANCSA didn’t explicitly 
protect Native hunting and fi shing rights, the 
Congressional Conference 
Committee report issued 
with the new law expressed 
the expectation that the 
Secretary of the Interior 
and the State of Alaska 
would protect the hunting 
and fi shing rights of Alaska 
Natives. 

Congress directly 
addressed subsistence with 
the passage of the Alaska 
National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act (ANILCA) 
in 1980. In addition to 
setting aside more than 
100 million acres of land in 
Alaska for conservation, it gave rural Alaskans 
priority for the subsistence harvest of fi sh and 
wildlife on Federal lands—about 230 million acres 
or more than 60 percent of the land within the 
state. ANILCA also required the creation of a 
system of regional advisory councils to enable 
rural residents to have a meaningful role in 
Federal subsistence management.

Until 1989, the State of Alaska provided rural 
residents with this subsistence priority, in 
compliance with Federal law. However, in 
December of 1989, the Alaska Supreme Court 
ruled that the rural residency preference required 
by ANILCA violated the equal access clause of 

the Alaska Constitution. Since then, the State has 
been unable to change its regulatory framework 
to comply with ANILCA. As a result, the Federal 
government manages the subsistence harvest 
of fi sh and wildlife for rural Alaskans on Federal 
public lands and waters.

Under ANILCA, the Federal government has a 
responsibility to provide rural residents with a 
priority for subsistence uses on Federal public 
lands and waters. However, the fi rst priority 
under ANILCA is the conservation of fi sh and 

wildlife. The Federal Subsistence 
Management Program works 
to ensure that subsistence 
activities do not jeopardize 
populations of fi sh and wildlife.

The customary and traditional 
harvest of subsistence resources 
has been fundamental to 
Alaska Natives and their 
cultures for thousands of years 
and has become an important 
way of life to many non-
Natives, particularly those living 
in rural Alaska in more recent 
years.

The state’s rural residents harvest about 44 million 
pounds of wild foods each year—an average 
of 375 pounds per person, according to the 
Alaska Department of Fish and Game. While 
fi sh makes up about 60 percent of this harvest, 
the subsistence harvest accounts for only two 
percent of all fi sh caught in Alaska. Commercial 
fi sheries account for 97 percent and sport fi shing 
accounts for about one percent. While the 
subsistence harvest is a small portion of the total 
harvest, it is a central element in the lives of many 
rural Alaskans. ■ 

“…the continuation of the opportunity 
for subsistence uses by rural residents 
of Alaska, including both Natives and 
non-Natives on the public lands and 
by Alaska Natives on Native lands is 
essential to Native physical, econom-
ic, traditional, and cultural existence 
and to non-Native physical, economic 
traditional, and social existence…”
The Alaska National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act (1980)
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Pre–1867 For thousands of years, Alaska Natives 
harvest fi sh and wildlife resources.

1867–1959 Following the Alaska Purchase, the 
Federal government manages Alas ka’s 
fi sh and wildlife resources.

1960 The Federal government transfers the 
authority to manage fi sh and wildlife in 
Alaska to the new State gov ern ment.

1971 Congress passes the Alaska Native 
Claims Settlement Act which con veys 
to Alaska Native Corporations title to 
more than 40 million acres of land and 
nearly $1 billion in com pen sa tion. The 
Con fer ence Com mit tee report ex pressed 
the ex pec ta tion that the Secretary of the 
Interior and the State of Alaska would 
take the action necessary to protect the 
subsistence needs of Alaska Natives. 

1978 State subsistence law creates a priority for 
sub sis tence over all other fi sh and wildlife 
uses but does not defi ne sub sis tence 
users. 

1980 Congress passes the Alaska National 
Interest Lands Conservation Act. Title 
VIII of ANILCA protects and continues 
subsistence for rural Alaskans.

1982 The Alaska Board of Fisheries and 
Game adopts regulations creating a 
rural sub sis tence pref er ence. The State 
program is in compliance with ANILCA.

1989 The Alaska Supreme Court rules that the 
rural residency preference violates the 
Alaska Con sti tu tion.

1990 The Federal government begins 
man ag ing sub sis tence hunting, trapping 
and fi shing (limited to non-navigable 
waters) on Alaska’s Federal public lands.

