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ABSTRACT
Steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss expressing an 
anadromous life history) in the Sacramento 
and San Joaquin rivers and their tributaries in 
California’s Central Valley (CCV) belong to a 
Distinct Population Segment (DPS) that is listed 
as threatened under the US Endangered Species 
Act. Although contemporary management and 
recovery plans include numerous planned and 
ongoing efforts seeking to aid in DPS recovery—
such as gravel augmentation, manipulation of 
spring flows, and restoration of rearing and 
spawning habitat—a paucity of data precludes the 
possibility of evaluating the effect of these actions 
on populations of Steelhead in CCV streams. 
Knowledge gaps relating to historic and current 
abundance, population-specific ratios of resident 
and anadromous life-history expression, and the 
influence of hatchery-reared fish remain largely 
unaddressed. This is partly a result of aspects 
of Steelhead biology that make them difficult 
to monitor, including the multitude of factors 

that contribute to the expression of anadromy, 
polymorphic populations, and migration periods 
that coincide with challenging field conditions. 
However, these gaps in understanding are 
also partly the result of an institutional focus 
on Chinook Salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) 
and a pervasive notion that actions benefiting 
Chinook populations will also benefit Steelhead 
populations. To evaluate these gaps and to suggest 
approaches for assessing DPS recovery actions, 
we review available data and existing monitoring 
efforts, and consider the actions necessary to 
inform the development of targeted O. mykiss 
monitoring programs. Current management and 
recovery goals focus on abundance estimates 
of Steelhead only, yet current monitoring is 
insufficient for reliable estimates. We argue that 
a reallocation of monitoring resources to better 
understand the interaction between resident 
O. mykiss and Steelhead would provide better data 
to estimate the vital rates needed to evaluate the 
effects of recovery actions.
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INTRODUCTION
Freshwater resident Rainbow Trout and 
anadromous Steelhead are two forms of the 
same species (Oncorhynchus mykiss) expressing 
different life-history strategies (Figure 1). The 
superficially binary division of populations into 
migrants and residents belies the multifarious 
and flexible life histories of O. mykiss, which are 
among the most complex of all salmonids. Thorpe 
(1998, 2007) identified 32 possible life-history 
pathways ranging from truly anadromous to 
completely resident; Hodge et al. (2016) identified 
38. This high degree of life-history plasticity 
creates additional challenges to monitoring and 
management compared to other Pacific salmonids 
(Oncorhynchus spp.).

The Sacramento and San Joaquin river systems 
and their associated tributaries in California’s 
Central Valley (CCV) are home to one of the 
southernmost populations in the native range 
of anadromous O. mykiss (Figure 2). In addition 
to experiencing higher temperatures and more 
variable precipitation than more northerly 
portions of the natural range of O. mykiss 
(Dettinger et al. 2011; Ralph and Dettinger 2012), 
the riverine environment of the CCV has been 
dramatically altered from its natural state. The 
construction of numerous dams throughout 
the watershed has led to the loss of more than 
82% of the system’s historic Steelhead spawning 
and rearing habitat (Lindley et al. 2006). 
Additionally, historically dynamic hydrographs 
have been homogenized through the reduction 
of winter-spring flows and increases in summer-
fall flows, which creates cool and relatively 
stable flows year-round in tailwater habitats 
that remain accessible to anadromous species 
(Brown and Bauer 2009; He and Marcinkevage 
2017). Downstream of these dams, total annual 
diversions from the Sacramento–San Joaquin 
Delta (hereafter “the Delta”) equate to 18 million 
acre-feet (~22.2 km3), or approximately 40% of all 
flow that would have historically passed through 
the Delta during an average water year (Lund et 
al. 2007). Further, introductions of non-native 
species have irreversibly altered the species 
composition of the aquatic community, and 
some have negatively affected native salmonid 

populations through predation and competition 
(Katz et al. 2012; Sabal et al. 2016).

Faced with these challenges, CCV salmonid 
populations have experienced stark declines, and 
several species and runs have been listed under 
the Endangered Species Act (ESA), including 
the CCV Steelhead Distinct Population Segment 
(DPS; Fed Regist 1998). Although resident 
O. mykiss in anadromous waters are afforded 
legal protection, they are rarely the focus of 
monitoring or management efforts. Much 
of the basic understanding of CCV O. mykiss 
is based on a 6-year study conducted in the 
1950s (Hallock et al. 1961), and although many 
decades have passed since this foundational 
study, subsequent research on CCV O. mykiss 
has done little to improve monitoring practices, 
inform management, or evaluate the efficacy of 
recovery actions. For example, reliable estimates 
of population abundance—the parameter for 
gauging progress toward the goals established 
in recovery plans (Table 1)—have not been 
generated. In large part, this results from a lack 
of data on the key demographic factors that 
dictate abundance, such as juvenile survival, 
annual production, ratios of anadromous and 
resident life histories, and the effects of hatchery 
practices. Although monitoring plans to address 
these knowledge gaps have been developed 
(Eilers et al. 2010), some of the monitoring 
recommendations have yet to be implemented 
(e.g., spatial distribution surveys across the CCV). 
The few monitoring and research programs that 
have been implemented to date have struggled 
to achieve their stated objectives. For example, 
the Mainstem Sacramento Mark–Recapture 
Project set out to estimate the population of adult 
Steelhead in the Sacramento River watershed 
(CDFW c2020). Despite concerted trapping effort 
since 2015, low annual catch has prevented 
accurate estimates of abundance. However, 
in recognition of the challenges associated 
with assessment and management of the 
anadromous life history form of O. mykiss, federal 
agencies, including the United States Bureau 
of Reclamation, are funding and coordinating 
efforts to accurately estimate population vital 
rates, which are currently in the initial stages of 
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implementation. These efforts include rigorous 
monitoring of anadromous adult escapement and 
evaluation of their reproductive success on the 
Stanislaus River and are intended to provide an 
important foundation for informed evaluation and 
management of the CCV O. mykiss population.

Among the most significant of the difficulties 
associated with monitoring anadromous O. mykiss 
is that resident and anadromous individuals form 
polymorphic populations within rivers where 
they may spawn with one another (Zimmerman 
et al. 2009; Baerwald et al. 2016) and identifying 

Figure 1 A generalized life history diagram of anadromous and resident O. mykiss, including factors demonstrated to influence life history pathways. 
Many of these factors are under partial genetic control, and as such, the genetics of an individual play an important role in determining life history 
expression.

https://doi.org/10.15447/sfews.2022v20iss1art2
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Steelhead before smolting is nearly impossible. 
Furthermore, anadromous individuals are rare 
compared to their resident conspecifics in some 
CCV rivers. This is true of the Stanislaus River, for 

example, where Zimmerman et al. (2009) detected 
only a single migratory Steelhead in a sample of 
157 O. mykiss. Research is also limited in part by 
difficulties inherent to the ecology of the species. 

Figure 2 The historic range and currently accessible habitat (green) of anadromous O. mykiss (Steelhead) in California’s Central Valley. Inset map depicts 
locations of juvenile trapping sites in the Stanislaus River (see Case Study: The Stanislaus River). Note that the historic distribution is not shown in its entirety.
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For instance, adult Steelhead tend to migrate 
and spawn during periods of high flow (McEwan 
2001). Further, out-migrating Steelhead smolts 
may be able to avoid detection in rotary screw 
traps (RSTs) because of their strong swimming 
ability (Tattam et al. 2013). Low sampling 
efficiency, rarity of anadromous fish, and the 
resulting low detection rates lead to a high degree 
of uncertainty associated with collected data.

