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increased their use of cash, store-bought foods, and manufactured goods, 
traditional forms of transfer and exchange have come to involve a smaller 
portion of the total harvest. However, the noncommercial transfer and 
exchange of wildlife are still important institutions in rural Alaska (Langdon 
and Wort 1981, Wolfe 1981, Magdanz 1988a). Further, many of the 
noncommercial transfers and exchanges of wildlife products occur without 
the use of money. And even where money is used, it is in dispersed 
locations without mechanisms or procedures for recording prices. The 
prevalence of direct consumption, of nonmonetary transfer and exchange, 
and of dispersed monetary exchange of wildlife resources make it difficult 
to determine their economic value. 

As Alaskan ethnographic literature reveals (Langdon and Worl 1981, 
Langdon 1984, Schroeder et al. 1987, Wolfe and Walker 1987), wildlife and 
wildlife products play an important role not only in alimentation and 
habilitation, but also in the ceremonies and long-standing social and 
religious traditions of Alaska Natives. Human survival, the economy, and 
the means of establishing prestige and of maintaining peace have all involved 
the consumption, transfer, and exchange of fish, game, and of products 
made thereof, since time immemorial. 

Hunting and fishing are important activities in Alaska for non-Natives as 
well as Natives. Indeed, surveys suggest that the continued existence of 
wildlife, and the opportunity to hunt and fish, are indispensable to the 
maintenance of what might be called the "pioneer" Alaskan lifestyle, 
particularly in rural communities (Schroeder and Nelson 1983:156, Stratton 
and Georgette 1984, Gmelch and Gmelch 1985:156, Reed 1985:187, 195, Fall 
and Foster 1987, Stanek 1987, Stanek et al. 1988:156). The continued 
existence of this way of life should be reflected in the value that harvesters 
of wildlife place on the wildlife resource. 

This paper contains two main sections. The first describes the harvest and 
exchange of Alaskan wildlife. We review what is known about the 
importance of wildlife resources to people in Alaska and the prevalence of 
the different forms of transfer and exchange of wildlife resources. 
Subsistence harvest is compared with sport and commercial harvest so as to 
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Table 1. Annual per Capita Harvest of Wild Foods in Selected Alaska Communities. 

Percent Mean per Capita 
Alaska Harvest Subsistence 

Community Natives Population in lbs.• Region Referenceb 

Ivanof Bay 100 38 445 SW h 

Perryville 100 111 390 SW h 

Chignik Lake 99 138 283 SW h 

Kivaline 99 270 824 Arct a 

New Stuyahok 99 337 896 SW 0 

Allakaket 98 152 909 Int g 

Hughes 98 94 1498 Int g 

Quinhagak 98 427 756 West 0 

Beaver 97 78 459 Int r 
Kotlik 96 293 510 West m 

Stebbins 96 331 1012 West m 

Tyonek 95 273 272 SC c 
Alakanuk 94 522 733 West m 

Emmonak 91 567 612 West m 

Mentasta 90 67 109 SC 1 

Pilot Pt. 89 64 384 SW d 
Chignik 88 178 194 SW h 

Tetlin 88 107 532 Int f 
Port Graham 85 161 145 SC s 
Angoon 78 630 216 SE e 
Egegik 78 75 385 SW h 

English Bay 78 124 147 SC s 
Chignik Lgn. 75 48 229 SW h 

Port Heiden 73 103 814 SW d 
Yakutat 62 sso 369 SE q 

Dillingham 57 2004 242 SW n 
Klawock 57 600 223 SW b 
Chistochina SS 65 us SC I 

"Oulkana 49 us 114 SC 1 

Seldovia 35 506 52 SC i 
Gold Creek 30 11 174 SC k 
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seal oil). Noncommercial harvest of wildlife consists of all other forms of 
hunting and fishing. 

