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Context 

With its source in the St. Elias Mountain icefields, the 

Kaskawulsh glacier is located on drainage divide 

between the Alsek and Yukon basins (southwestern Yukon). 

For the last ~300 year, the Kaskawulsh glacier has 

drained into the Yukon River basin via the Slims River, 

to Kluane Lake / River and downstream to the White 

River. 

Prior to the 1700s, geologic evidence identifies that 

Kluane Lake and Kaskawulsh glacier drained entirely 

into the Alsek basin.    
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Kluane Lake 



 

7 

Kluane Lake 
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Slims River 

Kaskawulsh River 

Kluane Lake  Kluane River  White River  Yukon River 

Alsek River  Dry Bay 
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Slims River 

Kaskawulsh River 

Kluane Lake  Kluane River  White River  Yukon River 

Alsek River  Dry Bay 

Yukon River 

(to Bering Sea) 

Alsek River 

(to Gulf of Alaska) 



What Occurred? 

In early 2016, progressive retreat of the Kaskawulsh 

glacier resulted in a shift of meltwater flow from the 

Slims River (Yukon drainage) to the Kaskawulsh River 

(Alsek drainage). 
 

Result: 

• Flow to the Slims River has declined significantly.  

• Flow to the Alsek River has increased. 

• Kluane Lake water level has dropped by several feet. 
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Normally a 2 to 2.5m increase in lake level  
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2015 – Kluane Lake Level (m) 
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2016 – Kluane Lake Level (m) 



Why is it Important? 

• Hydrology of Kluane Lake and Kluane River has 

changed significantly. 

• Extensive chum salmon spawning areas / habitat in 

Kluane Lake and Kluane River. 
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Kluane Lake 

Kluane River 



Slims River Delta (Kluane Lake) 
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Kluane River / Lake Chum Salmon 

The Kluane River provides spawning habitat for 10% - 

15% of Yukon River fall chum.  

• Approximately 25% of Yukon River fall chum return to the 

upper Yukon River in Canada (mainstem stocks).  

• Of these, on average nearly half (46%) return to the White 

River - with principal spawning areas located in Kluane 

River and in Kluane Lake.  
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Slims River Estuary (Kluane Lake) 
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Slims River Estuary – July 2015 
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23 Photo Credit - Lance Goodwin / Yukon News 

Slims River Estuary – July 2016 
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Slims River Estuary 



Kluane River 
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Swede Johnson  

Side Channel 

Swede Johnson  

Main Channel 

Kluane River 



Kluane River - Swede Johnson Slough (side) 

 

27 2005 2016 
Photos: Al Von Finster 
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2005 2016 
Photos: Al Von Finster 

Kluane River - Swede Johnson Slough (main) 



Effects on Kluane River Fall Chum Salmon? 

• What hydrological changes have occurred (some data 

gaps)? 

• What hydrological changes are yet to happen (multi 

year)? 

• What is the impact on chum salmon in Kluane Lake 

and Kluane River? 
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Comments / Questions ? 
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