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Disclaimer

This outline is meant to serve as an interim guidance document to outline recovery efforts,
including recovery planning for the Northern California steelhead Distinct Population Segment,
until a full recovery plan is developed and approved. A recovery outline is not subject to formal
review but intended primarily for internal use by NMFS as a pre-planning document. This is not
a regulatory document and the recommendations and statements found herein are non-binding
and intended to guide, rather than require, actions. Nothing in this outline should be considered
as a commitment or requirement for any governmental agency or member of the public. Formal
public participation will be invited upon the release of the draft recovery plan for this Distinct
Population Segment. However, any new information or comments that members of the public
may wish to offer as a result of this recovery outline will be taken into consideration during the
recovery planning process. Recovery planning has been initiated and recovery plans are
targeted for completion by 2008. NMFS invites public participation in the planning process.
Interested parties may contact Charlotte Ambrose, North Central California Coast Recovery
Coordinator, 777 Sonoma Avenue, Room 325, Santa Rosa, CA 95404.

ii
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Introduction

Recovery Plan Purpose and Overview

The Federal Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA), as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.)
mandates the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMFS) to develop and implement plans for the conservation and survival of NMFS
listed species, i.e., recovery plans. According to the NMFS Interim Recovery Planning Guidance
(NMFS 2006):

Recovery is the process by which listed species and their ecosystems are restored
and their future safeguarded to the point that protections under the ESA are no
longer needed. A variety of actions may be necessary to achieve the goal of
recovery, such as the ecological restoration of habitat or implementation of
conservation measures with stakeholders. However, without a plan to organize,
coordinate and prioritize the many possible recovery actions, the effort may be
inefficient or even ineffective. The recovery plan serves as a road map for species
recovery — it lays out where we need to go and how best to get there.

According to section 4(f) of the ESA, recovery plans must contain: “(1) a description of such
site-specific management actions as may be necessary to achieve the plan’s goal for the
conservation and survival of the species; (2) objective, measurable criteria which, when met,
would result in the determination that the species be removed from the list; and (3) estimates of
the time required and the cost to carry out those measures needed to achieve the plan’s goal and
to achieve intermediate steps toward that goal.” Case law has re-affirmed these mandates with
further clarification that management actions must be site-specific wherever feasible and
recovery actions or criteria must link to threats, including changes in threats since listing.
Recovery plans must explicitly identify all threats to a species and track (through objective
measurable criteria) how each threat (through site-specific management actions) will be reduced
or eliminated. This standard has been further emphasized by the United States Government
Accounting Office in a 2006 report analyzing ESA recovery plans for Congress (GAO 2006).

Primarily, a recovery plan should do the following:

o Delineate those aspects of the species’ biology, life history, and threats that are pertinent
to its endangerment and recovery;

e Outline and justify a strategy to achieve recovery;
o Identify the actions necessary to achieve recovery of the species;
o Identify goals and criteria by which to measure the species’ achievement of recovery; and
e Estimate the costs and time needed to reach recovery goals.
Recovery plans can also serve the following secondary functions:

e Serve as outreach tools regarding a species’ endangerment and provide a suite of
recovery actions most effective and efficient for achieving recovery for the species;

¢ Help potential cooperators and partners understand the rationale behind identified
recovery actions, and aid them in figuring how they can facilitate the species’ recovery;
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e Serve as a tool for monitoring recovery activities; and,

e Offer support for grant applications of appropriations requests by identifying necessary
recovery actions and their relative priority in the recovery process.

Recovery plans are guidance documents, not regulatory documents. The ESA clearly envisions
recovery plans as the central organizing tool for guiding each species’ recovery process. They
should also guide Federal agencies in fulfilling their obligations under section 7(a)(1) of the
ESA, which calls on all Federal agencies to “utilize their authorities in furtherance of the
purposes of this [Act] by carrying out programs for the conservation of endangered species and
threatened species...”. In addition to outlining strictly proactive measures to achieve the species’
recovery, the plans provide context and a framework for implementation of other provisions of
the ESA with respect to a particular species, such as ESA section 7(a)(2) consultations on
Federal agency activities or the development of ESA section 10(a)(1)(B) Habitat Conservation
Plans (HCPs).

