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1Chum Salmon  
Oncorhynchus keta

spawning chum salmon are dark olive on the back and dark maroon on 

the sides with irregular greenish vertical bars on the sides and no spots 

on the tail. California fish are typically less than 26 inches long. Genetic 

studies are lacking for California fish, but populations in oregon and Washington  

are considered part of the broad pacific Coast esu.
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chum salmon had small spawning runs in the sacramento, 

Klamath and trinity rivers, and spawners were observed in 

other coastal rivers as well. today, they sustain small runs 

in the Klamath, trinity, and smith rivers although evidence 

for their presence every year is limited. Chum salmon are 

still observed in other coastal streams, such as redwood 

and lagunitas Creeks in marin County, Freshwater and 

redwood Creeks in humboldt County, and sporadically in 

the eel river and Van Duzen rivers. When regular surveys 

of spawning salmon were made on lagunitas Creek for four 

years, chum salmon were observed to be present every year 

and included individuals on redds.

aBundanCe: population numbers are consistently small 

at the present time although counts are rare; presumably 

there are a few hundred chum salmon spawning each year 

in California. Numbers were likely higher in the past but not 

large. these fish may have been largely overlooked because 

they spawn close to the coast and do not remain long in fresh 

water as juveniles.

faCTors affeCTing sTaTus: the historic rarity of 

chum salmon in California makes it difficult to identify  

factors that may have affected their abundance. however, 

chum salmon historically spawned in the lower reaches of 

river systems which are the most likely to be degraded by 

human activities, such as logging, road building, mining,  

channelization, and draining of estuarine marshes. if 

California chum populations are largely comprised of fish 

“straying” from the more northern populations, then their 

abundance would also be related to factors such as ocean 

conditions and hatchery production, reflecting the status  

of populations in the northern part of their range.

sTaTus 1: there appears to be at least three very small 

populations of chum salmon within the smith, Klamath, 

and trinity rivers in California, all of which are threatened 

with extinction. Given the lack of data, the certainty of this 

species’ status is low; however the alternative is to recognize 

that chum are extinct in California with populations  

depending entirely on fish from elsewhere. in this case, 

spawning in California streams would take place when 

chum salmon populations are high in the ocean. at present, 

there is no conclusive evidence to support either hypothesis, 

and so the conservative approach is to assume that chum 

salmon populations exist in California and to take actions to 

enhance and protect them as the southernmost population  

of a species that is on the verge of extinction.

ConservaTion reCommendaTions: because chum 

salmon are rare in California, surveys in the south Fork 

trinity, Klamath, and smith rivers should be continued to 

monitor the status of the few fish spawning, genetic studies 

should be conducted to determine the relationship of  

California and oregon chum populations, and suitable  

habitat, flow, and water quality should be maintained to 

protect these imperiled fish.
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CATEGORY SCORE ExPLANATION

Range 2 Data is scarce, but it is likely that if chum salmon still maintain California  
populations, they exist in the Smith, Trinity and Klamath Rivers 

Population size 1 There is little evidence that any population is more than six to 20 spawners in  
most years

Intervention needs 2 No effort is being made to protect chum salmon runs and it is likely that without 
intervention the species will soon be extirpated in California 

Tolerance 2 Southern populations of chum salmon seem to have fairly narrow spawning habitat 
requirements, and their young seem to require estuarine habitats for rearing

Genetic risk 1 If California populations are still self-sustaining, they are extremely small and  
vulnerable to inbreeding and other genetic problems which is not an issue if the 
populations are maintained by ‘strays’ from the more northern populations

Climate change 1 Given the limited size of existing California populations, small changes in flows,  
temperatures or ocean conditions could eliminate the populations 

Overall status 1 

Reliability 1 Information is very limited

adults are usually observed in California streams in 

December and January, but can occur as early as august. in 

mill Creek, a tributary to the smith river, chums enter during  

mid-December, but only in years when stream flows are high. 

During years of low flow they may instead spawn in the main 

river. adults return to natal streams where they spawn at 

two to seven years of age, but primarily at ages three to five. 

Fry spend only a short time in fresh water; however they 

may remain in estuaries for several months before moving 

into the ocean. in estuaries, chum salmon feed mostly on 

microscopic crustaceans, such as copepods, and while in the 

ocean eat both invertebrates and fish although jellyfish are 

an especially important food in their diet.

disTriBuTion: Chum salmon are commonly taken in 

the commercial salmon fishery off California, but records 

of occurrence in fresh water are sporadic. historically, 

chances for survival:
very poor


