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THINGS LOOKING UP FOR HOT CREEK FISHERY

On Thursday, October 6, Cali-
fornia Department of Fish 
and Wildlife (CDFW) will take 

historic action to stock Hot Creek, a 
Wild Trout Water, with 6,000 diploid 
(able to reproduce), sub-catchable 
rainbow and brown trout. The stream 
will be stocked with 12,000 fish every 
year hereafter until annual population 
surveys indicate that there are 6,000 
fish per mile of stream. The decision 
comes after reports from local guides 
and non-profits that the fish popula-
tion is in serious decline.

Per CDFW Code, a “wild trout” is 
any fish that was born in a stream, as 
opposed to a “native trout,” which is a 
fish found in its native historic waters, 
or a hatchery fish, which was born and 
raised in a hatchery and may be re-
leased into a stream during a stocking 
event. The brown and rainbow trout 
that made Hot Creek a Blue Ribbon 
Wild Trout Fishery are Wild, not native. 

Jeff Weaver, Senior Environmental 
Scientist for CDFW, told The Sheet that 
CDFW has no record of Hot Creek be-
ing stocked prior the October 6 event 
However, their records only go back 
to 2001, and the creek was designated  
“catch and release” in 1980. That des-
ignation was later changed to “Wild 
Trout Water” in 2007. The decision 
came with legal code that prohibited 
stocking unless it was deemed neces-
sary to sustain the wild fish popula-
tion. 

Several local guides and anglers told 
The Sheet anecdotally that they had 
seen evidence of hatchery fish mak-
ing their way into the stream prior to 
the formal legal designation as a Wild 
Trout water in 2007. “There is always a 
possibility that things may have hap-
pened without our knowledge,” said 
CDFW Senior Environmental Scien-
tist Mike Giusti. “That was before the 
designations were coded, and we know 
the stream was stocked at some point 
because the fish are non-native, so 
they had to be put there by someone.” 
When asked if heightened scrutiny at 
the hatchery due to the stream’s formal 
designation as a Wild Trout Stream in 
2007 was a factor in the observed pop-

ulation decline in the fishery, Giusti 
was skeptical. “We observed a record 
fish population at around 12,000 fish 
per mile, in 2008. The real decline has 
been in the last 3 years, not the last 
ten. We feel confident the drought is 
the primary culprit here.”

Per CDFW Code, a designated Wild 
Trout Water must be open to public 
angling and able to support popula-
tions of fish “of sufficient magnitude 
to provide satisfactory trout catches in 
terms of number or size of fish.” Kevin 
Peterson, who has been guiding fly 
fishing clients on Hot Creek for thirty-
two years, and is the current owner 
of Hot Creek Ranch, says the quantity 
and size of the fish has been in decline 
for the last three to four years. 

In early Summer 2016, Peterson 
and Mark Drew of California Trout 
expressed heightened concern for the 
fishery to Mike Giusti and Jim Erd-
man of CDFW. CDFW determined that 
new data was needed to confirm the 
decline of the fishery. California Trout 
collaborated with Hot Creek Hatchery 
and began collecting dissolved oxygen 
samples and temperature readings 
along the river in early summer. They 
compiled their findings and presented 
them to CDFW, which then conducted 
a population survey in late August, the 
first since 2008. That survey indicated 
there were fewer than 1,000 fish per 
mile of stream in Hot Creek.

 CDFW determined that Hot Creek 
is no longer sustaining itself as a Wild 
Trout Fishery, and that swift action 
was necessary to save and sustain the 
wild fish population. According to 
California Fish and Game Code, CDFW 
can legally stock diploid fish in Wild 

Trout Waters to “establish thriving and 
self-sustaining native and wild trout 
fisheries in wild trout waters...” 

Levi Keszey of California Trout 
told The Sheet he observed normal 
temperature and dissolved oxygen 
patterns for a healthy trout stream. 
“Those things alone don’t explain why 
there are fewer fish and especially 
fewer big fish.” According to Keszey, 
the drought has diminished seasonal 
flows and allowed sediment to build 
up in the stream. The sediment fills 
the deep, cool holes where big fish 
like to hide and obscures the gravel 
streambed where they lay their eggs 
during spawning season. No gravel, no 
spawning, no more sustainable fishery. 
Giusti echoed these concerns, and said 
they’re hoping for another good snow 
year, so that the spring-fed stream ex-
periences high flows and gets flushed 
out in time for the trout to spawn. 

Giusti and Peterson said that the 
stocked fish will all be small, from one 
to three inches, and will look just like 
their wild cohabitants except for their 
clipped adiposed fins. “These aren’t 
the giant hatchery fish that look like 
they’ve been in the mail for a month. 
They’re going to live and grow in a 

stream and be beautiful,” said Peter-
son, who added he was very grate-
ful and impressed by the alacrity of 
CDFW’s response to the crisis on Hot 
Creek.

Mark Drew said the decline of fish 
in Hot Creek is a direct consequence 
of the drought. “It’s a good example 
of how healthy streams and rivers are 
tied to local livelihoods. It’s not just the 
fish who are feeling the burn, it’s local 
businesses and communities… and we 
support the department’s action, as it 
is our understanding that it is within 
their legal code.” 

“At the end of the day, Hot Creek has 
been in decline, and a lot of people 
are working really, really hard to get it 
back on track,” said Peterson, who is 
hopeful. “The best thing recreationists 
can do is take care of these fish. When 
you take a fish out of the water to take 
a picture, hold your breath. When you 
need to breathe, the fish probably does 
too.” 

Volunteers interested in stocking the 
stream should contact Kevin Peterson 
in his cell phone, at 760.937.0519. Meet 
at 9 a.m. at the paved parking area at 
the bottom of lower Hot Creek, by the 
interpretive area, on October 6. 

CDFW stages intervention 
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