Climate Change Helps Invasive Species Take Over Montana Trout Habitats
by Erin Blakemore
Jan. 9, 2022 – If you grab your fishing pole and head to a river in Montana’s Rocky Mountains, you may easily make a catch.
But thanks to human-caused climate change, that fish is more likely to be a non-native species.
A study in Science Advances shows that Montana’s changing climate is causing native trout to dwindle and facilitating the rise of invasive species.
The scientists analyzed 30 years’ worth of data from trout surveys in streams and rivers in Montana’s Rocky Mountains.  Since trout are sensitive to climate conditions, they are a kind of bellwether for their ecosystem.
Climate change endangers all kinds of trout, and nearly half of their habitat has declined in the West in recent years.  But warming waters have a silver lining for some invasive species introduced by fisheries for recreational fishing.  The non-native trout can often better adapt — and outcompete native species.
The researchers found that the amount of stream occupied by native bull trout declined 18% between 1993 and 2018.  They predict their stream occupancy will decrease another 39% in the next 6 decades.
Westslope cutthroat trout, another native species, declined 6% over the study period, and will probably decline another 16% by 2080.
The reasons behind the declines were different for each species.  The bull trout were possibly threatened most by rising water temperature and decreases in the summer stream flow.  Westslope cutthroat trout were likely victims of invasive species — especially rainbow trout — that thrived in the warmer waters.
“Species-specific climate adaptation strategies may be needed for conservation of freshwater biodiversity,” the authors write.
The researchers expected to see the declines.  But one anomaly surprised them.  They project that cutthroat trout can actually expand their stream occupancy despite climate change — but only in the absence of non-native species.
Montana has already lost some populations of native fish species that thrive in cold water, says study co-author and University of Montana associate professor Andrew Whiteley in a news release.  “This is particularly troubling in a state where cold-water fisheries now contribute nearly $650 million a year to our economy,” he says.  “But all is not lost for these economically, ecologically and culturally important species, as long as appropriate conservation action is taken.”
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