1992 The Federal government adopts fi nal 
sub sis tence management reg u la tions for 
Fed er al public lands.

1993 Federal Subsistence Regional Advisory 
Councils are es tab lished.

1995 The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals rules 
that the Federal Subsistence Board should 
expand its management of subsistence 
fi sheries to include all navigable waters 
in which the United States holds re served 
water rights, such as waters on or next 
to wildlife refuges, national parks, 
and national forests. Con gres sion al 
mor a to ri ums prevent this ruling from 
taking effect until October 1, 1999.

1999 Federal subsistence management 
ex pands to include fi sheries on all 
Federally man aged public lands and 
waters, including navigable waters

2009 The Department of the Interior Secretary 
announces a review of the Federal 
Subsistence Management Program to 
ensure that the program is best serving 
rural Alaskans and that the letter and spirit 
of Title VIII of ANILCA are being met.

2011 Based on the review recommendations, 
the Secretaries of the Department of the 
Interior and Department of Agriculture 
issue a memorandum directing that 
the Federal Subsistence Board initiate 
several actions, including increasing the 
membership of the Federal Subsistence 
Board to include two public members 
representing rural subsistence users.

2012 Two public members are appointed to 
the Federal Subsistence Board by the 
Secretaries.

2012 The Federal Subsistence Board adopts 
its Tribal consultation policy. The policy 
provides the framework for the Board’s 
consultations with Federally recognized 
Tribes on ANILCA, Title VIII, subsistence 
matters under the Board’s authority, 
while maintaining the central role of the 
Federal Subsistence Regional Advisory 
Councils as advisors to the Board. The 
Board delayed development of an 
ANCSA corporation consultation policy, 
pending the release of the Department 
of the Interior’s ANCSA corporations 
consultation policy. ■

History
of

Subsistence Management in Alaska
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Eligibility—To be able to harvest fi sh and 
wildlife under Federal subsistence regulations, 
you must have lived in Alaska for the previous 12 
months and your primary, permanent residence 
must be in an Alaska rural area. Subsistence 
activity on National Park Service lands is restricted 
to local residents in national monuments and 
parks open to subsistence. Customary and 
traditional use determinations may further limit 
eligibility to certain rural users. ■

Jurisdiction—Federal subsistence 
regulations apply only to Federal public 
lands managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, National Park Service, Bureau of Land 
Management, and the U.S. Forest Service. 
Federal jurisdiction also applies to waters on or 
adjacent to Federal public lands. Regional and 
village corporation land and Native allotments 
are considered private lands and are under State 
management authority. State regulations also 
apply on Federal public lands, except National 
Park Service-managed parks and monuments 
and where hunts are specifi cally closed by 
Federal regulation. See 36 CFR 242.3 and 50 CFR 
100.3 for more information regarding Federal 
jurisdiction. ■

Eligibility and Jurisdiction
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Nonrural Areas
The Federal Subsistence Board reviews rural determinations following the availability of census 
data. Most communities of Alaska are considered rural except the following*:

 ►Anchorage, Municipality of
 ►Fairbanks North Star Borough
 ►Homer area (including Homer, Anchor 
Point, North Fork Road area, Kachemak 
City, and Fritz Creek (not including 
Voznesenka))
 ►Juneau area (including Juneau, West 
Juneau, and Douglas)
 ►Kenai area (including Kenai, Soldotna, 
Sterling, Nikiski, Salamatof, Kalifornsky, 
Kasilof, and Clam Gulch)

 ►Ketchikan area (including all parts of the 
road system connected to the City of 
Ketchikan (including Saxman), Pennock 
Island, and parts of Gravina Island)
 ►Prudhoe Bay*
 ►Seward area (including Seward and Moose 
Pass)
 ►Valdez, and
 ►Wasilla/Palmer area (including Wasilla, 
Palmer, Sutton, Big Lake, Houston, Point 
MacKenzie, and Bodenburg Butte)

*Areas or communities highlighted in bold were designated as nonrural in May 2007 with a compliance date of May 
2012. In March 2012, The Federal Subsistence Board extended the compliance date for up to fi ve years to allow time 
to review the rural determination process and fi ndings as directed by the Secretaries of the Interior and Agriculture.
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The Federal Subsistence Board

The Regional Advisory Councils

The Secretaries of the Interior and Agriculture delegated authority to manage the take 
of fi sh and wildlife resources for subsistence uses on Federal public lands in Alaska to 
the Federal Subsistence Board. The Federal Subsistence Board is the decision-making 
body that oversees the Federal Subsistence Management Program. It is made up of 
the regional directors or designees of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of Land 
Management, National Park Service, Bureau of Indian Affairs, and U.S. Forest Service.

