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SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA STEELHEAD
Build a Ladder and They will Come?
By: Lynn Gray Jensen
If you have ever wondered why steelhead in
Ventura County are listed as “endangered,”
while we can buy steelhead in local markets,
it is due to an updated 2006 “listing determination” by the National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMFS) under a policy of the Endangered Species Act (ESA).
All steelhead (and rainbow trout for that
matter) are the same genus and species
(Oncorhynchus mykiss). However, our local
steelhead are considered to be a “Distinct
Population Segment”
by NMFS, referred to as
the Southern California
Steelhead (SCS). Their
range is along the California coast from
Santa Maria to the Mexican border.
NMFS contends that “many steelhead
stocks have declined substantially from
their historic numbers and now are at
a fraction of their historical abundance.
Factors that contribute include: overfishing,
loss of freshwater and estuarine habitat, hydropower development, poor ocean conditions, and hatchery practices.”
In reading NMFS Recovery Plan for SCS the
basic goal is to recover “anadromous” steelhead and ensure the long-term (1,000 year)
persistence of self-sustaining wild populations. A thousand years? And what were
the historic numbers and distribution of the
“wild” populations they want to restore?
Our research led to three key discoveries:
1) Steelhead and rainbow trout are the
same species, O. Mykiss, and both spawn in
fresh water.

2) After spawning, a certain number
become “anadromous”: juvenile fish that
rear in freshwater, migrate and mature in
saltwater and return to freshwater, and
3) Millions of steelhead were stocked into
the Santa Clara and Ventura Rivers from
1887 to 1939 (UWCD, 2009).
The percentage of juveniles that become
pioneers and head for salt water is referred
to as the “fraction of anadromy”. This
controls the number of wild steelhead that
can potentially return
from the ocean.
The ultimate question
is: were there ever
historically abundant
“wild” populations of steelhead in Ventura
County streams? To answer this question,
United Water Conservation District commissioned a study in 2007 by historian,
Kimberlee Bowers, who meticulously
combed through local newspapers and
other records for fishing stories from 1870
to 1955. The purpose was to document
local steelhead history, particularly prior
(continued on page 2)

SAVE THE DATE!!!

CoLAB VC SPRING EVENT
Saturday, May 17th
3:30 - 7:30 PM
Beautiful Rancho Matilija in Ojai
No Long Speeches!!!
Bar | BBQ | Dance Music | Live Auction
Bring a Prospective Member!
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LAKE PIRU RELEASE
NMFS Orders Water Released
during Drought Crisis
In the midst of the prolonged drought
causing a critically diminished water
supply, the National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMFS) ordered a release of
precious water from Lake Piru, which is
only at 25% capacity. The release took
place, during a long-awaited storm that
ultimately brought 6 inches of rain to
Piru Canyon. The combination of low
lake levels and the lack of water diverted
for groundwater replenishment is
leading to forced cutbacks and increased
water rates for Ventura County residents
and businesses.
The United Water Conservation District
(UWCD) estimates that 800 acre-feet
of water was released from the Santa
Felicia Dam, at Lake Piru beginning on
March 1st. According to Mike Ellis of
UWCD: “That also equates to about 1.2
vertical feet of storage at the current
low level of the lake”. That water, flushed
to the ocean, calculates to 260 million
gallons or enough to supply 870,000
households for a day or 2,380 households for a year.
Criteria for release is based on flow in
the Santa Clara River reaching 200 cubic
(continued on page 3)
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to 1930, as this had not been previously
compiled (UWCD, Volume 1).
The study was conducted under the direction of Jim Kentosh, Professional Engineer
and Resource Planning Manager for United
at the time. The 739 page document is a
year by year account of fishing presented in
an unbiased format intended to “be useful
to assist recovery planning for steelhead.”
We interviewed Kentosh, who after Volume
1 was completed, assisted in writing Volume
II, 48 pages of additional scientific and historical accounts. UWCD plotted records of
steelhead stocked into both the Ventura
and Santa Clara Rivers from 1887 to 1939,
presented in 2009 by Steve Howard who
showed a graph of the data (see below).
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) confirmed that artificial
propagation of O. mykiss began in the San
Francisco Bay area in the 1870’s with coastal
steelhead propagation documented beginning in 1877 in the Sacramento River Basin.
UWCD Volume II reports that from 1894 to
1910, there were over 5 million steelhead
trout fry produced by the U.S. Fish Commission. While there is some disagreement
as to exactly when the steelhead stocking
started, there is agreement that abundant
steelhead were stocked into the Santa Clara
River tributaries beginning in 1914. The fish
were brought by rail cars in large milk cans
(see photo above) which were distributed
to streams by volunteers under the direc-

