
























I Bull Trout Salvelinus confluentus 
Bull trout are members of the genus Salvelinus making them the only native 
species of char found in the Methow watershed. They are very sensitive to water 
temperature, preferring cold and clean waters. Their presence is an indicator of 
good water quality. 

Identifying Features 

Fry 
• Irregular parr mark shape and

distribution
• Clear fins with no spotting
• Some dark pigment on leading

edge of dorsal fin

Juveniles 
• Orange, red, yellow, and some

white spotting contrasted to
dark gray-green body (light
spots on dark background)

• More dark pigment than light
along midline

• Parr marks faded

Adult 
• White leading edge on lower fins
• Caudal fin lacks deep forking

and has a squared off shape
• Overall shape is slender in

contrast to other salmonids
• Males typically display more

vibrant coloring than females

Adult size range 
• Migrant 18-35" (40-85 cm)
• Resident- 8-12" (20-30 cm)

Top-Adult male displaying pronounced 
kype. Above- Bull trout fry with irregular 
parr marks. Below-Adult bull trout showing 
white leading edge on lower fins and light
colored spotting on dark background. 

Life History and Ecology 

Bull trout in the Methow may exhibit resident, fluvial, or adfluvial life histories. 
Resident bull trout spend their entire life in small headwater streams and often may 
be isolated from other populations by impassible barriers. Fluvial individuals will 
move between the mainstem and smaller tributaries of the Methow River, utilizing 
tributary waters for spawning and rearing and larger waters for feeding and growth. 
Adfluvial populations move between lakes and their tributaries. Adfluvial bull trout 
will spawn and rear in small tributaries and use lakes, including Wells Reservoir, for 
feeding and growth. 

Sexual maturation occurs at 3-4 years of age for resident forms, and closer to 4-6 
years for adfluvial and fluvial forms. Bull trout require spawning areas with gravel 
substrates, a cold water tributary or spring nearby, and overhanging vegetation or 
other protective cover. They migrate towards preferred spawning grounds in early 
June, begin spawning in early September, with fry beginning to emerge the following 
March. Non-resident forms will leave rearing habitat at 2-3 years old, moving into 
larger waters for better feeding opportunities. 

Young bull trout feed primarily on midges, mayflies, and other aquatic insects. Not 
until they reach larger size, typically over 20 cm (8 inches), will they incorporate fish, 
frogs, and additional larger prey into their diet. Bull trout are widely known for being 
piscivores, or predators of other fish species including sculpin, dace, and other young 
salmon ids. 

The introduction of brook trout to the Methow basin has created the possibility of bull 
x brook hybrids, which are difficult to distinguish from pure bull trout or brook trout. 
Hybrids may some times be identified by dark spotting on their dorsal and caudal 
fins, dorsal vermiculations, and a mix of black and white on the leading edge of 
lower fins. Hybridization is one of several threats to the viability of healthy bull trout 
populations in the Methow and elsewhere. 

Other threats to bull trout survival include loss of habitat, warming of waters from 
loss of riparian forests, and over fishing. Bull trout are often cited as an indicator 
species for overall riverine ecosystem health due to their sensitivity to warm water 
and other stream modifications. In areas where grazing, logging, and road building 
have been poorly managed, bull trout populations demonstrate a clear negative 
response to associated degradation of their aquatic habitat. Declines of local bull 
trout populations have resulted in listing under the Federal Endangered Species Act 
as "Threatened ". 

Habitat Characteristics 

Distribution of bull trout within the Methow basin is widespread and varies seasonally 
primarily in response to temperature and reproductive cycles. Optimum temperature 
range for bull trout is between 42-54°F (5-12°C). In warmer months they will move 
to upper tributaries or deeper pools of the mainstem. As temperatures 
cool they can be found throughout the system. 

























Three-Spined Stickleback Gasterosteus aculeatus

Three-spined stickleback are members of the family Gasterosteidae and one of the 
most widely distributed freshwater species in the world. Their taxonomy is complex 
and it is believed that further research will split three-spined stickleback into 
additional species and sub-species. Owing to their rather unique appearance, 
stickleback are unlikely to be confused with any other fish species in the Methow. 

Identifying Features 

• Three predominant spines
on dorsal fin

• Pelvic fin comprised of one
spine and one ray

• Bony plates along flank
• Lack scales
• Pointed head
• Narrow caudal peduncle
• Olive to dark green with

brown mottling
• Spawning males possess

red flanks and iridescent
blue eyes

Adult Size Range 
• Average length 1.5" - 2.5"

(30-60mm)

Above- A pair of adult stickleback, the female top, 
showing muted colors while the male displays red 
flanks and intensified blue eye characteristic 
during spawning. Below- Diagram of expanded 

dorsal region showing location of the three 
spines on a stickelback. 

Adult male three-spined stickleback showing large blue eye, dorsal 
spines, and narrow caudal peduncle. 

Life History and Ecology 

Three-spined stickleback can live up to 3-4 years, but the majority of individuals 
complete their life cycle in just one year. The have complex breeding behavior where 
males establish nesting territories and construct small nests of aquatic vegetation 
and algae. The males construct a tunnel within the vegetation and use a sticky 
substance secreted from their kidneys to solidify the structure. Males entice females 
to the nest using a zigzagging courtship dance. Upon entering the nest, females lay 
up to a few hundred eggs which the male then fertilizes. Several females may spawn 
in the same nest. Males will guard the nest and fan eggs with his fins to provide 
oxygen to the developing eggs. Spawning usually takes place from May-July, but 
specific spawn timing for the Methow has not been established. 

Stickleback are relatively weak swimmers and likely do not disperse far from their 
natal waters. They are susceptible to downstream displacement during high flow 
events and will seek out floodplain and stream margin habitats to avoid high velocity 
streamflow. As such, functional and connected floodplain habitat is an important 
characteristic of high quality stickleback habitat. 

Stickleback are visual foragers and consume a variety of prey including small 
crustaceans, copepods, ostracods, midge larvae, and algae. They are a common prey 
source for salmonids and pikeminnow as well as bird species including mergansers, 
kingfishers, and great blue herons. Their spines and armor plating are believed to be 
adaptations to deter predation. 

Habitat Characteristics 

Three-spined stickleback can be found in a variety of habitats including rivers, lakes, 
as well as both marine and brackish environments. In streams, they prefer quiet 
waters within slower moving reaches. They are often found inhabiting stream edges 
and bottoms over gravel, sand, and mud substrates and areas with close association 
with aquatic vegetation that provides food, cover from predators, and spawning 
sites. Like many native fish species, they require cold and clean waters for long-term 
persistence. 

Three-spined stickleback are 
distributed in stream and lakes 
throughout Washington and are 
abundant throughout the 
Columbia River Basin, including 
Lake Chelan. Distribution in the 
Methow has only recently been 
established and currently they 
have only been observed in the 
vicinity of the Impoundment 
Zone. 

A pair of three-spine stickleback in the lower Methow 
River. 
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