Montana’s Famed Trout under Threat as Drought Intensifies
by Jim Robbins
June 23, 2021: Helena, Montana – The state is imposing more restrictions on fishing this year, as the combination of extreme conditions, including low river levels, fish die-offs and the crush of anglers, poses long-term problems.
Few places in the world rival Montana’s fly fishing.  The state’s cold, clear mountain streams are renowned for their large populations of trout, especially the rainbow and brown.
But this is a drought year, and a confluence of extreme conditions now threatens the state’s legendary waters.  Higher temperatures early in the year, worryingly low river levels, fish die-offs, and pressure from the crush of anglers yearning to recapture a year lost to the pandemic have swirled into a growing crisis.
This week, Montana announced a slate of new restrictions, including outright closures, for some of the top trout streams.
A new coalition of businesses, fly fishing guides, and environmentalists warned that the severe drought may not be a temporary problem, and that the state’s fisheries could be nearing collapse.
The coalition, which includes Orvis, the fly fishing company, and the clothing manufacturer Patagonia, sent Gov. Greg Gianforte a letter Wednesday seeking the creation of a task force to address the decline of the fisheries.  “Between early season fish kills, unnaturally warm water temperatures, and low trout numbers, it’s an all hands on deck moment,” said John Arnold, owner of Headhunters Fly Shop in Craig, along the Missouri River, one of the state’s premier fisheries.  
The coalition said that the conditions not only threatened the fisheries, but also would be devastating for businesses.  “If water quality in our rivers continues to decline, and our rivers themselves dry up, these negative changes will also tank our state’s robust outdoor economy that directly depends on upon vibrant cold water fisheries,” the group stated in its letter.
“This is a really unique, ecologically speaking, part of the world,” said Guy Alsentzer, the executive director of Upper Missouri Waterkeeper.  “These rivers are really hurting and they need cold, clean water.”
The crisis is occurring as the state was just beginning to recover from the pandemic, with tourists and fishing enthusiasts returning in large numbers.  Anglers of all kinds spend nearly $500 million a year in Montana, according to the American Sportfishing Association.  
In addition to low river levels and even dry sections of some small streams, dead trout have been found floating in rivers around the state, a sight that in other seasons was rare.  And there has been a mysterious, steep decline in one of the most sought-after fish, brown trout, over the last several years in southwest Montana.
Trout thrive in water between 45 and 60°F.  Temperatures in some rivers have hit the low-70s much earlier than usual.  At those temperatures, the fish are lethargic, because there is less oxygen in the water and they quit feeding.  The stress of being caught by fishers in that weakened state can kill them.  Around 75° can be lethal to trout.
Montana’s rivers and streams are wild trout fisheries, which means that unlike in most states, rivers there are not stocked with hatchery-reared trout.  If populations crash, the state’s wild trout would have to rebound on their own, which could take years or might not happen at all.
Low flows and warm temperatures are affecting sport fishing across the West, from California to Colorado.  On the Klamath River in Northern California, the Iron Gate Fish Hatchery could not, for the 1st time in its 55-year history, stock the river with young hatchery-reared salmon and steelhead, because extremely low flows and warmer water temperatures have increased infections from C.shasta, a parasite.
Utah has doubled the allowable limit for fishers, because low water levels are expected to kill many fish in the streams.  In Colorado, state officials asked people not to fish a 120-mile-long stretch of the Colorado River in the north-central region, because of low river levels and warmer water.  “The water temperatures have been above 70° for multiple days in a row,” said Travis Duncan, a spokesman for Colorado Parks and Wildlife.  “And there is a potential for more closures, as we get further along in the season.”
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