
Sacramento River Winter-
Run Chinook Salmon

West Coast Region

Of all the species NOAA 
Fisheries protects under 
the Endangered Species 
Act, we consider a few 
to be the most at risk 
of extinction in the near 
future.

For some, their numbers 
are so low that they need 
to be bred in captivity.

Others are facing human 
threats that must be 
addressed to prevent their 
extinction. 

We launched the Species 
in the Spotlight initiative 
in 2015 to bring greater 
attention and marshal 
resources to save these 
highly at-risk species:

In the first five years of 
the initiative, we were 
successful in prioriitizing 
agency resources and 
expanding partnerships 
to take steps toward 
stabilizing the species.

Status
• Only one small population remains
• In 1960s, up to 117,000 adults 

spawning 
• Recent years: Averaging 3,000 adults 

spawning
• Supplemented by hatchery 

production 

Primary Threats
• Dams blocking spawning habitat
• Loss of rearing habitat
• Water withdrawals
• Climate change
• Ocean fisheries

Millions of wild salmon once returned to spawn in the 
foothills and mountains surrounding California’s Central 
Valley. Streams fed by rainfall, snowmelt, and cold 
water springs fostered a diversity and abundance of 
Chinook salmon
The endangered Sacramento River winter-run Chinook 
salmon are unique in that they are the only salmon 
to spawn during the summer when air temperatures 
usually approach their warmest.
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 Species in the Spotlight



Juvenile winter-run chinook salmon being 
reintroduced to Battle Creek. Photo: USFWS.

.

Winter-run juvenile chinook salmon being prepared for release. Photo: 
Steve Martarano, USFWS

COLD WATER IS KEY

Winter-run Chinook salmon historically returned 
to spawn in the cold mountain rivers of Northern 
California. Completion of Shasta Dam in 1945 cut off 
that long-distance migration. The single remaining 
population of Sacramento River winter-run Chinook 
salmon has persisted in large part due to managed 
seasonal cold water releases from Shasta Reservoir. They 
protect sensitive salmon eggs from the summer heat.

Chinook salmon are typically around 3 feet long and can weigh 30 pounds 
as adults, though they can grow to 5 feet long and 120 pounds! Most 
winter-run return to spawn as 3-year olds at about 2 feet long and 10 
to 15 pounds.

Reintroduced 567,000+ winter-run Chinook salmon 
into Battle Creek.
Successful spawning and natural production of 
juveniles documented 
in Battle Creek in 2020.
Increased egg to 
juvenile survival by 
improved Shasta 
Reservoir temperature 
management since 
2016.
Prevented adult 
salmon from straying 
into agricultural ditches 
with Wallace Weir Fish 
Rescue Project.
Acoustically tagged winter-run Chinook salmon 
juveniles to get real-time information on distribution 
to inform Central Valley water management 
decisions.

 Species Listing and Recovery
Sacramento River winter-run Chinook salmon were 
listed as endangered in 1989.
In 2014, NOAA Fisheries adopted a plan to recover 
Sacramento River winter-run chinook salmon, as well 
as Central Valley spring-run Chinook salmon, and 
Central Valley steelhead.
To focus our efforts on the most critical actions for 
our Spotlight Species, we develop 5-year action plans 
with the highest priority actions outlined as a way to 
engage our partners.

 Priority Actions
1. Improve management of Shasta Reservoir 

coldwater storage
2. Restore Battle Creek and reintroduce winter-run 

Chinook salmon
3. Reintroduce winter-run into historical habitats 

above Shasta Dam
4. Improve Yolo bypass fish habitat and passage
5. Manage winter and early spring delta conditions 

to improve juvenile survival
6. Collaborative science and fostering sartnerships
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 Accomplishments


