
By CALEB VIERKANT 
Sentinel writer 

The borough assembly on 
Tuesday night rescinded $70,000 
in funding to cover COVID-19 
tests for employees of Sea Level 
Seafoods, after rejecting an 
amendment to expand the fund-
ing to all seafood processors in 
Wrangell. 

The assembly originally ap-
proved a motion on May 25 to 
use $70,000 in federal funding to 
cover the costs of COVID-19 
tests for Sea Level employees, 
which passed on a 4-3 vote. The 
borough used federal funds to 
pay for the tests last year. 

The item resurfaced Tuesday 
when Assemblymember Patty 

Gilbert offered an amendment to 
the original funding authoriza-
tion, expanding the program to 
cover all seafood processors. Her 
amendment did not go over well 
with several assembly members. 

“My issue with this is we al-
ready have a free testing pro-
gram in Wrangell, at the 
airport,” Mayor Steve Prysunka 

said. The state has contracted 
with the SouthEast Regional 
Health Consortium to provide 
free testing at the airport for any-
one, though the state contract ex-
pires June 30. 

 “I don’t understand why 
they have to have us paying for 
their testing. I appreciate that it’s 
not the city’s money, it’s the fed’s 
money, but we have to be re-
sponsible for the fed’s money as 
well as our own money,” the 
mayor said. 

Assembly members Dave 
Powell and Bob Davis said they 

agreed with Prysunka. 
After further discussion, the 

assembly came to a consensus 
that expanding the appropria-
tion to cover employee testing 
for all seafood processors was 
unnecessary and voted down 
the amendment. Members then 
decided to rescind the original 
$70,000 in funding for Sea Level 
testing altogether. 

Gilbert made the motion to 
rescind the original appropria-
tion, which passed unanimously. 
Assemblymember Ryan Howe 
was absent. 

By CALEB VIERKANT 
Sentinel writer 

Community members, local organiza-
tions and mariners gathered together at 
the Wrangell Mariners’ Memorial last 
Sunday afternoon for a blessing of the 
fleet. The blessing is a tradition in seaside 
towns around the world, praying for 
safety and bountiful harvests as fishing 
fleets begin heading out for the season. 

The blessing is a longstanding tradition 
for Wrangell, said Jenn Miller-Yancey, 
with the mariners’ memorial board, but 
recent events have become more collabo-
rative. 

“I don’t know how long a tradition the 
blessing of the fleet has been, I know dif-
ferent churches took turns in the past,” 
she said. “Wrangell Ministerial Associa-
tion now has come together, along with 
the Wrangell Mariners’ Memorial board, 
to bring the blessing of the fleet, hopefully, 
annually out here at the site.” 

There was no blessing last year, due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Miller-Yancey 
said she was happy to bring the event 
back this year, and thankful to the com-
munity for coming out in support. 

The blessing itself only took a few min-
utes. The ceremony opened with “The 

Star-Spangled Banner,” sung by Abby 
Gerald. Pastor Sue Bahleda, with Island of 
Faith Lutheran Church, gave the blessing. 
Pastor Brad Traxler, with the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, offered a prayer. 

The ceremony was brought to a close 
by Madeline Davies, of Stikine Middle 
School, who read the poem, “If You’ve 
Ever Lived on an Island.” 

About seven boats pulled out of their 
slips to line up outside of Heritage Harbor 
during the blessing. 

“May your crafts be strong and stable, 
may your crews be strong and able, may 
the seas be good and fair, may your nets 
be full, may you be safe, may you be 
abundant,” Bahleda said in her blessing. 

“We give you thanks for these crafts, 
and their crews. We remember, too, all 
other vessels on the sea: The pleasure 
crafts, the harbor crafts, the cruises and 
sightseeing crafts. On this day we give 
particular thanks and blessing for the 
Coast Guard crafts who continue to guide 
us, to guard us, to save us and protect us. 
We give you thanks for all of these things, 
and we bless these crafts and their crews 
in their work, in their play, in their days 
and their nights. Be safe, be strong, be 
fruitful this day and every day.” 