Contemporary CCV O. mykiss populations in 
anadromous waters are composed of some 
(largely unknown) proportion of individuals that 
exhibit the resident life history and some that 
express anadromy, and it remains unclear how 
each life-history form contributes to population 
resilience. Although the numerous factors that 
influence the expression of anadromy in O. mykiss 
have been the focus of extensive research, very 
few studies have focused on evaluating the 

Table 1 Regulatory documents guiding contemporary management and recovery actions for the CCV Steelhead DPS

Plan Description Goals Required metrics

Central Valley Project 
Improvement Acta

Management plan created to offset the 
impacts of the Central Valley Project 13,000 individuals across the entire Central Valley Abundance

National Marine 
Fisheries Service 
Recovery Planb

Management plan outlining steps for 
recovery of the CCV Steelhead DPS

One population in the Northwestern California 
Diversity Group at low risk of extinction

Two populations in the Basalt and Porous Lava 
Flow Diversity Group at low risk of extinction 

Four populations in the Northern Sierra Diversity 
Group at low risk of extinction

Two populations in the Southern Sierra Diversity 
Group at low risk of extinction

Maintain multiple populations at moderate risk of 
extinction

Populations considered at low risk of extinction 
if their census population size is >2,500 adults or 
effective population size is >500

Abundance

Changes in 
abundance

Genetic 
diversity

Scientific Evaluation 
Processc

Management plan focused on the 
Stanislaus River

Abundance goals based on the NMFS Recovery 
Plan

Minimum adult escapement of 2,500 individuals 
over three years

Effective freshwater population of 500

Full range of life history diversity expression in 
the population

Free from the influence of hatchery fish

Abundance

Genetic 
diversity

Proportion of 
anadromy and 
residency

Biological Opinion on 
Long Term Operation 
of the Central Valley 
project and the State 
Water Projectd

Document detailing NMFS’ Opinion 
on the effects of the CVP and SWP 
operation on Sacramento River Winter-
Run Chinook Salmon, Central Valley 
Spring-Run Chinook Salmon, and 
California Central Valley Steelhead

Minimize negative impacts of CVP and SWP 
operation on ESA-listed species, including 
Steelhead belonging to the CCV DPS

N/A

a. Central Valley Project Improvement Act 1992.
b. National Marine Fisheries Service 2014.
c. Ferguson et al.  2019.
d. National Marine Fisheries Service 2019.
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relative significance of these factors in CCV 
O. mykiss populations (Table 2). Whereas several 
studies have shown that survival of anadromous 
salmonids can be low as a result of factors such as 
predation (Sabal et al. 2016), route selection into 
low survival reaches (Perry et al. 2010), or poor 
ocean conditions (Lindley et al. 2009; Welch et al. 
2021), survival and lifetime reproductive effort 
of resident individuals are unknown. Current 
understanding of the trade-offs involved with 
these two life-history strategies suggests that 

promoting anadromous individuals may come at 
the expense of resident individuals (Railsback et 
al. 2014). 

Evaluating the possible outcomes of management 
actions requires a rigorous monitoring framework 
that accounts for life-history variability in 
O. mykiss populations. Here, we provide an 
overview of region-specific studies that relate 
to the expression of anadromy and residency 
of CCV O. mykiss, and identify the impediments 

Table 2 Summary of intrinsic and extrinsic factors associated with the expression of anadromy in O. mykiss and associated studies. Studies are split into 
whether or not they are CCV specific. Note that this list is not exhaustive, and there may be additional factors influencing O. mykiss life history expression 
that are unstudied or undiscovered.

Factor Influence on anadromy CCV studies Non-CCV studies

Genetics

Life history traits are heritable 1,2,3

Genetic basis for smolt phenotypic traits (e.g., coloration and growth) are 
distributed across multiple genomic regions 4,5

Close association between life history and the Omy5 region of the O. mykiss 
genome 5,6

Omy5 genotype is not deterministic; individuals with resident genotypes may still 
express anadromy and vice versa 7

Genetic variation associated with anadromy persists in land-locked populations 8  
for decades or centuries 9

When residency is strongly favored, anadromous genotypes can decrease in 
relative frequency over time periods relevant for conservation 6, 9

8 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9

Sex

Life history trajectory of offspring is associated with maternal life history 10

Sex ratios in resident adults skew towards males and towards females in 
anadromous individuals 7,11,12

Complete dominance of Omy5 variants in females and partial dominance in males 
explains the sex differences in expression of the migratory life history 6,13

None 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13

Growth

Differences in body condition that influence the expression of anadromy may be 
apparent up to a year prior to expressed life history strategy 14,15,16

Juveniles with higher condition factor have a propensity for maturing in freshwater 
compared to individuals that eventually smolt 15

Individual size and growth may influence life history strategy across multiple 
thresholds 17,18,19,20

Ability to attain a large body size in freshwater is associated with an increased 
prevalence of resident individuals 18,21,22 

14, 18 15, 16, 17, 19, 20, 
21, 22

Prey resources
Residency is more prevalent in rivers with high productivity 23

Abundant, high-quality prey in rearing streams may discourage anadromy 24
None 23, 24

Reproduction

Anadromous and resident adults can form joint spawning aggregations 25

Iteroparity rates can be higher among freshwater residents than anadromous 
individuals 26

Post-spawn kelts can remain anadromous or residualize in freshwater 27

Repeat anadromous spawners are relatively rare and typically female 28,29

27 25, 26, 28, 29
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Factor Influence on anadromy CCV studies Non-CCV studies

Survival

Low survival during outmigration, ocean residence, and/or spawning migration may 
decrease fitness benefits of anadromy 18,30,31

Reduced ocean survival may contribute to a higher proportion of individuals 
expressing a resident life history 17

The response of smolting rates to changing freshwater survival appears to be 
dependent on the maximum attainable size in freshwater; a limited maximum size 
is predicted to drive females to smolt across a wide range of estimated freshwater 
survival rates 17

18 17, 30, 31

Density  
dependence

Positive relationships between density and expression of migratory life history have 
been observed for other salmonid species    

• White-spotted Char (Salvelinus leucomaenis)32 

• Brown Trout (Salmo trutta)33,34

• Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar)35,36

• Sockeye Salmon (Oncorhynchus nerka)37

Increasing density can have negative effects on individual O. mykiss growth rates 
by increasing competition for prey resources 38, thus increasing the probability for 
juveniles to pursue a migratory life history 39,40

None 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 
37, 38, 39, 40

Water  
temperature

Warmer water temperature regimes, associated with increased growth rates 
and reduced body lipid content (i.e., energy storage), may lead to higher rates of 
anadromy compared to cooler temperature regimes 15,41

 
Cooler water temperatures are correlated with an increased prevalence of 
residency 15,42,43

None 15, 41, 42, 43

Discharge

Magnitude of flood pulse events combined with substrate characteristics (e.g., 
substrate size) may influence distribution and viability of redds constructed by 
anadromous and resident females 44,45

 
Flow regimes with low discharge during summer months may cause more 
individuals to smolt and outmigrate 43,46

None  
43, 44, 45, 46

Habitat size

Resident life history more prevalent in rivers where feeding habitat capacity is equal 
to or greater than spawning habitat capacity 23 
 
Anadromy is more common in smaller, confined rivers with simple channels; 
residency is more common in drainages with longer mainstem rivers and broad 
floodplains 23,47

None 23, 47

Drainage area
Over broad spatial scales, anadromy is more prevalent in smaller watersheds and 
residency more prevalent in larger watersheds 48 but this association may not hold 
at smaller spatial scales 49

None 48, 49

Citations

1. Hayes et al. 2012
2. Neave 1944
3. Ruzycki et al. 2009
4. Nichols et al. 2008
5. Hecht et al. 2012
6. Pearse et al. 2014
7. Kelson et al. 2019
8. Pearse and Campbell 2018
9. Phillis et al. 2016
10. Berejikian et al. 2014

11. Rundio et al. 2012
12. Ohms et al. 2014
13. Pearse et al. 2019
14. Beakes et al. 2010
15. McMillan et al. 2012
16. Pavlov et al. 2007
17. Satterthwaite et al. 2009
18. Satterthwaite et al. 2010
19. Satterthwaite et al. 2012
20. Sloat et al. 2014

21. Sogard et al. 2012
22. Kendall et al. 2015 
23. Pavlov et al. 2008b
24. Benjamin et al. 2013
25. Kuzishchin et al. 2007
26. Fleming 1998
27. Null et al. 2013
28. Busby et al. 1996
29. Keefer et al. 2008
30. Hendry et al. 2004

