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Summary Statement
This project documents Local and Traditional Knowledge (LTK) of salmon and whitefish in the Yukon Flats 
region and documents spawning and rearing activity in the Draanjik Black River subbasin. 

Researchers with the Yukon River Drainage Fisheries Association (YRDFA) and the Tanana Chiefs Confer-
ence (TCC) collaborated on this project, seeking and confirming locally observed contributions to the Anad-
romous Waters Catalog (AWC), using a combination of social and biological methods, and collaborating 
amongst agencies and communities. Broadly, researchers engaged standard anthropological methods of 
ethnographic fieldwork to identify potential search areas based on local knowledge including place name 
mapping. Next, researchers used a combination of fisheries techniques to document and identify migrating, 
spawning, and rearing habitats used by salmon and whitefish as identified by local knowledge. This project 
was designed as a partnership with the Tribal Councils (TC) of Chalkyitsik, Venetie, and Gwichyaa Zhee, 
with the TCs selecting local research assistants for the ethnographic fieldwork. Local hires were trained in 
interviews and mapping techniques, and they participated in outreach activities. 
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Map of project study area.
Ethnographic interivews took
place with participants who
spent significant portions of

their lives in the Draanjik basin
and reside in the communities of

Chalkyitsik, Veneite, and Fort Yukon.
Biological field work occurred in the
Draanjik and Teedraanjik drainages.

Study Area
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Local and Traditional Knowledge
Contributions to Understanding

the Ecology of Salmon and
Whitefish: Draanjik Drainage
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The information in this map represents
select Place Names from the Gwich’in

Nąįį Googindì’ K’ìt (the Atlas of Gwich’in
Place Names). Place names such as these
show the long history of people on the land
and reflect their deep knowledge binding
their culture, language, and identity with

salmon and whitefish of the Draanjik basin.

Nee'inlii (fish swim together)
Fall chum salmon spawning
location and upwelling area.

Dachan Kwaiitryah Van
(Wooden Shoes Lake)
Area for season harvest
of abundant whitefish.

Nèhdlįį Ni’inlii (red salmon
swim together). Coho (red)
salmon spawning location.

Teetsik (Salmon Village)

Łiidląįį (fish trap village)
Seasonal fish camp at
mouth of Teedraanjik.

Kiitsiinjik Łiidląįį, mouth of
Stone Cache River (Bull
Creek). Traditional fish trap
site for whitefish & sheefish.

Khałtą̀į’ Gwànlįį Njik Gwitsik,
mouth of Round Whitefish are
Plentiful (Grayling Fork) stream.

Chihshòo Van (Whitefish Lake)
Broad whitefish harvesting area.

Ch’àatrit (Chatritt Lake)
Lake system used in winter
for fishing whitefish under ice.

!( Salmon Place Names

!( Village/Seasonal Camp

!( Whitefish Place Names

Jalk iitsik Kqq; Tsuk K’qq &
K’àhdą̀įį, traditional fishing 
locations near Chalkyitsik.

Background
•	 Multiple salmon and whitefish species are known to utilize habitats within the Yukon Flats, and the 

Draanjik subbasin at multiple stages in their life cycles for migration, spawning, and rearing. However, 
while their presence is known, the extent of their anadromous geographic distribution is not fully identi-
fied and documented within the AWC. 

•	 The AWC documents streams, rivers, and lakes important for spawning, rearing or migration of salmon 
and whitefish. 
–	 The Draanjik basin was selected after review of primary literature and the current state of the AWC.  

The presence of salmon and whitefish is known but their extent is not fully documented within the 
AWC.

–	 Incorporating the most up to date anadromous information into the AWC through biological fish sur-
veys enables fisheries managers and biologists to protect habitats necessary for spawning, rearing, 
and migrating of anadromous fishes, and provides baseline information critical to understanding 
any future changes that may occur in an uncertain and changing environment and climate.

•	 This project was created because of concerns relating to population declines in Yukon River salmon 
species.

•	 The knowledgeable people of Chalkyitsik, Fort Yukon, Venetie, and Fairbanks provided valuable LTK 
informing fish locations through ethnographic interviews and mapping.
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Research Goal
The main goal of this project was to provide information critical to the management of anadromous fishes 
and the habitats that support them.

Study Objectives
This project will achieve that goal through the following objectives:

1.	 Document and record local and traditional knowledge of anadromous waters utilized by salmon and 
whitefish species occurring in the Yukon Flats with a focus on the Draanjik sub-basin.