Eager buyers are awaiting 
Alaska salmon from fisheries that 
are opening across the state, and 
it’s easy to track catches and mar-
ket trends for every region. 

Fishery managers forecast a 
statewide catch topping 190 mil-
lion salmon this year, 61% higher 
than the 2020 take of just over 118 
million. 

The Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game’s Run Forecasts 
and Harvest Projections for 2021 
Alaska Salmon Fisheries and Re-
view of the 2020 Season provides 
breakdowns for all species by re-
gion.  

And salmon catches are up-
dated daily at ADF&G’s Blue 
Sheet, found at its commercial 
fisheries web page. They also 
post weekly summaries of har-
vests broken out by every region 
along with comparisons to past 
years. 

Predictions for the 2021 mix of 
fish call for a catch of 269,000 king 
salmon, up slightly from 2020, 
but 25% below the 10-year aver-
age. 

The projected sockeye harvest 
of 46.6 million will help replenish 
low inventories that saw strong 
export prices early this year and 
“a continued promising market,” 
said Dan Lesh, a fisheries econo-
mist with the McKinley Research 
Group, who compiles weekly up-
dates during the season for the 
Alaska Seafood Marketing Insti-
tute. 

The 2021 coho forecast of 3.8 
million is 56% higher than 2020, 
and similar to the 10-year aver-

age. Coho represent only around 
5% of Alaska’s salmon harvest 
value. 

A catch this year of 15.3 mil-
lion chum salmon represents a 
23% drop from the 10-year aver-
age, but a nearly 80% increase 
from the dismal 2020 harvest of 
8.5 million. Japan is the main des-
tination for chum roe, which saw 
increased prices to $17.83 per 
pound in the third trimester of 
2020, up 42% from the previous 
year 

This year’s pink salmon har-
vest is pegged at 124.2 million, 
mostly from catches at Prince 
William Sound, Southeast and 
Kodiak. 

Interestingly, pink salmon 
have been returning to Norton 
Sound at record numbers and 
OBI Seafoods plans to send up to 
five buyers to those fishing 
grounds this summer. And the 
Nome Nugget reports that Icicle  
Seafoods plans to bring a pro-
cessing vessel as well as four or 
five fishing tenders to buy pinks 
from local fishermen this sum-
mer. 

Last year’s statewide pink 
salmon catch of 60.7 million 
fetched an average dock price of 
33 cents per pound, the lowest in 
five years and a drop from 40 
cents in 2019.  

Salmon saint 
Salmon has its own heavenly 

patron: Saint Kentigern of Scot-
land. Born in 518, Kentigern was 
the illegitimate son of a king’s 
daughter. He trained as a priest at 
a monastery, where his sainthood 

evolved around a dangerous love 
triangle. 

Legend has it that the king 
suspected his wife of having an 
affair because she had given one 
of her rings to a court favorite. 
The king took the ring when the 
man was sleeping and threw it 
far out into the River Clyde. 
When he returned home, the 
king angrily demanded that his 
wife show him the missing ring 
and threatened her with death if 
she could not produce it. 

The queen beseeched 
Kentigern to help her. He took a 

fishing rod to the spot where the 
ring had been flung into the river 
and quickly caught a salmon and 
cut it open. Amazingly, the ring 
was found in the salmon’s belly. 

The queen was able to deliver 
the ring to her doubting husband 
and peace was restored. 

From the time of his death in 
603, Kentigern was regarded as 
Scotland’s patron saint and the 
cathedral at Glasgow was built in 
his honor. To this day his figure 
and symbols, including salmon, 
make up that city’s coat of arms. 

So who knows, perhaps a 
quick prayer to the patron saint 
of salmon will lead more fish to 
your nets. 

Fishing updates 
Along with salmon, lots of 

other fishing activity is ongoing 
or gearing up across Alaska.  

