
Species Accounts – Sacramento Splittail A.28-1 

A.28 SACRAMENTO SPLITTAIL  1 
(Pogonichthys macrolepidotus) 2 

A.28.1 Legal and Other Status 3 

The Sacramento splittail was federally listed as threatened on 4 
February 8, 1999 (USFWS 1999), and delisted on September 22, 5 
2003 (USFWS 2003).  The splittail is a Class 1 (qualifies as 6 
threatened under the California ESA) California Species of Special 7 
Concern (CDFG 2003). 8 

A.28.2 Species Distribution and Status 9 

Range and Status 10 

The Sacramento splittail is endemic to California.  Historically, it inhabited sloughs, lakes, and rivers 11 
of the Central Valley with populations extending upstream to Redding in the Sacramento River, to 12 
the vicinity of Colusa State Park in Butte Creek/Sutter Bypass, to Oroville in the Feather River, to 13 
Folsom in the American River, and to Friant in the San Joaquin River (Moyle 2002).  Populations 14 
also appear to have been present in Tulare and Buena Vista Lakes.  The current distribution is 15 
limited by dams and other barriers.  The species migrates up the Sacramento River to Red Bluff 16 
Diversion Dam and up the San Joaquin River to Salt Slough in wet years as well as into the lower 17 
reaches of the Feather River and American River.  When they are not spawning, most are found in 18 
the Delta, Suisun Bay, Suisun Marsh, the lower Napa River, the lower Petaluma River, and other 19 
parts of the San Francisco estuary (Moyle 2002).  Populations in the lower Petaluma and Napa rivers 20 
are self-sustaining and genetically distinct 21 
(Baerwald et al. 2007).  Several individuals 22 
have been caught in San Luis Reservoir, 23 
which stores water pumped from the Delta. 24 

Splittail abundance fluctuates considerably 25 
from year to year and is positively related to 26 
the magnitude and duration of flood plain 27 
inundation (Sommer et al. 1997).  The species 28 
has the ability to recover rapidly under 29 
favorable conditions (Moyle 2002).  Their 30 
abundance in most years within their current 31 
range is estimated to be approximately 35 to 32 
60 percent of that in 1940. 33 

Distribution and Status in the Planning 34 
Area 35 

Splittail migrate upstream to spawn in the 36 
Sacramento River along the western border of 37 
Butte County up to Red Bluff Diversion Dam 38 
(Moyle et al. 2004).  There are anecdotal 39 
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reports of individuals in the Feather River up to the Thermalito Outlet (B. Cavallo, pers. com,  as 1 
cited in Moyle et al. 2004; B. Oppenheim pers. com to R. Baxter 2003), although these accounts are 2 
rare.  California Department of Fish and Game has no records of Sacramento splittail within Butte 3 
County (CNDDB 2006) (please see Figure A.28) and SWRI (2003) indicated that splittail are not 4 
expected to be in Feather River within Butte County. 5 

A.28.3 Habitat Requirements and Special Considerations 6 

Sacramento splittail are adapted to living in freshwater and estuarine habitats as well as 7 
alkaline lakes and sloughs (Moyle 2002).  The fish are regularly found in salinities of 10 to 18 8 
parts per thousand (ppt), and adults can tolerate up to 29 ppt for short periods of time.  The 9 
species can also tolerate low dissolved oxygen concentrations (to less than 1 mg/l) and a wide 10 
range of temperatures from 5 to 33ºC (Moyle 2002).  Young fish appear to prefer shallow water 11 
less than 2 meters deep and are able to swim against strong tidal and river currents.  Splittail are 12 
generally more abundant where other native fish are present (Moyle et al. 1995).  Non-13 
reproductive splittail are abundant in moderately shallow (<4m) brackish and freshwater tidal 14 
sloughs such as Suisun Marsh and margins of the lower Sacramento River (Feyrer et al. 2005; 15 
Moyle et al. 2004).  Adults move upstream in winter and spring to feed and spawn.  Flooded 16 
vegetation is necessary for spawning and to provide cover for larvae and young.  Year class 17 
success is highest in wet years, and the fish live more than eight years.  The splittail feeds on 18 
benthic invertebrates such as opossum shrimp, benthic amphipods, and harpactacoid copepods, 19 
as well as detritus (Moyle 2002).  Piscivorous fish, including striped bass, prey upon splittail. 20 

A.28.4 Life History 21 

Males and females generally mature at the end of their second year, although a few males 22 
mature earlier and some females mature later (Moyle 2002).  Splittail spawn from February into 23 
early July over flooded vegetation, although peak activity is usually in March and April.  24 
Spawning appears to be triggered by rising water levels, increasing water temperature (14 to 25 
19ºC), and increasing day length.  Females are very fecund and can produce over 100,000 eggs.  26 
Individuals typically do not lay all their eggs at once but spawn over several months.  The 27 
adhesive fertilized eggs attach to vegetation or debris and hatch in 3 to 7 days.  Most larvae 28 
remain in shallow areas with vegetation for 10 to 14 days and then move into deeper water 29 
(Moyle 2002). 30 

A.28.5 Threats 31 

Sacramento splittail populations have been reduced due to loss and modification of riverine 32 
spawning and rearing habitat and changes in hydrology.  Flood control processes have created 33 
artificial hydrologic conditions that may act to reduce the regularity of flooding in floodplain 34 
habitat, such as the Cosumnes floodplain and Yolo Bypass.  Juvenile splittail are thought to 35 
begin migrating downstream with increasing water temperatures; however, artificially 36 
constructed channels in the watershed are often too deep to sufficiently warm the water, 37 
potentially causing stranding of juveniles on the floodplains  Other threats to the population 38 
include variations in climate, introduction of non-native predators and competitors, toxic 39 
substances, and exploitation (Moyle 2002). 40 

41 
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A.28.6 Relevant Conservation Efforts 1 

[[To be prepared as additional information is gathered during the Butte Regional HCP/NCCP 2 
development process.]] 3 

A.28.7 Recovery Plan Goals 4 

No recovery plan has been prepared for the Sacramento splittail because the species is not 5 
federally listed. 6 
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PERSONAL COMMUNICATION 1 

September 15, 2003.  Bruce Oppenheim (Biologist, National Marine Fisheries Service) email report to 2 
Randall Baxter (DFG) of a fresh angler killed adult splittail thrown up on a river bank just below the 3 
Thermalito outlet. 4 

5 
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