Life Cycle of Chinook Salmon
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After a female lays her eggs, one or more male
salmon fertilize them. The female then buries the
eggs by tossing gravel from upstream
onto the redd.
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Chinook salmon lay eggs in nests called redds.
Female salmon excavate these redds in the gravel
beds of fast-moving streams. This gravel must be free
of silt and sand to provide space for the eggs. Sediment
deposited after spawning can suffocate the eggs.
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Chinook salmon die after
spawning, completing their
life cycle. Their decaying
bodies provide nutrients to the
ecosystem.
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Salmon stop feeding once they enter
fresh water, but are able to travel many
miles to their spawning grounds using
stored energy from their ocean diet. Once Chinook
salmon return to their native watershed, they hone
in on their original nesting grounds. Once home,
they search for clean gravel beds to lay their eggs.

When the eggs hatch, ‘alevins’ or
yolk-sac fry emerge. Alevins stay
in the gravel and develop by
consuming nutrients from their yoc sacs.
Their gestation period depends on the
temperature of the water and the
concentration of oxygen in the redd.
Generally, it is 40 - 60 days.
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Eventully, as fully-grown adults,
Chinook salmon instinctively find
their way back to the San Francisco
Bay. They navigate through the Delta and
the Sacramento River arriving at Dry Creek
and its tributaries in the fall.

As the young salmon grow, they
mature into fry and wiggle out of
the gravel. They move to the
calmer waters of the shore and feed on
small insects and crustaceans.
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Chinook salmon grow rapidly on a diet of fish in
the ocean. They may travel thousands of miles,
venturing as far north as Alaska and Asia. They
usually spend from 1 to 3 years in the ocean before returning to the Dry Creek watershed to spawn.
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Salmon undergo physical changes called smolting before
entering the ocean. This prepares them for life in the marine
environment. The most obvious change of smolting is a prolific
growth of scales. These scales protect them from parasites and disease.
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Most of the young salmon leave the Dry Creek
watershed in the spring months of March,
April and May. They travel downstream to the
Sacramento River and on to the San Francisco Bay
estuary.
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