Hatchery Salmon Releases into the Sacramento River in April 2025’
By Tom Cannon

Beginning in mid-April millions of hatchery salmon smolts 3-4 inches long have been
released into the Sacramento River from near Red Bluff downstream to near Colusa (see
map). These hatchery smolts along with wild smolts gradually move downstream through
the lower river, Delta, and into San Francisco Bay through the spring.

During their journey, the young salmon need adequate streamflow to provide healthy water
temperatures in the 12-17°C (54-64°F) range to maximize their growth, survival, feeding,
and movement.? Higher temperatures cause stress, poor growth, disease, higher
susceptibility to predation, and hinder smoltification (ability to enter saltwater).

Reclamation supported the salmon releases with two pulse flow releases from Shasta
Dam -one in late April and one in early May (Figure 1). However, streamflows were
insufficient to maintain water temperatures below the stress level of 17°C (Figures 2 and 3).
Juvenile salmon continue to emigrate downstream in the lower Sacramento River, through
the Delta, and into the Bay (Figures 4 and 5) and will do so through spring. Despite 2025

being a wet year and millions of “extra” salmon smolts being released into the
Sacramento River, flows as of May 10 have been reduced and water temperatures

increased to highly stressful levels (20°C, Figure 6) with over a month to go before the
end of spring.

I recommend Shasta releases be increased to maintain Wilkins Slough flow at least at
10,000 cfs and water temperatures below 18°C (65°F) through the spring salmon smolt
emigration season. |n addition, daily average Freeport flows should be a minimum 20,000
cfs and Delta outflow should not fall below 10,000 cfs. If these minimum conditions are
not met, smolt salmon survival to the ocean will suffer in this otherwise wet water year
further limiting salmon recovery.

Thttps://filelib.wildlife.ca.gov/Public/OCEO/Main%20Stem%20Sacramento%20River%20Chinook%20Salmo
n%20Release/Video/Main-Stem-Sacramento-River-Chinook-Salmon-Release.mp4
2 https://www.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/document/2020/0ct/07354626288.pdf
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Figure 1. Sacramento River streamflow near Red Bluff (Bend gage) and Colusa 4/7-5/7

2025. Colusa streamflow declines with lower tributary inflows and increasing agricultural

diversions.
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Discharge, cubic feet per second
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Figure 2. Streamflow and water temperature at Wilkins Slough 4/4-5/7 2025. Upper limit of
optimal range is yellow line.
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Figure 3. Delta outflow and water temperature at Wilkins Slough, Freeport, Rio Vista, and
Emmaton (see map). Red line denotes 65°F —the water temperature level above which
juvenile salmon stress occurs.



Water Temperature (C)
- = = = NN NN W
N A OO ® O N A OO ® O

Knights Landing
o

o N A O ®

Number Caught (per 1-trap/day)

Knights Landing Rotary Screw Trap with Wilkins Slough (WLK) Daily Average Flow
Unmarked Fry/Smolt Chinook
Total 2,864 for Sampling Dates: 2024-09-12 to 2025-05-05

180

160

140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

T T

08/01/2024 06/02/2025

10/01/2024
Preliminary data from CDFW via CalFish and CDEC; subject to revision.

Turbidity is a discrete measure. KNL measured in FTU which should be roughly equivalent to NTU.
Alternative criteria applied to categorize run-identified Chinook as fry/smolt juvenile: 8/1-10/31 fall only,
11/1-7/31 sum of late-fall, fall and spring runs.

12/01/2024 02/02/2025 04/02/2025

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

Wilkins Slough (WLK) Flow (TCFS)

- 400

350

300

250

200

150

100

50

Knights Landing Turbidity (FTU)

www.cbr.washington.edu/sacramento/
09 May 2025 10:06:39 PDT

Figure 4. Knights Landing screw trap catch of unmarked juvenile salmon in 2025.
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Fry/smolt Chinook defined as all Chinook less than the minimum winter run length-at-date criteria (Frank Fisher Model).

Figure 5. Chipps Island trawl catch of unmarked juvenile salmon in eastern Bay in 2025.
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Figure 6. Sacramento River at Wilkins Slough daily average flow 4/1-5/11 2025 with daily
average for years 1996-t0-2005. Also shown is daily average water temperature for same
period at Wilkins Slough in 2025.
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