A representative appointed by the Secretaries serves as the Board Chair. In addition, 
the Secretaries recently expanded the Board’s membership to include two public 
members who possess personal knowledge of and direct experience with subsistence 
uses in rural Alaska. ■

Title VIII of ANILCA required the establishment 
of Regional Advisory Councils to provide 
recommendations and information to the 
Federal Subsistence Board, to review policies and 
management plans, provide a public forum and 
deal with other matters relating to subsistence 
uses. Under Federal regulations the Regional 
Advisory Councils have the authority to:

Review, evaluate, and develop proposals for 
regulations, policies, management plans, and 
other matters relating to subsistence uses of fi sh 
and wildlife.

Hold public meetings. Councils meet two or more 
times per year and members may be called 
upon to participate in subcommittees or other 
workgroups.

Provide a public forum for persons interested in 
any matter related to subsistence uses of fi sh and 
wildlife within the region. 

Encourage local and regional participation in 
the process. Members are to be advocates 
for public participation in this decision-making 
process.

Submit an annual report to the Board. In 
this report Councils bring regional concerns 
to the Board’s attention. Annual reports 
identify current and anticipated subsistence 

uses of fi sh and wildlife; evaluate current 
and anticipated subsistence needs for fi sh 
and wildlife; recommend regional fi sh and 
wildlife management strategies; and make 
recommendations concerning policies, 
standards, guidelines, and regulations to 
implement management strategies.

Make recommendations to the Board 
regarding proposals for regulations, policies, 
management plans, and other matters relating 
to the subsistence take of fi sh and wildlife 
in the region; rural status determinations; 
allocation of subsistence uses among rural 
Alaska residents; customary and traditional 
use determinations; and establishment and 
membership of Federal advisory committees. 
The Board is required, by regulation, to follow 
the Councils’ recommendations regarding take 
unless they are not supported by substantial 
evidence, violate recognized principles of fi sh 
and wildlife conservation, would be detrimental 
to the satisfaction of subsistence needs, or in 
closure situations, for reasons of public safety or 
administration or to assure the continued viability 
of a particular fi sh and wildlife population.

Elect offi cers. Chair, vice-chair, and secretary

Appoint members to National Park Service 
Subsistence Resource Commissions. 
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The Federal Subsistence 
Management Program 
divides Alaska into 10 
geographic regions. 
Each region has a 
Council consisting of 
10 or 13 local residents. 
Councils meet at least 
twice a year. 

Each year, applications 
for Regional Advisory 
Council membership 
are solicited statewide. 
Applicants are 
interviewed by a 
selection panel 
that reports to the 
Federal Subsistence 
Board. The Federal 
Subsistence Board forwards 
on the applications with 
recommendations to the 
Secretaries of the Interior and 
Agriculture, who make the fi nal 
selections. 

The selection criteria include: 
residency within the region 
which the Council member 
would serve; knowledge of 
fi sh and wildlife resources; 
knowledge of subsistence 
uses, customs, and traditions; 

knowledge of commercial and 
sport uses; leadership ability 
and a willingness to travel. 
The Council membership 
appointments are up to three-
year terms.

Regional Council Coordinators
Each Regional Advisory Council is assigned a Council Coordinator to provide support. The Council 
Coordinator provides support in a variety of ways, including relaying information from agency experts 
to the Council, connecting the Council with refuge managers and agency experts, assisting the 
Council in preparing letters and reports, and providing valuable logistical support to the Council in 
the performance of its duties.

For Council Coordinator contact information or a Council membership application packet, call (800) 
478-1456 or (907) 786-3676 or visit: http://alaska.fws.gov/asm/rac.cfml. ■

Application Timeline

Feb. Deadline for submitting membership applications 
and nominations.

Feb.–Apr. Regional panels conduct interviews.

July Federal Subsistence Board reviews panel reports
and develops recommendations.

Aug.–Nov.
Secretaries of the Interior and Agriculture review 
recommendations and appoint members to the 
Regional Advisory Councils.
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A call for proposals to change regulations is issued by the Federal Subsistence 
Board. The call for proposals to change wildlife hunting and trapping regulations is issued in January of 
odd numbered years. The call for proposals to change fi shing regulations is issued in January of even 
numbered years.