The development of a recovery outline is part of the pre-planning phase of recovery planning
described in the NMFS Interim Recovery Planning Guidance (NMFS 2006). A recovery outline
is intended primarily for internal use by NMFS as a pre-planning document that: (1) presents a
preliminary conservation strategy to guide recovery actions in a systematic, cohesive manner
until a recovery plan is available; and (2) provides a pre-planning framework for recovery plan
development and decision-making.

The NMFS Southwest Region Protected Resources Division in Santa Rosa, California (SWR
Santa Rosa), is responsible for facilitating the development of recovery plans for the following
listed salmon Evolutionarily Significant Units (ESUs) and steelhead Distinct Population
Segments (DPSs): Central California Coast steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss), Northern
California steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss), California Coastal Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus
tshawytscha) and Central California Coast coho salmon (Oncorhynchus kisutch). Plans for the
California Coastal Chinook salmon ESU and the Northern California steelhead DPS (NC
steelhead DPS) will be developed in coordination with the Protected Resources Division in
Arcata, California. The NMFS Strategic Plan for 2005 established a high priority focus on
recovery plan development over the next five years. SWR Santa Rosa will proceed with
recovery planning by developing draft ESU or DPS specific recovery plans in the following
sequence: Central California Coast coho salmon ESU, Central California Coast steelhead DPS,
California Coastal Chinook salmon ESU, and NC steelhead DPS. Each plan will contribute to a
final multi-species recovery plan.

This recovery outline has been developed to guide the recovery planning process for the NC
steelhead DPS and provide public notice of NMFS’ intent to prepare a draft recovery plan.

General information
Species Name: Northern California steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss)
Listing Status: Threatened

Date Listed: June 7, 2000 (65 FR 36074), listing reconfirmed in a Final Rule published
January 5, 2006 (71 FR 834). 2
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Lead Field Office/Contact Biologist: North Central California Coast Recovery Domain
(NCCC Domain), Charlotte Ambrose, Recovery Coordinator, NMFS, 777 Sonoma Avenue,
Room 325, Santa Rosa, California 95404.

Recovery Status

In order to establish a recovery plan for a species, the current status of that species must be
understood. The recovery status indicates how the species is doing at present and steps that must
be taken for improvement. Three primary components are considered when determining status:
(1) the biological requirements of the species, (2) the threats that negatively impact the species,
and (3) the conservation efforts that positively impact the species. By assessing these three
components, the recovery needs of the species become apparent. Thus, a recovery strategy with
specific actions can be developed to address the identified needs.

Biological Assessment

The biological assessment provides information about the species’ biology and ecology that may
affect its recovery potential and needs. The species’ life history, range (including critical
habitat), population trends, and historical population structure are considered in this process.

Life History: The life history of steelhead is similar to most Pacific salmon in that they hatch in
freshwater, migrate to the ocean, and return to freshwater to spawn. Within this cycle, however,
steelhead exhibit greater variation than most anadromous fish in the time spent at each stage.
Additionally, unlike salmonids, steelhead are iteroparous, meaning that not all adults die after
spawning and, thus, some may spawn more than once. Steelhead are classified into two groups,
known as “summer-run” and “winter-run” fish, based on the timing of return to freshwater and
state of sexual maturity at that time. Summer-run steelhead are immature when they enter
freshwater during spring and early summer. They spend several months maturing in freshwater
(stream-maturing) prior to spawning. Winter-run steelhead are at or near sexual maturity when
they enter freshwater (ocean-maturing) during late fall and winter. They spawn shortly after
arrival in freshwater. The NC steelhead DPS includes summer and winter-run steelhead. The
southern extent of the summer-run life history form occurs within this DPS at the Mattole River
(Bjorkstedt et al. 2005). Another steelhead life history form that occurs in the NC steelhead DPS
is known as the ‘half-pounder’. This type of steelhead returns to freshwater in an immature state
after a brief 2-3 month period in the ocean. Half-pounders overwinter in freshwater then return
to the ocean in the spring. This unique steelhead life history form has only been observed in the
Rogue and Klamath Rivers (of the Klamath Mountain Province steelhead DPS) and the Mad and
Eel Rivers (of the NC steelhead DPS, Busby et al. 1996).

