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Preface - New York’s Cattaraugus Creek provides important, unique and diverse trout fishing 

experiences in western New York State.  The main stem of the lower reach extends from the 

mouth at Lake Erie upstream 34 miles to Springville Dam, and has long been regarded as one of 

the highest quality steelhead fisheries in New York State.  The upper reach extends another 34 

miles to its source, and along with its numerous tributaries offers excellent fishing opportunities 

for resident trout, abundant angler access, and high-quality spawning and nursery habitat.  A 

long-planned fish passage project at Springville Dam will allow steelhead access to many miles 

of additional high-quality habitat and provide new fishing opportunities. This passage project 

may also be accompanied by some changes to the existing upstream fisheries and fish 

community.  This plan provides a roadmap for fisheries management following fish passage, and 

lists the goal, objectives, and strategies for maintaining a high quality, year-round sport fishery. 

 

MANAGEMENT GOAL 

DEC will manage upper Cattaraugus Creek and its tributaries as a high quality, year-around sport 

fishery with opportunities to catch lake-run steelhead as well as resident brown and rainbow 

trout. 
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UPPER CATTARAUGUS CREEK FISHERIES MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

Introduction 

The Cattaraugus Creek watershed includes portions of five western New York counties and 

Territory of the Seneca Nation of Indians (SNI).  The entire watershed encompasses about 

357,640 acres (more than 550 square miles) of western New York and includes many of the 

best stocked and wild trout streams in the region. The main stem of Cattaraugus Creek flows 

west from its headwaters at Java Lake in Wyoming County for 65 miles, emptying into Lake 

Erie at Irving, NY (Figure 1). In the lowest reaches of Cattaraugus Creek near Lake Erie, 

warm water species including walleye, smallmouth bass, channel catfish and sucker species 

use this tributary as spawning and nursery habitat.  At 34 miles above the creek’s mouth, 

Springville Dam is the first barrier impassable to migratory fish from Lake Erie. From a 

fisheries viewpoint, the two most notable migratory species blocked from upstream 

movement by Springville Dam are introduced steelhead trout and invasive sea lamprey. The 

current steelhead fishery that exists below Springville Dam is one of NYS’s premier sport 

fisheries. Springville Dam has not generated electricity since 1998 and is currently 

maintained by Erie County as a recreational park. In 2017, a formal partnership agreement 

was signed between the US Army Corps of Engineers, the NYS Department of 

Environmental Conservation (DEC) and Erie County to design, engineer and construct a $7 

million dam modification/fish passage project at this location.  Construction is projected to 

occur as early as 2020. 

 

The Springville Dam fish passage plan calls for lowering the dam spillway from 40-ft to 

approximately 15-ft and constructing a fish passage channel and weir. The weir will allow 

seasonal passage of selected fish species while also maintaining a barrier to sea lamprey 

migration. Cattaraugus Creek is one of the most productive sea lamprey spawning and 

nursery areas in Lake Erie, and if the dam was altogether removed to address existing safety 

issues, or if the fish passage weir was not selective, this entire system would become 

accessible to sea lamprey.  In their adult life phase, sea lamprey are highly parasitic and can 

kill up to 40 pounds of fish in a year.  Maintaining a sea lamprey barrier is a critical element 

of this project and will allow the Great Lakes Fishery Commission (GLFC) and their sea 

lamprey control agents the ability to continue ongoing sea lamprey population 

control/assessment activities. This project provides a host of benefits, including restoring 

connectivity to over 50 miles of high quality habitat in upstream reaches of Cattaraugus 

Creek and tributaries, greatly expanding steelhead fishing opportunities on one of NYS’s 

premier steelhead streams, and restoration of sediment transport processes.   

  

Purpose and Scope 

For the period 2019-2030, this fisheries management plan (Plan) will guide efforts and 

resources toward enhancing Cattaraugus Creek’s status as a premier angling destination for 

lake run (potadromous) steelhead trout, and if possible, maintain existing resident trout 

fisheries. This Plan is guided by the Fish Community Objectives for Lake Erie (Ryan et al. 

2004) and New York’s Management Plan for Lake Erie Steelhead, 2016 – 2025 (Markham 

et al. 2016), and will serve as the basis for the development of annual work plans to 
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implement actions toward meeting fisheries management objectives.  Progress towards these 

objectives will be reported in our annual public outreach event and meetings with stakeholder 

groups.  This Plan was developed in close consultation with a variety of Cattaraugus Creek 

stakeholders and focuses on Cattaraugus Creek trout fisheries both above and below 

Springville Dam.  Stakeholder representation included steelhead and inland trout anglers, 

fishing guides, and organized angling groups. Stocking will remain the most prominent tool 

for maintaining Lake Erie’s overall tributary steelhead fishery, however, opportunities to 

foster and promote wild steelhead fisheries will be explored in this system where possible 

and practical (Markham et al. 2016).   

