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This study documents the occurrence and tentative known distribution of adult white-fleshed coho salmon, Oncorhynchus kisutch, without the normal complement of red carotenoid pigments in flesh
color. Although white-fleshed Chinook salmon, O. tshawytscha, occur widely among various populations along the North American Pacific coast, white-fleshed coho salmon (WFCS) are rare, apparently
occurring only in a limited region of northern southeast Alaska. The phenomenon, largely unknown by the public and general fisheries community, is known mostly by commercial fishermen or
processors that buy salmon. Interviews with fishermen, processors, and Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) port samplers indicate WFCS are known to occur in this region at least since the
1960s. Locations where fishermen catch WFCS include Cross Sound, Icy Strait, Lynn Canal, Stephens Passage, Favorite Channel, Saginaw Channel and adjacent areas along the outer coast generally north
of Cape Spencer. ADF&G Tag Laboratory records indicate six adult WFCS have been recovered with coded wire tags since the late 1990s. Four were from wild juveniles tagged in Chilkat River and two
were from juveniles tagged in Taku River. It is unknown if these rivers are the only sources of WFCS in the region. Distributions of where returning adult WFCS are caught, however, is consistent with a
migratory corridor of adult coho salmon returning to these two rivers. Although causes for WFCS are unknown, presumably they are genetic in nature similar to white-fleshed Chinook salmon.
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Locations of buying stations,
ports, and natal stream where
11,002 wild coho salmon
juveniles tagged with CWT in
2005 in Chilkat River were
recovered as adults in 2006. One
tagged white-fleshed adult was
recovered from this group near
Pelican, Alaska. ADF&G tag code
041133.
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10,002 wild coho
salmon Juveniles tagged with
CWT in 2008 in Taku River were
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tagged white-fleshed adult from
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Gustavus, Alaska. ADF&G tag
code 041382
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Year-Number
tagged

Year-Number
recovered

Number
recovered

Recovered near

041133/Chilkat

2005-11,002

2006-101

1

Pelican

041382/Taku

2008-10,552

2009-134

1

Gustavus

042091/Chilkat

2011- 4,427

2012-26

1

Hoonah

040552/Chilkat

2002-21,871

2003-391

1

Yakatat

041133/Chilkat

2005-11,002

2006-101

1

Pelican

Totals

47,852

652

4

Data from ADF&G Tag Lab and Pacific States Marine Commission coast wide Database

Accurate percentages of WFCS in the overall population of coho salmon in this region are
unknown. Rough estimates, however, were derived from fishermen and processors. Some
fishermen suggest they catch a WFCS for every one-to-two thousand normal red-fleshed fish
they catch. Numbers, however, vary greatly from year to year depending in part where they
fish. Processors buying hundred of thousands of coho salmon do not keep records of WFCS as
there is no incentive or particular reason to do so. Alaska Glacier Seafoods near Juneau
suggested they may have had 50 or more WFCS through their facility in 2013 and somewhat
fewer in 2014. A commercial troller keeping detailed records over a 17-year period (19982014) fishing in the same limited area of Icy Strait called Homeshore had 18 WFCS out of
almost 17,000 coho salmon caught during that period. Of those 18 WFCS 4 were caught in late
August and 14 were caught in September. Others fishing Cross Sound, Icy Strait, and Lynn
Canal reported most WFCS were caught during the latter part of the season. Icy Strait serves as
a migration corridor for adult salmon returning to Chilkat and Taku Rivers.

Maturing coho salmon ovaries from white-fleshed fish upper;
normal red- fleshed fish lower. Photo by John Church
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