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GOALS

The goals of the Management Plan for Conservation of Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout in Idaho
are:

1) Ensure the long-term persistence of the subspecies within its current range in
Idaho;

2) Manage YCT populations at levels capable of providing angling opportunities;
and

3) Restore YCT to those parts of its historical range in Idaho where practical.

The Idaho Department of Fish and Game is a participant in two interstate and/or
interagency agreements relative to Yellowstone cutthroat trout. One is a Memorandum of
Agreement (MOA) for Conservation and Management of Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout signed by
the states of Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Nevada and Utah, U.S. Forest Service, Yellowstone
National Park, and Grand Teton National Park (State of Montana et al. 2000). This MOA defines
shared goals and objectives for YCT across its historical range, and outlines a process of
cooperation, coordination, and data sharing among the signatories. The IDFG also is a
participant in a position paper entitled, Genetic Considerations Associated with Cutthroat Trout
Management (Utah Division of Wildlife Resources 2000). The goals of the parties to the MOA
are to “ensure the persistence of the YCT subspecies within its historic range,” to “manage YCT
to preserve genetic integrity,” and to “provide adequate numbers and populations” for
preservation of both intrinsic and recreational values of YCT. This IDFG Plan will guide staff to
fulfill the objectives of that MOA. Those objectives include identifying existing populations,
maintaining or improving genetic diversity and purity of core and conservation populations,
restoring populations where needed, and a public outreach effort which will garner support for
these activities. This Plan presents information current through calendar year 2006. The IDFG
will update this Plan on a regular basis.

OBJECTIVES

1. To describe what is known about the subspecies in Idaho in one document that is
regularly updated.

2. To identify and describe watersheds within the Idaho range for the subspecies.

3. To identify management concepts that will ensure long-term viability and persistence of
current populations.

4. To identify management concepts that will enable restoration of YCT populations in
those areas where restoration is feasible.

5. To provide guidelines for long-term monitoring of YCT populations to enable continuing
evaluation of populations and their genetic status.

6. To promote general public outreach efforts directed at anglers concerning YCT.
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SYSTEMATICS AND PREVIOUS STATUS ASSESSMENTS

Behnke (1992) described the taxonomy of native western trout including the YCT. The
YCT (Oncorhynchus clarkii bouvieri) is one of ten subspecies of O. clarkii. The other recognized
subspecies in Idaho are the westslope cutthroat trout (O. clarkii lewisi) and the Bear River
(Bonneville) cutthroat trout (O. clarkii utah). The westslope cutthroat trout inhabits the Salmon
River drainage and northern Idaho drainages and the Bonneville cutthroat trout is found in the
Bear River system in southeastern Idaho. The YCT evolved apart from rainbow (O. mykiss) and
redband trout (O. mykiss gairdneri), and YCT lack isolating mechanisms that would allow them
to coexist with O. mykiss and other non-native trout species (Behnke 1992).

Although YCT are generally visually distinguishable from westslope cutthroat trout based
on spot size (Behnke 1992), to simplify matters, YCT are defined here as those cutthroat trout
found in the Snake River drainage above Shoshone Falls, and in the Yellowstone River
drainage. Now-extinct populations include Waha Lake, Idaho, and Crab Creek, Washington,
where they likely persisted since the last ice age. Behnke (1992) stated, “There is no doubt that
Yellowstone cutthroat and westslope cutthroat trout represent highly differentiated subspecies.”

