
Under Federal management from the 1930s to the 1950s, 
Alaska’s commercial salmon harvests fell 50%. 

When Alaska became a state in 1959, it began managing salmon based 
on sustainable yield—fishermen could only fish when there were enough 

returning fish to sustain and grow future runs. By the 1960s, 
salmon catches were slowly increasing.  

As Fish and Fish Prices Increased, So Did the 
Number of Fishermen.

As the runs rebuilt, salmon prices also began to increase. These factors lured 
more fishermen into the fishery, including non-resident fishermen and casual 
participants—schoolteachers, homesteaders, and others seeking to supplement 
their income from other jobs. By the late 1960s, these part-timers made it 
harder for Alaskan fishermen who depended on salmon to make a living. Too 
many fishermen also sometimes made for very short openings, which increased 
the likelihood that fishermen would not catch enough fish to live on. 

     As this disastrous fishing season 
draws to a dreary close, many of our 
local resident fishermen will be standing 
by, watching outsiders earning a living 
at their doorstep…is there anything we 
can do to provide better protection for 
the resident fishermen of Bristol Bay, 
who must fish their waters along with 
so many others who leave right after the 
fishing season? Cannot we make more 
jobs available to local people so that  
they can earn money close to where  
they live?”

The Problem:
Too Many Fishermen, Not Enough Fish

“

-George Rogers, 1979

Beach seining at Karluk 1960s. Kodiak Historical Society, P779-10

1970 fishing license for Wallace Fields, age 9

Salmon on tender.
Kodiak Maritime Museum, Tim Smith Collection

Political pressure builds for a solution. 

In 1968, in an effort to shrink the number of salmon fishermen, the Alaska Legislature passed 
a law limiting participation to those who had fished in the previous three years. The courts 
decided however that the law violated both the U.S. and the Alaska constitutions by denying 
equal access to a commonly owned resource. In 1973 Governor Bill Egan formed a study  
group to craft a legal plan to limit the number of commercial salmon licenses to protect  
Alaska’s fishermen.  



Governor Egan’s 1973 Limited Entry Study Group  
identified three goals to revitalize Alaska’s salmon fishery:  
help as many fishermen as possible earn a living from 
salmon fishing, limit the number of fishermen to those most 
dependent on fishing, and maintain Alaska’s sustained yield 
management system.	

Limiting the Fishery: How Many Permits Should  
Be Issued?

To calculate the optimum number of permits, the study group called for 
a Limited Entry Commission to weigh the maximum number of fishermen  
who could earn a living from fishing against the maximum amount of gear  
which could harvest, but not overharvest, a fishery in both good years and bad.  
The new Commission would also consider the history and traditions of each 
area’s fishery. 

What is a “Limited Entry” Permit?  

In the new system, permit holders had to be real 
people—fish processors and corporations could not hold 
permits. A person could hold only one permit per fishery 
and no one else could catch and sell fish in the permit 
holder’s absence.  Permits would also be transferable, 
allowing retiring fishermen to give or sell their permits 
to new fishermen. This gave the permits a market 
value, with permit prices subject to supply and demand. 
This monetization of permits would have immense but 
unforeseen consequences in the decades ahead.

     Once received, an entry permit is like 
property. A person may keep it for life, or 
he may sell or transfer it.”

The Solution:
Limiting Access to the Salmon Fishery

“
-1973 Governor’s Limited 
Entry Study Group 
Introduction

Below: Title page to the  
1973 Governor’s Study Group Report:  

“A Limited Entry Program for Fisheries.”

Jerry Everman and Jean Burnham on the F/V Naiad, early 1970s. Photo by Claire Madsen, Kodiak Maritime Museum Collection

Brailing salmon.  
Kodiak Maritime Museum, Tim Smith Collection



For Limited Entry to work, it had to limit the 
number of fishermen.

Alaska’s Constitution, however, said that the state’s fish, 
wildlife, and waters “are reserved to the people for common 
use.” In August 1972 voters approved an amendment 
which prohibited exclusive privilege but allowed “limited” 
participation in fisheries. In 1973 the Alaska Legislature passed 
the Limited Entry Act. Years of administrative and court 
battles followed over who got a permit and who did not.

How Many Permits Should There Be and Who 
Should Get One? 

Limited Entry applied to commercial fishing only—sport and subsistence fishing had separate 
regulations. The number of permits for each fishery was decided by weighing the maximum 
amount of gear which could sustainably harvest the fish against the maximum number of 
fishermen who could earn a living in that fishery. Permits could be awarded to any U.S. citizen, 
but those with a history of fishing in a particular fishery and who depended on it for their living 
would be prioritized. 

