
 

The Thompson River Steelhead: A Resource in Peril 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Presented to: Select Standing Committee on Finance and Government Services 

Presented by: Don Trethewey and Gord Bacon, Kamloops District Fish and Game 
Association, Steelhead Committee 

September 20, 2016 
 



Page 1 of 11 
 

 
The Thompson River Steelhead: A Resource in Peril 

 

A presentation to the British Columbian Legislative Standing Committee on Finance, 

Kamloops, B.C., September 20, 2016 by the steelhead committee of the Kamloops & 

District Fish & Game Association (KDFGA). 

 

Good day ladies and gentlemen.  Welcome to Kamloops.  My name is Don Trethewey 

and the gentleman sitting beside me is Gordon Bacon.  We are both avid anglers and 

fished for steelhead in the Thompson River in past years when its steelhead were plentiful.  

However, because those numbers have dropped precipitously, we both have put away our 

steelhead tackle as far as the Thompson is concerned. 

 

The KDFGA is a club of about 300 members of anglers and hunters in the Kamloops area 

and is affiliated with the 50,000+ member B.C. Wildlife Federation (B.C.W.F.).  The 

BCWF will be addressing you at a later date and although we concur with the topics of 

provincial importance they will present, we wish to bring to your attention a pressing 

regional issue: that of the rapidly disappearing Thompson River Steelhead and request 

your support in resolving it. 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 2 of 11 
 

Background 

 

The steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss) is a sea going rainbow trout of rivers and streams 

draining into the Pacific Ocean from southern California to Alaska.  They are related to 

Pacific salmon, but unlike the other Pacific salmon species adult steelhead often do not 

die after spawning.  Spawning occurs in spring and time spent in fresh water by juvenile 

fish varies from one to five years.  Time spent at sea varies from a few months to four 

years.  Because some adults might return to spawn several times they might attain 

weights of over 20 Kg, but a typical range in weight for adults is 1.4 to 6.8 Kg (Source:  

BC Fish Facts—steelhead trout, Oncorhynchus mykiss, B.C. Ministry of Fisheries and 

Habitat Conservation Trust Foundation).  Native Thompson River steelhead are typically 

at the larger end of the size scale for the species and thus have been eagerly sought by 

local anglers and those from abroad.. 

 

The Issue 

 

Numbers of steelhead in the Thompson (and Chilcotin) rivers have declined precipitously 

in recent years to the point of being classed as “Extreme Conservation Concern” by 

provincial fisheries managers.  (See graphs 1, 2, & 3).  Graph #1 shows a regression line 

plotted by us from MFLNRO data and graphs 2 and 3 are those provided by MFLNRO 

steelhead biologists.  It is obvious that the steelhead in those two systems are in dire 

straits.  Because the Chilcotin is in Region 5 (Cariboo) and the Thompson is in Region 3 

(Thompson Nicola), the rest of our presentation will involve only the Thompson. 



Page 3 of 11 
 

 

Not only are we in danger of losing an iconic species, but the associated closure of the 

recreational fishery has meant lost opportunity for anglers from far and wide, and also 

has been critical to the economics of Spence’s Bridge, Lytton, Shaw Springs, Big Horn, 

Ashcroft and to a lesser degree Cache Creek and Merritt.  We are told that Spence’s 

Bridge businesses made the majority of their annual income (approximately 2/3) in the 

former 3-month steelhead fishery. 

 

Between 1968 and 1984, the annual average number of angler-days in the Thompson 

steelhead fishery was 10,750.  At the low estimate of $100/day, that generated about 

$1,075,000 for the B.C. economy.   

 

In the 1998 – 2005 period, the angler days had fallen to 3,527 and generated as little as 

$352,700, a drop of 70% and a loss to the B.C. economy of $722,300.  Since that time, 

there have been complete closures of the fishery in some years resulting in 100% loss. 

 

In 2009, the Spence’s Bridge Steelhead Advocates’ Association (SBSAA) proposed a 

Community Steelhead Conservation Hatchery, using resident Thompson River brood- 

stock, at Spence’s Bridge.  A preliminary estimate to establish it was $100,000 with 

annual operating expenses of about $20,000 (source: Thompson Steelhead Recovery 

Proposal Request for Support, June, 2009. SBSAA).  Costs would be kept to a minimum 

by using volunteer labour.  However, that proposal was dismissed out of hand by regional 

fisheries biologists as being detrimental to the genetic components of the wild fish.  
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Ministry biologist were/are adamant that there are enough wild steelhead smolts leaving 

the Thompson annually but that the problem obviously is with ocean survival. 

 

Between 1997 and 2012, MFLNRO fisheries biologists in Region 3 have received 

Habitat Conservation Trust Foundation grants totaling $2,536 million to study Thompson 

River steelhead (source:  Habitat Conservation Trust Foundation Project Backgrounder 

List).  Data are not available for 2013 to the present, so presumably that amount could 

now be over $3 million.  And yet, despite all that money spent on Thompson River 

steelhead studies, their spawning population numbers continue to decline (See Appendix 

1, Graphs 1 & 2). 