Southeast’s Dungeness fishery 
opens June 15 and crabbers are 
hoping for another good season. 
Combined catches for last year’s 
summer and fall fisheries totaled 
nearly 6.7 million pounds, more 
than double the 10-year average, 
and just shy of the record 7.3 mil-
lion pounds taken in 2002. 

Southeast Alaska’s  summer 
pot fishery for spot shrimp is 
pulling up the last of its 546,000-
pound catch. Beam trawlers also 
are on the grounds targeting a 1.8 
million pound harvest of pink 
and sidestripe shrimp. 

Southeast divers are still going 
down in some areas for the re-
mainder of a half-million pound 
catch limit of Geoduck clams. 

Alaska’s scallop fishery opens 
in regions from Southeast to the 
Bering Sea on July 1. The total 
catch has not been announced 
but last year the small fleet of 
three to four boats dredged up a 
reduced quota of 277,500 pounds 
of shucked meats, nearly half 
from the Yakutat region. 

Alaska’s halibut catch already 
has topped 5 million pounds 
with Homer, Seward and Juneau 
the leading ports for landings. 
Prices are still running more than 
$2 per pound higher than last 

year, ranging from $5.50 to $6.75 
or more in most major ports, and 
reaching $7 a pound at Homer. 
Alaska halibut fishermen have a 
nearly 20 million pound catch 
limit this year. 

Black cod (sablefish) catches 
have topped 13 million pounds, 
with most deliveries going to 
Sitka, Seward and Kodiak. That 
quota this year is 40.5 million 
pounds. 

Mask reminder 
The federal mask mandate re-

mains in effect for fishing crews 
on all U.S. vessels. And while the 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention has relaxed the rules 
for fully vaccinated people, fish-
ermen are not included. 

Many have pointed out that 
it’s critical on noisy boats to be 
able to read lips or facial expres-
sions, and Alaska Sen. Lisa 
Murkowski pressed that point at 
a Senate hearing last month. 

“This is more a safety hazard 
than anything else — you’re out 
on a boat, the winds are howling, 
your mask is soggy wet. Tell me 
how anyone thinks this is a sane 
and sound policy,” she said. 

Murkowski recently co-wrote 
a letter to the CDC and U.S. Coast 
Guard asking them to exempt 
fishermen from the mask require-
ment, and has been joined by 
lawmakers from other coastal 
states.  

HELP WANTED 
ROBERTS CONSTRUCTION 
is looking for carpenters and 
laborers.  Pay DOE $25-$45 an 
hour. Call Doug at 425-785-
9283. 
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CLASSIFIED WRANGELL EYE CARE 
PRISM OPTICAL OF ALASKA

VISITING EYE DOCTOR 
EVERY OTHER SUNDAY

For an eye exam appointment or questions,  
please call us at: 1-800-701-3999 

or schedule online at www.PrismBooking.com/Wrangell

Local Eye Care you can count on!  Prism is proud to announce  
a visiting optometrist will be coming to Wrangell every month  

to assist with your eye care and optical needs.  
 Our new office is conveniently located at 106 Lynch St, Suite C1 

(next to the Wrangell Sentinel, across from Stikine Drug).  
Come in for a free eyeglass adjustment and tune-up. 

Eye exams, contact lenses  
& fashionable eyewear
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Pastor Sue Bahleda, of Island of Faith Lutheran Church, helped represent the 
Wrangell Ministerial Association at last Sunday’s blessing of the fleet at the 
Wrangell Mariners’ Memorial. “Be safe, be strong, be fruitful this day and every 
day,” she said in her blessing.

Assembly rescinds funding for Sea Level COVID testing

Buyers wait for opening 
of Alaska salmon harvests

Alaska Fish Factor 
 

By LAINE WELCH 
Fisheries columnist
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Summer lunch program 
Kindergartener Parker Christopher Mork receives a snack bag and lunch voucher from Lt. 
Jon Tollerud of the Wrangell Salvation Army on Monday. The Salvation Army has started a 
new summer snack and lunch program for kids, which will run to the end of July. In addition 
to the snack bags, children can receive a lunch voucher each day for either J&W’s or Nic’s 
Place. As of Monday, Tollerud said the program still had room for 15 more kids to sign up. 
Call the Wrangell Salvation Army at 874-3753.

