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Cutthroat trout pose

mystery of the lake

By Ted Burns, Biologist

Cowichan Lake cutthroat trout are starting their annual spawning migration to the lake’s tributar​ies. The first few entered Rob​ertson River February 21 when rain and melt water brought the stream up a little, after nearly a month of low clear water.

Cutthroat trout are Cowichan Lake’s premier sport fish but surprisingly little is known about them.

Unlike the lake’s rainbows which usually weigh less than a kilogram (2.2 pounds) at maturity and seldom grow larger than two kilos (any lake rainbow heavier than this is almost certainly a steelhead), cutthroats grow very large, as much as five kilo​grams (11 pounds).

The record Vancouver Island cutthroat is a Sproat Lake giant that weighed 7.95 kilos. It was caught, in a gill net in 1957 by a Fish and Wildlife Branch lake survey crew.

The reason cutthroats grow larger than rainbows in large coastal lakes is because they live longer and eat more fish. When cut​throats attain a length of 40 centimetres (16 inches), they switch from a diet of insects to one almost entirely composed of fish, chiefly kokanee, but sticklebacks, sculpins and coho fry are also eagerly accepted by these op​portunistic feeders. I have even seen six inch cutthroats swallow three inch sculpins.
An interesting feature of cut​throat feeding behavior is that when they have lakes to them​selves, they don’t grow as large as they do when they share them with rainbows which are more aggres​sive. They force cutthroats to feed away from surface waters and closer to bottom shoal areas where small fish are more abundant.

By now, some readers will be saying, “Hey, there seems to be quite a lot known about coastal

lake cutthroats.” There is, but there is far more that is un​known and the unknowns are more important, particularly in terms of Cowichan Lake.

Numbers are the biggest un​known. Limited creel surveys and the Victoria Colonist King Fish​

ermen contest (discontinued in the late 1970’s)indicate that cutthroats made up a substantial portion of the Cowichan Lake catch. But fishing success is relatively low
It appears that at least two types of cut​throat are present: smallish fish that mature at three or four years

and average 35 to 40 centime​tres and the large race that spawns at four or more years. Some anglers believe there are sea run cutts in Cowichan Lake because some of the fish have a louse on them that looks like the common sea louse one finds on salmon and ocean cutthroats. The parasite is a freshwater version.
Limited surveys of lake tribu​taries at spawning time have not revealed large numbers of cut​throats in any stream and that’s the next unknown: where do they spawn?

Cowichan cutthroats spawn over a very wide period. Smaller spaw​ners enter upper Cowichan River

side channels and small tribu​taries in November and spawn in December. On the other hand, the bigger fish have been seen spawn​ing in lake tributaries in May.

Cutthroats are shy and they are expert at hiding themselves in small cover when streams are low and clear. In the little creeks, they often wait until the last moment before entering under the cover of night or a spate of higher flow. They sneak upstream, spawn, then retreat to the lake. All this can occur in a few hours and will be witnessed neither by man nor merganser.

Fry salvage from the last two years reveal that some cutthroat fry are present in almost every lake tributary but nowhere are they abundant and it is not known how many are progeny of stream residents.

Cowichan Lake cutthroats don’t appear to be endangered, but the large race are not numerous. Much more needs to be known for effective man​agement and enhancement.
There must be many exper​ienced lake anglers and area residents who can contribute knowledge. Brad Miller, who won the Outlaws’ derby on February 25 with a 2.3 kilogram cut​throat, has provided excellent information. So have Art and Blake Watson.

Anyone who has information that may be valuable, can call me at 749-6006 or  pass it along to Leo Nelson, Art Watson or Guy Hart​shorne at H&H Guns.

Your information may fill in an important piece of the cutthroat puzzle and help lead to better fishing for these magnificent trout.