 

The Solution 

 

Clearly, it is time for drastic action such as hatchery augmentation.  Notwithstanding 

regional biologists’ concerns about genetic impacts on the wild fish, their nearly 20 years 

of studying the situation has seen only a continued disastrous decline in Thompson 

steelhead numbers.  

 

There currently are plentiful examples of modern salmonid management in western North 

America that demonstrate the success of hatcheries which use native brood stock from 

the system being enhanced.  Of particular note locally is the recent increase in sockeye 

numbers into Osoyoos and Skaha lakes.  In the northwest U.S., upper tributaries of the 

Columbia River, particularly the Clearwater River in Idaho are worthy of note.  As of 
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2015, the 10-year average of hatchery steelhead returns to the Clearwater was 300,000 

fish despite its being 900 miles from the Pacific Ocean and several major dams on the 

Columbia to be traversed.  (Source:  Walrath, Toby.  2016. A Steelie Gaze. Outdoor Life 

February/March 2016.  Pages 24 -26).  Another steelhead hatchery success story in 

Washington State is the Methow River which flows into the Okanogan system just south 

of the Canada/U.S. border and attracts many B.C. anglers.   

 

It should be noted that the province stocked juvenile steelhead in the Thompson 1979 

through 1991.  However, that practice was discontinued because provincial biologists 

thought that most of the fish released “residualized” (i.e. became resident rainbow trout 

in the river) and did not migrate to the ocean.  However, it should also be noted that many 

of the steelhead were released as fry, shortly after hatching rather than as smolts (source:  

Provincial Release Records Database).  Smolts are juvenile salmonids that have 

developed the adaptive specialization for downstream migration, seawater entry and 

marine residence.  Because steelhead can spend one to several years in fresh water before 

smolting, juveniles kept in the hatchery until they smolt, will be larger and thus less 

susceptible to in-stream hazards than those stocked as fry.   
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Conclusion 

 

Once upon a time, U.S. anglers flocked to the Thompson River to fish for its magnificent 

steelhead. That trend has now been reversed with B.C. steelhead anglers going to the U.S. 

Pacific Northwest. 

 

We believe that it is now time for B.C.’s provincial fisheries managers to get with the 

times and take positive measures to preserve the last of the Thompson River steelhead 

before they go the way of the Dodo and the Passenger Pigeon. 

 

We implore you to impress upon Forestry Minister Thompson the gravity of this issue 

surrounding Thompson River steelhead, and that he must dedicate appropriate resources, 

preferably in the form of hatchery augmentation, to it before those fish become extinct.  
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Appendix 1: Graphs, Steelhead Spawner Abundance 
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Graph 1: Steelhead Spawner Returns DFO MOE  
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Graph 2: Thompson Pre-fishery and Spawner Abundance 

 
 

Graph 3: Chilcotin Pre-fishery and Spawner Abundance 
 

 
 
  

Conservation Concern 

Extreme Conservation Concern 
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Appendix 2:  2010 Survey of Recreational Fishing in B.C. 
Extracts from report commission by the Freshwater Fisheries Society of British 

Columbia, prepared by Megan Bailey (Environmental Policy Group, Wageningen 
UR), and U Rashid Sumaila (Fisheries Centre, UBC) 
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●  A total of 286,167 active anglers in 2010. This represents an increase of almost 6% 
over the number of active anglers in 2005 (or about 1% increase per year).   
 
● License, conservation surcharge, stamp and classified waters fees totaling $13.9 
million.  

 
● Over 3.8 million days fished, with anglers averaging about 13 days of angling per 
year.  

 
● 7.5 million individual fish caught (58% of which were rainbow trout), resulting in 
an angler catch rate of 1.96 fish per day.  

 
● Over $27 million spent in angling packages, including full charter boat, fly-in, and 
lodge packages.  

 
● $545 million in direct angler expenditures, including license sales, packages, 
accommodation, fishing, boating and camping equipment, air and ferry transportation 
expenditures, and fishing supplies.  

 
● Direct, indirect and induced impacts resulted in employment of 5,000 person years. 

 
● Total direct, indirect and induced impacts of $957 million.  

 
● Federal tax revenues of $89 million and Provincial tax revenues of almost $55 
million. 

 
● Angler expenditures attributable to the province’s stocking program delivered by 
the Freshwater Fisheries Society of BC amounting to $188 million to $228 million.   

 
● For every $1 invested in services delivered by the Freshwater Fisheries Society of 
BC, an average of $24 in angler expenditures ensued.   

 
 
It is obvious that the freshwater angling sector is an important component of the B.C. 
economy, generating almost $1 billion in direct, indirect and induced impacts. Part of this 
contribution comes in the form of federal and provincial taxes, which amounted to $89 
million and $55 million in 2010, respectively. In addition to this, 5,000 full time person 
year jobs (or about 15,000 part time jobs) were supported. Continued enhancement of 
freshwater sport fish resources and investment in improving the angling experience will 
continue to help this sector grow and attract both local and foreign interests. Further to 
this, conservation efforts by the Province, FFSBC, the Habitat Conservation Trust 
Foundation, and other groups, will help to ensure ample opportunities for future 
generations to enjoy the benefits of freshwater angling in B.C. 