31. Sahashi and Morita 2013
32. Morita et al. 2000
33. Olsson and Greenberg 2004
34. Olsson et al. 2006
35. Gibson 1978
36. Prévost et al. 1992
37. Krogius 1981
38. Holm et al. 1990
39. Imre et al. 2004
40. Keeley 2001

41. Sloat and Reeves 2014
42. Berjikian et al. 2013
43. Courter et al. 2009
44. Lapointe et al. 2000
45. Montgomery et al. 1999
46. Pearsons et al. 2008
47. Pavlov et al. 2001
48. McPhee et al. 2014
49. Harvey et al. 2021

Table 2 Summary of intrinsic and extrinsic factors associated with the expression of anadromy in O. mykiss and associated studies. Studies are split into 
whether or not they are CCV specific. Note that this list is not exhaustive, and there may be additional factors influencing O. mykiss life history expression 
that are unstudied or undiscovered. (Continued)
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to effective CCV DPS monitoring, which in turn 
preclude effective management and recovery. 
To help illustrate the challenges of existing 
monitoring efforts, we provide a case study on 
current O. mykiss monitoring in the Stanislaus 
River as an example of the limited utility of 
existing data and describe how an O. mykiss-
focused approach could may be applied to inform 
the development of forthcoming monitoring 
efforts. We suggest a framework focused on 
individual life-cycle transition rates, which may 
be designed to complement existing Steelhead 
life-history models (e.g., Satterthwaite et al. 2009) 
by guiding monitoring efforts to acquire data 
needed to estimate life-cycle transition rates. 
We argue that monitoring efforts singularly 
focused on the anadromous component will not 
yield information that represents CCV O. mykiss 
populations as a whole. Instead, monitoring of 
both resident and anadromous individuals is 
important to understand the drivers behind the 
expression of different life-history forms and the 
potential management actions that may promote 
anadromy.

Factors Associated with Anadromy
No single factor has been conclusively 
identified as the most important driver of 
O. mykiss anadromy. The occurrence of the 
anadromous ecotype in an O. mykiss population 
is driven by intrinsic factors at the individual 
and population levels, as well as by extrinsic 
environmental conditions. Influential biotic 
factors include genetics, sex, growth, food 
resources, reproduction, freshwater and 
marine survival rates, and density-dependent 
interactions (Table 2). Genetic control over 
life-history expression is recognized, and the 
majority of offspring follow the same life-
history path as their parents (Nichols et al. 2008; 
Hayes et al. 2012; Hecht et al. 2012; Pearse et 
al. 2014; Phillis et al. 2016), but neither parental 
life history nor genotype is a deterministic 
predictor of life-history expression in the 
offspring. A chromosomal rearrangement on 
the Omy5 chromosome resulted in two forms: 
one associated with anadromous life history 
and the other with resident life history (Pearse 
et al. 2019). Additionally, the Omy5 chromosome 

contains genes involved with migratory behavior 
and seasonal maturation, such as adiposity, 
photoreception, circadian rhythm, and age at 
maturity (Pearse et al. 2019). However, individuals 
that possess the resident variant may still 
express a migratory life-history strategy, and 
vice versa (Kelson et al. 2019), which may explain 
the persistence of the anadromous strategy in 
populations cut off from anadromous waters 
(Pascual et al. 2001; Hayes et al. 2012; Pearse 
and Campbell 2018). Both environmental and 
genetic factors influence individual growth. 
Similar to migratory behavior, the genetic factors 
that contribute to an individual’s growth are 
heritable, yet the genes that influence these 
traits are broadly distributed throughout the 
O. mykiss genome (Hecht et al. 2012). Using CCV 
Steelhead smolts, Beakes et al. (2010) found that 
fish that later became residents exhibited higher 
condition factors in the November before the year 
of smolting, compared to those that later became 
smolts. This suggests O. mykiss have specific 
time-periods when they are sensitive to hormonal 
cues, and these periods are when growth, body 
condition, and lipid content are most important 
in determining life history. Modeling studies 
suggest size and growth thresholds may influence 
life-history expression, and multiple thresholds 
with alternating effects on expression may exist 
(Satterthwaite et al. 2009, 2010, 2012). Lack of 
growth benefits through anadromy may result 
in selection against ocean migration (Sloat et al. 
2014). This is supported by studies from regions 
where resident and anadromous individuals 
achieve similar adult sizes and anadromy is 
relatively rare (e.g., Quinn and Myers 2004; 
Kuzishchin et al. 2007; Pavlov et al. 2008b). 
Closely associated with growth conditions, prey 
availability is a major determinant of patterns 
in salmonid migration and residency, because 
it controls growth, size, condition, and survival 
(Railsback and Rose 1999). Therefore, a change 
in the quantity or quality of prey may affect the 
proportion of anadromous or resident individuals.

Although Steelhead are capable of repeated 
spawning, iteroparity rates are low in many 
populations. Repeated spawning by anadromous 
O. mykiss is more common in Oregon and 
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California than in more northerly regions, 
but individuals infrequently spawn more than 
twice, and the majority of those that do are 
female (maximum observed five times; Busby 
et al. 1996; Keefer et al. 2008). Few studies on 
iteroparity of Steelhead in CCV streams have 
been conducted, but an average iteroparity rate 
of 3.9% was reported for the spawning population 
in Battle Creek (Null et al. 2013). Because resident 
CCV O. mykiss are not subject to the mortality 
associated with migration, they may be more 
likely to live to spawn multiple times. However, 
empirical data on their iteroparity rates are not 
available. This may further reduce the fitness 
benefits conferred by adopting an anadromous 
life history, because iteroparity of resident 
individuals may allow females to match or exceed 
the total lifetime fecundity of anadromous 
females.

The cumulative mortality experienced for ocean-
migrating individuals exacts a cost that applies 
to both out-migrating juveniles and post-spawn 
adults, and has the potential to select for the 
resident life history. Satterthwaite et al. (2010) 
found survival during out-migration was a critical 
factor when predicting life-history strategies 
of female O. mykiss. However, the response of 
smolting rates to changing freshwater survival 
appears to depend on the maximum attainable 
size in freshwater, because a limited maximum 
size is predicted to drive females to smolt across 
a wide range of estimated freshwater survival 
rates (Satterthwaite et al. 2009). Reduced ocean 
survival rates can also contribute to a higher 
proportion of individuals that exhibit a resident 
life history (Gross et al. 1988; Satterthwaite et 
al. 2009), but the effects of ocean survival rates 
on life-history expression can be difficult to 
study because of the long time-scale at which 
selection affects anadromy (decades to centuries; 
Kendall et al. 2015). Moreover, the effects of ocean 
survival rates on life-history expression can be 
confounded by many other variables such as 
freshwater growth and survival rates, size and age 
at smoltification, upstream sources of residents, 
and physical freshwater habitat conditions 
(Pavlov et al. 2001, 2008a; Berejikian et al. 2008; 
Satterthwaite et al. 2010).

Very little information on density-dependence 
effects on anadromy for O. mykiss exists. 
Theoretically, increasing competition for 
resources should increase the proportion of 
individuals expressing anadromy, because 
it would release the migrating individuals 
from competition and lead to better growth 
opportunities. Studies have shown that increasing 
density can negatively affect individual O. mykiss 
growth rates by increasing competition for prey 
resources (Holm et al. 1990), which in turn can 
lead to increased out-migration (Keeley 2001; 
Imre et al. 2004). Other salmonids such as White-
spotted Char (Salvelinus leucomaenis), Brown Trout 
(Salmo trutta), Atlantic Salmon (Salmo salar), 
and Sockeye Salmon (Oncorhynchus nerka) have 
shown positive relationships between density and 
migrants (Gibson 1978; Krogius 1981; Prévost et 
al. 1992; Morita et al. 2000; Olsson and Greenberg 
2004; Olsson et al. 2006). However, other 
researchers have found no relationship between 
density and anadromy in Atlantic Salmon (Baum 
et al. 2004; Aubin–Horth et al. 2006), suggesting 
the need for further research in this area.

