Early marine migration patterns of Coastal cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarki clarki), steelhead trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss), and cutthroat x steelhead hybrid smolts
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Abstract: Hybridization between steelhead or rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) and coastal cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarki clarki) has been documented in several streams along the North American Coast, where the two species occupy similar habitats. Intermediate morphological, physiological, and performance traits have been attributed to hybrids of cutthroat and steelhead, though little is known about hybrid behavior. This study used acoustic telemetry to record migration patterns (‘tracks’) of 52 cutthroat, 42 steelhead x cutthroat hybrid, and 89 steelhead smolts, starting with entry into the Big Beef Creek estuary and subsequent movement into the Hood Canal (part of Puget Sound). Median hybrid residence time, estuary time, and tortuosity values were intermediate in relation to median values of the same track parameters for the pure species. The median total track distance measurement was higher for hybrid smolts than for both cutthroat and steelhead smolt groups. At the end of each track (i.e., last detection), most steelhead smolts were located north of the Big Beef Creek estuary along their seaward pathway. Cutthroat tracks grouped more closely to the estuary (both north and south) than did steelhead tracks.  Individual hybrids behaved similarly to either cutthroat or steelhead, but some exhibited novel dispersal patterns. Hybridization events appear to significantly affect migration patterns of Big Beef Creek steelhead and cutthroat populations and could affect the productivity of both species.     