Qualifying for A Permit

The new Limited Entry Commission devised a point system to evaluate individual permit 
applications. Applicants with more years of fishing got more points, as did those who had held a 
gear license. Applicants with higher percentages of fishing income versus non-fishing income got 
more points, as did boat and setnet site owners versus people with gear only. To help fishermen 
in rural places with few other jobs, rural residents were scored higher than urban residents. In 
1975, 16,619 permits were awarded based on application point scores. 

     No exclusive right or special privilege 
of fishery shall be created or authorized 
in the natural waters of the State. This 
section does not restrict the power of 
the State to limit entry into any fishery 
for purposes of resource conservation, 
to prevent economic distress among 
fishermen and those dependent upon 
them for a livelihood and to promote the 
efficient development of aquaculture in 
the State.” 

Putting Limited  
Entry Into Action 

“

-1972 amendment to the 
Alaska Constitution: Article 
VIII, Section 15

The first four pages of the 21-page Limited Entry Permit application form. Comprehensive and complicated, the 
application was tough going for some Alaska Native applicants, many of whom were unfamiliar with such forms or 
spoke English as a second language. Hundreds missed the deadline or submitted incomplete applications and were 
initially denied permits. The “Wassellie” court decision extended the filing deadline.

Dale Heath Fletch Holcomb, 1970s
Kodiak Maritime Museum



Limited Entry reduced the crowds on the fishing 
grounds, but also transformed the right to catch 
and sell fish into a monetized and transferable 
asset, like boats, gear, or land. The unforeseen 
consequences of that transformation have  
been profound.

The value of the right to fish becomes defined strictly in monetary terms, the market 
becomes the method of determining who has the right to fish, and rights to fish shift 
into the hands of those that have the ability to pay.”

— Corothers, Tragedy of the Commodification, Displacements in Alutiiq Fishing 

Communities in the Gulf of Alaska 2010, pg 112

Monetizing Access to the Fisheries

Limited Entry permits are liquid assets, and can be willed to an heir, bought 
and sold for cash, or used as collateral for loans from the State of Alaska for 
boats or other permits. In the 1980s, as the runs rebounded and salmon prices 
rose, permit prices for some salmon fisheries skyrocketed. Fish processing 
companies, prohibited from owning permits, sold their fleets of “cannery 
boats,” they had once leased to fishermen in return for exclusive rights to 
delivered fish. The days of salmon fishing on a shoestring were gone. 

 
Permit Drift and A Barrier for New Fishermen to Enter  
a Fishery

Driven by economic pressures in a cash economy, financial inexperience, and lack of credit, many 
permits issued to rural residents in 1975 have been sold to fishermen in more urban places, 
or have migrated out of rural places when the permit holders themselves moved. This loss of 
permits, and the fishing wealth and cultural connection to fish they generate, has contributed to 
a slow economic and cultural decline for many coastal Alaska villages which have depended on 
salmon for centuries. For many young fishermen in both urban and rural communities; permits, 
boats, and gear, have become too expensive to begin a fishing career.

     …limited entry, it pretty much 
took everybody’s dreams away of being 
fishermen and running your own boat. 
You know, ‘I can’t afford to buy a permit. 
I can’t afford to buy gear and a boat’.” 

50 Years of  
Limited Entry:  
What Happened?

“

-Interview of Ouzinkie 
Fisherman by Courtney 
Corothers, 2010 “

     You look at it now, if you aren’t in the 
fishery and you aren’t made, it’s going to 
be pretty tough to get in there. I don’t 
see how, you know, unless you got a rich 
dad or a rich uncle...”

“

-Interview of Old Harbor 
Fisherman by Courtney 
Corothers, 2010
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The goals of Limited Entry were to safeguard 
fisheries resources and provide economic 
opportunity to those who needed it most. 

The solution in 1975 was to make fishing access a 
marketable asset, which seemed appropriate then, but 
the resulting displacement of rural, mostly indigenous, 
fishermen, and younger aspiring fishermen, from fisheries 
reveals a need to reassess that model.