 OBITUARY
Steve Urata excelled in school and in life

Stephen Dale Urata, 69, died 
May 24 in Anchorage. 

Steve was born on Oct. 8, 
1951, in Wrangell. He was the 
second son born to Jack Ichiro 
and Ann Haruco Urata. He is 
survived by his older brother 
Jack and younger sister Angela. 

He attended grades K-12 in 
Wrangell and excelled academi-
cally, graduating in 1969 as vale-
dictorian. Steve was a young 
leader and attended the Alaska 
Boys State Program. A talented trumpet player, 
he toured nationwide with the National High 
School Honor Band. He attended the University 
of Puget Sound and graduated from the Univer-
sity of Washington with a degree in accounting. 

From a very young age, Steve had a strong 
work ethic. He took over his brother’s paper 
route, delivering the Wrangell Sentinel, pub-
lished by Lew Williams, to more than 55 sub-
scribers. He walked a route that ranged from Jim 
Nolan’s house to Snob Hill over to Mary 
Churchill’s home and down to Angerman’s cor-
ner. When he outgrew the route, it went to his 
sister, Angela. 

From eighth grade through high school, both 
Steve and Jack worked at Benjamin’s Supermar-
ket on Front Street. 

When Steve returned to Wrangell from Seat-
tle, he worked for Ben Bode, preparing tax re-
turns and kept the books for Kaden 

Construction, Wrangell 
Seafoods and Alaska Pulp Co. 

He worked with Ned and 
Harley Johnson for 22 years. 
Johnson Construction and Sup-
ply became like a second home 
for Steve. He enjoyed the cama-
raderie and there were special 
treats to dispense to the Johnson 
kids underfoot. Steve loved 
dark chocolate and made 
bulging packets of candy for 
trick-or-treaters on Halloween. 

If Steve wasn’t an accountant, he could have 
been a world-class chef. He had a treasure chest 
of spices and would cook up a meal that would 
delight the taste buds and fill the belly. 

He was skilled at cribbage and liked to win. 
An avid reader, he loaded his Kindle with sci-
ence-fiction novels. 

He loved watching college basketball and 
football, especially the purple and gold of the 
Washington Huskies. Steve spent countless 
hours fishing at the secret hot spots with his dad 
and brother. However, he was allergic to all 
seafood, so there was more for his family and 
more to give away to friends and neighbors. 

“Kind, creative and generous, Steve cared 
about the world and everyone mattered. May his 
memory be a blessing,” his family wrote. 

A memorial service will be held at 11 a.m. 
June 18 at St. Philip’s Episcopal Church, with a 
reception to follow at the Nolan Center. 

Community gathers 
for blessing of fleet

By SENTINEL STAFF 
Friends started a GoFundMe 

campaign Tuesday evening for 
the Halee Mathis and Darryl 
Bartlett family after an afternoon 
fire damaged their trailer home 
on Shoemaker Loop Road. 

No one was home at the time 
of the fire, Bartlett said, except 
for the family’s pet turtle, Raph, 
which the fire department 
saved. This was the second 
house fire to hit his family in 
four years, Bartlett said. 

Fire Chief Tim Buness said 

the cause of the fire was uncer-
tain, but they believe it had 
something to do with the 
kitchen stove. Several of the 
trailer’s roof supports were 
damaged in the fire, he said, so 
while the home is still standing 
it will not be safe to live in until 
it is repaired. 

The fire was reported about 
3:30 p.m. Tuesday. 

The GoFundMe campaign 
has a $30,000 fundraising goal 
for the Mathis and Bartlett 
household and their children. 

Fire damages trailer home on Shoemaker Loop


