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2California Coast Chinook Salmon  
Oncorhynchus tshawytscha
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California Coast Chinook Salmon 
Historic Distribution

PresentCATEGORY SCORE ExPLANATION

Range 3 Species occupies multiple watersheds 

Population size 3 All populations are under 1,000 spawners in most years but some mixing among 
populations between rivers

Intervention needs 2 Severe declines indicate strong intervention is needed, especially in Russian and  
Eel rivers and for restoration to rivers where now missing

Tolerance 2 Resilient life history but warm water puts embryos at risk 

Genetic risk 3 Major watersheds may have distinct populations, all threatened by small size and 
similar genetic issues 

Climate change 2 Likely to accelerate declines, especially where flows are reduced and altered  
channels increase temperatures

Overall status 2 

Reliability 3 National Marine Fisheries Service analyzed much of the existing information  
in reports

disTriBuTion: this esu inhabits coastal watersheds 

from redwood Creek (humboldt County) in the north to 

the russian river in the south. streams include the eel 

river and all its tributaries, redwood Creek, the mad, bear, 

mattole, little, big, ten mile and Noyo rivers. the Navarro, 

Garcia and Gualala rivers no longer have California coast 

Chinook salmon. the russian river appears to have a self-

sustaining population.

aBundanCe: California coast Chinook salmon are much 

less abundant than they were historically. in high return 

years, historic runs numbered 600,000 fish and decreased  

to a range of 30,000 to 50,000 fish in poor years. present 

numbers total about 5,000 to 20,000 fish annually, with 

most rivers supporting just a few hundred fish.

faCTors affeCTing sTaTus: Factors affecting 

California coast Chinook include (1) habitat degradation, (2) 

alteration of water flows, (3) urbanization, (4) gravel mining, 

and (5) alien species. these fish have disappeared from or  

are imperiled in most of their watersheds because of degra-

dation of spawning, incubation, and rearing habitats due  

to sedimentation. in 1955 and 1964, record rainfalls on  

hillsides denuded by logging, grazing, and road building 

caused large-scale erosion as huge floods ripped through  

the basins. sedimentation from logging, agriculture, urban-

ization and other activities continues to be a problem, not 

only in the rivers but in the estuaries. several estuaries 

have been converted from expansive wetlands that juvenile 

salmon use for rearing to narrow diked channels without the 

benefits of a plentiful food source typically found in estuary 

habitat. Dams have limited access to salmon habitat on  

several rivers. scott Dam on the eel river is not only a  

barrier to the salmon, but is also used to move water to 

the russian river, via Cape horn Dam downstream. the 

transfer has contributed to California coast Chinook salmon 

declines in the eel river. in all rivers, small scale water 

diversions reduce flows and habitat. an additional problem 

in both the russian and eel rivers is the abundance of non-

native predators on juvenile salmon, especially pikeminnows 

in the eel river.

sTaTus 2: California coast Chinook salmon are vulnerable 

to extinction in the next 100 years or less. the species was 

listed as threatened under the federal endangered species 

act in 1999, but this was rescinded in 2002 as the result of 

a lawsuit. a status review was completed in 2005 and the 

California coast Chinook was again listed as threatened. 

ConservaTion reCommendaTions: to reverse the 

downward trends of California coast Chinook salmon, water 

quantity and quality issues need to be resolved in most of its 

watersheds in order to protect and restore their spawning 

and rearing habitat. protection and restoration of estuarine 

habitat is also key to recovery. Currently, these salmon have 

no official status at the state level, although they should be 

listed as threatened for consistency with the federal law.

California coast Chinook return to spawn in fresh water 

between september and early November following the early 

winter storms, but low flow barriers may prevent upstream 

access until December or January. Fry emerge from the 

gravel in late winter or spring and can emigrate to the ocean 

within one week to a few months of emergence.

California coast Chinook salmon comprise a genetically distinct set of 

salmon populations that spawn in the larger coastal watersheds from 

humboldt County south to the russian river. as with other Chinook 

salmon, spawning adults are olive brown to dark maroon in coloration, with 

a hooked jaw in the males. Juveniles have six to 12 parr marks, all equal to or 

wider than the spaces between them. adults range between 21 and 48 inches in 

length and weigh between 28 and 50 pounds, with the state record of 88 pounds. 

all remaining spawning runs are in the fall although there is still considerable 

variability in their timing due to variability in the start of the rainy season. 

chances for survival:
poor

California Trout is 
There for the Fish!
California Trout fought from 1970 to 

2004 to secure increased flows on the 

Eel River from the Potter Valley Project  

to benefit northern California coast 

steelhead and salmon. Due to these 

efforts, Eel River flows were augmented 

and modified to more closely mimic 

the natural hydrograph. The changes 

benefited adult and juvenile salmonid 

migration as well as improved rearing 

habitat. A component of the agreement 

reached includes a program to suppress 

and eradicate non-native pike minnow 

that heavily prey on juvenile salmon  

and steelhead. Eel River. photo: Joe Ferreira