Some taxonomists including Robert Behnke recognize the “fine-spotted” cutthroat trout
of the upper Snake River as a separate subspecies (O. clarkii behnkei) of cutthroat trout
(Behnke 1992). The distribution of the fine-spotted morphotype overlaps that of the large-
spotted form of YCT, which is an unusual occurrence since all other cutthroat trout subspecies
are geographically isolated from each other. Because of the overlap in taxonomic characters
and the occasional specimen with intermediate spotting, Behnke (1992) suggests that
hybridization and limited gene flow do occur. The known distribution of fine-spotted cutthroat
trout extends in the Snake River drainage from below Jackson Lake (Wyoming) downstream to
Palisades Reservoir, encompassing all tributaries from the Gros Ventre River to the Salt River
(Behnke 1992). Below Jackson Lake, the first three tributaries (Pacific Creek, Buffalo Fork, and
Spread Creek) contain YCT as the native trout. Populations of fine-spotted and large-spotted
YCT occur in the Gros Ventre, the YCT in headwater tributaries, and the fine-spotted in the rest
of the drainage. Before Jackson Dam was constructed to raise the level of Jackson Lake,
cutthroat trout could move freely between the lake and Snake River below. A large number of
hatchery-reared fine-spotted cutthroat trout have been stocked into Jackson Lake and the upper
Snake River over the years, confounding the original distribution patterns of these two forms.
The downstream distribution of the fine-spotted form is unknown because of Palisades
Reservoir and Dam. Below Palisades Dam downstream to Shoshone Falls, the large-spotted
YCT is the native trout. Geneticists have not been able to differentiate between large-spotted
YCT and the fine-spotted forms (Loudenslager and Kitchin 1979; Leary et al. 1987; Allendorf
and Leary 1988; Mitton et al. 2006 in review; Novak et al. 2005). In 2006, the Idaho Chapter of
the American Fisheries Society sponsored a symposium entitled, Exploring Differences between
Fine-spotted and Large-spotted Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout, in Idaho Falls, Idaho (Van Kirk et
al. 2006). The IDFG does not consider the fine-spotted form of YCT a distinct subspecies;
however, until and if the question of subspeciation is answered, for the purposes of this Plan,
the IDFG considers the fine-spotted form a unique morphotype of YCT and will manage it
accordingly.

Thurow et al. (1997) indicated that YCT occurred (or were predicted to occur) in 662
subwatersheds, or about 66% of their potential range. In addition, YCT were introduced in 140
subwatersheds outside its potential range by stocking primarily in high mountain lakes. Thurow
et al. (1997) also indicated, however, that there were strong populations in 32% of
subwatersheds within the potential range, and in 48% of the current range. However, if only
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Idaho YCT are considered, the proportion of subwatersheds with strong populations would
probably be less than for their entire range because the entire range considered by Thurow et
al. (1997) included western Wyoming, where a large proportion of strong populations were
found or predicted to be found. Thurow et al. (1997) did not define “strong,” but let fishery
professionals classify the population as strong, depressed, absent or transient based on their
best professional judgment. May (1996), in summarizing results from questionnaires completed
by biologists with personal knowledge of localized systems, suggested that viable YCT
populations remained in only 43% of the historical range in Idaho. However, in a more recent
rangewide assessment, May et al. (2003) estimated that YCT currently occupy about 43% of
historical habitats range-wide (61% in Idaho). Throughout much of the Idaho range, YCT
currently exist in sympatry with rainbow trout, brook trout (Salvelinus fontinalis), and/or brown
trout (Salmo trutta).

GEOGRAPHIC MANAGEMENT UNITS

The Snake River flows through southern Idaho from east to west and is almost 1,700 km
long from its headwaters in Yellowstone National Park to its confluence with the Columbia River.
The Upper Snake River Basin is that part of the Snake River drainage from Shoshone Falls
upstream to the headwaters of all tributaries, except the South Fork Snake River drainage
above its confluence with the Salt River at the Idaho—Wyoming border. Shoshone Falls is a
65-m high natural waterfall in south-central Idaho that isolated YCT from other native trout in the
Columbia River basin (Meyer et al. 2006). Elevations in the Upper Snake River Basin range
from over 4,000 m in mountainous terrain to under 1,000 m at Shoshone Falls. The historical
range of YCT in Idaho included the entire Upper Snake River Basin excluding the Big and Little
Lost rivers (Behnke 1992).

