
Minutes 
Rat River Working Group Meeting 

March 10, 2009  
Mackenzie Hotel-Permafrost Room 

            
 

 
1. Meeting called to order at 9:06am 

Opening prayer done by: Mr. Tom Wright 
 
Attendance: 
 
Robert Charlie, Chair RRWG; Billy Wilson, Ft. McPherson RRC; Georgie 
Blake, Ft. McPherson RRC; Selwyn Kay, Ft. McPherson RRC; Wanda 
Pascal, Ft. McPherson RRC; Neil Firth, Inuvik RRC; Tom Wright, Inuvik 
RRC; Fanny Greenland, Aklavik RRC; Dennis Arey, Aklavik RRC; Eddie 
McLeod, Aklavik RRC; Eva Gordon, Aklavik HTC; Billy Store, Aklavik HTC; 
Billy Archie, WSWG; Amy Thompson, GRRB; Kevin Bill, DFO; Larry Dow, 
DFO; Terry Stein, DFO; Sarah Fosbery, DFO; Tracey Loewen, DFO; Steve 
Sandstrom, Ontario Min. of Natural Resources; Tim Byers, DFO-Traditional 
Knowledge; Colin Gallagher, DFO; Neil Mochnacz, DFO; Andrew Gordon 
Guest. 
 
2. Robert Charlie welcomed everyone to the Rat River Working Group 

Meeting. The Rat River Working Group has been going strong since 1995 
to help maintain a healthy population of Dolly Varden Char. Robert 
welcomed, the RRC’s, HTC’s, DFO, WSWG, and Steve Sandstrom who 
has done a lot of scientific work with the Dolly Varden Char. 

 
3. Introductions. 

 
4. Kevin Bill spoke about the Fishing Plan and stated that it has not been 

updated since 2006; however, he does have a digital updated form for this 
year. As for the Traditional Knowledge aspect of things, Amy Thompson 
from the GRRB has put some documents together. Consultation was not 
done in Fort McPherson last year so we are going to have it earlier this 
year. Tom Wright, RRC-Inuvik asked if the assessments that are done do 
they also include the coast? The coast was not included. 

 
5. Colin Gallagher presented on behalf of Kim Howland with regards to the 

Char Monitoring Study results for 2008. This study has been ongoing for 
13 years. The monitors caught a lot of fish and the majority of them 
ranged from 4-5 years of age which is about 85% of the fish that were 
sampled. They have noticed that there is a strong population of 5 year 
olds. It was noted that 5% of the catch were male and female spawners 
and 95% of the catch were silvers. Dennis Arey had noticed that 
sometimes when the fish are on the spawning run, it is the small ones that 
come in first then the bigger ones. He had suggested that maybe we 
should start tagging in the ocean then look at the recapture percentage in 
the Rat and we may be able to derive information on what percentage of 
the catch is coming from the coast and maybe we can start recording the 
direction the fish are caught at shingle point This would give us a better 
understanding as to what is going on in the Rat River.   



6. The Shingle Point harvest study last year was difficult to do at times due to 
weather. It was very windy. Twenty-nine (29) char were harvested 
between 5 harvesters. They did see a lot of salmon. 

  
Tracey Loewen is working towards her PhD & plans to examine 
environmental signals that can be identified in Arctic char and Dolly 
Varden otoliths.  She will examine trace elements such as strontium and 
zinc found within otoliths that help to connect the environment in which a 
fish lives to a wide variety of biological information about the fish.  Her 
study will use otoliths trace elements to: 1) discriminate Dolly Varden 
populations from the Yukon North Slope and Northwest Territories, 2) 
identify variation of habitat use within non-migratory (resident) populations 
of Arctic char (mostly likely focusing on Lake Hazen, Ellesmere Island), 
and 3) Determine the timing of first migration to and from the sea in 
migratory Arctic char from across the species’ range in Canada.” She has 
a lot of samples (50) from DFO that will help get her started and she will 
go on from there.  

 
7. Steve Sandstrom, based on his participation on studies at the Rat River 

fish hole, presented the Rat River assessment and Monitoring progress. 
This study has been ongoing since 1995. Steve has worked up north in 
the Firth and Babbage river areas since the early 1990’s.  
 
A fall assessment has been done every three years from 1995. The fish 
are getting bigger faster. In one year there was a growth of 100mm out at 
sea. We are experiencing higher temperature trends in comparison to the 
south.  
 
In 2001 we could not reach our quota and in the fall of 2004 there was a 
decline and had large amount of small sample sizes, it was a hard time 
trying to tag fish. Estimate of abundance in 2007 was about 7-10 thousand 
based on 2 estimates using a mark and recapture method through fall 
seining at the fish hole.  
 
In 2008 it was an easy 15,000, with no problems catching the fish. In 2007 
there was a large group of 4 year olds and in 2008 there were more 5 year 
olds. It was noted that the 5 year old fish are now the size of 8 year olds 
back in 1990. However, even though they are 3 x bigger, they are still 
spawning at the same age which is 6 (450mm long).  Steve has noticed 
along with other biologist that from 1955-2005 it has gotten 50% dryer due 
to declining precipitation. Dry areas are getting wetter, and wet areas are 
getting dryer. In 2001-2004-2007 there has been low water levels and loss 
of habitat due to low water levels & ice freezing 6-8ft thick. We are only 
going to get dryer. Steve suggested reducing harvest in years with low 
precipitation. Selwyn Kay from Ft. McPherson has been (with DFO) 
working as a Char monitor for 20 years. It is great to have such a 
dedicated worker and to have that type of data that is sequenced through 
out all those years.  
 