 

Current Fisheries 

A detailed description of Cattaraugus Creek’s existing sport fisheries is provided in NYSDEC 

(2006).  Currently, trout fishing opportunities, trout stocking policies and fishing regulations 

differ markedly above and below the impassable barrier at Springville Dam, as detailed below.   

 

Figure 1. Cattaraugus Creek from Lake Erie to it source showing prominent tributaries supporting trout populations, 

existing Public Fishing Rights (PFR) and barriers. 
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Lower Cattaraugus Creek 

Lake-run steelhead are the principal trout species utilizing lower Cattaraugus Creek, with rare 

occurrences of spawning-phase, lake-run brown trout, pink, coho and Chinook salmon during the 

autumn. Steelhead have been the prominent species stocked in the lower portion of Cattaraugus 

Creek with 90,000 “Washington strain” yearling steelhead stocked annually.  Nominal amounts 

of yearling brown trout have also been stocked from 2002-2017.  Studies focused on estimating 

the importance of wild steelhead production to lower Cattaraugus Creek have yielded mixed 

results. Early scientific investigations using fish scale morphology methods suggested that 

naturally produced fish comprised 25% of the adult steelhead returning to the creek (Mikol 1976, 

Goehle 1998). A subsequent study by Roth (2002) also identified measurable wild smolt 

production in one high quality Cattaraugus Creek tributary (Spooner Brook) below the dam. 

More recently, a study using otolith microchemistry techniques indicated that 17% of adult 

steelhead in Cattaraugus Creek are naturally produced (Budnik et al. 2018). DEC surveys have 

also detected production of wild juvenile steelhead in several Lower Cattaraugus Creek 

tributaries.   

Lower Cattaraugus Creek supports a very significant tributary steelhead fishery that receives broad 

recognition beyond New York’s borders (Markham 2015), consistently producing the highest 

angler catch rates among all of New York’s Great Lakes tributaries.  Steelhead begin entering 

Cattaraugus Creek in early September and leave as late as June, providing fishing opportunities 

that extend almost ten months of the year.  Peak fishing quality occurs in October and November, 

with the best quality angling typically found in the lower sections on the SNI lands.  Steelhead 

currently migrate upstream 34 miles to Springville Dam (the first barrier impassable to all fish) 

and many spawn in smaller tributaries of lower Cattaraugus Creek. Angler survey data (Markham 

2016) indicate that Cattaraugus Creek typically receives the most steelhead angling effort of any 

New York Lake Erie tributary, and often produces the highest total steelhead catch of any New 

York Great Lakes tributary.   

Upper Cattaraugus Creek 

Stocked and wild brown trout, and wild, resident rainbow trout inhabit the first 15 miles of 

Cattaraugus Creek above Springville Dam, although their abundance is limited by warm 

summer water temperatures.  From Elton Creek at river mile (RM) 46 upstream to East 

Arcade (RM 58), Cattaraugus Creek supports a fishery for wild resident rainbow trout and 

both wild and stocked brown trout (Evans 2006). Many larger tributaries such as Clear Creek, 

Lime Lake Outlet, McKinstry Creek, Elton Creek and Hosmer Brook support fisheries for wild 

brown trout and offer high catch rates for resident wild rainbow trout, a very uncommon 

opportunity in NYS streams.  The remaining 7 miles upstream to Java Lake is inhabited by 

low densities of wild brown trout. Little or no successful trout spawning occurs in the main 

stem of upper Cattaraugus Creek due to excessive siltation, and wild trout occupying the 

main stem are believed to be migrants from tributaries.  Relict populations of native brook 

trout also occur in the headwater sections of 15 tributaries, one of which (Spring Brook) will 

remain protected by a barrier impassable to fish.  The remaining 14 brook trout populations 

already exist in association with resident, non-native, brown and rainbow trout. Angling 
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effort was last measured on the stocked portion of upper Cattaraugus Creek (18.2 miles) in 

1997 and was considered “high” at an estimated 880 angler hours/acre (Evans 1998). 

Although not surveyed since 1997, we believe upper Cattaraugus Creek continues to be one 

of western New York’s most heavily used trout streams. Angling effort on four un-stocked 

wild trout tributaries to upper Cattaraugus Creek was lower, ranging from 282 hours/acre on 

Clear Creek (Arcade) to 135 hours/acre on McKinstry Creek (Cornett 2006). 