One category of noncommercial wildlife harvest falls under the rubric of 
"subsistence." "Subsistence" typically refers to a minimum level or standard 
of living for physical and mental survival. Some authors extend the concept 
to include not only survival, but also "productive efficiency," which brings in 
the minimum requirements for "productive living" in the society (Sharif 
1986). In either case, the emphasis is on determining a minimum level of 
economic well being. In Alaskan natural resource policy.writings, however, 
"subsistence" usually refers to customary reliance on harvest and personal 
use of renewable natural resources to provide for a significant portion of a 
family's private needs. This perspective has influenced both state and 
federal laws dealing with noncommercial fish and game harvests in Alaska, 
and has led to the legal distinction between subsistence hunting and fishing, 
on the one hand, and sport hunting and fishing, on the other. 

According to the (state) Joint Boards of Fisheries and Game Subsistence 
Procedures, "customary and traditional subsistence use by rural Alaska 
residents will be identified by ... a use pattern in which the hunting or fishing 
effort or the products of that effort are distributed or shared among others 
within a definable community of persons; including customary trade, barter, 
sharing and gift-giving [whereby] customary trade may include limited 
exchanges for cash, but does not include significant commercial enterprises 

" Similarly, the (federal) Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation 
Act (ANILCA) of 1980, which governs land use (including hunting and 
fishing) over extensive portions of the state, defines subsistence as "the 
customary and traditional uses by rural Alaska residents of wild, renewable 
resources for direct personal or family consumption as food, shelter, fuel, 
clothing, tools, or transportation, for the making and selling of handicraft 
articles out of nonedible by-products of fish and wildlife resources taken for 
personal or family consumption; for barter, or sharing for personal or family 
·consumption; and for customary trade."

Sport hunting and fishing consists of all noncommercial wildlife harvest 
that does not meet the criteria for subsistence hunting and fishing. The 
distinction between subsistence and other types of wildlife harvest is codified 
in both state (1978) and federal law (ANILCA, The Marine Mammal 
Protection Act, The Endangered Species Act). It has become an important 
and very controversial issue in Alaska because subsistence harvesters may be 
granted more lenient restrictions than sport harvesters with regard to several 
significant matters: bag limits, size limits, length of open season, and uses. 
More important, subsis�ence harvesters are given priority over both sport 
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and commercial harvesters if the size of a given wildlife species population 
falls too low to provide for all of them on a sustained yield basis. 

Priority does not necessarily award subsistence users a legal right to 
harvest wildlife, however. Allowable harvests are controlled by state 
authorities, with the goal of maintaining sustainable wildlife stocks in good 
condition. As long as that objective is being met, everyone may hunt and 
fish (subject, of course, to restrictions that vary from one game management 
unit [GMU] to another). In less satisfactory circumstances, wildlife harvest 
may be subjected to increased restrictions, with those affecting sport and 
commercial harvesters being more stringent than those affecting subsistence 
harvesters. In the event of a real crisis, everyone may be prohibited from 
harvesting the species involved. 

Urban F.r. Rural Communities

The distinction between urban and rural communities is particularly 
important because, under current state law,3 the residents of communities 
(technically, GMUs) legally defined as "rural" may hunt and fish under 
subsistence regulations,' whereas residents of those defined as "urban" may 
not.5 

The major urban communities in Alaska are Anchorage, Fairbanks, and 
Juneau, including the areas immediately surrounding them and having direct 
road access to them. Preliminary evidence suggests that, while a relatively 
small percentage of their populations regularly hunts or fishes in order to 
provide household food, the absolute number may be considerable. Even 
under sport harvest regulations, a single moose or caribou hunt, and a few 
days or weeks of salmon fishing, can place several hundred pounds of food 
on the family table; many urban residents take advantage of this opportunity 
on an annual basis. Wolfe and Walker (1987: 63) report that the annual 
wildlife harvest in Anchorage during the early 1980s yielded an average of 
10 lbs. of usable food per person.6 That, of course, is well below the per 
capita production of any of the rural communities listed in Table 1. 
However, given the fact that the city's population was almost 244,000 at the 
time, the total harvest of Anchorage residents was enormous, far greater 
than that of any rural community. To ignore urban communities in 
estimating the economic value of the wildlife harvest in Alaska wottld thus 
be a serious mistake. 
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"Rural" communities comprise all those communities in Alaska that are 
not specifically defined as urban under state hunting and fishing regulations. 
Since there are only a few urban areas, the overwhelming majority of the 
state's approximately 300 inhabited places fall into the rural category. In 
1980, rural communities were home to more than 140,000 people, about 
36% of the state's population (U.S. Dept. of Commerce, Bureau of Census 
1981:9). 

