Colorado Squawfish

(Ptychocheitus lucius)—Endangered

Description

AdultColoradosquawfishmay
reachlengthsof Sfeetand weigh
morethan 80 pounds. Thisfish
hasacompressed body,andits
headconstitutesnearly onefourth
of itsentirelength. Thedorsal
(top)and ventral (bottom)finsare
set well back. The caudal(taiD fin
isstrong,and deeply forked.
Squawfishrangeincolorfrom
bluish-gray coloringaboveto
silvery gold below,and the young
haveablack spotinthe middleof
thecaudal base.Ithastwoweak
lateralzones, an upper,dark one
andalower, paleline.

The youngfeed onaquaticinsect
larvaeand crustaceans,turningto
fishastheygrow larger.Large
adultsfeed primarily onfishbut
areopportunisticandhavebeen
knowntotakecarcassesof small
animalsandbirds.

Distribution and Habitat

Coloradosquawfish wasoriginally
foundintheColoradoRiverbasin
from WyomingtoMexico.Its
currentrangeisrestrictedtothe

upper ColoradoRiverdrainage.
Populationscannow befoundin

theportionsof theGreenRiver,
Gunnison, White, andSan Juan
Rivers.Squawfish preferlarge
riverswithstrongtomoderate
current,deeppools,eddies, riffles,
swiftrunsand quietbackwaters.
Priortodams,squawfishmoved
upstreamin “spawningruns’
sometimesup to1l00miles.

Life History

Coloradosquawfishmaymigrate
100 milesor moretospawning
sites.Spawningsitesare of two
types. Thefirstconsistsof deep
poolsoreddieswherethefishrest
andfeedbetweenspawning
bouts,or where malesgather
aroundthefemalesuntiltheyare
ready todeposit eggs. Thesecond
areaislocatedatrifflesorshallow
runs,anditishere thatmating
takesplace. Spawningoccurs
whenwatertemperaturesreach
70"ESpawning femalesmay
depositover100000adhesive
eggsatrandominriffleareasthat
consistof cobblestones. Afterthe
eggsaredepositednoadditional
parental careisgiven.
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Malesquawfish matureatlengths
of about17inches. Atthistime
they areabout 6 yearsof age.
Femalestend tomaturea year
later.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Changesinstreamflowand water
temperature,directlossof habitat
duetoinundationby
reservoirs,blockageof migration
routesand theintroductionof
non-nativefishareprimarily
responsible for thedeclineof the
Coloradosquawfish.Flaming
GorgeLake wasonce prime
squawfishhabitat. Beforecreation
of thereservoir,the GreenRiverin
thisarea wasa warm, turbulent
riverthatexhibited violent
fluctuationsinflow.Oncethe
reservoir wasbuilt,theriverin
thisareabecameadeep,cold
lake.

Recovery Efforts

Coloradosquawfish wereorigi-
nally listedasan endangered
speciesby the US.Fishand
WildlifeServicein1967. Thisfish
iscurrently protectedunderthe
federal Endangered Species Actof
1973 TheColoradoRiver System
EndangeredFishRecovery
Programagreement,signedin
January 1988, includesfivebasic
stepstoaidin therecovery of the
Coloradosquawfish:

1. Provisionof instream flows

2. Habitatdevelopmentand
maintenance

3. Nativefishstocking

4. Managementof non-nativefish
speciesandsportfishing

5. Research,monitoringanddata
management

Thegoal of thisprogramisto

maintainand protectself-sustain-

ingfish populationsandsufficient
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natural habitattosustain these
populations. Theprogramshould
bebeneficialalsotootherendan-
gered fishspeciessharing this
habitat,includingtherazorback
sucker,humpback chub,andthe
bonytailchub.Thereiscurrentlya
populationof Coloradosquawfish
beingmaintainedatDexter
National Fish Hatcheriesin Dexter,
New Mexico.
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Colorado Squawfish distribution.
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