 

Fishery Management Challenges with Fish Passage  

The following summarizes challenges to meeting several fisheries management objectives 

that might accompany fish passage at Springville Dam. Many of these challenges were 

identified in a 2006 report (NYSDEC 2006) and over the last 10 years have been frequently 

vetted with stakeholders during the feasibility phase of the Springville Dam fish passage 

study. We conclude that despite some recognized challenges, there is broad stakeholder 

support for pursuit of fish passage at Springville Dam.  These issues are not presented in 

priority order. 

 

Changes to the fish community  

Unknown changes to aquatic communities and fisheries in upper Cattaraugus Creek might 

be expected to accompany fish passage at Springville Dam. Development of a naturally 

reproducing steelhead population in the upper Cattaraugus Creek system should produce 

measurable benefits for steelhead anglers, but perhaps with other poorly understood or 

unforeseen consequences such as reduced abundance of resident rainbow, brown trout, and 

brook trout. Fisheries science literature provides some conflicting perspectives on whether 

steelhead might become an additional competitor with brook trout or displace some resident 

brown and rainbow trout through competitive interactions. Nuhfer et al. (2014) found that 

introduction of steelhead into a small, low gradient stream resulted in lower densities of 

resident brown trout. Kruger et al. (1985) also found significant declines in the brown trout 

fishery in the Pere Marquette River (MI) were associated with competition between steelhead 

parr and brown trout. In contrast, Kocik and Taylor (1996) found no apparent impacts of 

age-0 steelhead on age-0 brown trout in Gilchrist Creek, Michigan. A somewhat more 

comprehensive review of the scientific literature on this topic was compiled by NYSDEC 

(2006).  New research to examine changes to the fish community for upper Cattaraugus 

Creek should have value for management of the Cattaraugus system and elsewhere. 

 

Angler Access 

Formal public access to lower Cattaraugus Creek is currently limited to approximately four 

miles of public fishing rights (PFR) and eight miles in Zoar Valley Multiple Use Area. 

Despite the relative paucity of access easements and parking areas, this section of 

Cattaraugus Creek is typically the most fished steelhead stream among New York’s Lake 

Erie tributaries mainly due to extensive access on SNI lands. Extensive angler access is 

available on upper Cattaraugus Creek that includes 34 miles of DEC-public fishing 

easements and 15 parking areas. Steelhead passage at Springville Dam would likely expand 

angler use in upper Cattaraugus Creek and may require additional parking lots and/or 
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expansion of existing lots.  Since steelhead angling occurs from fall through spring, the more 

heavily used parking lots will require expanded maintenance through the winter months. 

DEC presently has 0.8 miles of public fishing easements on the 12 miles of Cattaraugus 

Creek from Springville Dam upstream to Elton Creek, and gaining additional public fishing 

access on this stream section should remain a top priority.   Significantly increased angler 

use of the upper portion of the creek raises the potential for conflicts arising between user 

groups and with landowners.  

 

Differing Angling Desires  

Significant, but not unanimous, angler support for the Springville Dam fish passage initiative 

was conveyed at numerous public meetings and sportsmen club meetings over the last 10-

years.  Additionally, one formal survey of angler views was compiled at the 2006 Hamburg 

Sportsman’s Show and documented broad support for fish passage (NYSDEC 2006). This 

initial determination of substantial support was vital for proceeding with the ensuing 

Springville Dam fish passage feasibility study which ultimately determined this initiative to 

be technically feasible and ecologically beneficial, while also expected to impart 

considerable fisheries benefits.  Nevertheless, going forward we recognize angling 

conditions will likely change in upper Cattaraugus Creek due to increased angler use, 

changing fish communities, and perhaps conflicting angler desires for existing vs. new trout 

fisheries.  As such, ongoing fisheries assessments should include gathering public input via 

angler surveys as a vital component of the information base used to evaluate and effectively 

manage the needs of a diverse angling community.    

   

Sea Lamprey 

Cattaraugus Creek and its tributaries remain among the most productive sea lamprey 

spawning/nursery sites in Lake Erie and require a significant portion of the total lake wide 

assessment and control efforts coordinated by the GLFC.  The Springville Dam is a crucial 

barrier for stopping upstream movements by sea lamprey to many additional miles of suitable 

spawning habitat. If this barrier is compromised, the entire Cattaraugus Creek system 

becomes accessible to invasive sea lamprey, significantly reducing sea lamprey control 

effectiveness and increasing the costs of those efforts. Design features of the Springville 

Dam fish passage project must maintain this critical sea lamprey barrier as well as provide 

continued, long-term adult sea lamprey assessment trapping indices at the base of the dam. 

These activities are currently coordinated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service).  

The Service has been actively engaged throughout the Springville Dam fish passage planning 

process. 