2.	 Verify the presence of salmon and whitefish species and document and record anadromous waters 
used for spawning and rearing as described by local and traditional knowledge, primary literature, 
and field observations for the Draanjik sub-basin.

3.	 Submit nominations to the Anadromous Waters Catalog for all verified water bodies used by salmon 
and whitefish species to maximize the spatial extent of mapped anadromous waters.

4.	 Engage the local communities and build capacity by collaborating with the Tribal Councils and by 
hiring local research technicians to assist with the ethnographic and biological research. 

Methods
•	 Ethnographic interviews were used to learn local and traditional knowledge identifying potential 

spawning and rearing habitats used by salmon and whitefish. Ethnographic methods used included 
participant observation, semi-structure interviews, and mapping
–	 Local research assistants guided researchers while in each community, making introductions and 

assisting with interviews. 
•	 A combination of fisheries techniques were used to verify spawning and rearing habitats identified 

by the LTK. Biological methods used included aerial surveys, eDNA analysis, minnow trapping, and 
electrofishing.
–	 Local research assistants in year 1 were instrumental in getting to the sites along the river for 

sampling
•	 A collaboration of entities (YRDFA, TCC, TCs of Chalkyitsik, Venetie, and Gwichyaa Zhee, and the 

ADF&G) contributed to success of this project.

Views of Nee Inlii in December 2021 during 
flight to investigate coho spawning area.  

Nee Inlii, January 2022.
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Local and traditional knowledge
of important fish locations identified

in the ethnographic interviews.Ê
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Map prepared by Brian McKenna
Tanana Chiefs Conference
Wildlife & Parks Program

Fairbanks, Alaska
October, 2020

The information in this map represents
select sites mentioned in ethnographic
interviews with Elders and local know-
ledge holders in the Draanjik drainage.

Traditional fishing location
(bering cisco, broad whitefish,
sheefish, pike, and grayling)

Coho and chum salmon
spawn near Pink Bluff.

Fishing location at mouth of Teedraanjik
(Chinook, chum, coho, and sheefish)

Fishing location near mouth of Grayling
Fork (broad whitefish, bering cisco, pike,
sheefish, grayling, and longnose suckers)

Fishing location near mouth of Owl
Creek (broad whitefish, bering cisco,
pike, sheefish, grayling, and suckers. 

Set net site (chum, coho, humpback
and broad whitefish, sheefish, and pike)

!( LTK Sites

Fish camp location near Fishhook
Creek (chum, coho, sheefish,
humpback whitefish, least cisco,
burbot, pike, and grayling)

Salmon Village

Chinook salmon carcass
found in Sept, 2018

Results
•	 Ethnographic Interviews

–	 Regional fishing profile: respondents primarily target for fish harvests are whitefish species; chum 
salmon are also harvested, and some Chinook salmon are observed; in the spring, humpback 
whitefish, least cisco, and broad whitefish are harvested as they are coming out of lakes; in the 
fall, whitefishes heading back to the lakes are harvested, including sheefish, or “Koonies”, full of 
eggs; in the winter, whitefishes and northern pike are harvested through the ice.  

–	 Over 19 fish locations identified.
–	 Topics: learning to fish, fishing methods including ‘can’ fishing, traveling Fort Yukon/Chalkyitsik, 

Salmon Village, the school at Chalkyitsik. 

“I started fishing when I was really young, maybe just a little kid. My dad taught me, we learned from 
[other] kids. We all fished out here in this little river, [it was] common knowledge, I can’t even remem-
ber who taught me. But I remember fishing for as long as I can [remember].” (Kyle Joseph, Chalkyitsik)
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–	 Concerns and changes: 
0	 System is changing, as lakes are drying up and more trees are growing
0	 Breakup is happening earlier and winters are more mild
0	 Decrease in longnose sucker and arctic lamprey over past 10 years
0	 Whitefish populations are decreasing due to increasing beaver populations, which are affect-

ing whitefish access to lake habitats; “Now there are less whitefish because of the beaver 
dams. The fish do not come up.” (Eddie Frank, Venetie) 

