


  Eastern Brook Trout: Status and Threats  �

Regional experts listed poor land management associated 
with agriculture as the most widespread impact on brook trout 
habitat in the Eastern United States. Poor land management 
can involve clearing streamside vegetation, over-grazing 
sensitive areas, ineffectively managing nutrients and 
ditching small streams. While these practices cause direct 
damage to water quality, they also contribute to higher water 
temperatures and degraded streamside areas – the second and 
sixth greatest disturbances across the study area. 

Roads can have a variety of damaging effects on streams. 
Sedimentation is listed as the third largest impact to brook 
trout. Runoff of sand and silt from poorly designed or 
maintained roads can smother brook trout eggs and the 
aquatic insects that fish eat. In addition, dams and poorly 
designed culverts or bridges can act as barriers to fish 
movement. Streams can quickly become fragmented into 
sections, isolating brook trout populations 
from each other and limiting their ability 
to move and find areas of clean gravel to 
spawn or colder waters in the summer. 
Dams also increase water temperatures by 
slowing down flowing water and exposing it 
to the air and sun. 

Non-native species (such as smallmouth 
bass, rainbow trout and brown trout) are 
the only disturbance not related to habitat 
in the top ten regional impacts to brook 
trout. These fish can out-compete brook 
trout in high quality habitat by eating them 
and forcing them out of the more favorable 
parts of a stream or lake. Non-native fish 
also can thrive in lower quality waters that 
once supported brook trout.  

Impacts on water quality and stream health are often 
complex and interrelated. For example, actions such as 
removing trees from stream banks, allowing livestock in 
streams or poorly planning urban development can all cause 
higher water temperatures, increased sediment and impaired 
habitat. All of these factors make it more difficult for brook 
trout to reproduce and survive. In most cases, a combination 
of negative changes to the surrounding land and stream 
banks--rather than a single disturbance--causes brook trout to 
decline or vanish from a particular subwatershed.

Conservation and Restoration Opportunities

Despite their sensitivity to declines in water quality and the 
introduction of non-native fish, brook trout have managed 
to persist in countless headwater streams across the eastern 
United States. Many opportunities currently exist for the 
restoration of brook trout habitat. For example, working 
with farmers and other landowners to replant streamside 
shrubs and trees and fence livestock away from streams can 
dramatically improve water temperatures and water quality 

in a relatively short period of time. Many private landowners 
are currently partnering with federal and local agencies 
and non-governmental organizations to protect streams on 
private land. Because farmers and ranchers own so much land 
throughout the historical range of eastern brook trout, they 
have a unique opportunity to be at the forefront of the effort 
to safeguard water quality and restore brook trout populations 
through cooperative, incentive-based programs.

A host of other opportunities exist for improving brook 
trout habitat and restoring populations. Liming and other 
acid abatement techniques can neutralize acid deposition 
and abandoned mine drainage and make thousands of 
miles of streams fishable. Protecting forested watersheds 
can ensure healthy populations and water quality far 
into the future. Selective removal of non-native fish 
where appropriate to protect brook trout is an effective 

management tool that is gaining increasing popularity 
among biologists. Replacing poorly designed culverts and 
removing old dams that block fish movement can reconnect 
fragmented habitat and strengthen or extend brook trout 
populations downstream. 

People value brook trout not only for their beauty, their 
delicious taste, and their sportfish qualities, but also as 
indicators of the broader health of the watersheds where they 
live. A sentinel of superior water quality, the brook trout 
will always mirror the health of the Appalachians and the 
waters that drain from these landscapes. The assessment 
information summarized in this report provides new 
perspectives on the status of brook trout and water quality 
across the East, allowing analysis at range-wide, regional, 
state and local scales. This assessment sets a benchmark for 
fisheries managers, policy makers and citizens to track and 
assess progress in protecting and restoring eastern waters 
and their native trout. Collective efforts to restore the brook 
trout will enable us to protect human health, assure clean and 
sustainable water supplies and preserve our quality of life for 
generations to come. 
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