Significant abiotic factors include water 
temperature, stream discharge, and stream 
size (Table 2). Water temperature is among 
the most influential factors that contribute 
to the expression of life-history patterns in 
O. mykiss because it either directly or indirectly 
affects biotic factors (e.g., food supply, growth 
opportunities, and survival). Warmer, though 
tolerable, stream temperature regimes are 
associated with higher somatic growth rates 
and lower lipid levels, leading to higher rates 
of anadromy (McMillan et al. 2012; Sogard et 
al. 2012; Sloat and Reeves 2014). Conversely, 
cooler stream thermal regimes are correlated 
with an increased prevalence of residency as a 
result of lower somatic growth rates and higher 
lipid accumulation that provides the energy for 
maturation (Courter et al. 2009; McMillan et al. 
2012; Berejikian et al. 2013). Discharge affects all 
life stages of O. mykiss and can influence which 
life-history types are present, or prevalent, 
in certain streams. Streams that experience 
higher discharge during spawning season may 
select for larger females (typically anadromous) 

https://doi.org/10.15447/sfews.2022v20iss1art2
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that can construct redds that are not scoured 
or mobilized as easily as those built by smaller 
females (Montgomery et al. 1999; Lapointe et al. 
2000). As juveniles grow, decreasing discharge 
during the drier summer months may drive 
them to adopt an anadromous life history as a 
result of a lack of usable habitat in their natal 
stream (Pearsons et al. 2008; Courter et al. 2009). 
Thus, positive correlations between residency 
and stable summer discharge, and between 
anadromy and variable summer discharge, 
have been observed in watersheds where both 
types of hydrological regimes exist (Zimmerman 
and Reeves 2002; Zimmerman and Ratliff 2003; 
Berejikian et al. 2013). In general, streams not 
large enough to support adult residents will force 
anadromy, whereas larger streams with suitable 
habitat will select for residency (Pavlov et al. 2001, 
2008a). Furthermore, Pavlov et al. (2001) found 
that anadromy was more common in smaller, 
confined rivers with simple channels, whereas 
residency was more common in drainages with 
longer mainstem rivers and broad floodplains. 
Similar results were reported by McPhee et al. 
(2014), who found drainage area to be the best 
predictor of anadromy, with the proportion of 
anadromous individuals highest in small rivers. 
However, these relationships were not confirmed 
in the Eel River watershed (Harvey et al. 2021), 
emphasizing the need for population-specific 
studies on the influence of stream and watershed 
size on anadromy.

Abiotic factors may be further broken down 
temporally into “priming” and “releasing” factors 
(as defined by Spence and Dick 2014). Priming 
factors are the environmental conditions during 
freshwater rearing—such as changing stream 
temperatures and discharge—that trigger a fish to 
undergo the behavioral and physiological changes 
that prepare them for smolting and out-migration. 
After this preparatory phase, releasing factors 
are the environmental conditions that trigger 
initiation of the migratory phase. This dynamic, 
along with a high degree of plasticity, does not 
pose a challenge for monitoring Steelhead, per 
se, but it does mean that monitoring annual smolt 
production and adult escapement in relation to a 
few environmental variables will not provide data 

sufficient to understand the complicated biotic 
and abiotic interactions that lead to life-history 
expression.

Anadromy on an Altered Landscape
Historically, the factors discussed above likely 
played a role in driving the expression of 
anadromy or residency in CCV O. mykiss. Given 
that present-day conditions are vastly different 
from historical conditions and recognizing that 
the degree of anadromy varies among rivers 
across the CCV, several lines of evidence suggest 
that the current conditions in many CCV rivers 
favor residency over anadromy, and these are 
related to growth and size, discharge and water 
temperature conditions, and survival.

First, the apparent overlap in maximum 
attainable size of resident and anadromous 
O. mykiss in CCV streams, coupled with potentially 
higher rates of iteroparity for residents, suggests 
that adopting a migratory life history may 
not yield an advantage in lifetime fecundity. 
Average sizes of returning CCV Steelhead adults 
and CCV resident adults show a high degree of 
overlap, compared to other regions. For example, 
Zimmerman et al. (2009) used otolith analysis 
to identify returning Steelhead in CCV rivers, 
and although the sample size was low (n = 5), 
fork lengths for confirmed age-4 Steelhead 
ranged from 455 to 700 mm (mean = 568). In 
this study, 212 age-4 residents were confirmed 
with fork lengths that ranged from 390 to 730 
mm (mean = 466). In the Klamath River, where 
anadromy is more prevalent, mean fork length 
of age-4 resident fish was 368 (Hodge et al. 2016). 
In contrast, mean fork length for age-4 Steelhead 
was 637, 582, and 458, depending on whether 
individuals smolted at age-1, -2, or -3, respectively 
(Hodge et al. 2016). The availability of ample prey 
resources may be among the factors that enable 
resident O. mykiss to attain large adult size. In CCV 
rivers, O. mykiss benefit from the invertebrate 
prey production below reservoirs (Merz 2002; 
Sogard et al. 2012), which may encourage them to 
grow and mature in freshwater as residents. In 
addition, the dams that limit upstream migration 
of O. mykiss also preclude passage of Chinook 
Salmon, forcing them to spawn downstream of 
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dams. The resulting supply of salmon eggs, a 
high-lipid food source, could favor a resident life 
history among O. mykiss, as has been shown in 
other populations (e.g., Pavlov et al. 2007, 2010; 
Benjamin et al. 2013).

Second, CCV reservoirs are generally operated 
to maintain a tolerable or favorable thermal 
environment for O. mykiss and other salmonids 
below the dams year-round (CVPIA 1992; 
NMFS 2019). Historically, unregulated flows 
in many CCV streams tapered off during the 
warm summer and fall months and stream 
temperatures increased, sometimes exceeding the 
thermal tolerance of O. mykiss (Brown and Bauer 
2009). However, cool hypolimnetic releases from 
reservoirs where sufficient cold water storage 
exists, in conjunction with the higher thermal 
tolerance of resident O. mykiss in CCV streams 
compared with their conspecifics in the northern 
part of the species’ range (Verhille et al. 2016), 
may limit thermal cues for out-migration of 
individuals.

In CCV reservoir tailwaters, O. mykiss appear to 
grow faster than in other systems. For example, 
O. mykiss in the American River in the Sacramento 
Basin had growth rates up to ten times higher 
than O. mykiss inhabiting Central California 
Coast streams with unimpaired hydrographs 
(Sogard et al. 2012). Similarly, O. mykiss in the 
Mokelumne River in the San Joaquin Basin grew 
approximately five times faster than O. mykiss 
in Central California Coast streams (Sogard et 
al. 2012). Further, O. mykiss in CCV tailwaters 
showed the highest growth during the summer 
and fall months, whereas in coastal streams 
where Steelhead are more prevalent, fish showed 
the highest growth during winter and spring 
(Sogard et al. 2012). This means that the summer 
to fall period in most CCV streams, which was 
historically the most stressful period to O. mykiss 
as the result of decreasing flow and increasing 
water temperatures, now provides near-optimum 
growing conditions because of dam releases. The 
similarity in anadromous and resident adult sizes 
in certain CCV streams suggests that the growth 
and reproductive potential of an anadromous life 
history may not differ from those of a resident 

ecotype, thereby providing little selective 
advantage to expressing an anadromous life 
history (e.g., Phillis et al. 2016).