Range: The NC steelhead DPS includes all naturally spawned populations of steelthead in
California coastal river basins from Redwood Creek (inclusive) in Humboldt County southward
to the Russian River (exclusive, Figure 1) in Sonoma County. The DPS includes winter-run,
summer-run, and half-pounder steelhead life history types (described above). Two artificial
propagation programs are considered part of the DPS: the Yager Creek Hatchery and the North
Fork Gualala River Hatchery (Gualala River Steelhead Project). Designated critical habitat for
NC steelhead includes approximately 3,028 miles of stream habitat in Northern California and an
additional 25 square miles of estuarine habitat, primarily in Humboldt Bay (September 2, 2005,
70 FR 52488).
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Figure 1. The Northern California steelhead DPS
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Critical Habitat: NMFS is responsible for designating critical habitat for species listed under its
jurisdiction. In designating critical habitat, NMFS considers the following requirements of the
species: (1) Space for individual and population growth, and for normal behavior; (2) food,
water, air, light, minerals, or other nutritional or physiological requirements; (3) cover or shelter;
(4) sites for breeding, reproduction, or rearing offspring; and, generally, (5) habitats that are
protected from disturbance or are representative of the historic geographical and ecological
distributions of the species (see 50 CFR 424.12(b)). In addition to these factors, NMFS focuses
on the known physical and biological features (primary constituent elements) within the
designated area that are essential to the conservation of the species and that may require special
management considerations or protection. Section 4 of the ESA requires that economic, national
security and other relevant impacts are taken into consideration when designating critical habitat.
Additionally, section 7 of the ESA requires that Federal agencies (via consultation with NMFS)
ensure any action they authorize, fund, or carry out will not result in the destruction or adverse
modification of critical habitat.

The final critical habitat designation for the NC steelhead DPS was issued on September 2, 2005
(70 FR 52488). The specific primary constituent elements considered in the designation were
freshwater spawning sites, freshwater rearing sites, freshwater migration corridors, estuarine
areas, nearshore marine areas, and offshore marine areas. No unoccupied areas or offshore
marine areas were designated as critical habitat. Approximately 3,148 miles of stream habitat
and 25 square miles of estuarine habitat (primarily in Humboldt Bay) were considered for
designation. Of those, the following were excluded: 120 stream miles due to economic impact
and 21 stream miles due to overlap with Indian lands. Thus, approximately 3,007 miles of
stream habitat and 25 square miles of estuarine habitat were ultimately designated as critical
habitat for the NC steelhead DPS (70 FR 52488). The lateral extent of critical habitat in streams
is the width of the stream defined by the ordinary high water line. For estuarine areas, it is the
area inundated by extreme high tide.

Status: Little historical abundance information exists for the naturally spawning portion of the
NC steelhead DPS. A Biological Review Team (BRT) established by NMFS conducted a status
review for West Coast steelhead and reported their conclusions in 1996 (Busby et al.). Although
data for the NC steelhead DPS were limited, analysis by the BRT led to the following
conclusions: (1) population abundances were low relative to historical estimates; (2) recent
trends were downward; and (3) summer-run steelhead abundance was “very low” (Busby et al. -
1996). The BRT was also concerned about the negative influences of hatchery stocks,
especially from the Mad River Hatchery which is not considered part of the DPS. The Mad
River Hatchery program was slated to be terminated in 2004 due to lack of funding, however
public support kept the hatchery in operation until state funding was again secured for the 2006-
2007 fiscal year.

In 2003, another BRT convened to analyze updated biological information for West Coast
steelhead and reported their conclusions in 2005 (Good et al.). Updated time series of adult
abundance data suggested a downward trend in summer-run steelhead in the Middle Fork Eel
River, the largest extant population of summer steelhead in the NC steelhead DPS (Good et al.
2005). Similarly, analysis of new time series data for adult summer-run steelhead in the Mad
River showed a downward trend.
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