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It is estimated that British Columbia supports approximately 420 steelhead trout populations, divided between summer and winter ecotypes and grouped into three phylogenetic lineages. The abundance status of steelhead varies regionally across the province. In southern British Columbia, most populations are at extremely low abundance and classified as “Extreme Conservation Concern,” meaning adult spawning abundance is less than about 10% of the asymptotic, time‑invariant carrying capacity, based on available monitoring time frames. In contrast, northern British Columbia populations are generally more abundant, with recent classifications ranging from “Conservation Concern” (about 10% of carrying capacity up to Smsy, often around 30%) to “Routine Management,” where abundance exceeds Smsy.
Steelhead productivity in British Columbia has declined steadily over the past three decades, driven by a combination of anthropogenic pressures and cumulative natural events. Declines in smolt‑to‑adult survival have been the primary factor behind reduced abundance in southern BC. Hatchery programs, once considered a recovery strategy, have since been deemed ineffective and are now used only in limited cases to enhance recreational opportunities. To date, two designatable conservation units (DUs) have been formally identified and assessed in BC: the Thompson DU and the Chilcotin DU. Both have been classified as endangered and remain in decline, yet neither has been listed under Canada’s Species at Risk Act (SARA).
Despite these declines, steelhead continue to support recreational angling opportunities that attract both global visitors and local residents, whose pursuit of this iconic species persists even at low abundance levels. Steelhead also remain culturally significant to Indigenous peoples of British Columbia, continuing to provide a traditional food source relied upon since time immemorial.




