
Pacific Salmon Life Cycle 



General Salmon Life Cycle 
Eggs are laid in redds 



General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 

When hatched, alevins stay in gravel until 
yolk is absorbed 



Once yolk is absorbed, fry/fingerlings will stay in 
freshwater from days up to 2 years, depending 

on species  

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



When ready to leave freshwater for saltwater, 
they will smolt, undergoing physiological 

changes in preparation for saltwater 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



• Some species will remain in the estuary for 
several months, some will go straight to 
sea. 

• They will spend anywhere from 1 up to 6 
years at sea. 

• Adults will “home” to their natal stream 
(95% of the time). 
 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



When entering freshwater, adults will go 
through morphological and physiological 

changes.  

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



• Adults will quit eating and focus their 
energy into: 
– Developing their gonads 
– Swimming to their spawning grounds 
– Reproductive behavior (courtship, redd 

building, nest defense) 
• These collectively will consume most of 

their fat storage. 
 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



Once mates are found, females start digging 
redds.  

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



Female digging redd 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



Detail of a redd  

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



The female will release eggs, then the male 
will fertilize with its milt.  

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



Once pacific salmon spawn they die, leaving 
their dead body as nutrients 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



Too many at one time could  
have a negative effect. 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 



The process starts all over again 

General Salmon Life Cycle - Continued 
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External Anatomy 



• Juvenile identification 
 
• Ocean phase adult identification 
 
• Freshwater phase adult identification 
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Adult identification  
Ocean phase 

• Oncorhynchus tshawytscha 
• Oncorhynchus kisutch 
• Oncorhynchus gorbuscha 
• Oncorhynchus keta 
• Oncorhynchus nerka 



Oncorhynchus tshawytscha 
Chinook   
• Mouth is dark with a 

black gum line  
• Large, sharp teeth  
• Spots on both lobes of 

tail  
• Large spots on back  
 
 
 

Jaw – The chinook has a dark 
mouth and black gums at the 
base of its teeth.  Immature 
chinook are known as a 
“blackmouth” 

Tail – Both the upper and lower lobes of 
the tail are covered with spots and silver 
is prominent. 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/fish/identification/pac_salmon.htm#chinook 



Oncorhynchus kisutch 
Coho   
• Mouth is light with a 

white gum line  
• Medium size, sharp teeth  
• Spots only on upper lobe 

of tail  
• Spots on back  
• Wide caudal peduncle  
 
 

Jaw - The mouth is white and the 
gum line is almost white, but the 
tongue may be black.  The teeth 
are sharp and strong. 

Tail – The coho tail has just a few 
scattered spots, usually on the upper 
lobe, with silver streaks.  It has a wide 
caudal peduncle. 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/fish/identification/pac_salmon.htm#coho 



Oncorhynchus gorbuscha 
Pink  
• Mouth is white with a black gum 

line.   
• In marine areas, almost no teeth  
• Large oval spots on both lobes 

of tail  
• Large black spots on back  
• Pointed lower jaw  
• No silver on tail  
• Very small scales  
 
 

Jaw – The mouth of a pink is 
white, but the gums and tongue 
are black, as they are in a 
chinook.  It does not have “teeth” 
on its tongue. 

Tail – The pink salmon tail is covered with 
large oval spots.  It does not have silver on 
the tail.  The scales are very small compared 
to other salmon of the same size  

http://wdfw.wa.gov/fish/identification/pac_salmon.htm#pink 



Oncorhynchus keta 
Chum  
• Mouth is white with a white gum 

line  
• Well developed teeth  
•  No spots on tail or back  
• Calico markings (vertical bars) – 

faint on bright fish  
• Narrow caudal peduncle  
• White tip on anal fin  

 
 
 
 

Jaw – The mouth is white and the 
gum line is white, but the tongue 
may be black. The lips are fleshy 
with well developed teeth in both 
jaws, but there are no teeth on the 
base of the tongue. 

Tail – The tail has no spots, but does 
have silver streaks covering about half of 
the fin. The caudal peduncle is narrow. 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/fish/identification/pac_salmon.htm#chum 



Oncorhynchus nerka 
Sockeye  
• Mouth is white with a 

white gum line  
• Almost toothless  
• No spots on tail or back  
• Large, bright gold, glassy 

eye  
 
 

Jaw – The mouth is white and 
the gum line is white.  The lips 
are fleshy.  The teeth are small 
and well developed in both 
jaws.  There are no teeth on the 
base of the tongue. 

Tail – There are no spots on the tail. 

http://wdfw.wa.gov/fish/identification/pac_salmon.htm#sockeye 



Adult identification  
Freshwater phase 

• Oncorhynchus tshawytscha 
• Oncorhynchus kisutch 
• Oncorhynchus gorbuscha 
• Oncorhynchus keta 
• Oncorhunchus nerka 



Oncorhynchus tshawytscha 
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Oncorhynchus gorbuscha 

 



Oncorhynchus keta 



Oncorhynchus nerka 



 



 



 



 





 





 





 



 



 



 



 







 



Any Questions? 



 



 