  



 

 
Upper Cattaraugus Creek Fisheries Management Plan  Page 7 

Management Goal 

DEC will manage upper Cattaraugus Creek and its tributaries as a high quality, year-around sport 

fishery with opportunities to catch lake-run steelhead as well as resident brown and rainbow 

trout. 

Objectives (Please note the following objectives are not presented in priority order.)    

• Improve and expand the existing network of angler access sites on upper Cattaraugus 

Creek and its tributaries to provide angler access to underused areas 

Strategies 

o Existing angler parking areas and trails will be maintained to support safe use. 

o Acquire additional Public Fishing Rights easements or outright ownership whenever 

willing sellers are identified. 

o Explore opportunities to secure property for additional PFR and create universally 

accessible fishing sites. 

o Develop and improve outreach tools to inform anglers about fishing opportunities 

that exist throughout the Cattaraugus Creek system. 

 

• Maintain responsible stewardship of upper Cattaraugus Creek fisheries resources 

Strategies 

o Signage will be developed/maintained to inform anglers of angling opportunities and 

regulations.  

o Maintain and develop angling regulations which promote responsible stewardship of 

the Creek and its fishery resources. 

o Increase stewardship outreach and law enforcement efforts (when possible) to help 

eliminate illegal angling activity and ensure high quality angling experiences. 

o Explore opportunities to alleviate potential conflicts between angler groups. 

o Develop and improve outreach tools to inform anglers about responsible angling and 

fisheries management practices. 

 

• Maintain and improve high quality habitats to support all life stages of salmonids. 

Strategies 

o Protect and enhance instream habitat to benefit water quality and all life stages of 

trout by completing habitat enhancement and streambank stabilization projects 

utilizing natural stream design techniques. 

o Protect instream habitat and water quality through ensuring compliance with NYS 

Environmental Conservation Law. 

o Evaluate the need for additional protection of important spawning tributaries.  

o Whenever possible, work with volunteer groups and conservation organizations to 

improve riparian and instream habitat. 

o Monitor changes in watershed land use and seek to minimize adverse impacts on 

water quality and quantity. 
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• Participate in Development of Fish Passage Weir at Springville Dam and manage its 

operation. 

Strategies 

o Collaborate with the USACE and the Service in designing and building a fish passage 

structure that: 

▪ Prevents upstream migration of invasive sea lamprey 

▪ Serves as an effective springtime sea lamprey assessment trap  

▪ Allows efficient upstream movement of desirable species 

o Implement a plan for seasonal operation of the fish passage weir in conjunction with 

the Service to accomplish the above needs and collect data to inform ongoing 

fisheries management decisions for upper Cattaraugus Creek.  

 

• Maintain and expand the high-quality Steelhead sport fishery. 

Strategies 

o Initially continue the existing lake run steelhead stocking policy in lower Cattaraugus 

Creek without steelhead stocking in upper Cattaraugus Creek, and adapt the policy 

as needed based on angler surveys and biological evaluations. 

o Initially maintain existing, separate sport fishing regulations in upper and lower 

Cattaraugus Creek, and adjust regulations as needed based on angler surveys and 

biological evaluations. 

o Develop a study to measure the contribution of the wild steelhead component to the 

upper Cattaraugus Creek fishery  

• Evaluate resident trout fisheries and native fish community. 

Strategies  

o Initially continue brown trout stocking policies in upper Cattaraugus Creek which 

provide spring/summer trout fishing opportunities and adapt the policy as needed 

based on angler surveys and biological evaluations.  

o Initially maintain existing, separate sport fishing regulations in upper and lower 

Cattaraugus Creek, and adjust regulations as needed based on angler surveys and 

biological evaluations.  

o Regularly re-evaluate management options (steelhead passage targets, stocking and 

regulations) using biological and angler surveys toward achievement of a healthy 

native fish assemblage in the upper Cattaraugus Creek system.  

 

• Use science to evaluate the sport fishery quality and inform adaptive management 

strategies. 

Strategies 

o Complete a study to determine the impact of restored connectivity to resident fish 

populations in the upper Cattaraugus and potentially incorporate study results into an 

adaptive management strategy to inform fish passage targets. 
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o Implement a regularly scheduled creel survey to evaluate performance of lake run 

steelhead fisheries and inland trout fisheries, as well as to evaluate angler success, 

satisfaction, and opinions. 

o Utilize creel survey results to monitor current fishing conditions and inform 

management decisions including regulations, stocking and fish passage targets. 

o Evaluate seasonal angler use, catch and harvest patterns for migratory steelhead, wild 

and resident rainbow and brown trout to explore options for enhancing angling 

opportunities. 
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