Third, out-migrating smolts in the highly 
modified CCV experience low survival regardless 
of individual size, with individual success related 
to factors such as flow, migratory route, and 
predation. Del Real et al. (2012) found fewer 
than 10% of tagged Steelhead smolts from the 
Lower Mokelumne River reached the ocean 
at the Golden Gate Bridge. Singer et al. (2013) 
found that only 25% of hatchery O. mykiss smolts 
released in the Sacramento River near the City 
of Sacramento reached the ocean, with reach-
specific survival rates varying between the years 
studied. Sandstrom et al. (2020) reported a mean 
survival of only 5.6% over 5 years from the upper 
Sacramento River (below Keswick Dam) to the 
Pacific Ocean. In the San Joaquin Basin, overall 
survival of tagged, hatchery-raised juvenile 
Steelhead smolts migrating from Buckley Cove 
through the South Delta to Chipps Island was 
estimated to be 50.2% (Delaney et al. 2014), but 
survival varied by route. Survival was 56.7% in 
the mainstem San Joaquin River where most 
(77.6%) of the fish migrated, whereas survival 
probabilities outside of the mainstem San 
Joaquin were low and ranged from 0.5% to 31.7% 
(Delaney et al. 2014). Buchanan (2018) obtained 
similar estimates of survival in the San Joaquin 
River, with 19% to 46% of smolts surviving 
from Mossdale to Chipps Island. Most recently, 
Buchanan et al. (2021) found overall survival of 
Steelhead smolts through the Delta to be highly 
variable between and within years (6% to 69% 
from 2011 to 2016). No single factor was identified 
as driving survival across all reaches of the Delta, 
but important drivers appeared to have reach-
specific effects. For example, river discharge 
into the Delta was significantly correlated with 
survival in upstream reaches, whereas migratory 
route was more important for downstream 
reaches (Buchanan et al. 2021). 

Nearly all survival studies have used acoustic-
tagged hatchery-origin smolts, which are 
generally larger than their wild counterparts. 
Although hatchery fish are often used as 

https://doi.org/10.15447/sfews.2022v20iss1art2


SAN FRANCISCO ESTUARY & WATERSHED SCIENCE

12

VOLUME 20, ISSUE 1, ARTICLE 2

surrogates for estimating survival of wild fish, 
studies of Chinook Salmon have found that 
hatchery juveniles may exhibit higher juvenile 
survival despite having lower smolt-to-adult 
ratios (or overall survival) than their wild 
counterparts (Buchanan et al. 2010). Therefore, 
actual survival rates of natural-origin Steelhead 
smolts may differ from those estimated from 
studies of hatchery smolts. Data on ocean 
survival of CCV Steelhead are nonexistent. In 
an effort to counteract this selective pressure 
against anadromy, reconditioning programs are 
used to improve kelt survival rates, increase the 
number of repeat spawners, and contribute to the 
recovery of Steelhead populations (Trammell et 
al. 2016). In the CCV, the Coleman National Fish 
Hatchery on Battle Creek has conducted Steelhead 
kelt reconditioning since 2001, and the survival 
of kelts in this program has been estimated to be 
between 36% and 48% (Null et al. 2013).

Population Status and Monitoring of California Central 
Valley O. mykiss
Data on the historical distribution and abundance 
of CCV O. mykiss are scarce. It is generally 
accepted that Steelhead were widely distributed 
throughout CCV river systems, but that they 
were less abundant in the San Joaquin Basin as a 
result of natural migration barriers (Lindley et al. 
2006). Some estimates suggest that historical run 
sizes may have been between 50,000 and 100,000 
(Moyle et al. 2017), although others suggest runs 
may have exceeded one million adults (McEwan 
2001). Spawning stock estimates between 1960 and 
1965 suggest that annual abundance had fallen 
under 30,000 by the 1960s (CDFG 1965). The total 
number of naturally spawning female Steelhead 
throughout the entire region between 1998 and 
2000 was estimated at 3,628 (Good et al. 2005), 
and as of 2016, the average number of adults 
returning annually was estimated at 4,600 (NMFS 
2016). Importantly, these estimates are based 
on significant assumptions regarding survival 
and fecundity, and therefore carry a high degree 
of uncertainty (Moyle et al. 2017). Data at the 
overall DPS level are limited, but annual sampling 
downstream of the Delta (US Fish and Wildlife 
Service Chipps Island Midwater Trawl) suggests 
that the natural production of CCV Steelhead 

declined continuously through 2010 (Williams 
et al. 2016). This sampling also indicated that 
production remained very low from 2011 to 2015, 
and a concurrent increase in the adipose-clipped 
(i.e., hatchery-origin) proportion of the Chipps 
Island trawl catch suggests a continued decline in 
natural production of juvenile Steelhead (Swank 
and Cranford 2016). River-specific abundance 
estimates are also limited, but substantial 
declines in recent years have been noted in those 
systems where run size data are available. For 
example, in Battle Creek (Sacramento Basin), data 
suggest that a 17% per year decline in run size of 
natural-origin Steelhead occurred between 2000 
and 2010 (Williams et al. 2016).

Scarce documentation of historical abundances 
warrants caution when estimates of historical 
population sizes are considered. Even 
contemporary estimates of abundance are 
associated with high uncertainty, limiting the 
use of these values to set specific population-
recovery goals. This uncertainty is the result 
of a lack of data, which is largely attributable 
to monitoring efforts that target the small 
anadromous component of the CCV O. mykiss 
population, and effectively sample an even 
smaller fraction. In addition to the rarity of adult 
Steelhead in some CCV systems (e.g., Zimmerman 
et al. 2009), out-migrating juveniles are also 
challenging to sample because of their strong 
swimming ability and associated trap avoidance 
(Tattam et al. 2013), as well as the high-velocity 
flows associated with presumed periods of their 
peak movement (McEwan 2001). As a result, 
the samples provided by monitoring programs 
solely focused on anadromous individuals do 
not represent the population as a whole, and the 
limited number of captured individuals precludes 
any confident estimates of population abundance 
or other demographic parameters. Developing 
estimates with a reasonable degree of confidence 
will require monitoring approaches that can yield 
sufficient captures to provide a representative 
sample of the population, including the non-
migratory contingent.

The National Marine Fisheries Service has 
delineated more than 80 demographically 
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independent populations of CCV Steelhead as well 
as a number of smaller dependent populations. 
Because many of these exist above impassable 
barriers, they are no longer considered part of 
the DPS (Williams et al. 2016). Monitoring of 
populations in anadromous waters has been 
limited, and this has been the case for many 
decades. For example, in 1999 the Interagency 
Ecological Program Steelhead Project Work 
Team reviewed a total of 82 distinct monitoring 
and research programs focused on anadromous 
fish in the CCV; of these, 42 (51%) were salmon 
exclusive (i.e., characterized by sampling periods 
and methodologies that do not acquire data on 
Steelhead), 12 (15%) were focused on salmon but 
provided some useful Steelhead data, and only 
eight (10%) were Steelhead-focused (IEP Steelhead 
Project Work Team 1999). As of 2010, at least 63 
monitoring programs collected at least some 
data on O. mykiss, but again, the majority of these 
were focused on monitoring Chinook Salmon 
and none provided data sufficient to estimate 
O. mykiss juvenile production or abundance 
(Eilers et al. 2010). Despite recent efforts to 
address this shortfall and develop Steelhead-
focused monitoring to collect the data necessary 
to answer basic questions about the population, 
what Steelhead monitoring exists is biased toward 
the northern watersheds of the Sacramento 
River Basin (Beakes et al. 2021). Although several 
projects are underway in the Sacramento Basin as 
part of the Central Valley Steelhead Monitoring 
Program, as well as in the San Joaquin Basin, 
these programs are in their infancy and have 
produced limited findings to date. In addition, 
increased coordination among different programs 
is needed for research and monitoring and to 
facilitate data integration among programs 
(Beakes et al. 2021).