The geographic, demographic and ethnic differences among "rural" 
communities are considerable. Geographically, they range from those 
located relatively close to urban areas and linked to them by all-weather 
roads, at one extreme, to those that can be reached only by air, on foot, by 
all-terrain vehicle, or by small boat, at the other. This aspect of variability 
is important in the present context because the harvest of wildlife generally 
increases as one moves away from urban centers (Wolfe and Walker 
1987:61). Demographically, rural communities range from populations of 
less than a dozen individuals to nearly 8,000 people, although the great 
majority contained fewer than 1,000 residents in 1980. Ethnically, Alaskan 
communities range from virtually 100% Alaska Native to 100% non-Native. 
This is importaQ.t because, as is brought out in the following section, Natives 
generally harvest more wildlife than non-Natives. 

None of the rural communities in Alaska is so isolated, so small, or so 
traditionally Native as to be totally uninvolved in the modern market 
economy. Virtually all rural communities are characterized by what has 
been referred to (Wolfe 1983a:252-253, Wolfe and Walker 1987:68) as 
"mixed subsistence-market economies." This label recognizes "that there 
exists a 'subsistence sector' to the community's economy and social life, and 
a 'market sector,' and that the socioeconomic system [as a whole) is viable 
because the sectors are complementary and mutually supportive" (Wolfe 
1983a).7 Even the most old-fashioned subsistence hunter uses the most 

modern rifles, snowmachines, boats, boat motors, nets and traps that he can

afford, and these goods cannot be acquired without cash. 
A special type of Alaskan community, the "regional center" (Wolfe et al. 

1986), is definitely rural, but has many of the characteristics of a large city.8
A regional center is a mid-sized (1,000 to 6,000 people), nonurban 
community that acts as a center of services, government, commerce, 
communication, and transportation for a geographic region containing a 
group of smaller communities. Because of their special role in the 
economies of the regions surrounding them, they are often distinguished by 
a number of urban features, such as· hospitals, state police detachments, 
radio and television stations, jet airstrips, major docking facilities, hotels, 
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have no indication of the monetary value of any of them. Only where one 
of the goods is a commonly available market good do barter transactions 
off er a convenient estimate of price. 

Market observation can potentially provide good estimates of marginal 
product value, but rarely of the value of the entire amount of the good 
consumed. Yet, many important changes to be evaluated in Alaska will be 
nonmarginal. The value of the entire good is reflected by the demand curve 
over the fu]) quantity used. The demand curve is not observable directly. 
Anthropological studies offer some clues about the shape of individual 
demand schedules for typical residents of some rural Alaskan communities, 
but we are not aware of any detailed studies that attempted to estimate such 
schedules. Such work would contribute significantly to our understanding 
of the value of wildlife to subsistence users. 

Computation of net value requires estimation of the hunter's cost of 
production, to be subtracted from the gross value. We know of no estimates 
of the marginal cost of hunting by rural Alaskans. Nowak (1977) estimated 
average harvest costs per pound to rural southwestern Alaska hunters, and 
found them to be about one half of the retail price of imported substitutes. 
And Wolfe (1986) estimated average costs of subsistence food production 
for a western Eskimo population. Cost estimation is complicated by the 
existence of joint costs ( costs such as those for equipment and travel that are 
incurred in the harvest of several products), and is a problem for aU four 
valuation methods described herein. 

A final problem with market observation, mentioned above, is that it 
ignores the value of the hunting activity. We know of no studies examining 
the value of the harvest activity to Alaska subsistence hunters. The activity 
value may be minimal at the margin for a species harvested in abundance, 
such as salmon sometimes is, but is not necessarily so. It is Jess likely to be 
low for species not harvested in large numbers. This is an empirical issue 
that would need to be resolved before observation of market behavior could 
be relied upon to yield reliable estimates of the value of subsistence 
hunting.28

Alternative Cost Method 

This method estimates the gross value of a Joss as the minimum cost of 
replacing it with a substitute, and estimates the net value as this replacement 
cost minus the now avoided cost of providing the original good (i.e., new 


















































