
Steelhead are born from eggs the same size as a pencil eraser.

They are a red-orange color.  An adult female steelhead can lay

over 1,000 eggs!

Steelhead eggs are buried under small rocks called gravel so

they do not get washed away in a storm or eaten by predators

such as birds, frogs, and other fish. Steelhead eggs are laid in

the winter when it is cold and rainy. 

The steelhead has all the food it needs inside the egg. It only

needs cold,clean water and high river flows to keep it alive.

Steelhead eggs cannot move on their own. This life stage of

steelhead trout does not migrate. Steelhead eggs are buried in

gravel until they are about 1 month old, then their body begins

to change into the next life stage called “alevin”.
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https://youtu.be/OQrvCkVHlI0


Alevin is the name for steelhead trout that have just hatched

from their egg. Alevin have a big red belly and tiny fins. They

are the size of a gummy bear.  

Steelhead eggs and alevin have the same habitat. They can be

found in mountain streams under small rocks called gravel.

Alevin need a lot of cold, clean water. They live under

the gravel so they can’t get eaten by predators like frogs or

raccoons. Alevin are too young to catch their own food. Their

big red belly is part of the egg and it is full of food.  

This life stage of steelhead trout does not migrate. Alevin need

a medium flow of water during the spring time. After about 5

weeks of being an alevin, their big red belly shrinks and they

begin to look more like a tiny fish we call a “fry”.
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Second Life Stage: Alevin

https://youtu.be/zrpTy1WEY0U
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The third part of the steelhead life cycle is called fry. Steelhead

fry can be the size of your finger. They can be from 3 months

old to 1 year old. Fry need a lot of cold, clean water to survive.

Fry swim around in cold, clear pools in mountain streams.

They spend their day finding tiny bugs to eat. Yum! Fry have

spots on their sides so they can hide from predators like birds,

raccoons, and frogs that want to eat them.  

Steelhead fry migrate from small creeks into a big river where

there is more food to eat. They need a medium flow so they

can catch food and swim safely. The best time to see fry

swimming around is in the spring.

Third Life Stage: Fry

https://youtu.be/iN5FfKa0wak
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Smolt are like the teenagers of the steelhead life cycle.

Smolt are longer than your hand and are silver in color.  

They need a lot of cold, clean water.

Smolt can be 1 to 2 years old. They migrate from the

river into the estuary near the Santa Cruz Beach

Boardwalk. An estuary is where river water and ocean

water mix together. There is a lot of food to eat in the

estuary like big bugs, shrimp, sand crabs, and tiny fish. 

The season when smolt are swimming near the Santa Cruz

Beach Boardwalk is in the summer. The low flows of the river

during the summer makes the water calm and clear so

steelhead smolt can hunt. 

Fourth Life Stage: Smolt

https://youtu.be/j27iPJLjD8k
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Ocean adult steelhead are silver and as long as your arm.

Ocean adults swim from the San Lorenzo River into the

Monterey Bay to begin their migration during the Fall. This is

when the river has medium water flow. 

After leaving the San Lorenzo River, ocean adult steelhead

migrate from the Monterey Bay to the cold waters near

Alaska. The cold water has lots of food such as shrimp. 

 Ocean adult steelhead can be eaten by many predators

including sea lions, sharks, and humans on fishing boats. 

After feeding in the cold ocean waters for three years, the

ocean adult migrates from Alaska back to the Monterey Bay.

Ocean adults can be five years old. They need lots of cold,

clean water just like all other parts of the steelhead life cycle. 

Fifth Life Stage: Ocean Adult

https://youtu.be/4rLoKRAEN-I
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Spawners migrate  from the Monterey Bay into the estuary

and swim up the entire San Lorenzo River. They migrate in

the middle of winter when river water flows are very high.

This is a dangerous journey because humans, bears, and

eagles catch spawners to eat. 

They find a small mountain stream where there is a lot of

clean, cold water. A female spawner uses her tail to dig a pit

in gravel under the water and lays eggs. A male spawner will

fertilize the eggs so they can grow. The female covers the

eggs with gravel and might swim back to the ocean again. 

If the eggs are lucky, they will hatch in a few months.

Sixth Life Stage: Spawner

https://youtu.be/101-Snuwql8