Steve personally recommended that:  

 Allow a controlled and monitored harvest in 2009. Some factors to 
consider are:  
o Cultural importance of fishery 



o Current population estimate 
o Recruitment 
o Safe allowable harvest limit (10%) 
o Life history characteristics (natural mortality) 
o 2008-09 precipitation  
o Future prognosis (global warming) 
o 500-1500 fish considered low to moderate risk to overall population 
o Encourage release of large males 
o Share and enjoy harvest 
o Implement annual 1 day fall seine to monitor population and critical habitat changes 
o Re-visit harvest allocation annually 
 
For 2009, 500-1500 fish be harvested, 500 being the low risk and 1500 
would be the moderate risk.  
Larry Dow: Should there be tagging every year? 
Steve advised to do it in multiple years (3yrs) and to revisit harvest 
allocation annually at the Rat River Working Group Meeting. 
 
Effectiveness of a fish weir was discussed. Steve commented that weirs 
are not suitable in the Rat River. They probably tried about 11-13 times 
and it was only partially successful maybe twice. They all get washed out 
with the current.  
 
Billy Archie suggested to Steve to focus on climate trends west of the 
Mackenzie because Aklavik can be very different in temperature from 
Inuvik. Steve acknowledged and agreed with suggestion but noted that the 
problem is that there is no long term information available.   
 
Dennis Arey also commented that we should be looking at the feeding 
grounds in the ocean. Steve replied that there is likely a link between how 
far the ice is away from the shore. When it is far from shore, the waves 
push fresh water close to the shore. This should increase the feeding area 
for the char.  
 
Billy Storr commented that more people are catching char in areas where 
char was rare to catch in the past and wondered if it is linked to habitat. 
Steve noted that climate change is making habitat change. It is possible 
for fish to adapt to new habitat.  
 

8. Neil Mochnacz, with DFO, did a presentation regarding the update on 
habitat research. This is to determine which habitats are limiting and 
develop baseline habitat conditions which can be used in the future. He 
had done a habitat survey in Big Fish and the Rat River in the fall. He had 
collected water samples and identified key habitats by, depth, velocity, 
and substrate. The out come was 55% cobble, 30% pebble, 10% boulder 
and the remaining 5% was Gravel and Sand. 
 
There are three types of ground water which is important, Active Layer, 
Shallow Ground water & Deep Ground water. The water levels at Fish 
Creek were very high in 2004 and very low in 2007. He also took Infrared 
and standard photographs along Fish Creek to understand more about the 
location of groundwater springs, which are important for maintaining winter 
habitat near the spawning and overwintering sites. Water samples were 
taken above, below, and at sites where we suspected groundwater was 



present. The intent is to develop chemical signals from water samples 
which represent groundwater springs.   
 
He would like to get a water gauge on the Rat River. 
Max asked if there was long-term habitat work done on the Horton River? 
Nothing was done long-term. Billy Archie noted that the last two years had 
a +5oC weather in January. Dennis Arey noted that there should be 
something set up for harvesters that observe predators during the winter 
at the fish holes. They should inform the local hunters and trappers or 
RRC especially when otters are observed.  
 

BREAK FOR LUNCH 
Called to order at, 13:06pm 

 
8. Cont…Amy Thompson stated that Nathan Miller canoed up the rat and as 

far as the Horn Lake area with no difficulty. The TK Char questionnaire 
was brought to the RRWG 2 years prior and has six interviews. Ft. 
McPherson and Aklavik interviews have been transcribed and the 
interviews are very detailed.  
 
Tim Byers, who has a TK Contract with DFO, introduced himself. He used 
to do some work up here back in the early 1990’s. He will be gathering 
existing traditional knowledge on the Dolly Varden Char. 

 
9. Kevin Bill presented the Integrated Fish Management Plan (IFMP) for 

Dolly Varden. In January of 2007 FJMC and DFO met in Winnipeg. Kevin 
Bill, Molly Kirk from Parks, Amy Thompson GRRB, and Louis Porta from 
the FJMC are on the writing team for the IFMP for Dolly Varden Char. 
Once the draft is complete it will be presented to the Boards which will be 
followed with community consultation.  

 
Pre-COSEWIC process written update from Jim Reist stated that all 
information will be collected and the first deadline to report to COSEWIC 
sub-committee was in Feb 2009 but since not all information was available 
at that time it will remain as an internal review. The next sub-committee 
meeting will be in fall 2009 and at that time DFO expects to have a more 
complete set of information to present. It will include the TK information 
being collected by Tim Bryes. 
  

10. Recommendations for 2009 fishing season. 
 

John Carmichael has suggested moving it from 40 to 60 / monitor. Dennis 
Arey noted that if it is opened up it would be good to have a monitor in 
town and that allocations should be made lower than the moderate risk 
lever (1500) to allow for potential over harvest. Billy Archie suggested 
having char monitor collecting samples at Shingle Point.  Kevin Bill from 
DFO wanted to harvest 5% of the stock.  

 
1. Raise the limit to1, 225-giving 75 for each monitor and 1000 to be 

determined after discussion between the RRC and HTC on 
allocation. 

2. Hire a monitor at Shingle Point and Aklavik 
3. Release large males  



4. Tag fish at fishing hole for the 2009 fish study using seine. 
5. Place water gauge on the Rat River 
6. Voluntary closure except for 1000 to be allocated between the 

communities  
7. Add char biology to community consultation for education 

 
11. Discussed the consultations dates for each community and the results are 

as follows: 
A) Aklavik  - Mid May 
B) Fort McPherson - Mid April 
C) Inuvik   - Will Contact 
D) Tsiigehtchic  - Will Contact 
 

12. N/A 
 
13. Motion to Adjourn at 2:50pm  Minute prepared by: Sarah Fosbery 

 
Motioned by Robert Charlie 

 Seconded by: Kevin Bill 
 Carried 

  
   

 
     

 
  

 