Obtaining the data to quantify the expression 
of anadromy is difficult. This is especially true 
in CCV populations where the proportion of 
migrating fish can potentially be low, such 
as the Stanislaus River (see Case Study: The 
Stanislaus River). A major shortcoming of ongoing 
approaches to CCV O. mykiss monitoring is that 
programs rely on a few stationary sampling 
methodologies—RSTs, fyke traps, and weirs—

which all have limitations (Table 3). Used for 
sampling juveniles, RSTs generally only capture 
migratory individuals (smolts), and therefore 
provide no information on juvenile resident 
populations. Steelhead smolts typically out-
migrate at larger body sizes and have stronger 
swimming abilities than Chinook Salmon. In 
addition, Steelhead smolt movement is generally 
associated with periods of higher stream 
discharge (Delaney et al. 2014), and they move 
quickly using main channel areas (Delaney et al. 
2014; Chapman et al. 2015), which reduces capture 
probabilities. Low and often unmeasurable 
Steelhead smolt capture efficiencies prevent 
estimates of abundance. Data collected by RSTs 
may provide information on out-migration 
timing, and capturing individuals provides an 
opportunity to collect scales, tissue samples, 
and morphometric data that may be used to 
learn more about what factors contributed to 
the expression of anadromy. However, they 
provide little information on the proportion of 
the population that did not smolt or the factors 
that led them to adopt a resident life history. 
Fyke traps and weirs, which target adults, face 
similar challenges. Fyke traps also suffer from 
low efficiencies and low recaptures of tagged 
individuals, and a network of many fykes is 
required to sample the vast area of the Delta 
and CCV rivers. Weirs that span the width of a 
river and funnel migrating individuals through a 
narrow chute with a counting device can provide 
accurate abundance estimates (Eilers et al. 2010). 
However, weirs are only feasible on smaller rivers 
with limited small watercraft traffic and cannot 
be safely operated during high flow periods 
when peak Steelhead movement is expected. 
Despite these weaknesses, adjustments to these 
monitoring techniques may improve sampling 
efficiency for migratory O. mykiss, and they may 
be supplemented with other methods that can 
provide more insight into resident components of 
the population. 

Case Study: The Stanislaus River
The Stanislaus River is among the most 
intensively monitored rivers in the CCV. The 
CDFW has performed carcass surveys annually 
(typically October through January) since 1953 to 
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Table 3 The strengths and weaknesses of O. mykiss sampling techniques

Gear type Method Strengths Weaknesses

Active Hook and Line

• Broad range of habitats can be sampled
• Allows for physical capture of fish for 

measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Size selectivity unknown
• Sampling effort difficult to quantify and/or standardize
• Higher risk of fish injury or mortality than other 

methods

Active Backpack 
Electrofishing

• Allows for physical capture of fish for 
measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Limited to shallow, wadeable areas
• Higher risk of fish injury or mortality than other 

methods

Active Boat/Raft 
Electrofishing

• Allows for physical capture of fish for 
measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Can be conducted in habitats that are too 
deep for wading

• Limited to river sections that are passable by boat
• Higher risk of fish injury or mortality than other 

methods

Active Seine
• Allows for physical capture of fish for 

measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Limited to shallow areas
• Requires sloping banks for efficient sampling
• Typically biased towards smaller fish

Active Midwater Trawl

• Allows for physical capture of fish for 
measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Can be conducted in habitats that are too 
deep for wading

• Limited to river sections that are passable by boat
• Limited to river sections that are free of debris in the 

water column
• Less likely to catch fish that are strong swimmers

Active Kodiak Trawl

• Allows for physical capture of fish for 
measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Can be conducted in habitats that are too 
deep for wading

• Use of a live box can limit risk of fish injury 
and mortality

• Limited to river sections that are passable by boat
• Limited to river sections that are free of debris in the 

water column
• Requires multiple vessels
• Targets smaller fish
• Less likely to catch fish that are strong swimmers

Active Snorkel Survey • Can be conducted in habitats that are too 
deep for wading

• Does not allow for the capture of fish for measuring, 
tagging, and/or collection of specimens

• Can only be conducted during periods of low flow
• Only feasible in areas with low turbidity

Passive Rotary Screw 
Trap (RST)

• Allows for physical capture of outmigrating 
juveniles for measuring, tagging, and/or 
collection of specimens

• May not effectively capture juvenile Steelhead, as they 
are typically larger and better swimmers than other 
salmonid smolts

• Challenging to maintain during the high flows typical 
during Steelhead migration

• Trap efficiencies may be overestimated for Steelhead 
smolts as they are often based on release of marked 
juvenile Chinook Salmon
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estimate fall-run Chinook Salmon escapement. 
Two RSTs have been operated annually (typically 
January through May) by private contractors and 
the Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission 
since 1996 to catch out-migrating fall-run 
Chinook Salmon and Steelhead at two locations: 
immediately below the known spawning reach 
and near the confluence with the San Joaquin 
River (Figure 2). In addition to providing data on 
relative abundance of out-migrating juveniles 
and associated length frequencies (Figure 3A 
and 3B), RSTs have allowed biological samples to 
be collected, including scale samples for age and 
growth estimation. Since 2003, a resistance-board 
weir with infrared and video counting devices has 
been operated at the lower end of the spawning 
reach (approximately 50 river kilometers 
upstream of the San Joaquin River confluence) to 
enumerate and obtain length measurements of 

adult Chinook Salmon and Steelhead (Figure 3C 
and 3D) that migrate upstream to spawn (weir 
monitoring typically occurs from September 
through December; see Appendix A). Redd 
surveys (typically mid-October to mid-December) 
have been performed since 2009 to characterize 
annual timing and spatial distribution of fall-
run Chinook Salmon spawning (Peterson et al. 
2020). Summer snorkel surveys (July and August) 
have been conducted annually since 2009 to 
monitor resident adult and juvenile O. mykiss 
densities, abundance, and distribution within the 
known rearing reach below Goodwin Dam. As a 
Central Valley Project stream, flows in the lower 
Stanislaus River are prescribed by a Biological 
Opinion for the benefit of ESA-listed anadromous 

Gear type Method Strengths Weaknesses

Passive Fish Counting 
Weir

• Can allow for physical capture of migrating 
adults for measuring, tagging, and/or 
collection of specimens (if an associated 
trap is used)

• Can serve as a platform for automated 
monitoring systems (e.g., Vaki Riverwatcher, 
ARIS, PIT tag antenna)

• Steelhead have a greater jumping ability than other 
Pacific salmonids and may be able to jump over the 
weir panels

• Challenging to maintain during the high flows typical 
during Steelhead migration

Passive Fyke Trap
• Allows for physical capture of fish for 

measuring, tagging, and/or collection of 
specimens

• Fish may be able to avoid the trap
• Small fish may pass through the mesh on larger traps
• Requires a bank that is suitable for securing the trap

Passive Redd surveys

• Non-invasive sampling
• Provides data that can be used to develop 

production estimates
• Characterize spatio-temporal distribution of 

spawning

• Does not allow for physical capture of fish for 
measuring, tagging, and/or collection of specimens

• Distinguishing species origin of redd can be 
challenging in rivers with other salmonid species

• Distinguishing among Rainbow Trout and Steelhead 
redds poses a potential challenge

• Challenging in areas of high flow that are often the 
location of Steelhead redds

Passive eDNA

• Non-invasive sampling that requires no 
permitting

• Inexpensive means of assessing the spatial 
distribution of O. mykiss

• Can be applied to confirm redd identity

• Does not allow for physical capture of fish for 
measuring, tagging, and/or collection of specimens

• Only provides presence/absence data
• Cannot distinguish between Rainbow Trout and 

Steelhead presence

Table 3 The strengths and weaknesses of O. mykiss sampling techniques (Continued)
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Figure 3 Summary of O. mykiss monitoring on the Stanislaus River. Panel A–Annual detections of outmigrating O. mykiss at the rotary screw trap (RST) 
near Oakdale, CA (Photo 1), which has been operated every year since 1996 except for 1997 color coded by assigned life stage (IEP 2008). Typical operation 
period is from January into June. Panel B–The frequency of individuals in each size class captured by the RST (total n = 1,034), also color coded by assigned 
life stage. Panel C–Annual upstream passages of O. mykiss at the fish counting weir located near Riverbank, CA (Photo 2), from 2004 through 2019. Color 
coding indicates fish origin based on whether the presence of an adipose fin clip could be clearly discerned. The typical weir operation period is from 
September through December. Panel D–The frequency of individuals per 50 mm total length bin detected by the weir, with color coding indicating origin. 
Note the first size bin is 150 to 199 mm and that fish smaller than approximately 200 mm total length have low detection at the weir. Based on length, 180 
individuals were classified as Steelhead (i.e., > 406 mm [> 16 inches]), of which 89 had an intact adipose fin, 75 had a clipped adipose fin, and 16 were 
inconclusive. Panel E–O. mykiss abundance estimates from summer snorkel surveys that have been conducted in reaches above Oakdale since 2009 
(Photo 3).