How Federal Subsistence Regulations Are Developed
The Federal subsistence regulations are changed through a public process that begins with a call 
for proposals and culminates in a Federal Subsistence Board meeting to act on proposed changes. 
Proposals may request changes to season dates, harvest limits, methods and means of harvest or 
seek a customary and traditional use determination, which grants to residents of a community or 
area a priority for taking fi sh or wildlife in a specifi c area. Here is how the process works:

Proposals to change fi shing and hunting regulations are submitted. 
Regional Advisory Councils meet to develop proposals for their region.

Proposals are published for review and comment.

Proposals are analyzed by Federal staff to examine the biological and socio-cultural 
effects of each proposal. A preliminary conclusion is offered for consideration by the affected 
Regional Advisory Council(s).

Subsistence Regional Advisory Councils meet to review the analyses and public 
comments on proposals for their region. The Councils develop recommendations to the Federal 
Subsistence Board based on the analyses, tribal, ANCSA corporation, Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game, and public comments and their own knowledge of subsistence needs and uses. 

Interagency Staff Committee meets to review proposals and Council recommendations, 
and develop its comments for the Federal Subsistence Board. The Interagency Staff Committee is 
made up of senior staff from the National Park Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Forest Service. The Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
participates to provide the State’s perspective on proposals. 

Federal Subsistence Board meets to take action on proposals. For each proposal, the 
Board considers the Council recommendation, staff analysis, tribal, ANCSA corporation, Interagency Staff 
Committee, Alaska Department of Fish and Game and public comments. The Board can decide to adopt, 
reject, modify or defer action on any proposal. 

New regulations are published and distributed to the public. Regulations are 
in effect for two years. Fishing regulations take effect April 1. Hunting and trapping regulations take effect 
July 1.












Consultations with Federally Recognized Tribes and ANCSA Corporations on Proposed Regulatory 
Changes
Consistent with the Federal Subsistence Board’s tribal consultation policy and interim implementation 
guidelines, the Board has scheduled consultations with Federally recognized Tribes and ANCSA 
corporations to occur prior to the Subsistence Regional Advisory Council meetings and, again, prior 
to its April 2014 meeting in Anchorage.
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The Fisheries Resource Monitoring Program 
funds research projects, through a competitive 
process, that provide information for subsistence 
fi sheries management. The program was initiated 
in 2000, after the Federal government took over 
management of subsistence fi sheries in waters 
on and adjacent to Federal public lands. Since 
that time, the program has funded hundreds of 
projects. Projects include studies to determine the 
status of fi sh stocks, subsistence harvest surveys, 
and the gathering and analysis of traditional 
ecological knowledge. Information gathered 
through projects is used by in-season managers, 
by analysts of subsistence fi sheries regulatory 
proposals, and by the Federal Subsistence Board 
in making regulatory decisions.

A request for research proposals is issued 
every two years. The request includes priority 
information needs that are based, in part, on 
recommendations of the Subsistence Regional 
Advisory Councils. Proposals are reviewed by the 
Technical Review Committee, the Subsistence 

Regional Advisory Councils and public, and 
the Interagency Staff Committee prior to 
being discussed by the Federal Subsistence 
Board, which adopts the fi nal fi sheries resource 
monitoring plan.

With fi sheries having many stakeholders and 
occurring across several jurisdictional boundaries, 
partnerships are key to effective fi sheries 
monitoring and research. The Fisheries Resource 
Monitoring Program promotes partnerships 
among State and Federal agencies, and Alaska 
Native and rural organizations. One of the four 
criteria used to select projects for funding is 
Partnerships and Capacity Building. Prospective 
project investigators must demonstrate their 
ability and commitment to develop working 
relationships with community members, 
and involving local community members in 
their projects as much possible. Successful 
partnerships often promote more effective data 
collection and improve local support for fi sheries 
management programs. ■

Fisheries Resource Monitoring Program
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Questions? Contact us...

