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Photo: Gary Marston, WDFW, with a hatchery-origin steelhead caught in the Methow River.  
Abstract: Hatchery Steelhead Release Strategies Used at WDFW Hatcheries to Reduce Risks Posed to Native ESA-listed Fish Populations
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There is a growing body of literature indicating that delaying the release of actively smolting hatchery-origin steelhead to meet a targeted annual release date is resulting in increased numbers of residualized hatchery-origin steelhead in freshwater systems. Research has also shown that residualization appears to be highly associated with hatchery steelhead that do not emigrate during the initial volitional release period, and are eventually forced out of hatchery rearing ponds or raceways into the freshwater system. Residual steelhead have also been found to consume significant amounts of emigrating fry in several systems around the state.  

A recent analysis by Hatchery Evaluation and Assessment Team staff on the comprehensive Green River smolt trap data collected from 2000 – 2012 allowed for an estimation of potential predation risk to natural-origin Chinook fry during out-migration based on body length, and any time period overlap in emigration timing out of freshwater with hatchery-origin steelhead parr.  This exercise helped us advise hatchery managers on how to modify release protocols to minimize potential predation risks to ESA-listed Chinook salmon fry, while still targeting the actively smolting phase for hatchery-origin steelhead release groups.
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