 
It’s not just about going out and making $200,000. …I really think any resources 
that are adjacent to a community—there has to be a way to ensure that those 
people there, adjacent to that community, whether it be guiding, whether it be 
commercial fishing…whatever the resources are there… that those people that live 
next to that resource have first access to it. It’s just a no brainer to me…I think 
of all my buddies that I grew up with and are no longer living, whether it was from 
suicide or whether it was from overdose of drugs or whatever it was. I really believe  

that those guys, they wanted to be skippers. They would have had 
families. They would be here today. I really believe that.”

— Old Harbor Fisherman Freddie Christiansen,  

SASAP Well-being Working Group, Santa Barbara, California, 2017

Thinking Differently About Fishing Access

Over the past few decades, fishermen, Native groups, and social scientists have 
come to recognize that amending the Limited Entry program will be required to 
reverse the exodus of fishing access rights from rural Alaska and help younger 
fishermen become owner-operators. Is there a way to value fishing rights in a 
way that prioritizes the people who need them most, both economically and 
culturally, and maintains those rights in the communities where they live? 

Fishing “Trusts,” and New Kinds of Permit Transfers and 
Classes

Amending the program to allow “trusts,” to hold fishing permits would enable community 
organizations to lease permits to local fishermen to keep fishing access and income within 
communities. Allowing temporary permit transfers similar to emergency medical transfers could 
provide opportunity to new or younger fishermen. Creating permit classes for younger or rural 
fishermen could address the “graying,” of the fleet and help keep permits in villages.

     In the case of limited entry, if the 
goal was to keep the rights to a fishery 
in the hands of locals who depend most 
upon that income, why make those rights 
market-based? In the case of indigenous 
fishing communities in the Gulf of Alaska, 
limiting access and creating inalienable 
resource rights based in place may have 
prevented many of the displacements 
discussed in this article.”

Knowing What  
We Know,  
What Happens Now? 
The Long Range Outlook for Limited Entry 

“

Corothers, VB Mast  
Vol 9.2, 2010, pg. 112 

Andrew Paukan, son Allen, 
daughter Molly, Lower Yukon 
1974, Myron Wright
photo for Alaska Geographic

 Ahsha Staiger and Colin Sullivan gillnet fishing in Uganik Bay, 2016. 
Kodiak Maritime Museum Collections
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 Before 1700, about 30% of England’s agricultural land was 
“common,” land — owned by the king, governed by a local 
lord, and farmed by peasants with traditional rights.

Between 1700 and 1900 the population of England grew from 
5 million people to 30 million, grain and wool prices rose, and 
competition for land increased, just as competition grew in 
Alaska’s common property salmon fishery in the 1960s. 

     Our family was very reluctant to 
leave and stayed for some time, but the 
burning party came round and set fire 
to our house at both ends, reducing to 
ashes whatever remained within the 
walls. The people had to escape for 
their lives, some of them losing all their 
clothes except what they had on their 
back. The people were told they could go 
where they liked, provided they did not 
encumber the land that was by rights 
their own. The people were driven away 
like dogs.”

Privatizing the 
English Commons:
Transforming Land into Capital

“

From the account of Betsy 
Mackay, who was sixteen 
when she was evicted from 
the  Duke of Sutherland’s 
newly privatized estates.

English shepherd, mid-
19th century. 

At the Crossroads
David Cox, 1850

England “Rationalizes,” Its Common Lands

As agricultural prices increased in the 1700s, British landowners used Parliamentary Acts to 
“enclose,” common lands, a euphemism for privatization. Individuals with means bought small 
plots of traditionally farmed, formerly common land from cashless peasants. Combining them 
into large privately owned estates and using more efficient farming methods to produce higher 
yields per acre made a new class of landed gentry astoundingly rich. By 1900, only 3% of English 
agricultural land was commonly owned.

Enclosing  the Land, Displacing People

Between 1760 and 1870, about 7 million acres (one sixth of England) were “enclosed.” Millions of 
peasants gave up rights to land they had farmed for centuries, but could not afford to “enclose,” 
with fences or walls, a requirement of ownership. Some had their land taken, sometimes 
violently. Hundreds of thousands of dispossessed men, women, and children walked to the 
London slums or the mines and factories of Britain’s new industrial revolution, or sailed to 
America to start new lives.  About half of England’s land is now owned by 40,000 people, about 
0.07 percent of its population of 57 million. 

While the removal of England’s peasant farmers is different in time, place, and scale from the 
ongoing displacement of Alaska’s rural and younger fishermen, the catalyst for both events—the 
monetization of an open access resource—is the same.

Green Dots Showing Acts 
of Enclosure in Wales and 
England, 1700-1911

British factory workers, circa 1900