Fish Car (Train) Courtesy of United Water Conservation District (2009)
tion of game wardens, forest rangers etc.
rivers, with most of the streamflow related
However, the numbers of steelhead in to floods. While the tributaries to the Santa
the streams decreased rapidly after 1942, Clara River were certainly great historical
trout fisheries, indications are that the low
mainly attributed to the following factors:
fraction of anadromy would have led to only
1) Steelhead stocking from Northern Cali- small natural runs of steelhead.
fornia ended in 1939,
What is disappointing about the NMFS
2) Fillmore Fish Hatchery stopped planting Recovery Plan is the lack of definition of a
trout fry - lowering resident fish stocks,
“self-sustaining wild population” it seeks to
insure. Instead, it prescribes similar actions
3) Rivers were overfished by anglers,
for all watersheds including physical modi4) A six-year drought began in 1946, and
fications to passage barriers; management
5) Diversions and dams - beginning with the of water releases, groundwater extraccrude Butler earthen diversions starting in tions and flood control facilities; prescribed
1925, the Santa Felicia Dam built in 1955, groundwater monitoring; and control of
the Pyramid Dam in 1973 and the current breaches to estuary sand bars. These are all
Freeman Diversion constructed in 1991.
expensive remedies that could have serious
Once the stocking was discontinued, popu- consequences to local communities with no
lations could not be supported given the definition of what success looks like.
intermittent and ephemeral nature of the The three impending measures in the Santa
Clara River: a $40 to $50 million Freeman Diversion replacement fish ladder, limitations
on diversions and forced releases from Lake
Piru during droughts will have dire effects to
people and economics. From 1996 to 2007
there were only 6 adult steelhead at the
Freeman Diversion. The question is: If we
build a new ladder, will they come?
Calendar
April 8: Santa Paula Chamber
CoLAB - Lynn Jensen: Collaboration for
Sensible Regulatory Solutions
7:30 am to 9:00 pm
Garman’s Restaurant
April 11: Fox Canyon GMA Board Meeting
1:00 pm - ?
County of Ventura BOS Boardroom
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feet per second at the county line, which
NMFS says will trigger steelhead migration in Piru Creek below the dam. This
section of Piru Creek runs 5.6 miles, connecting Lake Piru to the Santa Clara River.

However, while it is theoretically possible,
migrating southern California steelhead
adults have never been identified in this
section of Piru Creek. And, releasing water
during a storm has no real value to fish
migration once it reaches the river since it
already has sufficient flow.
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water to supply the City of Oxnard for the
next 100 years.”

Unfortunately, residents of Piru, Fillmore,
Santa Paula, Ventura and Oxnard, who
pump groundwater for domestic use, will
be threatened by continued releases such
as these during the historically occurring
droughts. This is also a potential tragedy
for farmers, playing out with the possible

fallowing of agricultural fields for the first
time in Ventura County history.

There is much debate going on about how
to best fix the water supply and demand
problems in the County for the benefit
of both people and fish. The question is
whether common sense will prevail or
whether inflexible rules for theoretical
fish passage will become the norm.

According to United, Lake Piru currently
has the capacity to store 83,000 acre-feet
of water behind the Santa Felicia Dam. The
dam was constructed in 1955 and the lake
now supplies water to 233,000 residential
customers with approximately 57% of the
water supplying agriculture.

Water supplies are delivered through
releases from Lake Piru which are
diverted through a system of facilities on
the Santa Clara River. The main Freeman
Diversion routes water that replenishes
the underground aquifers that supply
municipalities, industry, and agriculture.
United estimates “they have put almost
2.5 million acre-feet of water back into the
aquifers during the last 40 years -- Enough

Lake Piru at 25% Capacity on 3-25-14
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CoLAB Ventura County Important Links:
COLAB Ventura County Website:
Do you Like this Newsletter?
Not a Member? Please join us!
Its easy - Online! Only $100/year
(for an individual membership)
Also, Visit our newly revised

Facebook

Page

www.colabvc.org

COLAB Santa Barbara County Website:

www.colabsbc.org

Andy Caldwell Talk Radio Show: Weekdays 3:00 to 5:00 PM
COLAB Santa Barbara County: April 2014 Newsletter

Veentura Coounty Coaalition of
Laboor, Agricu
ulture an
nd Business
P.O. Box 423
37, Ventura, CA
A 93007
Email: mem
mbership@colaabvc.org
www
w.colabvc.org

MEMBERSHIP FO
ORM
I woulld like to app
ply for an Acctive Membe
ership at the
e following leevel:
___ $100 Individ
dual ‐ Promo
ote economic vitality and
d individual rights in Ven
ntura County
___ $500 Busine
ess ‐ Promotte the comm
mon businesss interests off VC COLAB Members
___ $1,000 Gold
d ‐ Further our efforts to
o monitor, ed
ducate and rrepresent ou
ur common business interests
ort ongoing research to challenge h armful and unreasonable regulation
n
___ $1,500 Platinum ‐ Suppo
dministrative
e action for tthe mutual b
benefit of VC
C COLAB meembers
___ $2,500 Black ‐ Advance legal and ad
efactor ‐ Let’s make a difference in the
t businesss climate of V
Ventura Cou
unty
___ $5,000 Bene
hip fee of:
$ _________________________
_______
Pleasse accept myy membersh
� In addition I woould like to contribute:
$ _________________________
_______
Total contribution payyable to VC COLAB,
C
Inc.
$ _________________________
_______
Printt this form and
a send witth a check to
o the P.O. B
Box or contriibute onlinee with PayPaal
Individ
dual or Reprresentative (for
( voting__
___________
_______________________________________________
Namee of Businesss _________
___________
___________
_______________________________________________
Addreess ________
__________
___________
___________
_______________________________________________
City ____________
___________
__________
___________
_______ Statte _________________ ZZip _____________
Teleph
hone ______
__________
___________
__________
_____________
Email Address ___
__________
___________
___________
_______________________________________________
Occup
pation _____
___________
__________
___________
_______________________________________________
How did you hear about
a
us? ___
____________
___________
___________________________________________________
Reason
n(s) for applyying for memb
bership: ____
____________
___________________________________________________
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