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Abstract: E(nvironmental) DNA provides non-invasive insights into aquatic communities from viruses to apex predators, making it an attractive tool for wholistic ecosystem assessments. Rapid advancements of sampling technologies and analysis pipelines have improved our ability to utilize this powerful technology for salmonid research from the freshwater spawning grounds to the open ocean. Even relatively low abundance species like steelhead are now readily detected. In this presentation we will review eDNA methodologies for steelhead research and highlight recent findings by the DFO genomics program relating to steelhead. On Vancouver Island we will review the application of eDNA to monitor and steward salmonids by a local First Nations resource management organization. In the open ocean steelhead distribution across the Eastern North Pacific at the end of winter coincide with early observations of oceanic migration. Here, eDNA also documented increased steelhead activity associated with the first spring blooms in the southeast where steelhead were associated with piscine prey and piscivorous competitors. Off the West Coast of Vancouver Island, seasonal patterns of steelhead near shore detections highlight exposure risks to infectious agents associated with salmon migrations and high biomass aggregations as well as anthropogenic impacts like salmon aquaculture.

