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TO: Mike Coonan 
  

FROM: Gus Newbury 
  

SUBJECT: EBTJV update:  Conversations with State Fisheries Biologists 
  

DATE: December 1, 2018 
  

The Brook Trout Coalition has discussed reaching out to other entities engaged in brook trout 

preservation and restoration activities to see if there is a knowledge base which might serve as input to a 

future decision-making process relating to operation of the FishPass facility. 

The Eastern Brook Trout Joint Venture (EBTJV) is a source for such knowledge.  The EBTJV formed 

from public and private entities in 2004 to halt the decline of eastern brook trout and restore populations 

to fishable levels over their historical range in Appalachian Mountain states.  Participants include state 

natural resource, wildlife and fisheries agencies, NGO’s such as Trout Unlimited and other similar 

conservation organizations, companies and business organizations, private citizens, among other entities.  

Many projects have been completed so far, many are in progress and more are planned.  Typical projects 

include reconnecting miles of streams (segmented by culverts, mill dams, road-building and development, 

etc.), in-stream improvements, erosion/siltation mitigation, restocking brook trout, etc. 

The EBTJV maintains a robust web site (along with a Facebook site) where authorized users can access 

media resources, assessment and status reports, maps, etc.  One of the reports of interest is titled, “Eastern 

Brook Trout: Status and Threats” https://easternbrooktrout.org/reports/eastern-brook-trout-status-and-

threats/view (link requires authorized login).  The report includes this summary from the assessment work 

undertaken by state fisheries biologists: 

Brook Trout Assessment - Key Findings  

The following points summarize the key findings of the technical report: 

•  Intact stream populations of brook trout (where wild brook trout occupy 90-100% of their 

historical habitat) exist in only 5% of subwatersheds. 

•  Wild stream populations of brook trout have vanished or are greatly reduced in nearly half of 

subwatersheds. 

•  The vast majority of historically occupied large rivers no longer support self-reproducing 

populations of brook trout. 

•  Brook trout survive almost exclusively as fragmented populations relegated to the extreme 

headwaters of streams. 

•  Poor land management associated with agriculture ranks as the most widely distributed impact 

to brook trout across the eastern range. 

•  Non-native fish rank as the largest biological threat to brook trout. 

•  Intact subwatersheds of wild brook trout in lakes and ponds are almost exclusively located in 
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Maine, but selfreproducing populations remain in some lakes and ponds in New York, New 

Hampshire and Vermont. 

•  More data collection is needed to determine the status of brook trout in various parts of the 

eastern range, particularly in Maine, New Hampshire, New York, Massachusetts and 

Pennsylvania 

Note that the sixth bullet point in the list states, “Non-native fish rank as the largest biological threat to 

brook trout.” 

The report follows with a section titled, “Threats to Brook Trout and Their Habitat”.  This section 

contains the following table of disturbances/threats ranked in order of importance: 

Primary Threats to Brook Trout 

Rank Disturbances 

(High or Medium) 

Number of 

Subwatersheds 

Percentage of 

Subwatersheds 

1 Poor Land Management 1647 37% 

2 High Water Temperature 1629 36% 

3 Sedimentation (roads) 1225 27% 

4 One or More Non-Native Fish 

Species 

1189 26% 

5 Urbanization 1141 25% 

6 Riparian Habitat 1029 23% 

7 Brown Trout 853 19% 

8 Stream Fragmentation (roads) 767 17% 

9 Dam Inundation/Fragmentation 705 16% 

10 Forestry 642 14% 

Two notes attached to the table are:  Threats information based on professional opinion of regional 

experts.  Figures do not add to 100% because zero, one or multiple disturbances may occur in each 

subwatershed. 

Note that the fourth most important threat is “One or More Non-Native Fish Species”. 

The report goes on to break down risks and threats across the entire range by region.  A region may be 

contained within a single state or may cross a state line, thereby existing in two states.  A number of 

regions specifically list rainbow trout as a threat.  

The following is excerpted from the Georgia and South Carolina region’s summary: “These states contain 

no remaining intact or reduced subwatersheds.  While poor land management, roads and urbanization 

impact over 75% of brook trout subwatersheds in Georgia, rainbow trout are the most pervasive impact.”  
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The section goes on to state: “To fill the void, many streams were stocked with non-native rainbow and 

brown trout.  As the landscape healed (after logging, etc.) and water quality improved, these non-native 

trout expanded their range and now compete with brook trout for food and space.  Rainbow trout now 

thrive in 96% of Georgia’s subwatersheds that have brook trout data.” 

In the Tennessee and North Carolina section, threats are described as follows: “The Southeast mountains 

have suffered from poor land use practices over the past several centuries.  Large-scale logging, instream 

log drives, and poor land management associated with agriculture increased erosion and opened the 

shaded streams to the sun. As water quality declined and brook trout disappeared, rainbow trout and 

brown trout were introduced.  As forests returned and aquatic habitat improved, these non-native fish 

expanded their range and now compete with brook trout for food and space.  Rainbow trout are 

specifically recognized as a threat to brook trout in over 70% of the subwatersheds with brook trout data 

in these states.” 