Photo 1 Photo 2 Photo 3
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species (USBR 2019). Except for the summer 
snorkel surveys, the monitoring time-frames and 
sampling gears used were specifically designed to 
capture anadromous individuals during periods of 
peak Chinook Salmon migrations.

Although monitoring efforts have centered on 
fall-run Chinook Salmon, limited captures of 
O. mykiss provide insight into the seasonality of 
O. mykiss movements. Data from the RST and 
weir suggest that both up- and downstream 
movement of O. mykiss is infrequent in this system 
(Figure 3A and 3C), but upstream migration of 
anadromous adults is greatest from October 
through February (Appendix A). Downstream 
adult movement after spawning is highest 
from December through February, although at 
greatly reduced numbers compared to upstream 
migration. Because monthly weir operation 
has varied over time, monthly escapement 
was standardized by dividing the cumulative 
upstream passage of O. mykiss by the number 
of days with active weir operation since the 
beginning of the weir program. For fish greater 
than 406 mm FL (16 inches; considered the 
size cut-off to classify individuals as Steelhead; 
CFGC c2021), standardized passage rates suggest 
peak passage in October (0.11 fish day – 1). For 
smaller individuals (< 406 mm), peak passage 
occurred from January through March (0.19 to 
0.23 fish day – 1). Based on RST data, downstream 
juvenile movement is highest from April through 
June for parr, January through March for silvery 
parr, and January through March for smolts 
(see Appendix B). Juvenile O. mykiss have been 
captured during every month of the year except 
August and September, the only 2 months when 
the RST has never been operated (Appendix B). 
This suggests that out-migration may occur across 
a broad temporal scope rather than a clearly 
defined season, as with fall-run Chinook Salmon. 
In addition, the data are too sparse to be able to 
assess environmental factors associated with the 
timing of captures.

Data from current monitoring programs and 
otolith studies suggest that Steelhead are rare in 
the Stanislaus River. Low numbers of migrating 
Steelhead smolts and adults detected at the RST 

and weir, respectively, indicate that a large 
proportion of the population follows the resident 
life-history strategy. Steelhead escapement 
estimates for years with complete (or near-
complete) temporal coverage has numbered 
in the tens of fish. Extended weir monitoring 
from September through June occurred in 4 
years: 2006–07, 2008–09, 2009–10, and 2012–13. 
Escapement counts of O. mykiss measuring 
406 mm or greater total length ranged from 
two in 2009–10 to 10 in 2008–09. In 2006–07 
and 2012–13, Steelhead escapement was eight 
individuals. Zimmerman et al. (2009) used otolith 
microchemical analysis to reconstruct migration 
history of 157 adult O. mykiss in the Stanislaus 
River and found a single anadromous individual. 
However, 17 individuals from multiple age classes 
had mothers of anadromous origin (Appendix 1 
in Zimmerman et al. 2008, 2009). This research 
indicates that although Steelhead are rare in the 
Stanislaus River, they do contribute to juvenile 
O. mykiss production.

Analysis of scale samples collected at the Oakdale 
RST has provided age information on O. mykiss 
and indicates a diverse age composition. The 
majority of aged fish captured in the RST were 
determined to be age-0 (n = 167), followed by 
age–2 (n = 116), age–1 (n = 35), age–3 (n = 21), age–4 
(n = 6), age–5 (n = 4), and age–6 (n = 1; Figure 4; 
Appendix B). However, not all of these fish 
appeared to be actively migrating to the marine 
environment, because many were classified as 
parr and some were classified as adult O. mykiss 
with no indication of anadromous life-history 
expression. Individuals definitively identified 
as smolts also comprised multiple age classes. A 
small portion (3.7%) had completed one winter 
in freshwater, but the majority of smolts (80.7%) 
were determined to be age 2 at time of capture. 
Age-3 smolts comprised 14.7% of individuals, and 
a single age–4 smolt was observed. Size-at-age 
relationships within assigned life stages were not 
different (Appendix B), indicating highly variable 
growth rates among individuals, which limits the 
applicability of size-at-age relationships to predict 
if juveniles will become anadromous.
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Although snorkel surveys provide coarse length 
and age information, they are an efficient, 
non-invasive method for assessing the status of 
juvenile and adult O. mykiss present in freshwater. 
Details on snorkel survey methods and abundance 
estimates are provided in Appendix C. From 
2009 to 2012, the freshwater component residing 
in the Stanislaus River over summer was large 
(> 10,000) and mostly composed of individuals 
of larger size classes (Figure 3E; Appendix C). 
Estimated summer abundance declined during 
the 2012–2016 drought, from 14,014 in 2012 to 4,968 
in 2016. After the drought, summer abundance 
increased, but the proportion of smaller 
individuals also increased relative to the larger 
size class, suggesting strong recruitment after the 
drought (Figure 3E). The snorkel survey program 
is useful for characterizing O. mykiss population 
dynamics; however, mechanisms for the decline 
and changes in seasonal survival remain elusive. 
Since no mass die-offs were reported, worsening 
freshwater conditions during the drought may 
have caused individuals to out-migrate, although 
no noticeable increase in catch at the RST was 
observed (note: RST operations ran from January 
through June in those years; Appendix B).

Video and infrared weir monitoring has 
allowed individuals with clipped adipose fins 

(indicating hatchery origin) to be identified, 
which has revealed that a sizable fraction of adult 
escapement to the Stanislaus River consists of 
hatchery-origin fish. From 2004 through 2019, 
nearly half (45.7%) of O. mykiss (total length 
> 406 mm) with identifiable presence/absence of 
adipose fin observed passing upstream through 
the weir were hatchery-origin (Figure 3C and 3D). 
A third (33%) of O. mykiss smaller than 406 mm 
were identified as being hatchery-origin fish. 
Although these fish were not physically sampled 
to permit identification of their natal hatchery, it 
is reasonable to assume that most of these strays 
originated from the Mokelumne River Hatchery, 
because it is the geographically closest facility 
and the only hatchery in the San Joaquin Basin 
that produces Steelhead. The upstream passage 
of hatchery-origin juveniles through the weir 
suggests that some hatchery-produced fish may 
residualize, or at least extend their freshwater 
rearing, in non-natal streams after release 
from the hatchery. For the fish < 406 mm with 
intact adipose fins, it is unknown whether they 
originated in the Stanislaus River and moved 
back upstream through the weir after previous 
downstream dispersal or originated from nearby 
tributaries.

Figure 4 Growth and age composition of O. mykiss (n = 350) captured in the Stanislaus River rotary screw trap near Oakdale, CA. Individuals are color 
coded by assigned life stage (IEP 2008). Solid black line is the estimated seasonally fluctuating von Bertalanffy growth through time. Typical operation of 
the trap is from January into June, but the trap was occasionally operated in December. 
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Although available data on O. mykiss in the 
Stanislaus River comprises a far richer data 
set than is available for O. mykiss populations 
elsewhere in the CCV, we cannot confidently 
estimate the anadromous portion of the Stanislaus 
River O. mykiss population for several reasons: 

1. an apparent overlap in the size of resident 
and anadromous adults complicates Steelhead 
identification, 

2. the uncertainty in the number of fish that 
return from the ocean and contribute to 
juvenile production, and 

3. a lack of a definitive, non-lethal method to 
assess future life-history trajectory (smolting 
vs. freshwater maturation). 

An enhanced monitoring plan that specifically 
targets all O. mykiss ecotypes and life stages 
present in the Stanislaus River is needed. 
Extended weir and RST operations are justified, 
given the extended time-periods over which 
Steelhead migrate in and out of the river. 
However, infrequent observations and catch 
may need to be balanced against added labor 
costs for extended operations of these gears. 
Continuation of the summer snorkel survey 
seems warranted in that it can be used to track 
the status of the freshwater component of the 
population. Although redd surveys are useful 
for characterizing spatio-temporal distribution 
of spawning, their utility for understanding 
anadromous contribution is limited, owing 
to the difficulty in determining if a redd was 
constructed by an anadromous or resident 
female. Additional capture methods such as 
electrofishing, seining, and/or hook-and-line 
could be implemented to collect biological 
samples for age and growth, genetic analysis, 
and injection of passive integrated transponder 
(PIT) tags. Strategic collection of otoliths from 
a representative sample of age-0 fish (the most 
abundant life stage), would provide data to 
estimate anadromous contribution to juvenile 
production. Genotyping individuals at Omy5 
would provide baseline information on the genetic 
capacity for anadromy in the Stanislaus River. 