Offi  ce of Subsistence Management

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

1011 E. Tudor Rd., MS-121

Anchorage, AK 99503

(907) 786-3888

(800) 478-1456

subsistence@fws.gov

The Offi ce of Subsistence Management provides 
support to the Federal Subsistence Board and the 
Federal Subsistence Regional Advisory Councils. 
The staff includes fi sh and wildlife biologists, 
cultural anthropologists, council coordinators, 
technical and administrative staff, and liaisons to 
the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Alaska 
Boards of Fish and Game, and the Alaska Native 
community. ■

...or go to our Website

http://alaska.fws.gov/asm/index.cfml

to fi nd information on:
• meeting dates
• deadlines
• meeting materials
• news releases
• fi sheries regulations
• hunting and trapping regulations
• Federal Register notices
• maps
• meeting transcripts
• Regional Advisory Councils
• Federal Subsistence Board
• Fisheries Resource Monitoring Program, 

including project reports
• Partners for Fisheries Monitoring Program

The Partners for Fisheries Monitoring Program 
provides funding, through a competitive process, 
to Alaska Native and rural organizations to build 
fi sheries management expertise within these 
organizations. Organizations use funds to hire 
biologists and anthropologists who help identify 
fi shery research priorities, develop and conduct 
projects, and mentor student interns. Fisheries 
educators are also hired to provide learning 
opportunities for student interns and to work 
with local schools to increase involvement in 
management of Alaska’s fi sheries resources. 

Each summer, ten to twenty student interns are 
hired through the Partners for Fisheries Monitoring 
Program. Students work on a variety of fi sheries 
research and monitoring projects. An internship 
provides valuable work experience and can 
shape the intern’s future education and career 
choices. At the end of the season, the interns 
come together for “Intern Day” to share their 
experiences. Several student interns have gone 
on to pursue fi sheries related degrees. The 
students also bring back to their villages fi rst-
hand knowledge of the projects being done 
to collect information for subsistence fi sheries 
management. ■

Partners for Fisheries Monitoring Program
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Other Laws Governing Subsistence Uses in Alaska

Migratory Bird Treaty Act
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service manages 
waterfowl and other migratory birds under the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act. The original Act of 
1918 closed the migratory birds season between 
March 10 and September 1 and provided only 
limited exceptions for Alaska Natives. In 1997, 
Congress ratifi ed treaty amendments that made 
it legal for residents of villages within subsistence 
harvest areas to take migratory waterfowl for 
subsistence use during the traditional spring 
season and required that a meaningful role be 
provided to Alaska Natives in the development 
and implementation of regulations affecting the 
non-wasteful taking of migratory birds. This led 
to the formation of the Alaska Migratory Bird Co-
Management Council. Subsistence migratory 
bird regulations are now developed annually 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service based on 
recommendations of the Alaska Migratory Bird 
Co-Management Council. ■

Migratory Birds—Contact the offi ce of the Alaska 
Migratory Bird Co-management Council at (877) 229-
2344 or (907) 786-3499 or by e-mail, ambcc@fws.gov. 
Information is also available on the Web at: 
http://alaska.fws.gov/ambcc/Index.htm

Sea Ott ers, Polar Bears and Walruses—Contact 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Marine Mammal 
Management Offi ce at (800) 362-5148 or (907) 786-
3800 or by e-mail, ak_fi sheries@fws.gov. 
Information is also available on the Web at:
http://alaska.fws.gov/fi sheries/mmm/index.htm

Halibut—Contact the National Marine Fisheries 
Service at (800) 304-4846 (press option 2) or (907) 
586-7202, or by e-mail, RAM.Alaska@noaa.gov. 
Information is also available on the Web at: 
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov

Seals, Sea Lions and Whales—Contact the Protected 
Resources Division of the National Marine Fisheries 
Service at (907) 586-7221. Information is also 
available on the web at: http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/
protectedresources/default.htm

Fish and Wildlife on State Lands and Waters—
Contact your local Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game offi ce. Information is also available on the web 
at: http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/index.cfm.

Marine Mammal Protection Act
Under the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 
1972, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service manages 
sea otter, polar bear, and walrus in Alaska; the 
National Marine Fisheries Service manages seals, 
sea lions, whales, dolphins and porpoises. The 
Act provides Alaska Natives living on the coast 
of the North Pacifi c an exemption from the 
taking moratorium. The exemption allows for 
the non-wasteful harvest of marine mammals 
for subsistence and for creating and selling 
handicrafts and clothing. Amendments to the 
Act in 1994 also provide for co-management 
with Alaska Natives. ■

For Additional Information on the 
Subsistence Harvest of . . .
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