The following is excerpted from the New Hampshire summary: “Non-native fish, particularly rainbow 

trout, were ranked as the second and third most widespread disturbance to brook trout statewide.” 

In 2006, S.J. Kerr of the Fish and Wildlife Branch of the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources published 

a report titled “A Historical Review of Fish Culture, Stocking, and Fish Transfers in Ontario 1865-2004” 

http://www.ontla.on.ca/library/repository/mon/16000/259553.pdf .  On page 118 within the Rainbow 

Trout section, the following statement can be found: “Establishing rainbow trout in the Great Lakes was 

not without impact.  In many coldwater tributary streams, rainbow trout are believed to have replaced 

resident brook trout (see review by Kerr and Grant 2000).  The presence of rainbow trout is also known to 

reduce growth in juvenile brook trout (Rose 1986)”. 

Over the past several weeks I contacted a number of state fisheries biologists in eastern states to glean 

information relating to co-habitation of brook trout and steelhead trout.  I have summarized the essential 

points of the conversations below.  The names of contacts were found on the Eastern Brook Trout Joint 

Venture (EBTJV) web site or referred by other state fisheries biologists contacted.  All contacted were 

eager to share what they know and generous with their time.  I have intentionally omitted their names as 

they may not wish to have their names appear in any documents without their permission.  

On November 9, 2018 I spoke with a fisheries biologist with the State of New Hampshire Inland Fisheries 

Division.  The fisheries division currently stocks rainbow trout extensively across the state.  Though they 

initially thought that the stocked trout would not reproduce, they discovered that they are, in fact, 

reproducing and expanding their range.  In one case mentioned (Smith Creek), a culvert separates a 

rainbow population downstream from a native brook trout population above.  Some rainbow trout have 

been able to move upstream during high water levels, pushing brook trout upstream.  The sympratic zone 

where rainbow trout and brook trout co-mingle is very limited.  The development of the state’s first trout 

management plan is underway.  GIS data are being collected to support policy decisions on where to 

stock as opposed to where to protect wild brook trout populations.  There is a growing interest by state 

officials and NGO’s, e.g. Coldwater Coalition and Trout Unlimited, to protect native brook trout as the 

state still has extensive brook trout habitat. 

On November 13, 2018 I spoke with a fisheries biologist for the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.  

A team of public and private entities have worked together to reconnect 31 miles of brook trout habitat in 

13 streams.  The Lynn Camp project is their largest project so far.  Their mandate is to maintain native 

species.  Rainbow trout were stocked from 1935 to 1975 but have not been stocked since.  There are very 

limited sympratic zones where rainbow trout and brook trout co-exist.  In stream sections where brook 

trout are being reintroduced, rainbow trout are having to be completely removed first. 

http://www.ontla.on.ca/library/repository/mon/16000/259553.pdf
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A state with well-established steelhead spawning runs in river systems sufficiently cold to support brook 

trout populations is New York.  Over the course of a few days in mid-November, I spoke with a number 

of fisheries biologists with the New York Department of Environmental Conservation (NYDEC).  There 

are few instances in upstate New York where steelhead trout and brook trout can encounter each other 

due to man-made barriers (dams and culverts).  One of the biologists described a project to lower an 

existing dam on Cattaraugus Creek (southwest of Buffalo) and integrate a fish ramp to allow steelhead 

passage upstream.  The Army Corps of Engineers is in the lead as this is a sub-project of a larger project 

on Lake Erie.  There exists a wild brook trout population in Spring Creek in Springville which is 

protected by a small dam.  They want to make sure that the brook trout population remains protected once 

steelhead are allowed upstream of the lowered dam via the fish ramp. 

Another one of the NYDEC biologists described the demise of brook trout on the Salmon River.  A 

steelhead hatchery was built 17 miles upstream from Lake Ontario.  There were brook trout established 

upstream but after the hatchery was built and steelhead existed in the river in greater numbers, brook trout 

disappeared.  There are six cold tributaries of the upper Salmon River that all supported wild brook trout 

populations at one time, but now it is rare to see a brook trout.  The biologist believes juvenile steelhead 

is likely the reason for the disappearance of brook trout.   

In speaking with these biologists in various states, all of them do not think it is a good idea to allow 

rainbow trout (or steelhead) to exist in a river system if the goal is to protect an established wild brook 

trout population.  In other words, they do not think that the two species play together well.  In this regard, 

their opinions stem from a combination of their training and experience, gut instinct, and anecdotal 

evidence.  Unfortunately, it appears that there is a paucity of reliable research and study data documenting 

how and why the introduction of steelhead to a river system causes the disappearance of brook trout in all 

but the smaller tributaries of the river’s headwaters. 

I will continue to monitor the EBTJV’s progress on research and remediation projects to determine if 

there are learnings relevant to the Brook Trout Coalition’s mission.   

 