To facilitate summary of the available information and to provide geographic focus for
conservation efforts, we subdivided the Upper Snake River Basin into 14 geographic
management units (GMUs; Lentsch et al. 2000) based largely on major river drainages, which
generally also characterized the presumed historical distribution, present population status, and
suspected or known movement patterns of YCT, as well as other management considerations
(Figure 1). The 14 GMUs were defined as Beaver/Camas/Medicine Lodge, Blackfoot River,
Goose/Big Cottonwood/Dry creeks, Henrys Fork of the Snake River, Henrys Lake, Palisades
and Salt Rivers, Portneuf River, Raft River, Rock/Bannock creeks, Fort Hall Indian Reservation,
Snake River Proper, South Fork Snake River, Teton River, and Willow Creek. The Fort Hall
Indian Reservation is not considered in this Plan because it falls within the jurisdiction of the
Shoshone Bannock Tribes. The following 13 GMU descriptions are largely taken or modified
from IDFG (2001).
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Figure 1. Location of YCT Geographic Management Units (GMUs) in Idaho.
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Beaver/Camas/Medicine Lodge creeks

The Camas, Beaver, and Medicine Lodge creek drainages are all part of the “Sinks”
drainage (Figure 2). This GMU is approximately 5,088 km2 in size. All of the streams in the
Sinks area disappear or flow subsurface into the Snake River Plain Aquifer. Streams become
marginal where they flow into the Snake River Plain due to diversion and freeze out. Where
groundwater inflow is lacking, wintertime air temperatures often cause streams to become
icebound and leave their channels. Productivity of these streams is generally high due to large
amounts of groundwater input; however, habitat degradation has occurred to most streams
primarily due to past and/or present grazing practices on private and public rangeland,
channelization, and irrigation diversions often dewater the lower segment of most drainages.
Stream quality and fish populations vary from excellent to poor where streams alternately
intersect and perch above the groundwater table or enter irrigation ditches.

Based on assessments of nongame fish assemblages, historical records, and geological
shifts in drainage patterns, YCT are thought to be the only native salmonid in the
Beaver/Camas/Medicine Lodge drainages. YCT are only recently considered native to the
Beaver/Camas/Medicine Lodge GMU based on information presented at a symposium held at
the 2002 meeting of the Idaho Chapter of the American Fisheries Society, in Pocatello, Idaho
(see Van Kirk et al. 2003). At this symposium, Bart Gamett, U.S. Forest Service (personal
communication) related evidence that indicates it is likely that the YCT found in these drainages
originally came from the Henrys Fork drainage across a low divide which appears to have
drained into both the Snake and Lost River systems at various times. Although YCT are found in
many streams throughout the various drainages, rainbow trout of generally small size are the
predominant fish except for some headwaters and a few minor tributaries where brook trout are
dominant.

The Camas Creek drainage includes Mud Lake, Beaver, and Camas creeks. Healthy
populations of wild rainbow trout and brook trout exist in most headwater streams. Several YCT
populations are isolated from rainbow and brook trout (Middle Dry, Moose creeks) and other YCT
populations exist sympatrically with rainbow trout or brook trout or both. Brown trout fingerling
releases have provided a limited fishery for larger trout in Camas Creek. Water conditions limit
trout populations in the lower ends of these streams. Mud Lake originally contained large numbers
of cutthroat trout, but high summer temperatures, fluctuating water levels, and low winter
dissolved oxygen have greatly decreased the suitability for trout. Mud Lake has lacked a
coldwater fishery since water management changes in the early 1960s impacted Camas Creek
and Mud Lake water quality. Experimental introductions of Lahontan cutthroat trout (O. c.
henshawi) began in 1990 to evaluate this subspecies potential under existing high alkalinity and
temperature conditions. Since introduction, Lahontan cutthroat trout have provided a limited
fishery, primarily during the winter ice season. The IDFG will continue to evaluate the benefits of
this program.