0	 Some animal populations are decreasing (muskrats, rabbits, squirrels) 

•	 Fisheries Surveys
–	 Environmental-DNA (eDNA) results from water samples suggest the presence of Chinook, fall 

chum, and Coho salmon in numerous tributaries throughout the Draanjik drainage.
–	 Data acquired from minnow trapping, angling, electrofishing, and aerial surveys will result in 

nominations to the State of Alaska’s Anadromous Waters Catalog for the following species and 
locations:
0	 Rearing juvenile Chinook salmon in Tetthajik and Drifting Snow Creeks
0	 Spawning adult and rearing juvenile Coho salmon at Nee Inlii in the Kevinjik Creek drainage
0	 Presence of adult and juvenile Round Whitefish in Kevinjik Creek, Drifting Snow Creek, and 

Grayling Fork Black River
0	 Presence of juvenile Arctic Lamprey in Kevinjik Creek, Tetthajik Creek, and Grayling Fork 

Black River
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Positive eDNA locations for
Chinook, fall chum, and Coho 

salmon in the Draanjik. Ê
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Map prepared by Brian McKenna
Tanana Chiefs Conference
Wildlife & Parks Program

Fairbanks, Alaska
January, 2022

! Chum_eDNA+

$ Coho_eDNA+

" Chinook_eDNA+
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Proposed nominations to the
State of Alaska's Anadromous
Waters Catalog for Chinook &
Coho salmon in the Draanjik.
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Fairbanks, Alaska
January, 2022

Proposed Nominations

Kr_AWC_2020

A combination of fisheries techniques was
used to verify spawning and rearing of
Chinook and Coho salmon in the Draanjik.
This information was collected between 2018
and 2022, and is being used to update the
Anadromous Waters Catalog to protect critical
spawning and rearing habitat for anadromous
fishes in the Draanjik River drainage.

Proposed Nomination for Nee Inlii:
-add rearing juvenile Coho salmon
-add spawning adult Coho salmon

Proposed Nomination for Tetthajik Creek:
-extend rearing juvenile Chinook salmon

Proposed Nomination for Drifting Snow Creek:
-extend rearing juvenile Chinook salmon
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Proposed nominations to the
State of Alaska's Anadromous
Waters Catalog for Arctic
Lamprey and Round Whitefish
in the Draanjik drainage.
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Round Whitefish

") Arctic Lamprey

A combination of fisheries techniques was
used to verify spawning and rearing of
Lamprey and Whitefish sp.  in the Draanjik.
This information was collected between 2018
and 2022, and is being used to update the
Anadromous Waters Catalog to protect critical
spawning and rearing habitat for anadromous
fishes in the Draanjik River drainage.

Proposed Nomination for Kevinjik Creek:
-add/extend rearing juvenile Arctic Lamprey 

Proposed Nomination for Kevinjk Creek:
-add rearing juvenile Round Whitefish
-add rearing juvenile Arctic Lamprey

Proposed Nomination for Drifting Snow Creek:
-add present adult Round Whitefish

Proposed Nomination for Tetthajik Creek:
-add rearing juvenile Arctic Lamprey

Proposed Nomination for Grayling Fork Black River:
-add rearing juvenile Round Whitefish
-add rearing juvenile Arctic Lamprey

Proposed Nomination for Grayling Fork Black River:
-add/extend rearing juvenile Round Whitefish
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Conclusions
The combination of traditional knowledge and western science techniques has documented anadromous 
fish in the locations noted above and this project will conclude with those nominations to the AWC.

Recommendations
•	 Aerial survey Kevinjik Creek & Nee Inlii for spawning Coho salmon during years of higher returns
•	 Aerial survey Tetthajik Creek for spawning Chinook salmon during years of higher returns
•	 Aerial survey Drifting Snow Creek for spawning Chinook salmon during years of higher returns
•	 Electrofishing and minnow trapping on upper portion of Drifting Snow Creek for rearing juvenile Chi-

nook salmon 
•	 Aerial survey Grayling Fork Black River for spawning Chinook salmon in years of higher returns
•	 Beach seine or other collection technique for documenting spawning chum salmon in the upper 

Draanjik drainage above the Salmon Fork confluence.

Acknowledgements
We thank the knowledgeable participants and the communities of Chalkyitsik, Fort Yukon, and Venetie 
for sharing their vast knowledge and for their support in this project.  
We also thank that Office of Subsistence Management and  
the Fisheries Resource Monitoring Program  
for funding this project.

Open water 
containing redds 

(salmon nests).

Travis David search-
ing for redds and 
spawning Coho.
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