Frequencies of the genotype associated with 
anadromy could be compared between samples 
collected during electrofishing/seining surveys 
and samples of smolts from the RST, to estimate 
the influence of Omy5 genotype on expression 
of anadromy (i.e., to test whether the anadromy-
associated variant is in higher frequency in 
RST-captured smolts). Lastly, mark-recapture 
or resighting analyses of PIT-tagged individuals 
could be used to estimate survival and transition 
probabilities, as well as to detect returning adults.

The US Bureau of Reclamation is funding and 
coordinating efforts to enhance the current 
monitoring of Steelhead on the Stanislaus River, 
and several of the enhanced methods described 
above are expected to be implemented. The data 
generated by these efforts may in turn allow for 
better 

• evaluation of trends in the population over 
time, 

• estimates of Steelhead production with 
reasonable levels of certainty, 

• evaluation of smolt-to-adult ratios, 

• estimates of survival rates, and 

• understanding of the factors that influence 
the expression of the anadromous life-history 
strategy. 

Comprehensive data collection from both 
O. mykiss ecotypes is needed to assess Steelhead-
specific recovery actions, which include extensive 
gravel augmentation, construction of additional 
rearing habitat, and stepped releases from New 
Melones Reservoir (USBR 2019). 

Recommendations to Improve Understanding of 
Anadromy in Central Valley O. mykiss
Numerous factors can influence the expression of 
anadromy at the individual and population levels. 
The complexity of these variables combined 
with the challenges associated with monitoring 
Steelhead in some CCV rivers make obtaining the 
data to quantify the anadromous proportion of an 
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O. mykiss population difficult. Current monitoring 
in the CCV targets migrating Steelhead (Table 3) 
as per recovery programs (Table 1), and while 
there is limited data on CCV Steelhead from some 
important tributaries, there are practically no 
data available to assess the status of resident and 
juvenile O. mykiss in anadromous waters. Enacting 
the full recommendations set forth in the 
Comprehensive Monitoring Plan (Eilers et al. 2010) 
and recovery plan (NMFS 2014) would be prudent, 
specifically the CCV-wide Steelhead distribution 
surveys would provide a complete account of 
O. mykiss populations in anadromous waters. 
Enhanced monitoring and complementary studies 
are needed to evaluate the relationship between 
resident and anadromous forms of O. mykiss, 
because this will inform our understanding of the 
relative importance of life-history diversity (in 
both resident and anadromous strategies) for the 
resilience and persistence of the CCV DPS.

Priority enhancements to CCV O. mykiss 
monitoring include an expanded monitoring 
season, monitoring resident and juvenile 
individuals, and an increased collection of 
biological samples. Rivers with monitoring 
programs centered around the timing of Chinook 
Salmon migrations may be missing small but 
important migrations of Steelhead. In the 
Stanislaus River, observations of smolts and 
adult Steelhead are few but occur over a longer 
time-period each year compared to fall-run 
Chinook Salmon migrations. In rivers where 
the proportion of anadromous individuals is 
potentially low (such as the Stanislaus River), a 
critical review of the data obtained from gears 
with sparse numbers of captured or observed 
Steelhead may be advisable. If warranted, a 
reallocation of resources could be used to monitor 
resident and juvenile individuals using snorkel 
and electrofishing surveys. This approach has 
been suggested by others, including Eilers et al. 
(2010) who noted the statistical challenges related 
to the paucity of Steelhead in the San Joaquin 
River basin and recommended that electrofishing 
surveys for juvenile O. mykiss be performed.

Monitoring of CCV O. mykiss populations 
would also benefit from increased collection 

and utilization of biological samples, such 
as tissue for genetic analysis, otoliths, and 
scales. Tissue samples collected from resident, 
juvenile, and anadromous individuals provide 
material for genetic monitoring that is needed 
to identify the frequency of Omy5 variants in 
each river, and to assess hatchery introgression 
and associated effects on genetic diversity in 
naturally reproducing populations (Schwartz 
et al. 2007). Extraction of otoliths requires 
lethal sampling, and therefore should only be 
performed strategically (with clear research 
goals in mind) or opportunistically. Given that 
otoliths are an invaluable tool for determining 
individual movement history and life-history 
diversity (e.g., Zimmerman et al. 2009; Courter 
et al. 2013; Harvey et al. 2021), concerted efforts 
are also needed to acquire otoliths from naturally 
produced Steelhead adults. Individual age and 
growth information can also be obtained from 
otoliths, but this information could be acquired 
for a larger number of individuals using non-
lethal collection of scale samples from captured 
individuals.

In addition to enhanced monitoring, funding 
for complementary studies is needed to better 
understand the interaction among resident, 
juvenile, and anadromous O. mykiss. Studies using 
otoliths are needed to elucidate the full range 
of life-history diversity of CCV O. mykiss (e.g., 
Courter et al. 2013; Hodge et al. 2016). Whereas 
mark–recapture efforts to estimate abundance 
of Steelhead escapement are limited by few 
recaptures, mark–recapture studies of resident 
and juvenile fish may be used to estimate river-
specific survival and transition probabilities. 
Parameterized life-history models could be used 
to simulate a polymorphic population with known 
survival and transition rates and used to assess 
accuracy and precision of estimates derived from 
empirical data. Population-specific data such as 
the frequency of the Omy5 variants, individual 
growth rates, food and habitat availability, and 
survival of the resident and juvenile component 
of the population, are needed to assess variation 
in levels of anadromy among CCV rivers. Lastly, 
researchers should leverage the flow-control 
infrastructure present in many CCV rivers to test 
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hypotheses related to expression of anadromy, 
and to identify potential management actions 
related to flow and temperature that could 
encourage the expression of anadromy.

CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, the unique plasticity in life-history 
expression attributable to facultative anadromy 
requires a tailored monitoring approach that 
differs from Chinook Salmon monitoring. 
Monitoring of the anadromous, freshwater 
resident, and juvenile components of CCV 
O. mykiss populations is needed for comprehensive 
status assessments and evaluation of population 
trends. Further, it is needed to quantify the 
capacity of each CCV river to support anadromous 
individuals and whether conditions can be 
altered to increase the expression of anadromy. 
Management agencies tasked with the recovery 
of the anadromous life-history strategy will 
benefit from enhanced monitoring and CCV-
specific studies of anadromy, because these 
will result in better estimates of both Steelhead 
and resident O. mykiss abundance, increased 
understanding of the intrinsic (genotypes and 
individual growth) and extrinsic (environmental 
conditions) factors related to the expression of 
anadromy, and reduced chances for unintended 
negative consequences from management actions 
singularly focused on promoting one life-history 
strategy. Previous life-history models suggest that 
increasing the number of anadromous individuals 
may come at the cost of decreasing numbers of 
resident fish (Railsback et al. 2014). This could 
reduce population resilience by promoting the 
movement of fish into highly-variable, low-
survival environments (i.e., the Delta and ocean), 
while decreasing the number of fish in a fairly 
stable environment (i.e., dam tailwaters). Further, 
resident individuals may produce offspring 
that later adopt an anadromous life history 
(Christie et al. 2011; Donohoe et al. 2021), and the 
importance of this contribution to maintaining 
the Steelhead contingent of O. mykiss populations 
in anadromous waters is not well understood. 
Assuming it is possible to implement actions that 
increase the fraction of anadromous individuals 
in CCV rivers, data from existing monitoring may 

limit the ability to detect if recovery goals have 
been met. Monitoring strategies that are informed 
through consideration of O. mykiss life history 
will not only provide data to better understand 
biological diversity but will also ensure that 
future data collection is appropriate for assessing 
recovery actions and goals.
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